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Jere Snodgrass, born in Nashville, Tennessee, of a prominent
family, was graduated from college as a pharmacist. He
married a Toledo girl, and settled in that city with his wife.
He served in the Army during World War I. Soon after his
discharge he returned to Toledo. There he bought a small
chain of drugstores, the source of a comfortable income until
the calamitous year of 1929. In that year Snodgrass saw the
collapse of his business enterprise. He survived this disaster
with a small amount of capital but did not go back into business
for himself. Instead he found a job in the sales division
of the Toledo Electric Refining Company. For ten years,
until, at the age of forty-three, he met a second disaster in
1939, he and his family lived quietly in a modest home in
Blissfield, Michigan, within commuting distance of Toledo.
Blissfield was a placid little town whose residents thought
of crime as an act committed in some other place. There
Scherline Rost and his brother, Lamoyne, owned a drugstore.
On the afternoon of January 10, 1939, Scherline completed
what, at the time, appeared to be a routine business
transaction.
A heavy-set man with glasses, calling himself Joseph Gilbert,
bought an electric razor costing fifteen dollars. Gilbert
asked if he might pay by check. Rost, deciding that Gilbert
had an honest face, was happy to oblige. The check, written
for thirty-five dollars, was drawn on the Manufacturers
Trust Company of New York and signed by W. C. Reigel,
president of the Reigel Hosiery Corporation, where Gilbert
said he worked. To identify himself, Gilbert showed Rose an
Ohio driver's license and a Social Security card, each bearing
his name and signature.
After he had endorsed the check, and while the druggist
was making change, Gilbert recalled that he had once been
a pharmacist. Rost, to be polite, asked when and in what cirp. 57
cumstances. Gilbert replied that, some years before,. he had
managed a drugstore on the corner of Monroe and Bancroft
Streets in Toledo. Then, thanking Rost for his courtesy, Gilbert
departed with the electric razor plus twenty dollars in
cash.
While this transaction and small talk were taking place,
Lamoyne had been within earshot, arranging some new stock
in the rear of the store. It was 4 P.M. when Gilbert left the
pharmacy.

Ten days later the Manufacturers Trust returned Gilbert's
check to the Blissfield bank. The accompanying message read
that no Reigel Hosiery Corporation existed. Rost had cashed
a worthless check.
Scherline immediately reported the fraud to the police, to
discover that Joseph Gilbert's forgeries were well known to
them.
Although Scherline Rost had handled the transaction inrolving
the worthless check, his brother, Lamoyne, talked
with the Michigan State Police about the forger, Gilbert.
Jamoyne, remembering Gilbert's talk of the drugstore at
Monroe and Bancroft streets, and, also recalling that a man
named Snodgrass had once managed that same store, reported
those facts to the police.
On February 2, 1939, Lamoyne, accompanied by two offiers from the Michigan State Police and with a warrant for
Snodgrass's arrest, identified him as the forger.
Snodgrass, appalled, protested his ignorance of the crime.
He said that, on the afternoon of January 10, when Scherline
Rost received the worthless check, he had been in Toledo,
twenty-five miles away, calling on potential customers. But
the jury did not believe him later at his trial, nor did the police
believe him now.
The state officers took Snodgrass to the Blissfield County
jail. There he remained for two weeks, when he appeared in
court for a preliminary hearing.
The state called two witnesses. Scherline Rost identified
Snodgrass as the man who, calling himself Joseph Gilbert,
had passed a worthless check. Sergeant Leroy Smith, Michigan
State Police handwriting expert, testified that he had
examined samples of Snodgrass's handwriting, which were
similar, in some details, to the handwriting on the forged
check.
On that testimony Snodgrass was held for trial.
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The police took Snodgrass to East Lansing, Michigan, for
a lie-detector test.
"I believe this man is innocent," the tester said. "He didn't
tell me any lies."
A few days later the police received a letter from the
Burns Detective Agency, hired by the American Bankers
Association to assist the prosecution. The letter advised them
that the agency's experts believed the handwriting on the
forged documents was not the handwriting of the accused.
Nevertheless, the trial opened on May 16, four months
after Snodgrass's arrest. He had spent those months in jail.

The state called Scherline Rost as its first witness. He described
the transaction in his pharmacy on January 10, swearing
that Snodgrass was the man who gave him the worthless
check. Lamoyne, corroborating this testimony, added,
"There is not the slightest question or doubt in my mind."
Snodgrass, the first defense witness, testified that he was
innocent of the crime, or of any other forgery. On January
10, he said, he had spent a large part of the afternoon at the
offices of Toledo Towing Company, where he had gone to
collect a bill. He had left there about four, and had then
visited the Toledo Auto Dealer's Shop. His business day completed,
he had gone home.
The only other defense witness, Mrs. Marcella Timson,
credit manager of the Toledo Towing Company, testified
that Snodgrass had been in her office on the afternoon of
January 10, where he had stayed until sometime after three.
That testimony closed the case for the defense. For some
reason (which has not been disclosed) Snodgrass's lawyer
did not have a handwriting expert testify.
The state called five witnesses to rebut the defendant's
statement that he had never forged a check. A druggist,
Frank H. Peet, testified that Snodgrass had given him a
worthless check in payment for an electric razor some time
in January. The managers of four J. C. Penney stores told of
crimes similar to those described by Rost and Peet. Each
testified that Snodgrass was the criminal.
On May 20, four days after the trial began, the jury retired
to deliberate. It took them fifteen minutes to decide that
seven respectable citizens, the state's witnesses, could not
have erred. On May 22, Snodgrass heard the judge sentence
him to not less than three and not more than fourteen years
in the state penitentiary.
"Ever since I was old enough to read," a bewildered Snodp. 59
grass said, "I've believed the American system of justice was
infallible. Where is this justice now? If this can happen to me,
it can happen to anyone at all."
If justice was not infallible, neither was the forger for
whose crimes the judge sentenced Snodgrass. Almost a year
after Snodgrass began his prison term Sergeant Smith, handwriting
expert of the Michigan State Police, discovered on
his desk a forged check with a familiar look. Drawn on the
Manufacturers Trust Company of New York by the Reigel
Hosiery Corporation, it was made out to Joseph Gilbert.
Comparing the check with the state's exhibit at Snodgrass's
trial, Smith immediately saw that they were identical.

Smith presented this new evidence to his superiors, who
took two actions to remedy the error made by the jury at
Snodgrass's trial: They presented the evidence of his innocence
to the Board of Pardons and Paroles, and they began
a vigorous new search for the actual criminal.
The Board reviewed Snodgrass's case, and, although confronted
with the seemingly incontrovertible evidence of his
innocence, since he had been in prison when the new forgeries
occurred, the members of the Board nevertheless refused
him a pardon. Instead they released him and put him
on parole. Thus a sort of schizoid justice had been served:
Snodgrass regained his liberty, indicating that the Board believed
him innocent, but his conviction stayed on the record,
implying the Board's belief in his guilt. The record was not
disturbed, but Snodgrass did not fare so well.
Some men, thought innocent, find the strength to withstand
a prison term. Snodgrass, not such a man, came out of
prison with his spirit broken and his health impaired.
In August 1941 the police caught the real criminal, Louis
Weinstein, passing a forged check. He confessed to the forgery,
was indicted, brought to trial, and convicted. The police
knew that Weinstein was also guilty of the forgeries for
which Snodgrass went to prison, but at Weinstein's trial those
forgeries were not mentioned. However, shortly after his
conviction, Weinstein presented evidence to the Board of
Pardons that he, not Snodgrass, had committed them. Once
more the Board refused to clear Snodgrass by a pardon.
Snodgrass persisted in his desperate efforts to vindicate
himself. On November 24, 1942, he called at the offices of
the Toledo lawyer who was handling his case before the
Board. The lawyer had no news for him. After he left the
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lawyer's office, distraught, Snodgrass was dazedly walking
the city streets when he suddenly lost consciousness and collapsed.
An ambulance, summoned by a bystander, rushed him
to the nearest city hospital. There, in the early morning hours
of the next day, he died of a cerebral hemorrhage, his third
disaster having finally overtaken him. Since pardons are not
granted to dead men, on the record Snodgrass remains a
criminal. He left his widow penniless; he had exhausted his
funds in paying the expenses of his trial and the support of
his family while he was in prison. His American Legion post
paid for his burial and the headstone on his grave.

