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     Elmer Thomas Nitzschke, Jr., lawyer, judge, carpenter, poet, was born on June 26, 1933 

in Remsen, Iowa to Elmer, Sr. and Florentine Stoos.  He was a “Depression baby.”   While 

his grandfather, Hermann Nitzschke, was a wealthy farmer, Elmer, Sr. had incurred the 

displeasure of this strict Lutheran by marrying a Catholic and he had to struggle to make a 

living for his growing family which also included Shirley McLaughlin, Ron, Dale, David, 

Norma Peterson, John, and Mary Lindblom. 

     Elmer, Jr. resided in Remsen from birth until he left for college in 1951.  He attended St. 

Mary’s Catholic School in Remsen from first to twelfth grade.  He obtained a BA from the 

University of St. John the Baptist in Collegeville, MN in three years, graduating on May 31, 

1954.  He obtained a law degree from the University of New Mexico in June of 1959. 

     On July 6, 1954 Elmer married Helen Eilts.  They had seven children: Guy (10/18/55), 

Greg (2/3/57), Angela (6/21/59), Amy (11/6/60, Joel (5/4/65), Jeff (2/7/67) and Monica 

(7/10/71).  They divorced.  On May 3, 1980, Elmer married Karen Rae Ducheneaux and in 

June of that year adopted her daughter, Tasina (9/8/72). 

     Elmer had fifteen grandchildren and one great grandchild. Greg and Tammy (Stephanie 

Freeman, Kristina, Jacob), Angela Hoffmann (Riley Racek and Lindsey and great 

granddaughter, Maisie, Garrett Racek, Nicholas Racek), Jeff and Katie (Alivia, Blake, Cora, 

Beau), Monica Myott (Thomas Larsen, Ginny & Laura Rothwell), Tasina Ducheneaux  

(Dylan & Noah Nihiser).    

     Elmer always worked at some job to earn money, from his first paper route as a child, to 

working in Beck’s General Store in Remsen, to working for the telephone company setting 

up poles in the summer, to working at the Liturgical Press at St. John’s, to working at the 

University of New Mexico bookstore.  He also hunted small game to supplement the family 

diet. 

     Elmer’s legal work began in 1959 when he joined the U.S. Department of Interior’s Field 

Solicitor’s Office in Albuquerque, NM.  In 1968, he became the Field Solicitor for the 

Department’s Minneapolis Field Office.  In that capacity, Elmer worked with the Indian 

tribes of the Bureau of Indian Affairs Minneapolis Area Office.  He became the 

Department’s unofficial arbitrator during the 1970’s traveling to South Dakota and other 

states to deal with intra-tribal conflicts.  While he accomplished many legal goals for other 

Bureaus of the Department, the one of which he was most proud was helping to win the U.S. 

v. Michigan Indian Fishing Rights case in 1979.  In 1983, Elmer became a Departmental 

Administrative Law Judge in Rapid City, South Dakota.  In that capacity, he traveled to the 

Reservations in and, sometimes, outside of South Dakota to conduct Indian probate hearings 

and rule on who were the legal heirs of Indian trust lands.   

     After his retirement from federal service in 1993, Elmer and Karen moved to her home on 

the Cheyenne River Indian Reservation.  He worked as City Attorney for the town of 

Gettysburg, SD, for four years and also had a small pro bono private practice.  In 2005, he 

finally retired completely. 

     Elmer loved carpentry work and always had some building project going – from a child-

sized doll house for his daughter, Monica, to building the Frank D. Ducheneaux Memorial 

Chapel, to remodeling a couple of houses, to building a gazebo.  He once said, if he had it to 

do over, he might have been a carpenter.  While he had a legal mind and a carpenter’s 

hands, he had a generous heart and a poet’s soul.  Many people remember him for his 

kindnesses and affability.  Over the years, he wrote many poems, but would never agree to 

publish them. 

     Elmer began to suffer from Alzheimer’s in 2006, and, in 2011, he had to go to a nursing 

home.  Even there, he was Mr. Affability according to the staff of the Oahe Manor in 

Gettysburg, SD.  He died there on January 23, 2016 from complications of cancer.  He was 

preceded in death by his father and mother; sister, Shirley; and brother, John.  
   

    

 

  


