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Praise for Public Enemies

“Massively researched, ludicrously entertaining.”

—Time

 

“[A] colorful new history of the early days of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. . . . [Burrough] has written a book that brims with vivid portraiture . . . Excellent true crime.”

—The New York Times Book Review

 

“Public Enemies [is] Bryan Burrough’s spellbinding new account of America’s first War on Crime . . . a model of narrative journalism and an often gripping read.”

—BusinessWeek

 

“In the telling Mr. Burrough displays a genius for historical reconstruction and an attention to detail so vivid that the reader can almost smell Bonnie and Clyde, neither of whom showed much inclination to bathe during their months sleeping in cars or open fields when they were on the run.”

—The New York Times

 

“Burrough’s narrative is fast-paced, his prose captivating. Drawing upon several hundred thousand FBI documents, Burrough has conducted important new research. He re-creates in vivid detail the criminals’ whereabouts, characteristics, and ignominious rise to Depression-era fame. . . . By shining a spotlight on the FBI’s birth . . . Burrough has altered our view of the early 1930s.”

—Chicago Tribune

 

“It is superb—readable, thorough and critical.”

—The Denver Post

 

“Fascinating . . . A rich and colorful cast of characters parades through the pages. . . . It is a wild and amazing story, and Burrough tells it with great gusto. Truth is often not only stranger than fiction but also a lot more interesting. Burrough’s research is careful and extraordinarily thorough. . . .  Public Enemies is a significant book, and a very readable one. It is easy to toss around terms like ‘definitive,’ but this book deserves it. It is hard to imagine a more careful, complete and entrancing book on this subject, and on this era. Readers will not be disappointed.”

—The Washington Post

 

“[An] excellent new history [of] this country’s greatest crime wave . . . [Burrough] brings a historian’s touch to the material, exploding myths on every page. . . . Public Enemies is knockout nonfiction entertainment as well as serious history.”

—The New York Sun

 

“It is quite superb . . . with masses of new information.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

 

“[An] engaging narrative . . . Burrough[’s] book will make excellent reading for fans of American history and true crime.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

 

“Gripping . . . [a] great tale.”

—New York Post

 

“Bryan Burrough . . . has written a gripping history of just two years . . . when some of the more notorious criminals in American history harvested banks from Texas to Minnesota. . . . Mr. Burrough delineates this era with as much punch—and much more insight—than any Warner Brothers gang-buster flick.”

—The Dallas Morning News

 

“Gripping . . . Burrough expertly juggles six criminal gangs at one time, show[ing] the FBI’s dramatic restructuring and captures the dark criminal days of the Depression.”

—The Star-Ledger (Newark)

 

“[A] ceaselessly exciting book.”

—The Baltimore Sun

 

“Bryan Burrough brings [these characters] roaring to life, like a getaway car speeding away after a bank robbery in his new book Public Enemies.  Never before has the American past been given such an up-to-date polishing as Burrough gives a day-by-day account of a two-year period in which some outrageous and colorful desperadoes frightened and thrilled the public.”

—News-Times (Forest Grove, Oregon)

 

“Public Enemies is a fascinating retelling of the FBI’s famous ‘War on Crime,’ weaving the stories of these outlaw gangs with the inner workings of the FBI, the men who were determined to stop them. Thanks to thousands of pages of recently declassified government files, it is exhaustively researched but as entertaining as any page-turning crime novel. . . . Must surely rank among the definitive works on the era and its crimes.”

—Daily Southtown (Chicago)

 

“A 10-strike for the true crime fan.”

—Booklist

 

“A rollicking, rat-a-tat ride . . . Iconoclastic and fascinating. A genuine treat for true-crime buffs.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

 

“The definitive account of the 1930s crime wave that brought notorious criminals like John Dillinger and Bonnie and Clyde to America’s front pages. . . . [Burrough] successfully translates years of dogged research . . . into a graceful narrative. . . . This book compellingly brings back to life people and times distorted in popular imagination by hagiographic bureau memoirs and Hollywood.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Never before have I enjoyed researching and writing anything as much as I did the book you hold in your hands. If you derive half the pleasure from reading it as I did from creating it, I will be thrilled.

This is a book I always suspected I would attempt someday. The first stories I can remember hearing as a boy, the stories that made me want to become a writer, were tales my grandfather told of Bonnie and Clyde. As a young deputy in northwest Arkansas, John Vernon Burrough manned roadblocks set up to apprehend the couple. In his later years he was mayor of Alma, Arkansas, a town where Clyde Barrow was blamed for the murder of one of his predecessors. My grandfather’s stories sounded like tales out of the Wild West; I could hardly grasp the fact that these events had occurred barely forty years earlier. I grew up in the 1970s, and the formative events of my youth were the Vietnam War, Watergate, and the Iranian hostage crisis. I couldn’t believe America had changed that much in a single lifetime.

Later, I learned that Clyde Barrow had murdered the great-uncle of one of my boyhood friends in my hometown of Temple, Texas, and my interest grew. Stricken with insomnia late one night in 1997, I found myself watching a cable-television documentary on Ma Barker. I wondered whether the Barker Gang had been in operation before or after Bonnie and Clyde. I walked upstairs to my office and hopped on the Internet, ran a search, and was surprised to find that both gangs had been at large in the years 1933  and 1934. My curiosity aroused, I checked John Dillinger: 1933 and 1934. Pretty Boy Floyd, Baby Face Nelson, Machine Gun Kelly: all 1933 or 1934. This was my introduction to the War on Crime.

I picked up John Toland’s 1963 book, Dillinger Days, a biography that deals glancingly with Dillinger’s criminal contemporaries. I searched for a comprehensive history of the FBI’s fight against Dillinger and his peers, and I was surprised to find there wasn’t one. Any number of books had been published on the individual outlaws themselves, but, to my mind, no one had tackled the whole story. Then I learned that the FBI files on all these cases had been released only in the late 1980s. That’s when I decided to write this book.

This, then, is the first comprehensive narrative history of the FBI’s War on Crime, which lasted from 1933 to 1936, a period that saw the rise and fall of six major criminal factions: those of John Dillinger, Baby Face Nelson, Pretty Boy Floyd, the Barker-Karpis Gang, Machine Gun Kelly, and Bonnie and Clyde. It is a big, sprawling story, with gunfights and investigations in dozens of American cities involving literally hundreds of major and minor players, including an army of FBI agents, sheriffs, and policemen. On the following pages you’ll find a cast of characters to help you keep everyone straight.

Complexity is one reason authors have tended to focus their books on a single public enemy. Yet these six story lines truly comprise a single narrative, the unifying element being the involvement of the FBI. The Bureau told a sanitized version of the War on Crime story in several books, beginning with the lurid Ten Thousand Public Enemies in 1935 and culminating with Don Whitehead’s The FBI Story in 1956. These books are, at best, incomplete; at worst, misleading. They were the stories J. Edgar Hoover wanted told, not the ones that actually happened.

For years the principal obstacle to an objective narrative was the FBI’s penchant for secrecy; Hoover was unwilling to share information with anyone interested in telling the whole truth. This helps explain why, as large as these criminals loom in American legend, there are surprisingly few credible books about them. For twenty-five years the stories of the Depression-era outlaws remained the province of newspaper reporters and pulp writers, many of whom weren’t above concocting dramatic scenes and imaginative dialogue. Not till the late 1950s, with the popularity of The Untouchables television show, did serious authors begin to approach the subject of the War on Crime. Dillinger and Floyd have since attracted multiple  biographers. Bonnie and Clyde, buoyed by the popularity of the 1967 movie, have garnered a half-dozen books. The first biography of Machine Gun Kelly didn’t appear until 2003.

By far the best of these books is Dillinger Days. Writing thirty years after the events told, Toland was able to interview a number of participants, including several former FBI agents. While he accepts an FBI canard or two—most notably the myth of Ma Barker’s criminal genius—his remains the book by which all others must be measured. What makes a fresh look at the War on Crime possible is the release of the FBI’s files. Prodded by local historians, such as Robert Unger in Kansas City and Paul Maccabee in St. Paul, the Bureau has now made public all its files on Dillinger, Floyd, Nelson, the Barker Gang, Machine Gun Kelly, and the Kansas City Massacre. Taken together, they comprise nearly one million pages of daily reports, telegrams, and correspondence, as well as hundreds of statements taken from witnesses and participants, everyone from Dillinger’s sister to Nelson’s tailor.

As one might expect, the files are a trove of new information. There are dozens of never-before-seen statements from the criminals and their gun molls, an unpublished autobiographical essay from Kathryn Kelly, disclosure of the bribes that freed Dock Barker from prison, as well as confirmation of an overlooked Dillinger robbery two months before his death. For all this, the FBI files shed the most penetrating light on the FBI itself. They vividly chronicle the Bureau’s evolution from an overmatched band of amateurish agents without firearms or law-enforcement experience into the professional crime-fighting machine of lore—a story Hoover was never eager to have told. In the early months of the War on Crime, we see Hoover’s men botching stakeouts, losing suspects, forgetting orders, and repeatedly arresting the wrong men—their mistakes would be comical if not for the price paid by the innocent. But deep amid the thicket of reports and correspondence, many of them festooned with Hoover’s tart, handwritten comments, one can literally see the FBI grow up. The agents learn how to use guns, establish professional methods, and recruit informants. Above all, this is a book about how the FBI became the FBI.

The files allowed me to pursue one of my central aims: to reclaim the War on Crime for the lawmen who fought it. Men like Charles Winstead and Clarence Hurt, the two agents who killed Dillinger, have long remained anonymous, even as movies are made about the murderers they hunted. The FBI wanted it that way. Critics say this was because Hoover  wanted the glory for himself, which may be true. But keeping agents anonymous also fueled Hoover’s institutional aims, fostered teamwork, and allowed agents to slip into undercover assignments. For the first time, the FBI files allow us to understand which agents did what, and who screwed up when. By and large, it is not a pretty story; one can understand why Hoover wanted the files kept secret.

Over the course of four years of research, I was able to augment the stories from FBI files with much new information uncovered in the last forty years. A manuscript discovered in 1989 by two intrepid Dillinger buffs, William Helmer and Thomas Smusyn, shines new light on Dillinger’s final weeks. Another valuable resource was two thousand pages of unpublished interview transcripts that Alvin Karpis of the Barker Gang gave before his death. Several FBI agents also wrote unpublished manuscripts I was able to review. I’ve listed all my sources of information in notes at the back of the book.

Please keep one thing in mind as you read: This book was not “imagined,” as with some recent popular histories. It was reported. The conversations and dialogue in this book are taken verbatim from FBI reports, the Karpis transcripts, contemporary news articles, and the memories of participants. If you’re wondering how I learned something, check the source notes. If I don’t know something, I’ll tell you. If there’s a mystery I can’t clear up—and there are a few—I’ll make that clear. Any errors are mine and mine alone. I hope you enjoy it.

 

Bryan Burrough 
Summit, New Jersey 
December 2003




CAST OF CHARACTERS

Federal Bureau of Investigation
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Also: Special Agents Charles Winstead, Clarence Hurt, Jerry Campbell, Tom McDade, Ray Suran, Ed Guinane. Doris Rogers, secretary.

 

The St. Paul Yeggs
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Also: Vi Mathias, Frances Nash, Kathryn Kelly.

 

Pretty Boy Floyd
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The Barrow Gang
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The Posse: Frank Hamer, Manny Gault, Bob Alcorn, Ted Hinton, Henderson Jordan, Prentiss Oakley.

 

The Barker-Karpis Gang
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Also: Paula Harmon, Wynona Burdette, William Weaver, Charles Fitzgerald, Willie Harrison.

 

The Baby Face Nelson Gang
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Also: Clarence Lieder, Jack Perkins, Jimmy Murray.

 

The Dillinger Gang
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Also: Arthur O’Leary, investigator; Jimmy Probasco, safe house owner; Polly Hamilton; and Ana Sage.
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PROLOGUE

Torremolinos, Spain
August 26, 1979

 

In a tourist town on the white-sun Spanish coast, an old man was passing his last years, an American grandfather with a snowy white crewcut and a glint in his turquoise eyes. At seventy he was still lean and alert, with high, slanting cheekbones, a sharp chin, and those clear-frame eyeglasses that made him look like a minor-league academic. He spent much of his time holed up in his cluttered garage apartment, watching the BBC on a flickering black-and-white television, surrounded by bottles of Jack Daniel’s and pills and his memories. If you met him down on the beach, he came across as a gentle soul with a soft laugh. Almost certainly he was the most pleasant murderer you’d ever want to meet.

It was sad, but only a little. He’d had his fun. When he’d first come to Spain a decade before, he still knew how to have a good time. There was that frowsy old divorcée from Chicago he used to see. They would go tooling around the coast in her sports car and chug tequilla and down their pills and get into these awful screaming fights.

She was gone now. So were the writers, and the documentary makers, the ones who came to hear about the old days; that crew from Canada was the worst, posing him in front of roadsters and surrounding him with actors in fedoras holding fake tommy guns. He’d done it for the money, and  for his ego, which had always been considerable. Now, well, now he drank. Out in the cafés, after a few beers, when the sun began to sink down the coast, he would tell stories. The names he dropped meant little to the Spaniards. The Brits and the odd American, they thought he was nuts—an old lush mumbling in his beer.

When he said he’d been a gangster, they smiled. Sure you were, Pops.  When he said he’d been Public Enemy Number One—right after John Dillinger, “Pretty Boy” Floyd, and his old protégé Baby Face Nelson—people turned away and rolled their eyes. When he said he and his confederates had single-handedly “created” J. Edgar Hoover and the modern FBI, well, then he would get bitter, and people would get up and move to another table. He was obviously a kook. How could you believe anyone who claimed he was the only man in history to have met Charles Manson, Al Capone, and Bonnie and Clyde?

Few in Torremolinos knew it was all true. In those last years at Terminal Island in the ’60s, he’d taught Manson to play the steel guitar. He’d been at Alcatraz for twenty-one damp winters before that, leaving for Leavenworth a few years before they closed the place in 1963. In fact, he was the longest-serving prisoner in the history of The Rock. He’d known the Birdman and that gasbag Machine Gun Kelly, and he’d seen Capone collapse into one of his syphilitic seizures, flopping around on the cafeteria floor like a striped bass on a cutting board.

In his day he’d been famous. Not “fifteen minutes” famous, but famous  famous, New York Times-page one-above the fold famous. Back before Neil Armstrong, before the Beatles, before American Bandstand, before the war, when Hitler was still a worrisome nut in a bad mustache and FDR was learning to find the White House bathrooms, he was the country’s best-known yeggman. Folks today, they didn’t even know what a yegg was. Dillinger, he liked to say, he was the best of yeggs. Pretty Boy Floyd was a good yegg. Bonnie and Clyde wanted to be.

And today? Today he and all his peers were cartoon characters, caricatures in one bad gangster movie after another. You could see them on the late show doing all sorts of made-up stuff—Warren Beatty as some stammering latent-homosexual Clyde Barrow, Faye Dunaway as a beautiful Bonnie Parker (now that was a stretch), Richard Dreyfuss as a chattering asshole Baby Face Nelson (okay, they got that right), Shelley Winters as a machine gun-toting Ma Barker, a young Robert De Niro as one of her sons.  To him they were all ridiculous Hollywood fantasies, fictional concoctions in an artificial world.

At that point the old man would just shake his head. As he sprawled on his couch at nights, sipping his Jack Daniel’s and popping his pills, what galled him was that it had all been real. It had all happened. Not in some fantasy world, not in the movies, but right there in the middle of the United States—in Chicago, in St. Paul, in Dallas, in Cleveland. The truth of it all seemed lost now, forgotten as totally as he was. Dillinger, Floyd, Nelson, Bonnie and Clyde, Ma Barker: He had known them all. He was the last one left alive. He had even outlived Hoover himself.

Hoover.

Fucking Hoover.

He leaned over and reached for a bottle of his pills.




1

 A PRELUDE TO WAR

 

Spring 1933




 Washington, D.C. Saturday, March 4, 1933 

It was a morning as bleak as the times. Gray clouds sagged low over the city, nudged along by a north wind and gusts of rain. A hundred thousand people stood outside the Capitol, waiting. The mood in the crowd was hushed, anxious. A few pointed to the rooftops. “What are those things that look like little cages?” someone asked.

“Machine guns,” said a woman.1

The sense of crisis was underscored by the nervous young soldiers who stood by on street corners, fingering their rifles. “The atmosphere,” wrote Arthur Krock in the New York Times, “was comparable to that which might be found in a beleaguered capital in wartime.”

The analogy was apt. It did feel like war. People were shell-shocked. The country they had known—the fat and happy America of the Jazz Age, of speakeasies and fun and sloe gin fizzes—had vanished, destroyed as utterly as if wiped out by an enemy’s bombs. Women who once spent their evenings dancing the Charleston now shuffled forward in breadlines, grimy and hopeless. Fathers who sank their savings in the stock market now sat in gutters, begging for change.

A bugle called. Everywhere, heads turned. The president-elect, appearing unsteady, stepped up the maroon-carpeted ramp to the lectern. The chief justice, Charles Evan Hughes, read the oath of office.

When he was finished, Franklin Delano Roosevelt stepped to the lectern and gripped it tightly. His face was grim. “Let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” he intoned, “nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.” Roosevelt looked out over the crowd. “This Nation asks for action, and action now,” he continued. “We must move as a trained and loyal army willing to sacrifice for the good of a common discipline . . . I shall ask the Congress for the one remaining instrument to meet the crisis—broad executive power to wage a war against the emergency, as great as the power that would be given to me if we were in fact invaded by a foreign foe.”

Afterward, when the president disappeared back inside the Capitol, few in the crowd felt reassured. Mention of war left many frightened. There was talk of martial law, anarchy, dictatorship. Few understood what kind of war the president intended. Anything seemed possible.

What no one could know that morning was that one theater of the metaphoric war Roosevelt invoked would in fact involve guns and blood and death on American soil. It would be fought across a great swath of the country’s midsection, beginning at a railroad station in Kansas City before engulfing the streets of Chicago, pine-shrouded lodges in northern Wisconsin, dust-bowl farms in weary Oklahoma, and battle sites scattered from Atlantic City to Dallas, St. Paul to Florida. It would be fought not by soldiers but by another branch of the federal government, an obscure arm of the Justice Department, headed by an equally obscure bureaucrat named John Edgar Hoover, who in a span of twenty short months would rise from nowhere to hunt down a series of criminals whose exploits were to become a national soap opera, and then a legend.

 

 

When one looks back across a chasm of seventy years, through a prism of pulp fiction and bad gangster movies, there is a tendency to view the events of 1933-34 as mythic, as folkloric. To the generations of Americans raised since World War II, the identities of criminals such as Charles “Pretty Boy” Floyd, Baby Face Nelson, “Ma” Barker, John Dillinger, and Clyde Barrow are no more real than are Luke Skywalker or Indiana Jones. After decades spent in the washing machine of popular culture, their stories have been bled of all reality, to an extent that few Americans today know who these  people actually were, much less that they all rose to national prominence at the same time.

They were real. A wastrel Dallas thief turned multiple murderer, Clyde Barrow was born in 1909, the same year as Barry Goldwater and Ethel Merman. Had he lived, he would have been sixty-five years old when Richard Nixon resigned the presidency in 1974, an aging coupon-clipper, maybe, spending evenings in a Barcalounger chuckling at Archie Bunker. Baby Face Nelson’s widow died only in 1987, after years of watching her grandchildren drum their fingers to MTV. After spending twenty-five years in prison, Machine Gun Kelly’s widow died in Tulsa in 1985. There remain people alive today who crouched behind teller cages as Dillinger robbed their neighborhood bank, who watched as Bonnie and Clyde shot innocent sheriffs, who tossed baseballs with Baby Face Nelson. Kelly and Floyd gave birth to children who still tell their parents’ stories.

They were the bogeymen for the children who have become known as The Greatest Generation. In the spring of 1933, when men like John Dillinger were ascending the national stage, a twenty-two-year-old named Ronald Reagan was broadcasting college baseball games on WHO radio in Des Moines, twenty-year-old Richard Nixon was acting in plays at Whittier College in Southern California, while a pair of third graders, James Earl Carter in Plains, Georgia, and George Herbert Walker Bush in Greenwich, Connecticut, were learning multiplication tables. At high school dances in Hoboken, New Jersey, girls were swooning to a seventeen-year-old crooner named Francis Sinatra. At a house on Judson Avenue in Evanston, Illinois, a hyperactive nine-year-old named Marlon Brando was learning to box.

Yet as these and other members of that generation pass from the scene, it is difficult to imagine a time when name-brand outlaws stalked twentieth-century America. In a world of pocket telephones, Internet shopping, and laser-guided bombs, the notion of marauding gangs of bank robbers wreaking havoc across the country is almost too outlandish to grasp, a story one might hear of the Wild West. But it wasn’t the Wild West. It was America in 1933, eight years before Pearl Harbor, twelve years before Hiroshima, twenty-three years before Elvis, thirty-six before Woodstock. For all the surface contrasts—there was no Internet, no television, no infrared cameras or satellite imagery—America in 1933 wasn’t all that different from America today. Long-distance telephone calls were routine. So was air travel; both cops and robbers could and sometimes did fly to their jobs. The most influential publications included the New York Times and Time magazine.  Men and women dressed much as they do today; the only marked difference was a preference for hats—men in sharp fedoras and jaunty straw boaters, society women in frilly lace things, ordinary girls in Gilligan hats pulled low over their bangs. Hollywood dominated mainstream culture; popular films that spring were Boris Karloff’s Frankenstein, Johnny Weismuller’s first Tarzan, and Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Mutiny on the Bounty  topped bestseller lists. Radio was up and running, but barely half the country’s homes had a set.

What distinguished those early months of 1933 was that so many Americans had no money to enjoy any of this. The stock market crash of 1929 had degenerated into an economic depression. Hundreds of thousands of men lost their jobs. On reflection, that spring would be seen as a low point. Muddy shantytowns spread along the Potomac River, beneath Riverside Drive in New York, and in Chicago, Boston, and San Francisco. Thousands of families, including a legion of dirty children, lived nomadic lives in railroad cars rumbling across the Midwest, lurching from town to town in search of a better life that was nowhere to be found. In Washington there were marches, some of them violent, scenes of tanks and soldiers pushing back desperate men hungering for jobs. People were angry. They blamed the government. They blamed the banks.

 

 

As Roosevelt delivered his inaugural address that drizzly March morning, a group of government bureaucrats in dark suits listened around a radio in a third-floor office at the corner of Vermont and K Streets in downtown Washington. What they did was little known to anyone outside their families. Their supervisor was a squat, beady-eyed man, thirty-eight years old, with a flattened nose and loose bags under his eyes. His resemblance to a bulldog was much remarked upon. That morning J. Edgar Hoover was preoccupied with keeping his job.

Today, going on four decades after his death in 1972, it’s difficult to remember a time when Hoover was not the monolithic figure whose secret files cowed American presidents, who underwrote Senator Joseph McCarthy’s star chamber, who hounded national figures as varied as Martin Luther King, Jr., Alger Hiss, and the Rosenbergs. For four decades Hoover dominated American law enforcement as no person before or since, single-handedly creating the country’s first national police force. His legacy is as  complex as the man himself. Before Hoover, American law enforcement was a decentralized polyglot of county sheriffs and urban police departments too often crippled by corruption. By and large, it was Hoover who brought the level of efficiency, professionalism, and centralized control the nation knows to this day. But his accomplishments will forever be sullied by the abuses of power—rampant illegal wiretapping, break-ins, and harassment of civil rights groups—of his later years.

Hoover’s power did not evolve slowly. It erupted during the Great Crime Wave of 1933-34. He entered this period an anonymous federal functionary, his bureau struggling to shake past scandals. In twenty months he emerged a national hero, a household name lauded in films, books, and comic strips. In six hundred days, the modern FBI was born. This book is the story of how it happened.

That morning, Hoover was director of the Justice Department’s Bureau of Investigation. Not the Federal Bureau of Investigation; it wouldn’t get that name for another two years.a He had been in office nine years, since 1924, but he had enemies, lots of them, and Roosevelt’s men made it clear that he would probably be replaced. The final decision was to be made by the new attorney general, a confirmed Hoover-hater named Thomas Walsh. That Thursday, two days before Roosevelt’s address, Walsh, a seventy-two-year-old senator from Montana, had boarded a train from Miami to Washington with his new bride, a Cuban debutante. Friday morning Mrs. Walsh awakened aboard the train in North Carolina and found her husband dead; whispers in the capital suggested the elderly senator had expired following an athletic bout of sex.

For Hoover the reprieve was temporary. After all he had achieved in the last nine years, it was galling to him that mere politicians held his fate; if not for him, the Bureau of Investigation might have been eliminated years before. It was an odd little outfit, “a bureaucratic bastard,” one critic called it, responsible for investigating a grab bag of federal offenses, including sedition, interstate auto theft, breakouts from federal prisons, and crime on Indian reservations. One writer termed it “an odd-job detective agency with fuzzy lines of authority and responsibility.” Hoover’s agents did not possess arrest powers; if they wanted to mount a raid, they were obliged to bring along local policemen. Nor did they carry guns. This was a policy, not a law; Hoover’s model was Scotland Yard. His men were investigators, not policemen. “Fact finders” was the word his aides used.

The Bureau had a sordid history. Created in 1908 to investigate antitrust cases, it had devolved over the ensuing fifteen years into a nest of nepotism and corruption. By the early 1920s, its agents, scattered across fifty domestic offices, were hired mostly as favors to politicians. Its most notorious employee, a con man named Gaston Means, earned his money blackmailing congressmen, selling liquor licenses to bootleggers, and auctioning presidential pardons. In the wake of a mid-1920s Congressional investigation, the Bureau acquired the nickname “The Department of Easy Virtue.”

The day he was promoted to clean up the Bureau in 1924, Hoover was a stoic twenty-nine-year-old government attorney who still lived with his adoring mother in the house where he was raised, a two-story stucco building at 413 Seward Square in Washington’s Capitol Hill neighborhood. He was a boyhood stutterer who overcame his disability by teaching himself to speak rapidly, in staccato bursts so fast that more than one stenographer was unable to keep up. Neat, intense, and disciplined, Hoover grew up surrounded by civil servants in the bosom of the Washington bureaucracy. There was little question that he would follow his father, a deskman at the U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey, into government work. Hoover went to night school at George Washington University, where he joined the Kappa Alpha fraternity. Working days as a clerk at the Library of Congress, he received his bachelor of law degree in 1916 and his master’s a year later, the same year that he passed the District of Columbia bar.

In July 1917 he took a job as a clerk at Justice. Many of the department’s up-and-coming young lawyers were gone, enlisted in the war effort, and Hoover, sharply dressed and a demon for detail, stood out, earning two promotions in his first six months. He went to work in the alien-registration section and moved up quickly; by 1919, at the age of twenty-four, he was named head of the General Intelligence Division, a newly created bureau charged with prosecuting labor radicals, anarchists, and Communists. He earned high marks—and his first interview in the New York Times—as a driving force behind the department’s January 1920 raids on Communists in thirty-three cities, which led to the arrest of more than three thousand people. He lobbied for and received his new job as assistant director of the Bureau of Investigation in August 1921.

A Senate probe of the Bureau in 1924 led to the resignations and indictments of the BI chief and the attorney general. The new attorney general, Harlan Fiske Stone, was at a loss about what to do with the Bureau. He scribbled down notes of its problems: “filled with men with bad records . . . many convicted of crimes . . . organization lawless . . . agents engaged in many practices which are brutal and tyrannical in the extreme.”2 Stone had no idea who could reform such an outfit. A friend suggested Hoover. He was young, but he was honest and industrious. Stone asked around, liked what he heard, and on May 10, 1924, summoned Hoover to his office and handed him interim leadership of the Bureau.

Hoover’s first priority was transforming his force of field agents (which numbered 339 in 1929). His vision was precise: he wanted young, energetic white men between twenty-five and thirty-five, with law degrees, clean, neat, well spoken, bright, and from solid families—men like himself. He got them. In a matter of weeks Hoover cleared out the deadwood, stopped patronage hiring, and instituted a meritocracy. Applicants were screened on “general intelligence,” “conduct during interview,” and “Personal Appearance,” either “neat,” “flashy,” “poor,” or “untidy.”

Hoover ruled by absolute fiat. His men lived in fear of him. Inspection teams appeared at field offices with no notice, writing up agents who were even one minute tardy for work. Hoover tolerated no sloth, sloppiness, or deviation from the new rules that came pouring into every field office, each commanded by a special agent in charge, known as a SAC. (There were twenty-five in 1929.) The tiniest infraction could cost a man his job; when a Denver SAC offered a visitor a drink, he was fired.

“I want the public to look upon the Bureau of Investigation and the Department of Justice as a group of gentlemen,” Hoover told an audience in 1926. “And if the men here engaged can’t conduct themselves in office as such, I will dismiss them.”

Those who survived, and those Hoover hired, were a homogenous lot. Many were Southern. More than a few came from Hoover’s alma mater, George Washington, especially its Kappa Alpha chapter. Hoover’s wizened number two man, Harold “Pop” Nathan, a BI administrator since 1917, was a KA; for years he was also the Bureau’s only Jew. Visiting agents sometimes stayed at the Kappa house. It was there that Hugh Clegg, a courtly young Mississippi attorney who would rise to become an FBI assistant director, was hired. Like all new men, Clegg was rotated through a series of field offices in his first few months. It was in the field that many of the new hires first encountered the hostility of police departments, who viewed  Hoover’s men as unarmed, inept dilettantes intent on seizing their territory. They mocked them as “Deejays” or “College Boys.”

The cops were onto something. In Hoover’s new Bureau, appearance, loyalty, and hard work were prized above law-enforcement experience. Few of his new hires had any, as Hoover was uncomfortably aware; the saying within the Bureau was that Hoover liked his men “young and grateful.” While publicly mandating that all agents have law degrees, Hoover quietly retained some nonlawyers as well, mostly veteran Southwestern lawmen. These “Cowboys” were a breed apart. They chewed tobacco and drank and spit, infractions Hoover ignored. The Cowboys knew how to run investigations, and that’s what they did. In violation of Bureau regulations, several carried guns: in Washington, John Keith wore matched Colt .45s; in Dallas, Charles Winstead used a .357 Magnum; in Chicago, the former Texas Ranger James C. “Doc” White favored a bone-handled Colt, accenting it with a knife hidden in his boot. The two agents assigned to run key cases in Hoover’s early years were veteran Cowboys: Gus T. Jones, the San Antonio SAC, and Doc White’s older brother, an ex-Ranger named Thomas White, the Oklahoma City SAC.

Hoover’s reorganization transformed the Bureau. Unproductive field offices were closed. Bureaucracy was streamlined. A chain of command was drawn. Paperwork was standardized. After six months the Bureau was on its way to becoming the very model of a modern, efficient government organization. The “interim” was removed from Hoover’s title. Once the Bureau was retooled, the challenge became finding something for its agents to do. In Hoover’s first six years his men spearheaded a corruption investigation at the federal prison in Atlanta and a probe of murders and oil-rights thievery on Indian lands in Oklahoma. They were minor cases, all run by the Cowboys; Tom White handled the Atlanta and Oklahoma investigations. When White was named warden at Leavenworth in 1927, Hoover summoned Gus Jones to supervise a vain attempt to capture a set of high-profile escapees.

On all these cases Hoover’s men did the legwork but stepped aside when it was time to make arrests, sometimes to the snickers of police. “I can remember [calling] policemen when a wanted fugitive is at such-and-such place,” Hugh Clegg recalled. “The policeman will tell me, ‘Well, you guard the back and I’ll go in the front. You don’t have a gun, so I’ll go in.’ I’ve stood at the back door of a house, had [only a] brickbat in my hand,  hoping that [the fugitive] would not come out that way . . . If he’d come out shooting, I had no defense at all, no weapons, no offensive weapons, and you’re just at his mercy.”3

Hoover’s role was strictly administrative. He seldom left Washington, where he worked from an office decorated with fine Chinese antiques. In the spring of 1933, while billing himself as the nation’s leading law-enforcement expert, Hoover himself had never made an arrest, much less fired a gun in anger. The SACs ran the investigations, Hoover peering over their shoulders, firing off memos at anything he disliked. He and Pop Nathan could be scathing in their appraisals. Privately both knew they had few competent men. “I believe that the trouble with many of our offices is that our Agents in Charge are somewhat foggy mentally,” Nathan wrote in a memo to Hoover in June 1932. “Or at any rate they function slowly along mental lines.”4

Like any good civil servant, Hoover made certain the public knew how well he was doing. He gave speeches and occasional newspaper interviews, emphasizing the Bureau’s integrity and its devotion to what he called “scientific policing,” based on fingerprints and evidentiary analysis. Not all the press was receptive. A 1933 article in Collier’s characterized the Bureau as Hoover’s “personal and political machine. More inaccessible than presidents, he [keeps] his agents in fear and awe by firing and shifting them at whim; no other government agency had such a turnover of personnel.” It was the Collier’s article that first hinted at Hoover’s Achilles’ heel, the rumors of his sexual orientation. “In appearance Mr. Hoover looks utterly unlike the story-book sleuth,” it noted. “He dresses fastidiously, with Eleanor blue as the favored color for the matched shades of tie, handkerchief and socks . . . He is short, fat, businesslike, and walks with mincing step.”

After eight years of pursuing minor crimes, Hoover’s first opportunity to perform on the national stage came in June 1932, with the passage of the Lindbergh Law, three months after the kidnapping (and subsequent murder) of Charles Lindbergh’s infant son in Hopewell, New Jersey. The new law made kidnapping a federal crime but only where the kidnapper or his victim had crossed a state border. The Lindbergh kidnapping spawned a rash of copycat crimes throughout 1932, but to Hoover’s frustration, none of the kidnappings fell in his domain.

But as word spread in the underworld of massive ransoms to be had,  kidnappings flourished. The year 1933 brought twenty-seven major cases, more than twice the number reported in any previous year, so many that the New York Times began charting them in a periodic column. Beginning with the kidnapping of the millionaire Charles Boetscher II in Denver that February, FBI agents stormed into a half-dozen high-profile cases, for the first time finding themselves involved in solving crimes the public actually cared about.

As Roosevelt took office that spring, kidnapping stories thronged front pages across the country. Coming on the heels of the surge in crime during the 1920s symbolized by Al Capone, these reports added fuel to the debate over the need for a federal police force. On one side were reformers who charged that municipal police were too often corrupt and ineffective, and unable to deal with increasingly mobile criminals who crossed state lines like cracks in a sidewalk. On the other side were powerful city governments, jealous of their turf, backed by congressmen who viewed federal policing as the first step toward an American Gestapo. Antifederalism still ran strong in America. There remained, especially in the South and Midwest, an undercurrent of deep mistrust toward Washington, feelings that grew as citizens came to blame politicians for the Depression. The debate intensified with Roosevelt’s election. His advisers were pushing hard for a strong central government that could revive the economy by taking control of many areas managed by state and municipal governments, including law enforcement.

During the first hundred days of the Roosevelt administration, a period that famously saw dozens of pieces of New Deal legislation stream through Congress, the leading voice for a federal police force was a Roosevelt adviser named Louis Howe. The attorney general chosen to replace Thomas Walsh, a Connecticut attorney named Homer S. Cummings, was, perhaps unsurprisingly, possessed of similar views. That spring Howe and Cummings began discussing how best to reform the Justice Department and what role, if any, it might play in federal policing.

For Hoover, Roosevelt’s election was an all-or-nothing proposition. Of the few pundits who took notice, most believed Hoover would be fired. Had Senator Walsh lived, he almost certainly would have been. But if he could somehow persuade the White House of his value, Hoover could see there was a chance—a remote one, to be sure—that his little bureau might serve as the centerpiece of a federal police force. A number of his government competitors had the same idea, most notably Elmer Irey, the head of  the Internal Revenue Service’s aggressive investigative arm, which could boast of its 1931 toppling of Capone.

That spring, Hoover launched a vigorous lobbying campaign to keep his job and to position himself for something more. SACs were ordered to arrange letters of support from prominent politicians. Hoover’s old boss Harlan Fiske Stone, now a Supreme Court justice, wrote Justice Felix Frankfurter, who contacted Roosevelt. Still, anti-Hoover sentiment remained widespread. One Roosevelt adviser later wrote there was “tremendous pressure on Roosevelt by various city politicians to replace Hoover with this or that police chief whom they believed would be more amenable to them for patronage.”5

All that spring Hoover’s future hung in the balance. Only a cynic would have pointed out the obvious. What Hoover needed was a tangible achievement, something to grab headlines, a case that would thrust him into the public spotlight and underscore the Bureau’s transformation. He was about to get it, but from a group of criminals over whose activities the FBI had absolutely no jurisdiction: bank robbers.

 

 

The first recorded U.S. bank robbery, actually a nighttime burglary, came in 1831, when a man named Edward Smith snuck into a Wall Street bank and made off with $245,000. He was caught and sentenced to a five-year term in Sing Sing. Smith’s brainstorm led to an early advance in U.S. bank security—the advent of safes—in 1834. Until the Civil War, armed robberies of banks were all but unknown. During the war, Confederate raiders robbed several Northern banks, but the first recorded bank robbery by a civilian came on December 15, 1863, when an irate man named Edward Green wandered into a bank in Malden, Massachusetts, shot a banker in the head, and, as an afterthought, scooped up $5,000. For his place in history Green earned an 1866 date with a noose.

The first organized bank robbery in peacetime, an 1866 raid in Liberty, Missouri, was carried out by a ragtag band of out-of-work Confederate irregulars led by the brothers Frank and Jesse James. The James Gang’s string of robberies over the next fifteen years was glamorized by the press, bringing bank robbery to the attention of a number of Western imitators, including the Dalton Brothers, Bill Doolin, and the Hole-in-the-Wall Gang of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. With the migration of Cassidy’s core group to South America in 1901 and the shrinking of the Western frontier, bank robbing faded from popular consciousness. Banks continued to  be robbed, but no outlaw achieved national notoriety, and while statistics are unreliable, the number of armed robberies probably fell during the years before World War I.

Nor did they soar after the war. Until the mid-1920s, most ambitious thieves preferred nocturnal bank burglaries. A case in point was the Newton Gang, a band of four Texas brothers who hit dozens of Midwestern banks between 1919 and 1924. Their tactics were those of burglars across the nation; they broke into banks at night, used a nitroglycerine explosion to “pop” safe doors, and were generally gone before a sheriff could mobilize pursuit. This strategy worked until banks reacted in the mid-1920s by introducing reinforced safes and alarms. The Newtons and their peers were forced to initiate daylight robberies. Their biggest strike, the $2 million robbery of a mail train in Roundout, Illinois, outside Chicago, was the decade’s largest.

When the federal government suddenly found itself engaged in open warfare with groups of heavily armed bank robbers in 1934, many asked why. The common answer was the Depression. It was true, as far as it went: many bank robbers were desperate, unemployed men. But blaming the Great Crime Wave of 1933-34 on the Depression ignores the fact that the years between 1925 and 1932 amounted to a golden age for American bank robbers, known in the press as “yeggmen,” or “yeggs.” Robberies along what came to be known as the “crime corridor,” from Texas to Minnesota, soared. Between 1920 and 1929, the Travelers Insurance Company reported that property crimes—from bank robberies to drugstore stickups—jumped from 17 to 965 a year in its Dallas office; 30 to 300 in Gary, Indiana; 9 to 836 in Saginaw, Michigan.6 The violence that catapulted men like John Dillinger to prominence in 1934 wasn’t the beginning of a crime wave; it was the end of one.

The spread of bank robberies was the result of technology outstripping the legal system. Faster, more powerful weapons, especially the 800-bullet-per-minute Thompson submachine gun introduced after World War I, allowed yeggs to outgun all but the best-armed urban policemen. But the greatest impetus was the automobile, especially new models with reliable, powerful V-8 engines. While a county sheriff was still hand-cranking his old Model A, a modern yegg could speed away untouched. A Frenchman may have been the first to use a car to escape a bank robbery, in 1915; one of the first Americans to try it was an aging Oklahoma yegg, Henry Starr, who used a Nash to rob a bank in Harrison, Arkansas, in 1921. The practice caught on.

“Seventy-five percent of all crimes now are perpetrated with the aid of the automobile,” one crime writer noted in 1924. “Automobiles and good roads have done much to increase certain types of banditry. We now have a definitely established type called an automobile bandit who operates exclusively in motor vehicles, whether it is to perpetrate a holdup on a bank or merely to stick up pedestrians and rob homes.”7

Lawmen were powerless to chase the new auto bandits across state lines, making border areas, especially the notorious tristate region of Missouri, Oklahoma, and Kansas, magnets for crime. The federal government was of no help: bank robbery wasn’t yet a federal crime. Coordination between police departments was spotty; only a few states had introduced statewide police, and those that had had seldom possessed the resources to break a major case. In their place, vigilante committees sprang up across the Midwest. Not that it mattered: if a yegg fled a bank robbery without getting shot, there was little chance he would ever be caught.

All of which made bank robbery a tempting vocation to a Midwestern populace that faced more temptations than ever. During the 1920s, mass-produced goods such as dresses, washing machines, and radios became widely available. Yet with the drought and the resulting downturn in the Midwestern farm economy, fewer citizens could afford the goods that lay out of reach behind department-store windows. A single bank robbery could change a dirt farmer’s life. At a time when the average household income in states like Oklahoma and Missouri hovered below $500 a year, bank robbers could make off with $10,000 for a morning’s work.

The Newton Brothers typified the mistake-prone amateurs who ushered in the motorized age; they were arrested in the wake of their Roundout, Illinois, job. The criminal credited with introducing a new level of professionalism to bank robbery was Herman K. Lamm, a German émigré known as “The Baron.” Born in 1880, Lamm is a quasimythic figure; some claim he began his career with the Hole-in-the-Wall Gang. What is known is that around 1917, while in a Utah prison, he developed a rigorous system for robbing banks. Lamm pioneered the “casing” of banks, the observation of bank guards, alarms, and tellers; a bank was known as a “jug,” and an expert caser of banks was known as a “jug marker.” Each member of Lamm’s gang was assigned a role in the robbery: the lookout, the getaway driver, the lobby man, the vault man.

Most important, Lamm is credited with devising the first detailed getaway maps, or “gits.” Once he targeted a bank, Lamm mapped the nearby  back roads, known as “cat roads,” to a tenth of a mile, listing each landmark and using a stopwatch to time distances. Any teenager with a birdgun could rob a bank; it was getting away that posed a challenge. Lamm’s detailed gits, clipped to the dashboard of a car, took the guesswork out of the getaway. His gang was credited with dozens of robberies during the 1920s, until Lamm was shot and killed near Clinton, Indiana, in 1930. By then his system had been widely imitated. Two of his men would teach it to an Indiana prison inmate named John Dillinger.

Baron Lamm’s peers included three older men who would influence many of the yeggs who rose to prominence in 1933 and 1934. One was Eddie Bentz, a nomadic Seattle-born bank robber and book lover who fancied himself an intellectual. Bentz, who mentored both Machine Gun Kelly and Baby Face Nelson, traveled with a chestful of the classics and in his spare time could sometimes be found leafing through a copy of The Pilgrim’s Progress.

Another notable Jazz Age yegg was Harvey Bailey, a onetime bootlegger so gentlemanly he termed the female hostages he loaded into his getaway cars “hostesses.” Bailey masterminded the most celebrated raid of the 1920s, the robbery of cash-laden messengers outside the Denver Mint in 1922. He was so successful he retired for a time, opening a chain of gas stations and car washes on Chicago’s South Side, until he lost almost everything in the 1929 stock market crash. Resurrecting his career from a base in St. Paul, Bailey mentored a number of young bank men who congregated at the city’s notorious Green Lantern tavern, including Machine Gun Kelly, Alvin Karpis, and the Barker brothers. Arrested on a Kansas City golf course in 1932, he led a massive prison breakout on May 31, 1933, and went back to robbing banks.

The last of the great Jazz Age yeggs was the man whose smuggled guns freed Bailey from prison, his friend Frank “Jelly” Nash. Nash, a stout figure with a comic toupee who began his career robbing trains on horseback in his native Oklahoma, was a Leavenworth escapee who also worked out of St. Paul, robbing banks with Bailey and the Barker Gang.

All three of these men—Eddie Bentz, Harvey Bailey, and Frank Nash—were destined to play roles in the Great Crime Wave of 1933-34. It was Nash who accidentally triggered the war with J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI. He did it not with a bank robbery or a high-profile kidnapping, but with the simple desire for a quiet Arkansas vacation.




2

 A MASSACRE BY PERSONS UNKNOWN

 

June 8 to June 15, 1933

 

 

 

From a newsman’s point of view, the month of June opened quietly. In Washington, senators debated the Roosevelt administration’s industrial recovery bill. Each morning brought a worrisome new headline from Germany; on Tuesday, June 6, it was the ouster of Otto Klemperer, a Jew, as conductor of the Berlin State Opera under the “non-Aryan” section of the Civil Service act. In India, Mahatma Gandhi was fasting to protest mistreatment of the “untouchables” caste. All that week readers of the New York Times followed daily updates of Texas pilot James Mattern’s attempt to break the around-the-world speed record; at the moment, he was hop-scotching across Siberia. In Chicago, a dust storm blew in off the plains, toppling trees, downing power lines, and sending thousands at the newly opened World’s Fair scurrying for shelter.

On Thursday evening, June 8, 1933, an Oklahoma schoolteacher named Joe Hudiberg finished a poker game in the kitchen of his white frame house outside the town of Cromwell. Hudiberg walked into the warm evening air and stretched. As his friends stepped to their cars, he ambled down to his garage and padlocked the doors.

Locked inside the garage was Hudiberg’s prized black Pontiac—and Pretty Boy Floyd, who had come to steal it. In the darkness, Floyd cursed. This was the way his luck had been going for months now. Charley Floyd— no one but the newspapers called him “Pretty Boy”—was twenty-nine years old that summer evening. He was only five-feet-eight; his shoulders and upper arms were thick and powerful, his face moony and flat. He resembled a young Babe Ruth. Floyd’s eyes were gray and he kept his hair slicked back with a thin part down the left side. Up close you could smell his hair tonic, a whiff of lilac.

Of all the criminals who rose to prominence in 1933 and 1934, Floyd was the only one who was already famous, at least in Oklahoma, where he was a hero to legions of disaffected dust bowlers. Everyone knew his story. The son of upstanding parents, he had been a restive farm boy in his hometown of Akins, working on harvest crews and the occasional burglary, until he robbed a Kroger store in St. Louis in 1925, for which he drew a five-year sentence in a Missouri prison. Paroled in 1930, Floyd moved to Kansas City and tried to go straight but was constantly rousted by police, an experience that left him with a deep sense of victimization. Teaming up with some prison pals, he relocated to Ohio but was arrested after robbing a bank. He jumped out a window on the train ride to prison and fled to Oklahoma.

In the fall of 1931, Floyd began robbing country banks in his home state in earnest, earning his first mentions in Oklahoma newspapers. But it was a crime in which he took no part that catapulted him onto the front pages. On January 2, 1932, two ex-convicts ambushed and killed six peace officers in a shoot-out near Springfield, Missouri, in what remains the largest such massacre in American history. An Associated Press dispatch carried speculation that Floyd was involved, and Oklahoma newspapers leaned heavily on the local angle.

It was the spark that fired the Floyd legend. Floyd, wrote the Muskogee Daily Phoenix, now “steps into the rank of real ‘bad hombres’ with the questionable honor of [killing] 11 men, all officers, to his credit. The exploits of Billy the Kid . . . pale before the cool, monotonous killings of the fair haired ‘Pretty Boy’ Floyd, who has introduced the submachine gun and the armored vest to the Oklahoma bad men.” The notion of a modern-day Billy the Kid was too appealing for the newspapers to ignore. In January 1932 alone Floyd was identified as robbing banks in three separate towns, only one of which he probably robbed. It didn’t matter. The Daily Oklahoman called for mobilization of the National Guard; on January 14 insurance rates on rural Oklahoma banks were doubled, a move blamed directly on Floyd. Governor William “Alfalfa Bill” Murray announced a $1,000 reward for his capture.

It was a classic case of media hysteria, of hype that would shape reality  that would in turn create a legend. Every morning that winter brought a story of Floyd’s exploits, a bank robbed, a supposed sighting, speculation where he might strike next. Lawmen combed eastern Oklahoma in a futile manhunt. Floyd understood the situation and made a crude bid for public support. In a letter to the governor, he demanded that the reward be withdrawn. “I have robbed no one but the monied men,” Floyd wrote, a claim guaranteed to find favor in rural Oklahoma. Floyd thus cannily positioned himself as an attacker of only “monied” interests, making the governor their defender. In doing so he created a socioeconomic debate he was guaranteed to win.

Floyd’s fame grew after he survived a pair of wild shoot-outs with police in the streets of Tulsa. When Governor Murray appointed a special investigator named Erv Kelley to track him down, Floyd shot Kelley dead in a midnight firefight. But by late 1932, Floyd was growing weary of life on the run. Hiding with relatives, he attempted to “retire” by supervising a ragtag group of bank robbers led by a grimy alcoholic named Adam Richetti. But Richetti’s gang proved hapless, and by the spring of 1933, Floyd had withdrawn from bank robbing altogether, preferring to spend his days baking pies in his cousins’ kitchens. Only when several of his relatives were arrested did Floyd decide to leave Oklahoma for a time. He had arrived at Joe Hudiberg’s farmhouse that Thursday night looking for a car.

As Hudiberg walked toward his house after locking the garage, he heard a noise behind him. Something was bumping against the garage doors. As Hudiberg turned to investigate, his black Pontiac came crashing through the wooden doors. Dumbfounded, he watched as the car roared through his yard and shot onto the road. Hudiberg’s friends ran to their cars and mounted a fruitless pursuit. Far ahead of them, Pretty Boy Floyd turned north, toward Kansas City.

 

 

Two mornings after Floyd burst out of an Oklahoma schoolteacher’s garage, a man named Horace Grisso walked through the streets of New Carlisle, Ohio, north of Dayton. Grisso, the bookkeeper at the New Carlisle National Bank, stopped when he got to the bank’s front door and took out his keys and opened it. His footsteps echoed on the marble floor as he crossed to the teller cages. The moment he stepped behind the cages, three men wearing handkerchiefs across their faces rose before him. “All right, buddy, open the safe,” ordered the trio’s twenty-nine-year-old leader, who that morning was robbing his first bank.

His name was John Dillinger, and he had been released from the Indiana State Pen barely three weeks before. Like Floyd, Dillinger was a nobody from nowhere, one more ex-con tossed out into the Depression to make ends meet. He was a small, slender man, five-feet-seven, with close-cropped brown hair, an easygoing wiseacre with a lopsided grin who had served nine long years for the drunken mugging of a grocer in his hometown outside Indianapolis. He had promised his father, a stoic farmer, that he would go straight, but, in fact, he had a secret plan. Dillinger’s only friends were those he made in prison, and that morning he was trying to raise enough money to break them out.

Horace Grisso reached for the drawer where the bank’s combination book lay. Dillinger grabbed his hand, then allowed him to slowly open the drawer. Stepping to the safe door, Grisso fumbled with the lock, unable to open it. He was nervous. “Let me drill ’em,” Dillinger’s teenage partner, William Shaw, said. “He’s stalling.”

Dillinger put up his hand. “Take your time,” he told Grisso.

Just then the front door opened. Dillinger leaped to it and intercepted the bank’s clerk as she entered. “I don’t want to hurt you,” Dillinger told her, directing her to lie on the floor. Dillinger grabbed a smock off of a chair and politely laid it beneath her, then wrapped wire around her hands and feet. By then Grisso had opened the safe, and Shaw and the third man, a teenager named Paul “Lefty” Parker, began lifting out bags of cash. Dillinger remained by the front door, corralling two more employees who entered. “You hadn’t ought to come in the bank so early,” he said with a grin.

Within minutes Dillinger and his accomplices were back in their car, speeding toward Indiana. They counted the money and found it totaled $10,600, not a bad haul. But Dillinger wasn’t satisfied. That night he and Shaw pulled up outside a Haag’s Drugstore in Indianapolis. Inside, Shaw headed toward the main cash register while Dillinger took the smaller one at the soda fountain. He stuck his gun at the three employees. When they stared into his face, he said, “Look the other way!” The employees turned their gazes toward Shaw. “Don’t look at me!” Shaw shouted. The employees turned back to Dillinger. “I said don’t look at me!” Dillinger repeated.

A moment later the two men, cash from the registers in hand, backed out onto the sidewalk, only to find that Lefty Parker had parallel-parked the car at the curb, snugly wedged between two other parked cars. As Dillinger simmered, Parker bumped the cars in front and behind several  times before wheeling out and making their getaway. Dillinger had to explain to young Parker how to park a getaway car.

Still, the night wasn’t over. A half hour later Dillinger showed Parker where to pull up in front of a City Foods supermarket. Robbing the store had been Shaw’s idea. What he neglected to tell Dillinger was that he had robbed it once before. The minute the two men entered the store, guns drawn, the manager hung his head.

“Here they are again,” he said. Dillinger gave Shaw a look. “You guys have started the company collecting [our cash],” the manager said. “And the collector just left.”

There was no money in the registers. Dillinger stalked out of the store. Shaw tarried a moment to scoop up several boxes of cigarettes. The moment Dillinger slipped into the car beside him, Parker gunned the car forward, leaving Shaw behind in the store.

“Stop! Stop!” Dillinger shouted as Parker drove up the block.

Parker hit the brake and drove in reverse toward the store as Shaw, breathing heavily, ran up the street to meet them before jumping in. Parker was so rattled he ran the next stop sign. “If you can’t drive,” Dillinger said, “let the kid have the wheel!” The men drove on, aiming for Dillinger’s father’s farmhouse.

So began the criminal career of the man who would within months transform the FBI.




Near Wellington, Texas Saturday, June 10  

That same Saturday night, as Dillinger returned to his father’s farmhouse, Clyde Barrow and his girlfriend Bonnie Parker were driving through the Texas Panhandle, heading to a meeting with Clyde’s brother Buck at a bridge on the Oklahoma border. With them was Clyde’s gofer, a pimply Dallas teenager named W. D. Jones. At first glance all three appeared to be children. Clyde, baby-faced and five-feet-seven, was twenty-three that evening. Bonnie was an inch under five feet, maybe ninety pounds, with yellow hair and baby-blue eyes. She was twenty-one.

Seventy years after their deaths, no Depression-era criminals loom larger in America’s consciousness than Bonnie and Clyde—thanks to the 1967 film Bonnie and Clyde, which portrayed Clyde as a sexually ambivalent man-child struggling to cope with a beautiful, fiery Bonnie. While entertaining, the cinematic Bonnie and Clyde were a screenwriter’s creation, a celluloid paean to 1960s-era themes of youth rebellion and antiauthoritarianism. The movie characters had little in common with their real-life counterparts, lazy drifters who murdered nearly a dozen innocent men during and between holdups.

The real Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker were neither rebels nor philosophers. Vain and insecure, Clyde was a preening Dallas burglar who, a friend claimed, had been repeatedly raped in prison and would do anything to avoid going back. Bonnie was a bored waitress, a drama queen with a failed marriage who viewed Clyde as a ticket out of her humdrum existence. Crime was a kind of game to them; you can see it in the photographs they took of each other, play-acting with big guns and fat cigars. Contemporaries showed them little but contempt. One called them “just a couple of cheap filling station and car thieves,” and he was right; at a time when veteran yeggs reaped $50,000 from a single bank robbery, Bonnie and Clyde’s biggest payday was barely $3,800. They robbed far more gas stations and drugstores than banks.

They came from Dallas. Both the Barrow family, subsistence farmers from south of the city, and Bonnie’s mother, a West Texas widow, had joined the rising tide of rural families moving into Southwestern cities in the early 1920s. The Barrows were so poor they lived for a time beneath a viaduct. In time Clyde’s father started a scrap metal business and built a house in a poor, unincorporated area known as the Bog, just across the Trinity River from downtown. Subject to flooding, crisscrossed by railroads, its air and water polluted by cement plants and foundries, the Bog was a dusty latticework of bleak houses and lean-tos, unpaved roads and littered yards.

Dropping out of school at sixteen, Clyde became a teenage burglar, joining his older brother Ivan, known as Buck, sneaking into stores at night. The boys were a study in contrasts. Where Buck was a lethargic, monosyllabic figure who talked little and drank lots, Clyde was small, peppy, and bright, a fast talker with rosy cheeks who loved guns and played the guitar and the saxophone. In later years Dallas lawmen would remember stopping the brothers for stealing scrap metal, no doubt to help their father. According to Clyde’s sister Nell, their first arrests came after they stole a flock of turkeys from an East Texas farm; stopped by police in a truck full of hot poultry, Buck drew a few days in jail and Clyde was released.

For a time Clyde tried a series of menial jobs: messenger boy, movie  usher, mirror factory worker. None lasted. By eighteen he evidenced the first signs of a powerful ego, a sense that he was entitled to something better than life in the Bog. In a telling stab at reinvention, he changed his middle name from Chestnut to Champion, hoping that “Clyde Champion Barrow” might elevate him to the status that he believed he deserved. It didn’t: he was still a two-bit burglar. He spent 1928 and 1929 ransacking stores throughout North Texas with Buck, until Buck was captured one night after a foot chase in the town of Denton.

Clyde met Bonnie Parker one night in January 1930, when he showed up at a west Dallas home where she was babysitting. A temperamental girl with a histrionic bent, Bonnie married a teenage layabout and had fallen into a depression following the breakup of their marriage. She was an avid reader of detective and movie magazines, and her diary entries portray a young woman desperate to break out of a routine of waitressing and babysitting. “Blue as usual,” she wrote one night in 1928. “Not a darn thing to do. Don’t know a darn thing.” And the day after that: “Haven’t been anywhere this week. Why don’t something happen?”1

The attraction between Bonnie and Clyde was immediate, but the romance was short-lived. Several nights later Dallas police arrested Clyde for burglary. When the charges fell through, he was transferred to Waco to face another set of charges. Bonnie, who was obsessed with Clyde and his exciting adventures with the law, moved into a cousin’s home in Waco. When another inmate told Clyde he had a gun at his home, Clyde persuaded Bonnie to smuggle it into the jail. Clyde and two other men used the pistol a few days later to make their escape. They lit out north, crossing Oklahoma into Missouri and driving on into Indiana, stealing cars and burglarizing stores. Police finally caught up with them in Middletown, Ohio, taking Clyde into custody following a car chase. He was returned to Waco, where a judge gave him a fourteen-year sentence in the brutal state prison at Huntsville.

He served barely two years. After bombarding Clyde with teary letters for months, Bonnie finally began dating other men, but when Clyde was released in February 1932, they were immediately reunited. Clyde avoided crime for a time, taking a construction job in Massachusetts that his sister arranged. But, complaining of loneliness, he soon returned to the Bog and began hanging around the service station his father had opened on its main thoroughfare, Eagle Ford Road. Within days he was rousted by Fort Worth police, arrested, then released. He returned home incensed. “Mama, I’m never gonna work again,” Clyde told his mother. “And I’ll never [be arrested] again, either. I’m not ever going back to that [prison] hell hole. I’ll die first. I swear it, they’re gonna have to kill me.”2

The arrest appears to have deepened Clyde’s sense of persecution and victimization. Crime was the only avenue open to him, he rationalized; police had given him no choice. He and several partners returned to burglarizing stores. As she did throughout Clyde’s career, Bonnie took no part in these crimes, though occasionally she sat in the getaway car. On one such excursion in the town of Kaufman, Texas, Clyde was surprised by a night watchman and forced to flee; when their getaway car stalled on a muddy road, he and Bonnie stole a mule and set off cross-country. Cornered by a posse the next morning, Bonnie was arrested. Clyde got away. Bonnie languished in jail for three months before being released in July 1932. Clyde’s crimes grew more violent in her absence. He murdered a storekeeper in Hillsboro, Texas, and, after Bonnie was freed, killed a sheriff in Oklahoma.

The moment Bonnie and Clyde became “Bonnie and Clyde” came on a Saturday evening, August 6, 1932, when Clyde’s partner, Raymond Hamilton, spirited Bonnie away from her mother’s side to Clyde’s side, where she remained for the rest of her life. The couple commenced a routine they would follow for two years, disappearing for a few weeks, sometimes months, then slipping back to Dallas for clandestine family reunions. These rendezvous, at out-of-the-way roadsides near Dallas, followed a pattern. Clyde and Bonnie announced their return by tossing a bottle onto a family member’s porch, sometimes with a note inside. Word passed among family members in code; for the Barrows, the mention of “cooking red beans” meant a meeting was at hand. The families drove to the meeting point at dusk, spread blankets on the grass, and listened as Bonnie and Clyde rambled on about their latest adventures.

Their wanderings had no aim or focus. Clyde simply drove from state to state, robbing a gas station or drugstore or sometimes a bank when they ran low on cash. It makes their story a jerky, alinear narrative, a string of scattered episodes with no discernible arc. But that’s the way they lived, ricocheting across an area loosely defined by Minnesota, Mississippi, Colorado, and New Mexico, rarely staying in one place long. Unlike Dillinger and Pretty Boy Floyd, Clyde and Bonnie made no effort to establish a permanent base until the last weeks of their lives; for months the closest they came to a home was an abandoned barn outside the Dallas suburb of Grand Prairie. As their notoriety grew, they would resort to living out of their car, which  was littered with guns, license plates, and food wrappers. They gave up bathing and normal hygiene. Their clothes were dirty. They smelled.

Clyde clearly aspired to be a bank robber, but his first attempts were humiliating. On November 30, 1932, he and a partner entered the bank at Orinogo, Missouri, north of Joplin. A gunfight ensued, during which Clyde’s partner managed to scoop up some loose bills. He and Clyde scrambled to the getaway car and avoided a desultory pursuit. The take came to $80.b All that winter Bonnie and Clyde continued their murderous travels, killing a man in Temple, Texas, who tried to stop them from stealing his car on Christmas Day, murdering a Dallas detective who surprised Clyde one night in the Bog, taking a motorcycle cop hostage in Springfield, Missouri, when he stopped Clyde for speeding. Their notoriety, however, was limited to Dallas, where their crimes were front-page news. Outside Texas they remained all but unknown.

In March 1933 Clyde’s brother Buck was paroled from prison and, accompanied by Buck’s wife, Blanche, the brothers reunited in Joplin, where they rented a garage apartment and set to burglarizing jewelry stores. On April 13 a group of Joplin lawmen arrived at the apartment, responding to a call from a suspicious neighbor. Clyde and Buck surprised them, murdering two officers before speeding away untouched. The Joplin killings thrust the “Barrow Gang” onto front pages outside Texas for the first time. The discovery of Bonnie’s poetry and photos of Bonnie and Clyde posing with guns and cigars made Bonnie a public figure, though her real fame would be posthumous.

Two weeks later the two couples, accompanied by the teenage W. D. Jones, drove through the northern Louisiana town of Ruston, looking for a bank to rob. When W.D. stole a car, its owner, a local undertaker, and his girlfriend gave chase, forcing Clyde to take them hostage. After an all-day drive (which later served as a memorable scene in the 1967 movie), Clyde let the couple go. In the confusion, the homesick W.D. disappeared. Clyde and Bonnie finally found him on a Dallas roadside on Friday, June 9. That night the three drove to the Panhandle, heading toward a rendezvous with Buck and Blanche Barrow.

[image: 017]

That Saturday night, Clyde was driving east on Texas Highway 203, a dirt grade rarely maintained by state construction crews. Six miles east of the hamlet of Quail, the bridge over the Salt Fork of the Red River had been destroyed. In the darkness Clyde passed the fallen danger sign at over seventy miles an hour. He didn’t see the ravine until it was too late. With no warning at all, the big Ford was suddenly airborne. It soared down the slope, rolled twice, and crashed into the sandy soil beside the shrunken river. For a moment, everything was still. Steam rose from the ruined car. Gasoline began to seep into the sand. Clyde, thrown from the wreck but unhurt, was the first to come to his senses. He pulled himself to his feet and smelled the gasoline. He realized the car could explode.

Just then two farmers, Steve Pritchard and Lonzo Cartwright, scuttled down the slope. They had seen the wreck from Pritchard’s porch above the river. Together they pulled W.D. from the backseat, groggy but unhurt. Pritchard noticed the guns and glanced at Cartwright, wondering what they had gotten themselves into. Bonnie, unconscious, was stuck in the front seat, her leg trapped by the crushed car door.

Suddenly, with an audible whoosh, the gasoline caught fire. Flames leaped all around the car and began to lap at Bonnie’s legs. She woke and began screaming. Together Clyde and the two farmers tried to pry her from the seat while W.D. gathered the guns and tossed handfuls of sand onto the fire. As they worked the flames grew higher, engulfing Bonnie’s legs, then licking at her head and shoulders. Her stockings began melting into her legs. Panicking, she screamed for Clyde to kill her. Clyde, ignoring the flames, wrapped his arms around Bonnie and, with the farmers’ help, finally managed to pull her free.

Her legs were badly burned. Clyde carried her up the slope to Pritchard’s ramshackle farmhouse, where his parents and Cartwright’s wife, Gladys, stood watching. Inside, Clyde laid Bonnie on a bed as the elderly Mrs. Pritchard inspected the burns. Bonnie’s entire leg, from ankle to hip, had been burned black, exposing the bone in several places. Her face and arms were blistered. “She needs a doctor,” Mrs. Pritchard said, quickly applying a salve to Bonnie’s wounds.

“No,” Clyde and Bonnie said in unison. “We can’t afford that,” Clyde went on. “Try and do what you can.”

Clyde stepped out onto the front porch and conferred with W.D., then ran back down to the car to retrieve their guns. The Pritchards milled  about nervously, unsure what to do. Lonzo Cartwright didn’t know who these people were, but he was certain they were outlaws of some kind. When W.D. wasn’t looking, Cartwright slipped out the backdoor and ran across the fields toward a neighbor’s house, intending to call the police. “Where’d the other guy go?” W.D. asked after a moment.

“I don’t know,” Pritchard said. “He’s probably out back.”

Just then Clyde hurried up to the house, carrying a canvas bag full of guns. He, too, noticed Cartwright’s absence. “I could kick your butt for letting that guy leave,” he snapped at W.D. “Now keep an eye on these people.” W.D. pointed the shotgun at the Pritchards while Clyde knelt beside Bonnie and smoothed her hair. “Honey, I don’t know what to do about moving you,” he said.

“I can travel,” Bonnie murmured. “It’ll hurt for sure. But we can’t stay here.”

A few minutes later, headlights flashed through the woods in front of the house. “Everybody get on the floor,” Clyde ordered. He and W.D. skipped outside and disappeared into the bushes.

A car drove up to the house. Into the night air stepped the Collingsworth County Sheriff, George Corry. With him was Tom Hardy, the Wellington town marshal. Lonzo Cartwright had driven to the jail and told them of the scene at the house. The two lawmen figured they had a trio of drunken teenagers to deal with.

Clyde stepped from behind the bushes, his Browning automatic rifle trained on the two lawmen. “Raise your hands,” he shouted. He and W.D. disarmed the two men and used their handcuffs to bind them together. As they did, W.D. noticed a movement inside the house. Glancing through a kitchen window, he saw Gladys Cartwright, her four-month-old son on her hip, reaching for the backdoor. Thinking she was trying to escape, he fired his shotgun, hitting her in the hand.

As her family rushed to apply bandages to the wound—Mrs. Cartwright’s thumb would later be amputated—W.D. stalked back to the car. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. He glanced over at an old car in the weeds and proceeded to shoot out all four of its tires. Clyde walked into the farmhouse and returned to the patrol car with Bonnie in his arms. He carefully laid her on the backseat. He and W.D. shoved the officers in beside her and without another word drove off.

They drove through the Texas darkness in silence, the only sounds Bonnie’s moans from the backseat. Clyde glanced in the rearview mirror  and was pleased to see the marshal, Tom Hardy, stroking her hair, trying to comfort her. After a while she seemed to stabilize. Clyde lightened up and began talking. “Did you coppers ever hear much about the two Barrow brothers?” he asked at one point.

“No, I can’t say that I have,” Hardy answered, not wanting to anger Clyde. “We have no record of them in the office,” Corry added.

“Don’t you mugs ever read the papers?” Bonnie whispered.

At a bridge six miles west of the town of Sayre, Clyde stopped and honked the horn. “Everybody out of the car,” W.D. ordered. The officers lined up against a bridge rail. Clyde covered the men while W.D. walked to the far end of the bridge and talked to someone in a car parked in the shadows. By and by he returned with the lethargic Buck Barrow at his side. “When do we get going?” Buck asked.

“What we gonna do with these coppers?” W.D. asked.

Clyde thought a moment. “Let’s march ’em down the river a piece and tie ’em up.” Buck and Clyde herded the two lawmen down toward the river. At the water’s edge Clyde ordered them to stop.

“What would you do if we turned you loose?” he asked.

Hardy said they would head straight home. He tried to look brave. He would not beg for his life.

“Yeah, I know,” Clyde said, his voice heavy and tired. “You’d run your legs off getting to a phone.”

“What’re you gonna do with ’em?” Buck asked. “Want ’em tended to?” He raised his rifle.

Clyde pondered the two men. “You get a bunch of wire off that fence,” he told Buck, motioning toward a string of barbed wire. “Yeah, they’ve been pretty decent cops. But I’ve said I’d never take a cop for a ride and let him live to squeal his head off.”

Buck brought the barbed wire, and together they tied the men to a tree. They stood before the two lawmen a minute, then started back up the slope. After a moment Buck stopped and turned, his rifle pointed at Hardy. There was a long moment of silence.

“Come on,” Clyde finally said. “Let’s get going.”

They let the men live.

 

 

Clyde’s elusiveness always owed more to his skill with cars than with guns; he thought nothing of driving a thousand miles in a day, if that’s what it  took to outdistance the law. That night he drove the length of Oklahoma, reaching Arkansas around dawn. Bonnie deteriorated, pitching and moaning in her sleep. Just after sunrise they pulled up at the Twin Cities Tourist Camp in Fort Smith. After Blanche registered, Clyde carried Bonnie to a bed. She whimpered for her mother. Clyde drove into town alone and found a doctor named Walter Eberle. He told Eberle that his wife had been injured by an exploding oil stove, and the doctor followed Clyde back to the motel. “This woman needs to be hospitalized,” Eberle said after dressing Bonnie’s burns.

At wit’s end, Clyde drove back to Dallas to get Bonnie’s sister Billie. He reached the Parker home early that evening. Both Mrs. Parker and Mrs. Barrow offered to come to Fort Smith, but Clyde waited instead for Billie, who was at the movies. Clyde paced the Parkers’ living room anxiously, at one point breaking into tears. He hadn’t slept in two days, and the strain was showing. Finally Billie returned and after packing some clothes, left with Clyde.

Ted Hinton, a deputy sheriff who knew Clyde, was on night patrol when he spotted the car heading east. He hesitated because he didn’t recognize Billie. By the time he turned to follow, Clyde was gone. Driving fast through the East Texas night, he and Billie reached Fort Smith at dawn to find Bonnie on the verge of death.
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Five days later, as Clyde hovered over Bonnie’s deathbed in Arkansas, the familiar smell of fresh hops and barley hung thick outside Hamm’s Brewery, which rose from the streets of Minneapolis like some medieval European castle. Festooned with flags, its eight-story brick facade had been constructed in the 1840s by a German immigrant named Theodore Hamm. The family’s Tudor mansion loomed on a steep hill above.

On the street outside the brewery, a twenty-four-year-old man in a chauffeur’s cap sat in a black Ford sedan, watching the scene with expressionless eyes. His name was Alvin Karpis, though everyone called him by his alias, “Ray.” Cold, aloof, a ringer for Boris Karloff, Karpis had a frosty demeanor, which earned him the nickname “Old Creepy.” He was the brains behind the unsung villains of Depression-era crime, the Barker  Gang, or as Karpis liked to call it, the Barker-Karpis Gang. His partners, the diminutive brothers Fred and Arthur “Dock” Barker, were from Tulsa. Fred was twenty-nine, five-feet-four, lean, feral, and menacing, with three gold teeth and greasy black hair cut high above his ears. His older brother Dock was a borderline moron with three facial moles, an unreliable drunk just six months out of the Oklahoma state prison.

When it was over, J. Edgar Hoover would label the Barkers the “brainiest and most dangerous” gang of the War on Crime. During their lives, however, they received a fraction of the publicity afforded the likes of John Dillinger. Yet the scale and ambition of the Barker-Karpis Gang’s crimes dwarfed those of their peers, and their ability to strike alliances with Northern crime syndicates—no small achievement for what was essentially a pack of murderous hillbillies—would make them the most difficult of the FBI’s public enemies to defeat.

Seventy years after their heyday, all that remains of the gang’s legacy is the FBI-sponsored myth of Kate “Ma” Barker, Fred and Dock’s sixty-something mother, who in a blaze of posthumous notoriety was portrayed as the murderous, machine gun-wielding brains of the gang. “The most vicious, dangerous, and resourceful criminal brain this country has produced in many years belonged to a person called ‘Mother Barker,’” Hoover wrote in 1938. “In her sixty years or so this woman reared a spawn of hell . . . To her [her sons] looked for guidance, for daring, resourcefulness. They obeyed her implicitly.”

It is a characterization advanced by otherwise credible books, notably John Toland’s 1963 Dillinger Days, as well as by B-movies like Roger Corman’s Bloody Mama. Yet there is no evidence whatsoever to support the myth of Ma Barker’s criminal genius. According to FBI files and those few who lived to tell of her, Ma Barker wasn’t even a criminal, let alone a mastermind. There’s no evidence she ever robbed a bank or fired a gun. She was never arrested. Hoover’s portrayal of her as “the most feared woman in American crime” is baseless. During her life, Ma Barker was unknown; no one outside the gang knew who she was.

Short and plump, with stringy black hair she styled into comical piles of curls on special occasions, Arizona Donnie Barker was a frowsy hillbilly woman whose only interest, aside from doing jigsaw puzzles and listening to Amos ’n’ Andy, was the welfare of her sons. She knew of their crimes and lived on their ill-gotten income, but the idea that she was the leader of the gang was “the most ridiculous story in the annals of crime,” Karpis once  said. One of the gang’s mentors, the Jazz Age yegg Harvey Bailey, scoffed at the idea that Ma planned their exploits. “The old woman couldn’t plan breakfast,” Bailey once said.

Ma Barker was born in Ash Grove, Missouri, outside Springfield, probably in 1873. By the time she and her husband moved to Tulsa around 1910, they had four sons, all of whom would become criminals. The eldest, Herman, was a stickup man who wandered the West robbing stores before shooting himself in the head after police cornered him in a vacant lot in Wichita, Kansas, in 1927. The second son, Lloyd, had his career in crime cut short by a twenty-five-year sentence in Leavenworth for robbing a mail truck in 1921. Raised in Tulsa, their younger brothers, Fred and Dock, fell in with a rowdy group of teenage burglars and car thieves known as the Central Park Gang, several of whom would join the Barker-Karpis Gang fifteen years later. In later years the FBI characterized the Central Park Gang as a “school” of crime taught by Ma Barker. There’s no evidence to back up this assertion. Ma’s role, such as it was, was to hector policemen and prosecutors who detained her boys.

They kept her busy. A car thief turned cat burglar, Dock drew a life sentence in an Oklahoma penitentiary after shooting a night watchman in 1922. Freddie, meanwhile, was arrested for burglary in Kansas and thrown into a reformatory. There he met Karpis, the son of Lithuanian immigrants, who had grown up in the streets of Wichita before graduating to a life of petty crime. In the spring of 1931, the two were released separately, and Karpis went to Tulsa to find Freddie. He never forgot his first encounter with Ma Barker, at her shack in a trash-strewn lot beside a set of railroad tracks.

“As I approached, I saw this little dumpy old woman standing on a box, wearing a pair of bib overalls over a man’s sweater,” Karpis remembered years later. She was trying to fix a window screen. He introduced himself and she invited him inside. Karpis was appalled. There was no electricity, no running water. In the backyard was an outhouse. Flies buzzed everywhere. Ma volunteered to send a telegram to Fred in Joplin, and in the ensuing days she and Karpis became friends. In time she all but adopted him. Fred said she preferred Karpis to her own sons. “You don’t get on her nerves the way I do,” her son said.3

Barker and Karpis began pulling nighttime burglaries around Tulsa. Before long both were arrested. Karpis was released, but Barker was detained and forced to escape. Fleeing the authorities, they took Ma and her boyfriend, an old drunk named Albert Dunlop, to southern Missouri, where they  robbed their first bank and used the proceeds to buy Ma a farm. All went well until the week before Christmas, 1931, when the sheriff in the town of West Plains approached them at a gas station for questioning. Karpis panicked and shot the sheriff dead.

They fled one step ahead of a posse, grabbing Ma and racing to the home of a Barker family friend, a worldly confidence man named Herbert “Deafy” Farmer, who operated a kind of safe house for outlaws from across the region at his farm five miles south of Joplin. It was Farmer who suggested that Karpis and Barker take refuge in St. Paul, Minnesota, whose corrupt police force had transformed the quiet river city into the crime capital of the Midwest. And so a few days after Christmas, the two aspiring bank men walked into St. Paul’s Green Lantern tavern—and entered the major leagues of Midwestern crime.

The Green Lantern, run by a roly-poly Orthodox Jew named Harry Sawyer, was St. Paul’s criminal headquarters, a clubhouse that drew every major bank man in the Midwest. The Jazz Age yeggs Harvey Bailey and Frank Nash were regulars, as were vacationing gunmen from Chicago and scores of wannabes, including George Barnes, later known as Machine Gun Kelly. Karpis was dazzled. He and Freddie moved Ma and Albert Dunlop into a house on the south side and went to work guarding cigarette shipments and pulling burglaries. In March 1932 they were invited on their first major bank job, in downtown Minneapolis.

Just days afterward, their landlady’s son saw their pictures in a detective magazine. The corrupt detectives who took the call delayed long enough for everyone to get away, but Karpis and Barker blamed the drunken Albert Dunlop for their exposure, dragged him to a lake outside town, and shot him dead. Relocating to Kansas City, they robbed a bank that June in Fort Scott, Kansas, alongside Harvey Bailey. When Bailey was subsequently arrested, they struck out on their own, robbing a series of banks across the Upper Midwest. By autumn Fred had enough money to bribe his brother Dock and one of Dock’s Tulsa friends, Volney Davis, out of prison.c Dock and Davis became the gang’s newest members.

Drawing from the most desperate of the St. Paul yeggs, the Barker-Karpis Gang had few qualms about gunplay. In a robbery that December, they machine-gunned two Minneapolis cops; when they stopped to change cars during the getaway, a bystander glanced at Fred Barker a moment too long and Fred shot him dead. After a winter vacation in Reno, where Karpis befriended a gangland chauffeur named Jimmy Burnell, whom he would later introduce around St. Paul, the gang robbed a Nebraska bank in a hail of gunfire. One gang member was killed, and Karpis began thinking of safer ways to make money. It made him open to the idea of the kidnapping that Harry Sawyer brought to him that spring.

 

 

As Karpis watched, William Hamm, the brewery’s thirty-eight-year-old chairman, stepped out a backdoor into the noon sun. Turning left, he began walking up the hill toward the mansion for lunch. Across the way, Dock Barker raised his arm, giving the signal. As Hamm stepped onto the sidewalk, another gang member, Charley Fitzgerald, wearing a homburg and a dark suit, walked up to him and offered his right hand.

“You are Mr. Hamm, are you not?” he asked.

“Yes,” Hamm said, shaking the stranger’s hand. Suddenly Fitzgerald tightened his grip, put his left hand onto Hamm’s elbow, and guided him toward the curb. At that point Dock ran up, taking Hamm’s other elbow. “What is it you want?” Hamm asked, confused.

Just then Karpis pulled the Hudson up to the curb, and Hamm was shoved into the backseat. Dock Barker followed, slipped a pillowcase over Hamm’s head, and pushed him down onto the floorboards.

“I don’t like to do this,” Fitzgerald said to Hamm. “But I’m going to have to ask you to get down on the floor because I don’t want you to see where you’re going. I hope you don’t mind.”

They drove east. Thirty miles outside of St. Paul, the car pulled alongside  a Chevrolet. Inside sat Freddie and a smooth Chicago gangster named “Shotgun George Ziegler” (whose real name was Fred Goetz), who had been brought in with his partner Bryan Bolton to help on the job.d Ziegler shoved a typewritten ransom note into Hamm’s hands. “I guess you know what this is all about,” he said. “Sign these papers and sign them quick.”

Hamm, on his knees, did as he was told. “Who do you want as a contact man?” Ziegler asked.

Hamm named William Dunn, the brewery’s vice president of sales.

Karpis suppressed a smile. It was exactly what they wanted him to say. Billy Dunn was a bagman for the St. Paul mob, a friend of Harry Sawyer’s, and a man the gang members knew they could count on.

 

 

At 2:40 that afternoon, Billy Dunn was sitting in his office at the brewery when his phone rang.

“Is this W. W. Dunn?” a voice asked. It was Karpis.

“Yes, sir.”

“I want to talk to you and I don’t want you to say anything until I get all through. We have Mr. Hamm. We want you to get one hundred thousand dollars in twenties, tens, and fives.”

Dunn would later say he thought someone was playing a joke on him. “Hey, hey, what the hell is going on here?” he said.

“Now shut up and listen to what I have to say,” Karpis went on. He gave Dunn instructions on how the ransom should be delivered. “If you tell a soul about this,” Karpis said, “it’ll be just too bad for Hamm—and you.”

Dunn started to ask how he could raise $100,000, but before he could spit out the thought, the line went dead. He phoned Hamm’s office and the family mansion; Hamm was nowhere to be found. Dunn began calling Hamm’s brothers. Around five they met Dunn at the mansion to break the news to their elderly mother. Mrs. Hamm insisted on bringing in the police. A meeting was arranged at the Lowry Hotel. There Dunn briefed St. Paul’s police chief, Thomas Dahill, an honest man who was frustrated by the corruption on his force.

Dahill contacted the head of the local FBI office, Werner Hanni, who sent a man to Dunn’s home at 1916 Summit Avenue to install a recording device on his telephone in preparation for the kidnappers’ next call. Two members of the St. Paul Police Department’s new kidnap squad were summoned as well. One was Tom Brown, a former St. Paul chief of police whom the gang was paying for inside information.e

As the police and FBI gathered at Dunn’s home, William Hamm was driven across Wisconsin into northern Illinois. Karpis did the driving; Fred Barker and Shotgun George Ziegler stayed behind to deal with the ransom negotiations. Around midnight Karpis pulled up beside a two-story house in the northwest Chicago suburb of Bensonville. It was owned by the local postmaster, a friend of Ziegler’s. They guided Hamm into a bedroom whose window had been boarded shut. Karpis gave him some magazines and a beer, and left him alone. Hamm sat, stared, and waited.




Midnight 

Billy Dunn was waiting in his home when the phone rang. “Well, Dunn, you’re following instructions very well so far,” a voice said. “Now, I have given you time to recover from the shock of the telephone call this afternoon and you must realize that the call was not a joke as you thought. All you’ve got to do is follow instructions.”

Dunn was struck by the caller’s tone; it intimated that he knew precisely what Dunn had been doing all day and didn’t appear upset that the police had been brought in. Dunn phoned Tom Brown, who had run home for a late dinner. Around two, as Brown returned, he saw a taxi cruising by, throwing a spotlight on the quiet homes, obviously looking for an address. Brown walked up to the taxi, and the cabbie gave him a note for Dunn. He said a man—later identified as Shotgun George Ziegler—had handed it to him outside of a downtown garage. You know your boyfriend is out of circulation, the note read. You are to pay off $100,000 in the manner explained to you this afternoon . . . If you fail to comply with our demands, you will never see Hamm Jr. again.

Brown took the note inside to Dunn. Everything was on schedule.




Near Boliver, Missouri Friday, June 16 Dawn  

The next morning, Pretty Boy Floyd and his sidekick Adam Richetti said good-bye to their family and friends and headed to Kansas City. At dawn, they were driving north on Highway 16, a rough road heading out of Springfield, Missouri, when the Pontiac they had stolen from Joe Hudiberg’s garage coughed, sputtered, and died. Irritated, Floyd flagged down a passing farmer, who agreed to tow them into nearby Boliver, where, as it happened, Richetti’s brother Joe worked as a mechanic. The two men piled into the farmer’s truck and thanked him for his trouble.

The drowsy town was still slumbering that morning when the farmer’s truck pulled into the driveway of the Bitzer Chevrolet dealership about ten minutes past seven. Floyd gave the old man a few bills and watched as a group of mechanics pushed the Pontiac into the garage. There was nothing to do but wait, so Floyd paced the garage as Joe Richetti opened the hood. Adam unscrewed a Mason jar of moonshine and began drinking. Floyd  eyed him with disgust. He had repeatedly warned Richetti to watch his drinking. It made him sloppy.

Before long a group of car salesmen, freshly scrubbed in saddle shoes and khaki suits, gathered to admire Floyd’s big new Pontiac. No one appeared to recognize Floyd. Around eleven, as Joe Richetti continued working on the car, Ernest Bitzer, the dealership’s owner, wandered in, sat on a bench beside Floyd, and shook his hand. “That car looks as if it could go pretty fast,” Bitzer remarked.

“It’ll hit eighty-five,” said Floyd.

It took Bitzer a moment, but this was a face he had seen in the newspapers—and then he realized who his customer was. Before Bitzer could do anything, another man entered the garage. “Looks like it’s been traveling pretty fast,” said the man, motioning toward the Pontiac. Floyd looked up at the stranger. It was the new county sheriff, Jack Killingsworth. A former Bitzer salesman in his sixth month as Polk County Sheriff, Killingsworth often dropped by his old dealership for coffee. That morning he was wearing neither uniform, badge, nor gun. As Killingsworth’s eyes fixed on Floyd’s face, he recognized him from the Wanted posters in his office.

But Adam Richetti recognized Killingsworth, too, from trips to Boliver to visit his brother. He stepped to the Pontiac, opened the backdoor, and grabbed a submachine gun hidden under a blanket. He whipped out the gun and trained it on Killingsworth. “That’s the law!” Richetti barked to Floyd. To the half-dozen salesmen and mechanics milling about in the garage, Richetti shouted, “Line up against the wall! If you try to get away, we will kill you!”

Joe Richetti stepped in front of Killingsworth as his brother turned the machine gun toward the sheriff. “If you’re going to shoot the sheriff, you’ll have to shoot me first,” he said.

Adam, who had now been swilling moonshine for three hours, appeared confused. “All right, get him out of here, then,” he said, motioning to the sheriff. Killingsworth walked toward the garage door, Richetti poking the machine gun in his back. Killingsworth reached the door, opened it, and then felt the cold touch of a pistol against his temple. “Take one more step and I’ll kill you,” said Floyd.

Inexplicably, Richetti began cursing at the sheriff, urging him out the door. Floyd cut him off. “That liquor is getting the best of you,” he snapped. Floyd maneuvered the sheriff inside, where he joined the employees against the garage wall. Floyd apologized. “This is life and death for us. We had to do [this].”

Floyd had to move fast before the situation spun out of control. While Richetti covered the hostages, he stuck his head out of the garage door. There were no signs of additional lawmen or alarm. Stepping back inside, Floyd covered the hostages while Richetti stepped to his brother Joe’s new Chevrolet sedan. Inside, Floyd motioned for Killingsworth to come with him.

“Why take me?” the sheriff asked.

“You know all the roads and can keep me off the highways,” Floyd said.

The two outlaws, assuming a posse would soon be on their tails, loaded their guns into the Chevrolet. Floyd and Killingsworth slipped into the backseat while Richetti slid behind the wheel. As they drove off, Floyd hollered out the window to Richetti’s brother: “You can have my car, Joe!”

Richetti steered the sedan west, streaking out of town. “You know the roads,” he yelled at Killingsworth. “Get us out of here!”

“Where do you want to go?” the sheriff asked.

“Kansas City.”




Hot Springs, Arkansas 11:30 A.M.  

That same Friday morning, as Pretty Boy Floyd raced toward Kansas City, two agents of the Bureau of Investigation cruised the downtown streets of Hot Springs, Arkansas, looking for a fugitive. The Roman-nosed agent behind the wheel was Joe Lackey; beside him sat a white-haired, grand-fatherly Cowboy named Frank Smith, a former Dallas police officer. They had driven from their office in Oklahoma City to check a tip that the old yegg Frank Nash was in town. The information was dead-on: though close to Karpis and the Barkers, Nash had chosen an Arkansas vacation over a role in the Hamm kidnapping.

In the summer of 1933, Hot Springs was a corrupt resort town famed for the red carpet it rolled out for vacationing gangsters who came from across the country to enjoy its mineral baths and freewheeling casinos: Al Capone and a long line of New York crime lords were among its infamous guests. The town’s main thoroughfare, Central Avenue, cut between two wooded hills. On one side stretched seven ornate bathhouses. On the other were a line of pool halls and taverns that ended at two casinos, the Belvedere and the Southern Club. Brothels and cabarets dotted the surrounding houses. It was all illegal, but everyone, from the governor of  Arkansas on down, looked the other way. The mayor and the local police ran it all like a corporation, taking their cut from every whore, blackjack dealer, and pool shark.

Agent Lackey slowed the car when he spotted Otto Reed on the sidewalk across from the White Front Cigar Store. The two men had brought Reed, police chief in the Oklahoma town of McAlester, because he had followed Nash’s career and knew him on sight. Reed leaned down to talk as Lackey pulled to the curb. “That’s Nash,” Reed said, motioning toward a man standing inside the White Front’s door.

“I’m not so sure, Otto,” Smith said. “That fella’s got a mustache and he’s got a full head of hair. Nash is bald.”

“He’s heavier than the description,” Lackey said.

“That’s Nash,” Reed repeated. “I know him too well.”

They decided to take Nash themselves. Reed climbed into the car and Lackey made a U-turn, drawing up to the White Front. The store sold cigars and 3.2 beer up front; in back was a poolroom. Run by a gambler named Dick Galatas, the White Front was a hangout for visiting gangsters. All three men checked their pistols, then stepped out onto the sidewalk. Though carrying guns violated FBI regulations, the Bureau had a “look away” policy for certain veteran agents.

First through the door, Agent Lackey stepped to the counter and asked to buy a cigar. There was no sign of Nash. The others followed. A dozen customers were clustered around a set of café tables; more men appeared to be in back, by the pool tables. Lackey noticed a double-barreled shotgun leaning against a wall. Otto Reed saw it, too.

Just then Nash stepped out of the poolroom, holding a glass of beer. He walked toward the front door as if to leave. Lackey and Smith drew their guns and took a step toward Nash. Reed produced a pistol and pointed it toward the other customers. Everyone froze.

“Frank Nash,” Smith announced. “Stick up your hands.”

No one identified themselves as FBI; no one said anything about an arrest. Nash didn’t recognize Reed; he thought he was being murdered. “Don’t shoot,” he yelped. He was frisked, then hustled out to the waiting car. Outside, Reed shoved Nash into the front seat then ducked in behind him. Agent Lackey slid behind the wheel and drove east out of town, toward the road to Little Rock.

After a moment, Agent Smith leaned forward, told Nash to raise his hands, and snapped on a pair of handcuffs. He then tugged lightly at Nash’s  toupee. It came off. “Take it easy with the hairpiece,” Nash protested. “It set me back a hundred bucks.”

Smith reached for Nash’s mustache, but the prisoner raised his hands. “It’s mine,” he said.

 

 

The White Front’s owner, Dick Galatas, was inside the café when Nash was taken. The moment the lawmen left, he was on the phone to Herbert “Dutch” Akers, the town’s corrupt chief of detectives. Galatas said a Chicago businessman named George Miller had just been kidnapped by three men in a black sedan. “Stop ’em! Now!” he hollered. Akers, who knew Miller’s real identity, began phoning nearby police departments.f

Akers’s calls produced fast results. Twenty miles east of Hot Springs, at the town of Benton, the FBI agents rounded a turn and were stunned to see a group of armed men lined up across the highway. Agent Lackey had no choice but to stop. A man stepped forward and introduced himself as the local sheriff. He explained he was looking for the kidnappers of a “Mr. Miller,” out of Hot Springs. The agents flashed their identification cards and explained who their prisoner was. After a few tense moments, the sheriff waved them on.

Word of the encounter was passed on to Dutch Akers, who relayed it to Galatas. It was a measure of institutionalized corruption’s arrogance in America circa 1933 that Galatas, rather than giving up, redoubled his efforts to retrieve Nash from the men he now knew were federal agents. Leaving the White Front, he drove to the Oak Park tourist camp to break the news to Nash’s wife, Frances. She grew hysterical, but Galatas told her not to worry; he would take care of everything. Galatas drove Frances and her daughter to the home of a friend. There both Frances and Galatas began working the phones. One of their first calls went to a gangland hangout called the O.P. Inn in Chicago. A bartender promised to make calls on Nash’s behalf.

Nash and his captors, meanwhile, sped to Little Rock, covering the fifty-five miles in fifty-eight minutes by Lackey’s watch. Another police car pulled them over. Two officers approached the car, and Lackey flashed his ID and explained who they were. The officers escorted the coupe to the far side of the city, where the two cars parted at the roadside.

“Where ya headed?” one of the lawmen asked.

“Joplin,” said Lackey.

Lackey headed northwest up Highway 64. “I sure hope we get out of this state alive,” Nash said a bit later.

“You and me both,” said Lackey.

News of Nash’s sighting in Little Rock, as well as the agents’ plans to head to Joplin, was relayed to Hot Springs, and thus to Galatas. He dialed a Joplin number. The phone rang at the home of Deafy Farmer, the hulking confidence man who eighteen months earlier had sent Alvin Karpis and Fred Barker to St. Paul. Galatas spoke to Farmer for a minute, then hung up and turned to Frances. “This is all going to be taken care of,” he said. “You can meet Frank in Joplin.”

 

 

Two hundred miles north of Hot Springs, amid the browning fields of western Missouri, a very different pursuit continued through that same hot Friday afternoon. Police from across the state, alerted by Floyd’s kidnapping of Sheriff Jack Killingsworth, had scrambled in pursuit, soon aided by dozens of local sheriffs and policemen.

Floyd was steering northwest for Kansas City, speeding up Highway 83, then zigzagging across dirt roads into Hickory County. Thirty-five miles out of Boliver, he had taken over the driving from Richetti, whose moonshine swigging made Floyd nervous. To the sheriff’s surprise, Floyd was downright chatty. For his part, Killingsworth did his best to help the two outlaws. He was acutely aware of the shoot-out that would ensue if they were caught, and he wanted no part of it: he’d noticed the automatic pistol Floyd had in his lap.

Floyd stayed cool as they headed into Henry County, about halfway to Kansas City. At a country store they stopped for candy bars and sodas, and Floyd asked the woman behind the counter whether she had heard any news of the kidnapping down in Boliver. She said a group of officers had just passed by, saying they figured Floyd was making for the Oklahoma border. Floyd smiled.

At midmorning, police were alerted that Floyd’s car had roared through the towns of Wheatland and Quincy. Finally, outside the village of Brownington, Floyd spotted a state patrol car in his rearview mirror. Richetti  grabbed the submachine gun. Floyd took the safety off his pistol and calmly told the sheriff, “Wave ’em back.”

Killingsworth took off his panama hat and waved it furiously out the window. It worked; before long the car disappeared. They had been spotted, though, and Floyd was taking no chances. Two miles west of Deepwater, he slowed the car and began looking for a replacement. Within minutes a Pontiac zoomed past. “That looks like a likely car,” Floyd said. He hit the accelerator and gave chase, and they waved the other car to a stop.

The Pontiac’s driver, a Baptist deacon named Walter L. Griffith, appeared confused as Floyd opened the driver’s door and barked, “Move over!” Griffith did as he was told; Richetti and Killingsworth slid into the backseat. In seconds Floyd had the big car rolling north. He told Griffith not to worry. “You seem like pretty good fellas. I believe I’ll let you get out of this.”

At one point an airplane glided over the highway in front of them. Floyd hunched forward and watched it. Around six o’clock he coasted off the road east of Ottawa, Kansas, and brought the Pontiac to a stop in a ravine. They would wait till it was dark to drive into Kansas City.

 

 

Frank Nash and his three captors stopped for a bite to eat in Conway, Arkansas. At a pay phone, Agent Joe Lackey called his boss, Ralph Colvin, at the FBI’s Oklahoma City office. Colvin was thrilled that Nash had been arrested, but he didn’t like the sound of two agents being tracked across rural Arkansas by gun-toting posses. He told Lackey to forget driving to Joplin and to head to Fort Smith instead, where they could catch an overnight train to Leavenworth. Colvin checked train schedules. There was a train leaving Fort Smith at 8:30 that night. It arrived in Kansas City at 7:00 A.M. before going on to Leavenworth. He called Kansas City to arrange an escort.

Meanwhile, in Hot Springs, Dick Galatas took Frances Nash and her daughter to the airport, where he arranged for a plane to fly them to Joplin. When Frances said she was too frightened to fly, Galatas climbed in after her to calm her nerves. At 5:45 the plane touched down in Joplin. By nightfall they were at Deafy Farmer’s house south of town.

 

 

“It’s a hell of a life being dogged around, and having to hide all the time,” Floyd was saying. In the secluded Kansas ravine, he sat on the grass, talking to Sheriff Killingsworth, who leaned back, his head resting on a rock. Walter Griffith sat in his Pontiac, as if guarding it, while Richetti snored lightly in the backseat.

The more he talked, the more depressed Floyd appeared. “There’s no turning back for me now,” he said at one point. “Too many policemen want me. I haven’t got a chance except to fight it out. I don’t aim to let anybody take me alive.”

Killingsworth gave him a look. “They’ll get me,” Floyd said. “Sooner or later, I’ll go down full of lead. That’s the way it will end. I might not have to been this way, you know, but for the damned police. I might be going straight, be living with a family and working for a living. I finally decided, you’re determined I’m a tough guy, a bank robber, that’s what I’ll be. They have themselves to thank.”

Killingsworth, hoping to gain Floyd’s sympathy, mentioned his own family, his wife and young son. A cloud fell over Floyd’s face.

“You shouldn’t kick about one day,” he said. “How would you like to be hunted night and day, day and night? How would you like to sleep every night with this thing across your knees?” He fingered the submachine gun lying beside him on the grass. “I have a son, too. Maybe you think I wouldn’t like to see him. When you get home, you can have your son with you every day and sit and talk with him. All I ever get to do is see mine once in a long while. Then all I can do is stand off and look at him for a minute.”

At nightfall they drove into Kansas City without event. Around ten Floyd pulled to a stop in the packinghouse district. Floyd left the car and made a phone call, then drove to a spot near the corner of Ninth and Hickory. Another car soon coasted up. Killingsworth watched as Floyd and Richetti transferred their guns and a footlocker into the second car. After a minute Floyd got back in the Pontiac and ordered his two captives out onto the sidewalk.

“Wait five minutes and then walk down and get the car,” Floyd said, motioning toward a spot where he intended to leave the Pontiac. “Drive on home and don’t call anyone, ’cause you’ll be watched.” As he drove off, Floyd told Killingsworth to take a set of golf clubs he had left in the trunk. “Something to remember me by,” Floyd said.

“I won’t need anything to remember you by,” said the sheriff.




Fort Smith, Arkansas 8:30 P.M.  

The train to Kansas City was ten minutes late, and the three lawmen—Frank Smith, Joe Lackey, and Otto Reed—were nervous. They stood on the platform, peering down the track, glancing at the exits. Nash stood by in handcuffs. Suddenly a man approached Lackey. Everyone relaxed when he introduced himself as an Associated Press reporter, in the station by chance. The reporter motioned to Nash: Who was the prisoner?

For the rest of his life, Joe Lackey swore he never answered the reporter’s questions. But someone did. A half hour after the three men and their prisoner boarded the train for Kansas City, the reporter’s dispatch crossed the AP wire: Frank Nash, one of the last surviving members of the notorious Al Spencer Gang of bank and train robbers that operated a decade ago, was recaptured today at Hot Springs, Arkansas, by three Department of Justice agents—who “kidnapped” him on the streets of the resort city. The six-paragraph flash described the kidnapping, the escape, and, amazingly, the agents’ intention to take the night train to Kansas City. It went out to dozens of AP offices, including the one in Hot Springs, where Dick Galatas had friends.

Oblivious to the AP story, Nash and the three lawmen traveled to Kansas City in Drawing Room A, Car 11, Nash handcuffed to the upper berth. They were scheduled to arrive at Kansas City’s Union Station at 7:00 the next morning.

 

 

In a hotel room barely two miles from where Frank Nash was stepping onto the train to Kansas City, Bonnie Parker was emerging from her delirium. It had taken six full days, her family would recall, for Bonnie even to recognize her sister Billie, who remained at her side, wiping her brow, changing her bandages. Clyde, too, stayed at her bedside all that week, never leaving for more than minutes.

They were in a bind. They couldn’t stay in Fort Smith much longer. Clyde searched his mind for a safe place Bonnie could convalesce. Dallas was too risky. What they needed was a friend of importance, someone who knew how to hide. The more he thought about it, the more he was certain only one person fit the bill. As soon as Bonnie could travel, Clyde decided, he would go in search of Pretty Boy Floyd.




Joplin, Missouri 10:09 P.M.  

The phone rang at Deafy Farmer’s house. It was Hot Springs, for Galatas. Galatas took it, listened, then hung up. There was a change in plans. “They’re taking Frank by train to Kansas City,” he said.

Frances Nash searched her mind for someone who could rescue her husband. She had only one hope, her husband’s best friend, Verne Miller. A onetime South Dakota sheriff who turned to crime after an embezzlement conviction, Miller was a rarity among Midwestern yeggs, a successful bank robber who moonlighted as a hit man for the Chicago and New York syndicates; his marksmanship was so accurate it was said he could write his name with a Thompson. A loner, cool and Nordic, Miller robbed banks alongside Harvey Bailey and the Barkers. At the moment, he was living in Kansas City with his girlfriend.

At 10:17 Frances Nash reached Miller at his house on Edgevale Road. Miller already knew Nash had been arrested; a bootlegger friend, Frank “Fritz” Mulloy, had tracked Miller down on the golf course, relaying the message left in Chicago. “What shall I do?” Frances asked Miller. “What shall I do?”

Miller assured Frances he would take care of everything, then hung up. Two hours later, the phone rang at the Farmer house.

“Let me answer it,” Frances said. “I know it must be for me.”

“This is Verne,” Miller said. “I’m down at the station.” Kansas City’s Union Station.

Frances broke down again, sobbing into the phone.

“Don’t take it so hard,” Miller told her. “You’ll see your Jelly again.”

“What shall I do?” Frances sniffled. “Where can I get in touch with you? I can’t go home. I have no place to go.”

They talked for a minute or two more. Miller knew he couldn’t handle the rescue alone. From the station he telephoned the Green Lantern in St. Paul looking for the Barkers, not knowing they were busy with the Hamm kidnapping. He was running out of time.




Kansas City, Missouri Saturday, June 17 7:15 A.M.  

Joe Lackey, the Roman-nosed FBI agent, hung out the door as the train eased down Track 12 into Union Station. He had been awake for forty-eight hours and his nerves were on edge. Everyone knew what kind of town Kansas City was, rough and corrupt, a magnet for bank robbers, pimps, and confidence men from Chicago to the West Coast. Everything that mattered, from the police to the polls, was controlled by the political boss Thomas J. Pendergast, whose take from gambling, prostitution, and narcotics approached $30 million a year. (One cog in the sprawling Pendergast machine was a forty-nine-year-old county judge named Harry Truman, who would be elected to the U.S. Senate the following year.)

The train was scheduled for a one-hour layover before heading to Leavenworth, but the agents agreed that the risk of staying in Kansas City, even for an hour, was too great. Instead the Oklahoma City office had devised a plan with the Kansas City SAC, Reed Vetterli, a baby-faced twenty-nine-year-old Mormon. Vetterli assembled a squad of lawmen to drive Nash the thirty miles to Leavenworth.

Ahead on the platform, Lackey spied Vetterli, in a dark suit, standing with three men. When the train coasted to a stop, Lackey hopped off and Vetterli made the introductions. Agent Ray Caffrey was thirty years old, an earnest, plain Nebraska native who wore his brown hair parted down the middle. The other two men on the platform, older, seedy, and disheveled, were Kansas City policemen, snaggletoothed Frank Hermanson and Bill “Red” Grooms. Hermanson and Grooms had brought the department’s armor-plated “hot car.”

Lackey briefed the officers, then returned to the train to get Nash. A few moments later, the three lawmen emerged from the train, pushing their prisoner before them. Nash wore an open-necked white shirt and had a handkerchief thrown over his handcuffed hands. The plan was to drive Nash straight to Leavenworth, escorted by the hot car; with any luck, they would all be back by lunchtime.

There was little chitchat. Together the seven lawmen formed a wedge around Nash and herded him up the platform. Quickly they ascended the stairs into the cavernous expanse of Union Station, already filling with early-morning travelers. Agent Caffrey walked in back, his .38-caliber pistol jammed into Nash’s ribs. All across the station, heads turned as the strange phalanx strode across the dramatic open space toward the front archway and the parking lot beyond. Lottie West, a Traveler’s Aid Society worker, was standing in front of the Fred Harvey Restaurant, chatting with the manager, when the eight men marched by. “That must be Pretty Boy Floyd,” Mrs. West remarked, motioning toward the prisoner. The morning papers carried the news that Floyd had arrived in town the night before; it was all anyone was talking about.

The group strode across the plaza to Agent Caffrey’s two-door Chevrolet in the first row of cars. The parking lot was already coming to life, taxis swerving to the curb, a trio of nuns milling about. Caffrey unlocked the passenger door, and Joe Lackey slid in back, followed by Chief Reed. “Get up front,” Lackey told Nash. “We’ll ride like we did out of Hot Springs. That way we can all watch you.”

Nash climbed into the front seat. Frank Smith joined Reed and Lackey in back. The cops, Grooms and Hermanson, stood facing each other by the right front tire, waiting. Reed Vetterli stood beside the car, poised to slide in beside Nash. Ray Caffrey squeezed past the two cops and stepped around the front of the car, making for the driver’s door.

Suddenly, from in front of the car, someone yelled, “Up! Up! Get your hands up!”

All seven lawmen turned. A split second later there was a gunshot.

“Let ’em have it!” a voice shouted.

A fusillade of machine-gun bullets raked the car. The two police officers, Red Grooms and Frank Hermanson, jerked like marionettes, splashes of blood erupting across their chests and faces; both men were dead before they hit the ground. In the front seat Frank Nash’s head exploded. Behind him Otto Reed’s head burst as well.

In front of the car, Ray Caffrey was blown against the hood and crumpled to the pavement in a heap. A bullet grazed Reed Vetterli’s right arm, and he fell beside the car. An instant later he sprang to his feet and ran back toward the station, a spray of bullets kicking up dust behind him. In the backseat Lackey raised his shotgun, but three bullets hit him and he dropped it; still alive, he fell forward and played dead, as did Frank Smith beside him. Both men had their heads between their knees when the shooting stopped. They heard the sound of footsteps approaching.

“Everyone’s dead in here,” a voice outside the car said.

It would be called the Kansas City Massacre. At the time, it was the  second-deadliest murder of law-enforcement officers in American history, and it shocked the nation. Coming less than forty-eight hours after the kidnapping of William Hamm, it generated a shock wave felt all the way to Franklin Roosevelt’s desk in the Oval Office.

The War on Crime had begun.




3

 THE COLLEGE BOYS TAKE THE FIELD

 

June 17 to July 22, 1933

 

[Whoever did this] must be exterminated, and they must be exterminated by us.

—J . EDGAR HOOVER ON THE KANSAS CITY MASSACRE

 

We were a bunch of greenhorns who had no idea what we were doing.

—FORMER SPECIAL AGENT KENNETH McINTIRE, 1983




Kansas City Saturday, June 17 7:20 A.M. 

 

“That one’s alive! He’s alive!”

The haze of gunsmoke still hung over the Union Station parking lot as the first bystanders ran up to the FBI car. Ray Caffrey’s fallen body lay sprawled on the pavement next to the front fender, his eyes still open, his jaw working silently; he would be dead within minutes. Six feet away the two Kansas City detectives lay dead in a spreading pool of blood, Red Grooms’s head nestled against Frank Hermanson’s chest. Inside the car, Frank Nash was slumped in the driver’s seat, mouth open, head back, rivulets of blood running down his neck and reddening his chest. In the backseat Otto Reed’s body looked worse.

First to reach the car after the gunmen fled was Mike Fanning, a policeman who had been on duty at the station and had fired shots at the fleeing  sedan. He had no idea what was going on. He yanked open a car door, trained his pistol on the men inside, and yelled for them to get out.

“Don’t shoot, I’m a federal officer,” said Frank Smith, raising his hands. There were tears in his eyes as he glanced at his old friend Otto Reed. To his left Joe Lackey moaned in pain. He’d been hit three times in the back. “Steady now, steady,” Smith said, turning to Lackey. “You’ll make it all right.” The Kansas City SAC, Reed Vetterli, ran up, helped pull Lackey from the seat, and laid him on the pavement. Smith cradled the wounded agent’s head in his arms. “I’ll be all right,” Lackey whispered. “Look after the others.”

A crowd was gathering—businessmen in straw boaters, taxi drivers in flat caps, a farmer or two in denim overalls. Several slipped in the spreading pool of blood. A woman screamed. A wire-service reporter tiptoed through the scene, staining her white shoes red. Ambulances were on the scene within minutes, and Lackey was taken to Research Hospital; he would recover and return to duty within weeks. Vetterli, bleeding lightly from his arm wound, rushed to the FBI offices in the Federal Reserve Bank Building. He picked up the phone, called Washington, and was put through to the director.

“It was a massacre, Mr. Hoover,” Vetterli said. “Ray Caffrey is dead. Joe Lackey may not pull through. Two Kansas City detectives and the chief of police from McAlester, Oklahoma, were killed. So was Frank Nash.” Vetterli listened a moment. “Well, I lost a good summer coat and a shirt . . . No, I didn’t go to the hospital . . . Yes, sir, I’ll go to a doctor at once.” An agent was dispatched to Ray Caffrey’s apartment to break the news to his wife.

The remaining agents descended on the Union Station parking lot to interview witnesses. Crowds milled about through the morning, and there was no shortage of people who thought they had seen the assassins. Still, the stories that filled the agents’ notebooks were a jumble. The shooters used one car; no, two. There were two gunmen, or maybe three. Someone else saw five. The assassins were tall and thin, or short and fat, maybe swarthy, maybe not. It was a frustrating beginning to what would quickly become an exasperating investigation.

The FBI did receive one break that morning. Down in Joplin, Dick Galatas had already returned to Hot Springs, but the remaining conspirators—Frances Nash, Deafy Farmer and his wife—panicked when they heard news of the massacre on the radio. Frances was dumbstruck. “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe it,” she kept saying.

The trio did the only thing they could: they ran. By two o’clock all three had disappeared—but not without being noticed. A local woman heard something suspicious over the telephone line—a party line—and reported it to Joplin police, who raided the Farmer home at noon.g They found only a caretaker but telephoned Kansas City nevertheless. Two FBI men jumped in a car and drove to Joplin the next morning, in case someone returned.

By lunchtime, barely five hours after the last gunshot at Union Station, Hoover was mulling who to place in charge of what was clearly the most important investigation in Bureau history.h Reed Vetterli’s men were fresh-faced College Boys; while eager, none was fit to lead a major investigation. Hoover needed the kind of agent he had so few of, a professional investigator with maturity, diplomacy, and street smarts. Ray Caffrey was the third Bureau man ever killed. Hoover decided to bring in the man who had handled the case of the first. He picked up the phone and dialed San Antonio. He was bringing in Gus Jones.i

Jones, the San Antonio SAC since 1921, was the prototype of the dozen or so no-bullshit Cowboys Hoover employed to tutor his College Boys and work major cases. At fifty-one Jones was a creature of the old Texas frontier, stout and moonfaced, with thinning blond hair, wire-frame spectacles, and a fondness for ten-gallon hats. Born in San Angelo in 1882, he came from a family of West Texas lawmen; his father had been killed in a late-nineteenth-century skirmish with Indians. As the El Paso SAC during the World War, Jones spent much of his time trying to head off arms shipments to Pancho Villa and other Mexican revolutionaries. Transferred to San Antonio, he became one of Hoover’s best men.

After talking with Hoover, Jones boarded a flight out of San Antonio and arrived at the Kansas City airport at 2:30 Sunday morning, seventeen hours after the massacre. Downtown, he went into conference with Vetterli and his men, and at 10:00 took two of them to meet with the Kansas City Police Department’s new chief, Eugene Reppert. Reppert, a pawn of the Pendergast machine, was already working to deflect responsibility for the massacre, telling reporters that the Nash arrest had been an FBI operation.

“This is some mess you’ve gotten us into,” Reppert told Jones.1 Jones emphasized that the Bureau was willing to aid the police investigation any way it could, but Reppert said he had no intention of investigating the massacre. “This is a government case and not a police matter,” he said. Afterward Jones said it was the most amazing thing he had ever heard a police chief say; two of his men were dead and he wasn’t investigating. The FBI could only wonder why.

The Bureau was on its own. No one said it aloud, but there were some among Hoover’s men who doubted they could carry off the complex investigation they now faced. The FBI had never attempted anything like it before. Gus Jones wondered what weaponless agents would do if confronted by the well-armed massacre assassins. When Hoover sent a wire demanding that he use every resource to apprehend the gunmen, Jones cabled back: “With what? Peashooters?” Suddenly, the FBI’s unofficial ban on guns was lifted. In Washington one of Hoover’s top men, Clyde Tolson, secured two machine guns to send to Kansas City.

Returning to the FBI office, Jones convened a meeting to go over leads. Some agents thought the massacre was a gangland hit directed at Frank Nash. Jones thought it more likely that it was a rescue attempt gone awry. Several suspects had already jumped to the fore. Their two best theories, in fact, were already being debated in the Kansas City newspapers. One posited that Pretty Boy Floyd was behind the killings. After his release, Sheriff Killingsworth had given several interviews, and stories about Floyd’s arrival in Kansas City were everywhere. The problem was, of the dozens of witnesses, only one, the Traveler’s Aid lady, Lottie West, identified Floyd. In fact, Mrs. West said she had seen Floyd sitting at her desk when she arrived for work. Though her story was prominently reported, none of the agents took it seriously.

The stronger theory rested on rumors that Nash had arranged the escape of Harvey Bailey and ten other convicts from the Kansas State Penitentiary  on May 31. Jones theorized that Bailey’s group had attempted to rescue Nash and for some reason ended up killing him. This theory gained momentum when several eyewitnesses identified photographs of Bailey as one of the assassins. The best was a businessman named Samuel Link. Link said he had stepped out of his car that morning next to a Reo sedan just as a man he recognized as Bailey emerged from the Reo, knocking off Link’s hat. Link said he watched as Bailey and another man fired on the FBI car. Best of all, Link said he had been a deputy sheriff in Kansas City in 1926 and had once seen Bailey on the street. He pointed to a photo of one of Bailey’s co-escapees, a murderous Oklahoma yegg named Wilbur Underhill—the papers called him “The Tri-State Terror”—and identified him as the other assassin.

The best witnesses should have been the three agents who survived the shooting: Vetterli, Lackey, and Frank Smith. Their stories were disappointing. From his hospital bed, Lackey said he had seen two of the shooters but couldn’t identify them; the car windows were too dirty for a clear view. Smith had seen one man he couldn’t identify, then ducked his head when the shooting began. Only Vetterli made a concrete identification of a man he said he saw wielding a submachine gun: “Big” Bob Brady, an Oklahoma bank robber who had escaped with Bailey. By Sunday night Jones had focused the Bureau’s efforts on finding Bailey and the other escapees. Wanted posters were drawn up.

By Sunday night, thirty-six hours after the shootings, their best lead was a series of suspicious phone calls the Oklahoma City office traced from Hot Springs to Deafy Farmer’s house south of Joplin. This suggested that someone from Hot Springs had called on Farmer to rescue Nash; now agents needed to learn who Farmer had telephoned in Kansas City. Phone records were in St. Louis. Amazingly, Reed Vetterli decided to write the phone company a letter instead of just telephoning. It would take four days for the records to arrive, during which time Verne Miller and everyone else involved in the massacre conspiracy got away.

 

 

That Saturday night, fifteen hours after the Kansas City Massacre, William Hamm’s intermediary, Billy Dunn, left St. Paul in a Ford coupe whose doors had been removed. It had been Shotgun George Ziegler’s idea to order the doors taken off; this way, no one could be hiding inside to ambush them. On the floorboard beside Dunn was a satchel containing $100,000 in cash.

Dunn’s late-night drive followed three notes from Hamm’s kidnappers.  The first had been delivered to a pharmacy near Dunn’s home: You’re so god damed [sic] smart that you’ll wind up getting both of you guys killed. Furthermore we demand that you personally deliver the money so that if there is any doble [sic] crossing we will have the pleasure of hitting you in the head.

Saturday morning a second note was left in the car of a brewery worker. It gave instructions on how to deliver the ransom and warned Dunn to come alone: You brought the coppers into this, now you get rid of the ass-holes. The St. Paul SAC, Werner Hanni, debated whether to set a trap for the kidnappers when the ransom was delivered. The corrupt detective Tom Brown alerted the Barkers. A third ransom note was delivered to Dunn that afternoon: If you are through with the bullshit and balyhoo [sic], we’ll give you your chance. First of all, get away from the coppers.

Just after ten o’clock that night, Dunn drove north on Highway 61. He passed the town of White Bear Lake and continued north in the darkness. Just before Pine City, about halfway to Duluth, a car roared past at a speed of over seventy miles per hour. A second car followed. Dunn slowed and watched as the two cars pulled to the side of the road. They let him pass, then pulled out and passed him again. After a few minutes, Dunn saw headlights ahead of him in the darkness. They flashed five times. It was the signal. He stopped the car and threw out the money.

Dunn drove on to Duluth, where he had been told Hamm would be waiting at the New Duluth Hotel. He wasn’t there. Soon Dunn was joined by the kidnappers’ secret liaison, Tom Brown, and another detective. They sat all night, waiting. Hamm never showed.

Fred Barker and George Ziegler returned to the Bensonville safe house the next morning and threw the satchel on the kitchen table. “You better round up some Hamm’s beer,” Ziegler announced. “I got a feeling that it’ll be my favorite for a long time to come.”

The next morning at dawn, after an all-night drive back to Minnesota, Karpis left William Hamm blindfolded in a field outside the town of Wyoming. After a few minutes, Hamm took off his blindfold and trudged to a farmhouse, where he telephoned his mother in Minneapolis. By noon he was back at his mansion, standing dazed before a crowd of reporters.

Several members of the gang also returned to the Twin Cities that morning, and if not for the intervention of Tom Brown, the Barkers’ careers would have ended that day. At the house Fred Barker was renting on Vernon Street, neighbors had noticed his strange habits and the arrival and departures of all sorts  of large cars at all hours, and had taken to joking that the home’s occupants were gangsters, maybe even the Hamm kidnappers. As the gang piled out of its Buick that morning, one neighbor joked, “There goes the ransom money.”

Not everyone was joking. One young man was suspicious enough to phone in a tip to an editor at the St. Paul Pioneer Press. The editor phoned the police who, to the Barkers’ good fortune, turned the matter over to Tom Brown. Brown slipped out of his office and phoned a friend, who alerted the Barkers. All that evening neighbors watched as the gang scurried through the house, slamming doors and tossing suitcases into their cars. When two officers arrived to check out the house the next morning, they found it empty.

 

 

By that Monday, as the Barkers scrambled to escape St. Paul, the rest of the gang had already decamped to apartments in Chicago. There they read in amazement newspaper stories of the Kansas City Massacre. Everyone affiliated with the gang realized Verne Miller must have done it to rescue his best friend, Frank Nash.

In the suburb of Maywood, Dock Barker’s friend Volney Davis paced his second-floor apartment all that morning. “That shooting is sure going to turn the heat on,” he told his girlfriend, Edna “Rabbits” Murray. Davis and Murray were still debating what to do around noon when they heard a car horn blaring. Murray stepped to the window. To her horror, she looked down on the blond head of Verne Miller.

“Is Curly there?” Miller asked.

“Yes,” Murray said.

Davis stepped to the window. “Come downstairs for a minute,” Miller hollered.

Murray watched as Davis walked downstairs, drove Miller’s car into a garage across the street, then handed Miller the keys to his own car. Afterward Miller came upstairs, plopping down on a divan. “I’m all in,” he said. “Had a tough time getting out of Kansas City. Got any iodine?” He had a small wound on one finger. As Murray swabbed it with iodine, Miller’s discourse grew fatalistic. “I’m the hottest man in the country,” he said. “I know I’ll hang for this. I talked to Nash’s wife the night before it happened and told her I would do all I could for Jelly. She’ll put the finger on me.”2

The next day, Miller returned with his girlfriend, Vi Mathias. They stayed in the Davis apartment for three days, then vanished.
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With ten seconds of machine-gun fire and the deaths of five men, the Kansas City Massacre forever changed the American legal landscape. It put the FBI on a wartime footing that in coming months would transform it into the country’s first federal police force. It probably saved Hoover’s job; six weeks later, he was formally reappointed as the Bureau’s director. Most important, it led to the public declaration of an ambitious federal War on Crime that in time would thrust Hoover’s men into their first confrontations with real criminals.

None of this happened overnight. Contrary to myth, there was no morning-after press conference in which Hoover declared war on gangsters. He took calls from reporters in his office, but his answers were limited to the massacre itself. “We will never stop until we get our men,” he told the Kansas City Star hours after the shootings, “if it takes ages to accomplish it. There will be no letup in this case.”

In fact, the driving force behind the broader War on Crime was not Hoover but his new boss, the attorney general Homer Cummings, who had spent the spring studying the feasibility of some kind of federal drive on organized crime. The massacre gave the administration the pretext it needed to sell this idea to the public. On June 29, twelve days after the massacre, Cummings announced a series of measures that composed the new War on Crime: the hiring of a special prosecutor, Joseph Keenan; a legislative package that would, among other things, make it a federal crime to kill a federal agent; and the formation of “special squads” inside the Bureau to tackle major cases. Cummings suggested he would study the formation of a federal police force, built around the Bureau, augmented by agents from the soon-to-be disbanded Prohibition Bureau. The New York Times carried the story on Page 1.

“Racketeering has got to a point when the government as such must take a hand and try to stamp out this underworld army,” Cummings told reporters, in the first of a series of interviews and speeches he was to give that summer. “We are now engaged in a war,” he told the Daughters of the American Revolution in August, “that threatens the safety of our country—a war with the organized forces of crime.”

Public reaction to this new “war” was by turns encouraging and doubtful. “Defiance of law,” the Washington Post editorialized the same day, “has seldom been more flagrantly manifested than it was at Kansas City Saturday.” But government officials had called for wars against gangsters before, and many doubted whether the FBI or any other agency could make a difference. “Department of Justice officials are marvelous at finding and arresting counterfeiters,” one columnist wrote. “Perhaps they will do as well with highway murderers.”

The call for a War on Crime wasn’t without self-interest; Cummings badly wanted a way to focus and grow his shrinking Justice Department. Nor did it create any immediate groundswell of support for federal policing; that was yet to come. In fact, national interest surrounding the FBI’s new headline cases—the Kansas City Massacre and the Hamm kidnapping—paled before that of, say, the Lindbergh kidnapping; intensive coverage was limited to Midwestern newspapers.

But Cummings’s call dovetailed with the desires of New Dealers in Roosevelt’s cabinet, who picked up the attorney general’s cries and placed them in the context of the government’s fight to overcome the Depression. By that autumn the War on Crime would become a centerpiece of Roosevelt’s push to centralize many facets of American government. It would be a focal point of his State of the Union Address in January. Thus a little-known bureau of the Justice Department became a cutting edge of Roosevelt’s New Deal policies. If Hoover and his neophyte agents could defeat “name brand” gangsters, it would be immediate and tangible evidence of the New Deal’s worth.

It was with these issues in mind that resources were shoveled toward Hoover in the days after the massacre. Dozens of new agents were hired and hustled into training classes. Guns were purchased and for the first time the men were shown how to use them—sort of. The FBI’s firearms-training program was initially a hit-and-miss affair. Agents in New York trained at one agent’s farm, shooting at pumpkins and soda bottles, while the Cincinnati office prevailed on local police to teach its men. In Chicago the SAC simply handed out pistols and said, “Here they are, boys. Learn how to shoot ’em.”3 “We had one .32 caliber pistol in the Kansas City office,” one agent remembered. “That was it. I was told one time to get the gun and some bullets and come to a particular office. When I got there, I found out the bullets wouldn’t even fit the gun.”4

This was the state of the army of raw young agents Hoover commanded in his mission to give the White House victories in its two lead cases in the War on Crime. The two investigations quickly became intertwined. On Thursday, June 22, five days after the massacre, Agent Gus Jones received  a call from the St. Paul office. Agents there had searched the house Fred Barker had rented, suspecting it was linked to the Hamm kidnapping. They had no idea who lived there, but fingerprints taken from beer bottles at the house turned out to be Frank Nash’s. Hoover’s men scratched their heads: Was Nash somehow mixed up in the Hamm kidnapping?j

The same morning, the Kansas City office finally received Deafy Farmer’s telephone records. What they discovered changed the course of the investigation: A series of calls had been placed to an address, 6612 Edgevale, in Kansas City. Agents found the house empty. Agent Dwight Brantley, accompanied by the landlord and a Kansas City policeman, supervised the search.k  In a desk drawer they found a pile of papers, mostly telephone and electric bills made out to the Vincent Moore family. In the cellar Brantley discovered empty beer bottles, as well as a two-gallon milk can filled with roofing nails.

An FBI fingerprint expert arrived to dust the house, and within hours the identification was made: Vincent Moore was in fact Verne Miller, as several agents familiar with Frank Nash had begun to suspect. A week later, on July 6, the Kansas City newspapers broke the story, naming Miller and two local hoodlums as the massacre gunmen. For the FBI, Miller became the most wanted man in the country.

Within days agents began to reel in people. Deafy Farmer and his wife were arrested on July 7 when they inexplicably returned to Joplin. Agents tracked Frances Nash to a relative’s home in Illinois and took her into custody. After several days of questioning, all three broke down and told everything: the flight from Hot Springs, the phone calls to Miller. But none could answer the questions the FBI needed answered most: Where was Miller now? And who were his partners?

Gus Jones put together a list of likely gunmen. It included Pretty Boy Floyd, Bonnie and Clyde, Alvin Karpis, and the Barker brothers. But Jones remained convinced Miller’s confederates were the men Nash had broken out of the Kansas prison: Harvey Bailey, the Oklahoma bandit Wilbur Underhill, and their fellow escapees. Bailey knew it, too, and went to extraordinary lengths to proclaim his innocence. One morning Jones opened a letter and was stunned to see it was from Bailey and his comrades. The letter claimed that Bailey and the others could not have carried out the massacre for the simple reason that they had robbed a bank at Black Rock, Arkansas, that same morning. We the undersigned are the perpetrators of the robbery, Bailey wrote. He affixed a collection of the gang’s fingerprints to bolster their case.

Seated in the FBI’s Kansas City office, Jones was still studying the letter on Thursday morning, July 20, when word came of a massive firefight on the edge of town the night before.

It was Bonnie and Clyde.




Platte City, Missouri Tuesday, July 18  

That night around ten o’clock the Barrow Gang cruised into a tourist court just north of Kansas City, outside the town of Platte City, Missouri. They had fled Fort Smith three weeks earlier after Buck and W.D. got into a wild shoot-out following a grocery store robbery in Fayetteville, Arkansas. After a vain attempt to find Pretty Boy Floyd—they did manage to find his brother Bradley—they had spent much of the time holed up in a motel at Great Bend, Kansas. Their only crime of note had been a raid on a National Guard armory at Enid, Oklahoma, where they made off with five Browning automatic rifles, a half-dozen Colt .45 automatics, and ten thousand bullets. There were so many guns in the backseat, Clyde joked, it was hard to find a place to sit.

By most accounts, the gang had left Great Bend the day before, July 17, camping that night in a field in southern Kansas. On Tuesday morning a farmer found bloody bandages at their abandoned campground and phoned the Kansas State Police. Knowing of Bonnie’s injuries, the police broadcast a multistate alert, urging sheriffs to be on the watch for unusual purchases of medical supplies. That night, after robbing three filling stations at Fort Dodge, Clyde passed the outskirts of Kansas City and arrived at a highway junction in Platte City. The two red-brick cabins the gang checked into stood alone behind a bar, the Red Crown Tavern. Blanche and Buck went in for lunch the next day but left when they spotted the local sheriff, a man named Holt Coffey. That afternoon Blanche drove into town and bought hypodermic syringes and atropine sulfate from a druggist. The druggist thought her purchase odd and telephoned Sheriff Coffey, who remembered the police alert.

The druggist told Sheriff Coffey that Blanche had mentioned that she was staying at the Red Crown tourist court, and with a quick call Sheriff Coffey confirmed that two couples were staying there. Alerted by state-police circulars, he was convinced he was dealing with the Barrow Gang. The sheriff contacted the Missouri Highway Patrol, which sent reinforcements from Kansas City, including an armored car. They decided to strike that night: By evening Sheriff Coffey had gathered thirteen deputies and troopers for the raid. Convening at the Red Crown at midnight, the group had Thompson submachine guns, metal shields, tear gas, and riot guns.

Around one A.M. they moved in, taking positions in front of the two darkened cabins, which were linked by a small garage. Two state troopers climbed to the top of the tavern and trained their guns on the cabin doors. The armored car quietly coasted to a stop in front of the cabins themselves, blocking any exit from the garage. When the car was in position, Sheriff Coffey crept toward the cabin on the left, the one occupied by Buck and Blanche. He banged on the door.

“Yes?” Blanche answered. She was washing some of Bonnie’s things in a sink. “Who is it?”

“I need to talk to the boys,” Sheriff Coffey answered.

“Just a minute,” Blanche said. “Let us get dressed.”

Clyde was lying in bed beside Bonnie in the adjoining cabin when he heard the exchange. He rose and grabbed his Browning. “That’s the law,” he whispered to W.D. “Get the car started.”

W.D. slipped into the garage as Clyde stepped to the front door. Opening it a few inches, he saw the armored car blocking their escape. He ran to join W.D. in the garage and jumped up on the rear fender of their Ford, peeking through a high window in the door. There, barely ten feet away, standing on the front porch of the leftmost cabin, stood Sheriff Coffey. Clyde raised his Browning and fired through the window. A bullet grazed the sheriff’s neck and he fell, then gathered himself and ran for the tavern.

All the officers opened fire, their bullets chewing up the cabins’ brick facades and shattering windows. Clyde dashed back through his cabin like a madman, firing the Browning through the windows. Everywhere officers scattered; inside the tavern, a crowd of the curious dived beneath the tables. Reloading, Clyde stepped to the front door, kicked it open, and fired an entire clip into the armored car, the bullets pinging up and down its sides. One struck the driver, a deputy named George Highfill, in the knees.  A second hit the horn, which began blaring steadily. Highfill panicked and threw the armored car into reverse, backing away from the garage.

As bullets whizzed through the cabins, Buck and Blanche found themselves trapped; there was no entrance to the garage from their cabin. They decided to run for it. Hoisting a mattress in front of them, they walked out their front door and began to step toward the garage.5 The mattress was too bulky, however, and they dropped it. Buck had taken only a step or two when he stumbled, his automatic rifle firing wildly as he fell; a .45 caliber bullet struck him flush in the left temple, boring a hole through his skull and exiting out his forehead. Blanche screamed for Clyde to open the garage door as she helped Buck to his feet; he was alive.

Braving the hail of bullets, Clyde opened the doors and helped the couple inside. They shoved Buck into the Ford, where he joined Bonnie, who had limped in unaided. Clyde jumped into the car and backed out of the garage into the storm of gunfire. A bullet fragment struck Blanche in the forehead; a glass shard struck her in the left eye.

“Oh my God!” she screamed. “I’m blinded!”

Standing on the running board, W.D. opened up with one of the Brownings as Clyde ran the gauntlet of gunfire, bullets hitting the car from all directions. The Ford barreled through the yard, vaulting over a ditch before hitting the highway. Behind it, the deputies and highway patrolmen raced for telephones to arrange pursuit. Three had suffered minor bullet wounds. As the gang drove north, Blanche begged Clyde to stop the car to minister to Buck, who was dying. “No,” Clyde said. “We ain’t stoppin’. Shut up about it.”

 

 

After a whirlwind trip to the World’s Fair, John Dillinger had returned to Indianapolis on July 7, intent on quickening the pace of his crime spree. For the first time he explained his plans for a prison breakout to his teenage partner William Shaw. Together the two men bought Dillinger his first car, a maroon 1928 Chevrolet sports coupe. Dillinger didn’t know how to drive, so Shaw taught him.

Impatient for a major score, Dillinger began casing a downtown bank Shaw had mentioned, the Massachusetts Avenue State Bank. While he did, Shaw disappeared. A few days later, Dillinger received a message Shaw had decamped to Muncie, fifty miles east, after learning police were looking for him in connection with a robbery pulled while Dillinger was still in prison. 

Dillinger drove to Muncie on Friday, July 14, and found Shaw and a group of friends lying around an apartment on South Council Street. The apartment’s other occupant was a hard-drinking ex-con named Harry Copeland, a dim bulb Dillinger would use on a number of later bank jobs. That afternoon they took Copeland and drove ten miles west to the farm town of Dalesville, whose bank Dillinger had scouted; they agreed to rob it on Monday.

For some reason, probably because they were low on cash, they decided to rob a Muncie roadhouse, the Bide-a-Wee Tavern, that same night. A few minutes after midnight, Dillinger and a partner walked in, guns drawn, handkerchiefs over their faces, and within minutes backed out of the bar with about $70. On the way out the front door, Dillinger encountered a couple coming in. With a grin he pinched the woman’s bottom; when her male friend objected, Dillinger slugged him.6

Robbing the tavern turned out to be a mistake. The next morning, a Saturday, Dillinger and Copeland had just left the boardinghouse to move Dillinger’s car into the rear garage when they heard someone yell, “Hands up!” It was a pair of Muncie detectives, backed by two patrolmen, who had guns trained on Shaw and the others in an alley behind the house. The detectives, following up on the previous night’s robbery, had easily traced Copeland’s car, a green sedan with yellow-wire wheels.7 Dillinger encountered the officers as he turned his new Chevrolet into the alley. Without a word he threw the car into reverse and backed away. The policemen never saw him. Shaw and the others were taken to the Muncie jail, where they named their accomplice as “Dan Dillinger,” a name that meant nothing to detectives.l

Dillinger, shrugging off the arrests of his confederates, went forward with plans to rob the bank in nearby Dalesville. A twenty-two-year-old teller, Margaret Good, was alone in the bank when Dillinger, wearing gray summer slacks and a straw boater, strolled in at 12:45. He asked for the bank president. When Miss Good said he wasn’t in, Dillinger smiled and slid a pistol through the teller cage. “Well, this is a stickup,” he said. “Get me the money, honey.”8

Miss Good, who had been robbed twice in the preceding two years, pointed at the open vault and raised her hands. As Harry Copeland stood by, cradling a pistol, Dillinger leaped over a low railing leading to the vault area. Copeland corralled a trio of customers who arrived as Dillinger scooped up an estimated $3, 500 in cash and a grouping of diamond rings inside the vault. When he was finished, Dillinger led Miss Good and the customers into the vault, shut the door, and strolled out to the getaway car, a green Chevrolet sedan. The two men were in and out of the bank in less than ten minutes.9

It was a smooth and easy job, and he had done it on his own. Dillinger’s confidence was growing.

 

 

After a month, the pursuit of William Hamm’s kidnappers had gone nowhere. Agents in St. Paul had interviewed any number of underworld characters but hadn’t yet uncovered any clue that the job had been masterminded by Alvin Karpis and the Barker brothers, who had settled into lakeside cottages around Chicago for the summer. Ma Barker remained in her Chicago apartment, immersed in her jigsaw puzzles.

Then, on Wednesday, July 19, a call came into the FBI’s Chicago office. A secretary passed it to the SAC, a boyish twenty-nine-year-old South Carolinian named Melvin Purvis who was destined to become a pivotal figure in the War on Crime. Unhappy as an attorney in his hometown, Purvis had enrolled at the Bureau in 1926 and swiftly moved up the ranks. At five-feet-seven, with delicate facial bones and a high, reedy voice, he could pass for a teenager. He was Hoover’s favorite SAC. Their correspondence strikes a far more familiar tone than the director’s letters to other agents. Hoover’s notes began “Dear Mel” and were signed “J.E.H.” or “Jayee.” Purvis addressed Hoover as “Mr. Hoover” until Hoover admonished him to “stop using mister.” One of Hoover’s favorite themes was Purvis’s attractiveness to women. At one point, he told Purvis that should he come to Washington for a costume ball, an FBI secretary would escort him “in a cellophane gown.” Hoover ribbed Purvis that a newspaper’s description of him made him sound suited for Hollywood: “I don’t see how the movies could miss a ‘slender, blond-haired, brown-eyed gentleman.’ All power to the Clark Gable of the service.”10

“We all suspected Melvin was Hoover’s favorite—we thought he was Daddy’s boy early on,” Purvis’s secretary Doris Rogers remembers. “He obviously was someone Hoover thought was very polished, a kind of ornament, but very bright and ready for the job.”m

What set Purvis apart from the deskrows of stolid young agents in their dark suits and shiny black shoes was an air of Southern privilege. Confident to the point of cockiness, he had an ego, a sense of style and entitlement, and he wasn’t afraid to show it. He wore sharply cut double-breasted suits, puff handkerchiefs, and straw boaters. Where other bachelor agents lived six to an apartment and rode the El to work, Purvis arrived in Chicago with his own horse, which he stabled in Lincoln Park and rode on weekends. He brought a manservant, a black man named President, who chauffeured Purvis through the streets in a sparkling Pierce Arrow, “an old-fashioned but real name-droppy car,” Doris Rogers remembers, “the kind of car that turned heads. That’s the way Melvin was. He was seen as very South Carolina.”n

That Wednesday, Purvis had been the Chicago SAC for eight months, and as his behavior would show, he hadn’t yet mastered the arcane politics of gangland Chicago. On the phone was the chief investigator of the state prosecutor’s office, a former Chicago cop named Dan “Tubbo” Gilbert. Purvis was working with Gilbert to crack the strange kidnapping of a syndicate con man named Jake “The Barber” Factor. Many in Chicago thought the kidnapping a sham, an effort by Factor to evade extradition to face criminal charges in Great Britain. Purvis believed it was genuine. It was his first major kidnapping case.

That morning Tubbo Gilbert broke the news that the Factor and Hamm kidnappings had suddenly become intertwined. Two weeks earlier, Gilbert had announced to the press that Jake Factor had probably been kidnapped by an Irish gangster named Roger Touhy, whose suburban bootlegging and gambling empire was an old rival of Al Capone’s. With Capone in a federal prison after his conviction on tax evasion charges, Touhy was locked in a struggle with Capone’s successor, Frank Nitti, to take control of several large Chicago unions.

Now Gilbert claimed he had evidence that Touhy had kidnapped Hamm, too. Better yet, Gilbert told Purvis, he had just learned that Touhy and three of his gangmates were in custody after a fender bender that morning in Elkhorn, Wisconsin. There are no records of the conversations between Gilbert and Purvis, but by late that afternoon Gilbert had Purvis believing Touhy was responsible for the Hamm kidnapping, too. Purvis made no independent investigation of Touhy. As far as he was concerned, Gilbert’s word was enough for the Bureau.

Friday morning Gilbert and a pair of Purvis’s men arrived in Elkhorn, and afterward the prisoners were ferried to Chicago, where they were fingerprinted by an FBI man. Touhy was led into Purvis’s office. Purvis told him he was being held for the Hamm kidnapping. “What do you mean a ham, Mr. Purvis? A ham sandwich?” Touhy cracked. “Or did I kidnap a ham steak?”

The next day, William Hamm and several eyewitnesses to his kidnapping were brought to Chicago to identify Hamm’s kidnappers. Looking through a one-way mirror, Hamm wasn’t at all sure they were his kidnappers and said so to reporters. But one eyewitness, a cab driver named Leo J. Allison, was, and that was all Purvis needed. He emerged from his office to tell reporters that the Bureau had assembled “an ironclad case against Touhy” for the Hamm kidnapping.

“We have positive identification of all four of the prisoners,” Purvis said. “The government men worked carefully and thoroughly on this case, and we are sure of ourselves.”11 In Washington, Hoover was thrilled. “[T]his is a splendid piece of work, which was consummated only by the untiring and resourceful efforts of the entire Chicago staff,” he wrote Purvis. 12

It was nothing of the sort. In fact, Purvis was fooled into arresting the wrong men by a corrupt investigator in league with the Chicago Syndicate, a fact that would be confirmed twenty years later by a federal court. Roger Touhy would ultimately be convicted of the false kidnapping of Jake Factor; only after two decades in prison was he able to convince a judge he had been framed. In 1954 Judge John Barnes, in an opinion that led to Touhy’s release, noted that the Illinois state prosecutor’s office, which he found to be dominated by Tubbo Gilbert, had never brought charges against a single member of the syndicate. Judge Barnes found “sinister motives [by] Captain Gilbert and the politico-criminal syndicate for wanting to remove [Touhy] permanently from the scene.” With Purvis as his unwitting ally,  the judge found, Gilbert and the FBI “worked in concert to convict Touhy of something.”13

“That Touhy was indicted at all in the Hamm matter,” the judge concluded, “is something for which the Department of Justice should answer.” Of course, it never did. Within days several prosecutors involved in the case expressed doubts about its strength, but for the moment no one cared. That Saturday Hoover and his College Boys could rejoice: one of the two major fronts in their new War on Crime had been conquered. No one realized that night would bring a third.




Oklahoma City Saturday, July 22 11:15 P.M.  

Two miles west of the Oklahoma Capitol, in a beige-brick mansion topped by a burgundy Mission-style roof, two couples were sitting in wicker chairs around a card table in their sunroom, playing bridge. The man of the house, a stolid forty-three-year-old oilman named Charles F. Urschel, sat across from his wife, Berenice. He wore linen slacks and a tie and had comb marks in his oiled hair. His wife, one of the wealthiest women in the Southwest, was the widow of famed wildcatter Tom Slick, who before his death had run the world’s largest independent oil company. Charles Urschel had been Slick’s partner and was now an executor of his estate, estimated to be worth $50 million before Wall Street’s collapse. When Urschel’s wife died, it was only natural he should marry Berenice. The couple’s partners were Walter Jarrett, a roundish, balding oilman, and his wife.

The bridge game was winding down when suddenly there was a noise in the darkness outside. Urschel turned in his chair. “It’s me, Betty,” came a voice. Jarrett rose and unlatched the screen door. In walked sixteen-year-old Betty Slick, Mrs. Urschel’s daughter. Betty, who had been visiting friends, said a few words and disappeared upstairs.

Mrs. Jarrett glanced at her watch. “It’s almost eleven-thirty,” she said. “Time we were going home, Walter.”

Jarrett pushed his chair back. “I suppose so,” he said.

“No, wait,” Berenice said, placing her hand on Jarrett’s wrist. “One more rubber.”14

The first floor of the Urschel mansion was aglow with yellow light when the big Chevrolet coasted to a stop beside the house about eleven-thirty.  The driver, Albert Bates, a pug-faced jack-of-all-crimes with a foot-long rap sheet, gripped the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles whitened. The stout, handsome man sitting beside him noticed. “Okay, Al, calm down,” he said. “It’s gonna be a piece of cake.”

The handsome man, who wore a snap-brim Panama hat, was five-feet-nine, about 180 pounds, with a fraternity man’s fleshy apple cheeks, bedroom eyes, and a Thompson submachine gun. He and Bates stepped from the car. The night was still, the expensive neighborhood quiet.

“Okay,” said the handsome man. They walked up the driveway toward a vine-covered garage. Ahead, on the sunporch behind the house, they could see the two couples at the card table. As they peered through the darkness, Bates couldn’t tell who was who. “Jesus!” he whispered. “Which one’s Urschel?”

The handsome man couldn’t tell, either.

“Come on,” he said, and walked toward the porch.15

 

 

Berenice Urschel drew the card from her hand, lifted it gingerly above the table, then stopped. Her brow furrowed.

“What is it?” Urschel asked.

“I thought I heard something,” she said. “Someone moved outside.”

Urschel considered the screen door, then peered into the darkness beyond. They’d all heard the car drive up; probably just the neighbors, they decided. They finished the hand, dealt another, and began to bid. Berenice had just uttered the words “two hearts,” when the screen door opened. Everyone turned. Two men stepped inside, both holding guns. Berenice let out a little yell and threw up her hands.

“Stop that! Keep quiet or we’ll blow your heads off,” said the handsome man. “Now which one’s Urschel?” When no one answered, he repeated the question. Still no one spoke. The hint of a smile crossed the man’s face. “All right,” he said, “we’ll take both of you then.” He pointed his submachine gun at the two men.

Urschel and Jarrett slowly rose. “Hurry,” the handsome man said. The two complied, stepping outside. The gunman lingered at the door. “Don’t move now,” he told the women. “And keep away from that phone.”

A minute later Berenice heard a car start and drive away. Both women sprang to their feet. “Hurry!” Berenice said. “Up the stairs!” They ran up the staircase, locking the bedroom door at the top behind them. Berenice  grabbed the first telephone she saw, dialed the police, and told them what had happened. Then she remembered an article on kidnapping in a recent issue of Time magazine. She and her husband had discussed it just that afternoon. It was on her dressing table. She flipped to the article and dialed the hotline number it mentioned.

A woman’s voice came on the line.

“National 7-1-1-7,” she said.

“I need to report a kidnapping!” Berenice said.

A few moments later a man’s voice came on the line.

“National 7-1-1-7,” he said.

“This is Mrs. Charles F. Urschel in Oklahoma City. I wish to report a kidnapping.”

“This is J. Edgar Hoover, Mrs. Urschel,” Hoover said. “Give me every detail you can.”16
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Oklahoma City July 22, 1933 

“I couldn’t get a look at their features, but they both seemed dark and had full round faces,” Berenice Urschel was saying. “They appeared to be foreigners.”

It was 1:00 A.M., ninety minutes after her husband’s abduction, and Mrs. Urschel was back at her bridge table, reciting every detail she could remember for the Oklahoma City SAC, Ralph Colvin.

“I want you to be assured,” Colvin intoned, “that our first thought will be your husband’s safe return. Every highway within a hundred miles of Oklahoma City will be watched.” What they needed now, Colvin continued, was for her and Mrs. Jarrett to come to police headquarters to look at mug shots. “I’ll go at once,” Mrs. Urschel said, standing. “Wait until I get my coat.”

The phone rang. She reached for it. Colvin stopped her. “Is there an extension?” he asked.

“Yes, in the hall.”

It was Walter Jarrett, calling from police headquarters. He had been released outside of the city after the kidnappers searched his wallet and found he wasn’t Urschel. “They took Charlie,” he said. “He’s not hurt. They say they’ll get in touch with you. I found a pickup and rushed to police headquarters.”

Downtown, Mrs. Urschel and the Jarretts sorted through mug books; a few photos looked vaguely familiar. Footprints outside the sunporch were inconsequential. There were no fingerprints on the screen door. By daylight Jarrett and a group of FBI agents managed to retrace the kidnappers’ route northeast out of the city about ten miles, but there the trail was lost. “This kidnapping has the look of a job carefully planned by highly trained professionals,” Colvin told Mrs. Urschel. “They are not local men or they would’ve known your husband by sight. It should reassure you to know that they are professionals, because there’s less chance of your husband being harmed.”

After daylight Hoover telephoned Kansas City and ordered Gus Jones to Oklahoma City to take charge of the case. Colvin met him at the airport. On the drive to the mansion, they discussed possible suspects. Colvin was already suspicious of Walter Jarrett and one or two of Urschel’s employees. If it wasn’t an inside job, they agreed, their best suspects were probably Harvey Bailey and the gang of escapees who had fled the Kansas pen that May.

At the mansion, Jones gave Mrs. Urschel a fatherly lecture on what to expect. They would wait for the kidnappers to contact them. They would deliver the ransom. Her husband would be returned. “The moment Mr. Urschel is released,” Jones said, “we go to work.”

 

 

It was the FBI’s good fortune that Charles Urschel had been kidnapped by the man who was probably the most inept of Depression-era criminals, the handsome George F. Barnes, better known as Machine Gun Kelly. Seventy years after the crime that made him famous, the most impressive thing about Kelly remains his nickname. He was never the menacing figure his moniker suggests. He was glib, a dreamer and a joker, the kind of man who said things like “Working hard or hardly working?” It’s unlikely he would have risen to prominence if not for his wife, Kathryn, a sly blonde whom J. Edgar Hoover would repeatedly demonize in press accounts.

Though his talents were few, Kelly’s career trajectory was unique; he was the only major criminal of 1933-34 who came from an upper-middle-class background and had attended college. Born in Chicago in 1900, Kelly moved with his family to Memphis when he was two. His father was a successful insurance agent. Kelly grew up in an affluent neighborhood, attended Sacred Heart Catholic Church, and earned money throwing a paper route and caddying. At Central High School he was called a “jellybean”—a sharp dresser and skirt-chaser, who enjoyed throwing around money.

When his mother died and his father took up with another woman, Kelly began getting into trouble. After dropping out of high school, he became a bootlegger, reselling shipments of whiskey he bought in Missouri and Kentucky. He made a stab at college, a single semester at Mississippi A&M, but dropped out; his father disowned him. An ambitious young man who longed for finer things, Kelly soon eloped with Geneva Ramsey, a Memphis millionaire’s daughter. He went to work for his father-in-law’s construction company and fathered two, but his life began to crumble after Geneva’s father was killed in an accident.

His mother-in-law bought him a parking garage and a dairy farm to run, but Kelly preferred bootlegging. In 1924, when he was twenty-four, he was arrested, and the judge sentenced him to six months in a work camp. Geneva left him. Despondent, he attempted suicide, swallowing a bottle of bichloride of mercury, but succeeded only in making himself sick. Rather than face jail, Kelly fled to Kansas City, where he soon embezzled enough money as a supermarket clerk to buy a truck.

He used it to transport whiskey as far afield as New Mexico, where he was briefly imprisoned in 1927. When he was arrested selling liquor on an Indian reservation, a federal judge threw the book at him, sentencing him to five years in Leavenworth. It was in prison that Kelly fell in with a group of St. Paul yeggs, at one point lending help on an escape attempt orchestrated by Frank Nash. After his 1930 parole, he headed for Minnesota, where he was quickly accepted at the Green Lantern tavern and began tagging along on bank jobs.

That September, Kelly married Kathryn Thorne, an Oklahoma-born party girl whose second husband—Kelly was her third—died under mysterious circumstances. Kathryn was a haughty self-indulgent alcoholic whose daughter was being raised by Kathryn’s mother. Of all the women the FBI pursued in 1933 and 1934, she was to gall Hoover like no other. “Kathryn Thorne Kelly was one of the most coldly deliberate criminals of my experience,” Hoover wrote in his 1936 book, Persons in Hiding. To Hoover, Kathryn was Kelly’s Svengali, “man-crazy,” “clothes-crazy,” a “cunning, shrewd criminal-actress” who created, marketed, and dominated her husband. “If ever there was a henpecked husband,” Hoover wrote, “it was George [Machine Gun] Kelly.”1

As compelling as this portrait sounds, there is no evidence in FBI files that Kathryn was anything more than her husband’s knowing accomplice. She could do little to improve his criminal skills. Kelly was a lousy bank  robber, so nervous he sometimes vomited before bank jobs, and was eventually shunned by Harvey Bailey, Verne Miller, and other St. Paul yeggs. He was no better at kidnapping. In January 1932, Kelly and a partner kidnapped an Indiana businessman named Howard Woolverton; Kathryn had picked his name out of a phone book. Kelly was forced to release Woolverton when his family was unable to raise the ransom.

Between forays to Chicago and St. Paul in search of partners, Kelly lived at Kathryn’s home on East Mulkey Street in Fort Worth, Texas, where the couple quickly attracted the attention of police. The good-natured Kelly befriended a cop or two, at one point even helping police apprehend a neighborhood burglar. But he longed to be a bank robber. According to Hoover, Kathryn acted as a kind of press agent for her husband, boasting of Kelly’s exploits in an effort to get him work. This may have been true; Kathryn did like to brag about Kelly, especially when she drank. Eventually Kelly hooked up with the Jazz Age yegg Eddie Bentz, and with Bentz and a crook named Albert Bates robbed banks in Washington, Texas, and Mississippi during 1932.

In time Kathryn’s boasting caught the ear of a canny Fort Worth detective named Ed Weatherford, who led Kathryn to believe he was corrupt. When Verne Miller was identified in the massacre case in July 1933, Weatherford recognized the name as one of the bank men Kathryn bragged of knowing. He contacted the FBI. The Dallas SAC, Frank Blake, passed the tip to Kansas City, the first time Kelly came to the Bureau’s attention.o  “[Fort Worth] tells me that Kelly is most proficient with a machine gun,” Blake wrote, “it being said he can write his name with the bullets discharged from such a gun.”2

Overnight, Kelly became a suspect in the massacre case; in Kansas City, agents wrote Leavenworth asking for his record. Blake, meanwhile, drove to Fort Worth one afternoon and watched the East Mulkey Street house for several hours, jotting down the license number of a Cadillac in the driveway. On July 13, Agent Charles Winstead was sent to reconnoiter a scraggly ranch outside Paradise, Texas, north of Fort Worth, where Kathryn’s mother lived with a cantankerous old rancher named Robert “Boss” Shannon.Winstead found it, arranged with the postmaster for a cover on incoming mail, and returned to Dallas.3 With nothing linking Kelly to the massacre case, the FBI lost interest.

 

 

It was to the Shannon Ranch that the Kellys brought the blindfolded Charles Urschel nine days later. In return for a cut of the ransom money, Boss Shannon and his son Armon agreed to watch Urschel while Kelly handled ransom negotiations. Kathryn, meanwhile, took her daughter Pauline to Fort Worth. That Sunday morning, July 23, she invited Ed Weatherford to her house; if anyone was watching them, Kathryn suspected, he would warn her. Weatherford found Kathryn on her front steps in a chatty mood; she said she was just back from St. Louis.

It was a short talk. Walking down the driveway, Weatherford glanced at Kathryn’s car. He noticed an Oklahoma paper on the front seat, the headlines blaring the Urschel kidnapping, and red dirt caked on the wheels. Oklahoma was red-dirt country, Weatherford reflected as he drove off. Back at his home, Weatherford studied the Fort Worth Star Telegram’s stories on the Urschel kidnapping. The more he read, the more convinced he became that the Kellys were behind it. The next morning he again telephoned the FBI office in Dallas, which passed the tip to Gus Jones in Oklahoma City.4  Jones ignored it.




Dexter, Iowa Sunday, July 23  

That Sunday, as Gus Jones assumed command at the Urschel home in Oklahoma City, a man named Henry Nye took a walk near his farm outside of Dexter, Iowa, a town twenty miles west of Des Moines. Walking down a country lane, he approached an open field where ten years earlier there had been an amusement park called Dexfield Park. These days the twenty-acre field, bordered by tall maples, heavy underbrush, and a coil of the Middle Raccoon River, functioned mostly as a lovers’ lane. Through the trees, Nye spotted a 1933 Ford. There were people beside it. At first he thought they were campers. Then he spotted a shirt thrown on the ground. It was caked in what appeared to be blood. Nye hurried to his house and telephoned the town night watchman.

Clyde had found the field three days earlier, on Thursday, the afternoon  after fleeing the shoot-out at Platte City. Their campsite, a collection of blankets and seat cushions scattered on the grass, resembled a field hospital. Somehow Buck was still alive. His head bandaged, he lay on the ground semiconscious, nearing death. Blanche was blinded in one eye. Bonnie could barely walk. Clyde couldn’t risk a motel, much less a doctor. Their car had been so riddled with bullets that even the most myopic sheriff would notice. W.D. had slathered mud across the damage, then stolen a car in the town of Perry.

Clyde used the car that Friday to drive into Dexter. He bought five chicken dinners and a block of ice at Blohm’s Meat Market, gauze and alcohol at Pohle’s Pharmacy, and shirts and shoes at a clothing store. He repeated his errands the next day. That Sunday morning, they woke to find Buck still alive. No one could see how. Occasionally Blanche would press her hands against the wound in his temple in an effort to keep his brains from oozing out. He didn’t have long.

By Sunday afternoon, word of the bloodied campers at Dexfield Park was relayed to the sheriff in the town of Adel. He had read of the Platte City shoot-out and immediately thought of the Barrow Gang. The sheriff drove to Dexter and questioned the merchants who had sold items to Clyde. Their descriptions of the man matched those on the Wanted posters in his office. He called the state police in Des Moines, asking for help. A pair of officers arrived at nightfall. By then word had spread of the approaching raid. Farmers began arriving in beat-up pickups, birdguns on their hips, looking for action. By nightfall dozens of people lined the dirt roads leading to Dexfield Park. It was an oddly festive atmosphere. Some boys brought dates. More than a few brought bottles. In the darkness around forty men with guns began moving into the woods, waiting for daylight.




 Dexter, Iowa Monday, July 24  

A heavy dew lay across the field. Clyde woke a few minutes after five to find Blanche already up, still attired in the tight riding breeches and sunglasses she had worn since fleeing Platte City. W.D. was roasting frankfurters over the fire. Clyde sat beside Bonnie on a seat cushion. He was ready to leave. He and W.D. had serviced the car and cleaned the guns the night before.

“Where are we going?” asked Bonnie, still in her nightgown.

“We aren’t going anywhere,” Clyde said. “I’m taking Buck home to Mother’s.” They had promised Cumie Barrow that should anything happen to one of them, the wounded brother would be brought home.

“You aren’t going without me,” Bonnie whispered. “And why should you drive all that way to take Buck back? You know he’s dying, honey. He’ll be dead by night.”

“I’m taking him back because he’s dying,” Clyde said.5

As they talked Clyde glanced up and saw movement in the trees: men were approaching, maybe a half-dozen. Clyde grabbed his favorite Browning, aimed it over the men’s heads, and began firing, trying to scare them off. But if he thought they were farmers out for a morning walk, he immediately realized his mistake. His shots were answered by a rolling fusillade of gunshots from the surrounding trees; within moments the campsite was engulfed by a swarm of flying bullets. W.D. was standing at the campfire, a skillet still in his hands, when a buckshot pellet struck him in the chest and knocked him down. As Clyde returned fire, he yelled for everyone to get into the car they had stolen in Perry.

As Clyde sprayed the trees with bullets, W.D. stumbled into the car, but he was unable to get the engine started. Shooting the Browning from his hip, Clyde scrambled to W.D.’s side, shoving him in the backseat. Bonnie limped in to join them, and a moment later Blanche half-carried the semiconscious Buck in as well. The moment they were inside, Clyde threw the car into reverse, heading for the field’s only exit, a narrow dirt path leading to the paved road that ran along the west side of the clearing. Bullets smashed into the car, shattering the windows. Clyde saw a half-dozen men with guns blocking his exit. Reversing course, he drove back toward the center of the field, crashing through bushes and underbrush. A bullet struck him in the shoulder, and he lost control of the car and ran over a tree stump.

W.D. leaped out and tried to shove the car off the stump. It was no use. “Everybody outta the car!” Clyde hollered. “Pile out—for God’s sake, pile out!”

Clyde ran for the Platte City car, but by the time he reached it the black Ford was a wreck; sixty-four bullets had ripped up the tires, blown out the windows and cracked the engine block. Clyde scanned the trees for an escape route. Beyond the camp, a hundred yards to the north, rose some scrubby trees beside the river; there seemed to be no gunfire emanating from that quarter. Clyde lit out for the river. The others did their best to follow. As they ran, a bullet struck W.D. a glancing blow to the forehead. He fell, then scrambled forward. Bonnie took two shotgun pellets in the stomach and fell hard in the grass. W.D. grabbed her and together the two made it to a ravine leading down to the river’s edge. Before they reached it, Buck fell. Blanche screamed. Clyde hurried to his brother’s side. “Take Blanche and run for it,” Buck rasped. “I’m done for.”6 Clyde ignored him, dragging Buck into the thick underbrush beside the river.

Miraculously, Clyde seemed to have chosen an escape route unblocked by possemen. Down in the riverside thicket, no one was shooting at them. Heading for the paved road with thoughts of stealing a car, they thrashed west along the river for several minutes until they came to a rise. Buck collapsed. “Take Blanche,” he whispered to Clyde. “I can’t make it.” Clyde peered down the river. In the distance he could just make out a bridge. “I’m going after a car,” he said. “Hide here. They’ll never find you in these thickets.”7

As the others crawled beneath some bushes, Clyde climbed the little hill and trotted through the trees toward the bridge. As he emerged from the woods, he saw two deputies standing on the road beside it, one of them leaning against the concrete archway that marked the entrance to the old amusement park. The deputies saw Clyde first, raised their guns, and fired. Clyde ducked behind a tree.

“Hey, don’t shoot!” he hollered. “I’m a state man!”8

When the deputies lowered their guns, Clyde stepped out and fired. The deputies fired back, one of their bullets knocking the Browning from his hands. Clyde grabbed a pistol from his waistband and retreated into the thicket. A minute later he reached the others. “You okay?” he asked Bonnie. She nodded, hugging him.

“They’ve got the bridge blocked,” Clyde said to W.D. “Can you help Bonnie cross the river? We’ll have to swim for it.” Abandoning Buck and Blanche to their fates, the trio slid into the shallow river and swam the twenty yards across, Bonnie holding on to W.D.’s neck. On the far side, Clyde looked up through the trees and saw a farmhouse. Leaving Bonnie and W.D. sitting by the river, he made for it.

The first indication of trouble eighteen-year-old Marvelle Feller had as he walked out to feed his father’s cattle was his German shepherd, who began growling and baring its teeth. Suddenly the dog raced toward the Feller family’s cornfield. A moment later Feller saw a man emerge from the corn-stalks, his tattered shirt streaked with mud and blood. Standing behind a barbed-wire fence, Clyde brandished his pistol.

“Call that dog off,” he yelled, “or I’ll kill him.”

Feller ran to the dog and grabbed its collar. Feller’s father and a hired hand came out to see what the commotion was about. “Y’all get down here!” Clyde yelled, pointing the pistol. They obliged.

Clyde placed his fingers to his lips and let out a loud wolf-whistle. Moments later W.D. and Bonnie appeared behind him. W.D., wiping blood from his eyes, was bleeding from several flesh wounds. The front of Bonnie’s nightgown was red with blood.

“Help me get her over the fence,” Clyde ordered the elder Feller, who stepped forward and lifted Bonnie over the barbed wire.

Just then Mrs. Feller and her daughter ran out of the farmhouse. “They’ve got a bunch of outlaws cornered in the park,” she started to say, and then she lost the words. “We ain’t gonna hurt you folks,” Clyde said. “We just need a car.”

The Fellers had three cars; unfortunately, two sat up on blocks. Clyde waved his gun at a Plymouth in the garage. “Okay,” he said. “Back it out.” The Fellers placed Bonnie in the backseat. Marvelle had to show Clyde how to start the car. With the teenager’s help, Clyde drove to the road outside and headed north, away from Dexfield Park.

An hour later the possemen combing the woods around Dexfield Park found Buck and Blanche in the thicket and took them into custody. Buck was taken to King’s Daughters Hospital in the town of Perry. His mother and other family members soon arrived. He lasted almost a week before dying the following Saturday afternoon, July 29. He was taken back to Dallas and buried. Blanche was thrown into jail. Bonnie and Clyde, meanwhile, eluded roadblocks and vanished. Bonnie later told her mother that they stole a car in Polk City, Iowa, and headed west toward Denver. It would be a long time before they were seen again.

 

 

All that week, as posses fanned out across Iowa in search of Bonnie and Clyde, reporters and photographers swarmed the streets around the Urschel mansion in Oklahoma City. The kidnapping was the biggest national crime story since the Lindbergh case a year before, capturing the public’s attention in a way William Hamm’s brief weekend detention had not. The  mansion, the millions, the interruption of a simple bridge game—it was irresistible to the nation’s press.

On Wednesday morning, July 26, two days after Bonnie and Clyde escaped from Dexfield Park, a Tulsa oilman named John Catlett was standing in the bathroom of his home, shaving. One of his servants walked into the adjoining bedroom with a manila envelope; a Western Union messenger had brought it to the front door. “Put it down,” Catlett said, and continued shaving. When he was finished, Catlett rinsed his face, walked over to the envelope, and opened it. Out tumbled three of Charles Urschel’s business cards. Inside Catlett found three typewritten letters. One was from Urschel, asking him to take the other two to his wife. Catlett jammed the letters into his coat pocket, trotted to his car, and drove to Oklahoma City.

Berenice Urschel cried as she read her husband’s letters. A typewritten note from the kidnappers demanded a ransom of $200,000 for Urschel’s return. The letter included the text of a bogus classified advertisement for the sale of a ranch that was to be placed in the Daily Oklahoman each day for a week. When the kidnappers saw the ad, they would make contact once more. One of Urschel’s friends, a tall, sinewy oilman named E. E. Kirkpatrick, placed the ad that night.

The next day, a letter from the kidnappers arrived at the newspaper. It instructed Kirkpatrick to take the 10:10 P.M. train to Kansas City that Saturday night. At some point along the way, he would see a signal fire. When a second fire came into view, he was to toss a Gladstone bag containing the ransom money from the train. If anything went wrong, he was to proceed to the Muehlebach Hotel in Kansas City to await further instructions.p

Reading the letter in her drawing room, Mrs. Urschel paused as she considered the ransom demand: $200,000. “That’s a lot of money,” an FBI man said. “Yes, but we’ll have to spend it,” she replied. “Charlie’s life is at stake. There’s no other way.”

As the ransom negotiations advanced, Ed Weatherford, the Fort Worth detective, continued pestering the FBI’s Dallas office to investigate the Kellys. Had the Dallas agents made anything more than nominal efforts to do so, they might have broken the case. As it was, they came close. On July 24, two days after the kidnapping, Weatherford and Dallas agent Dwight McCormack arranged for a tap on Kathryn’s phone at East Mulkey Street.q The tap was a low priority, however: it was manned not by an FBI agent but by a Southwestern Bell supervisor, who was told to call if she heard anything suspicious.

Weatherford, meanwhile, watched the house. Kathryn had disappeared. He was certain she was at the Shannon Ranch. Weatherford begged the Dallas office to tap the ranch’s phone, but it was a party line, and agents said it was unlikely the Kellys would discuss anything incriminating on it. Another opportunity was missed when the FBI failed to secure a photo of Kelly. The Fort Worth police had a single image of Kelly, taken voluntarily in December 1930, and agents asked for it in order to show Mrs. Urschel. Had she identified Kelly’s photo, the case might have come to a swift conclusion. But the photo had been lost.

“[Weatherford] states that the last time he saw the photograph it was on [another officer’s] desk,” an agent wrote. “[He] advised Agent that possibly one of the boys picked it up and forgot to return it.”9 The disappearance of this photo cost the FBI weeks.

 

 

At 8:00 that Saturday night, E. E. Kirkpatrick hunched in the bushes behind the Urschel mansion with four other family friends and a deputy sheriff. Berenice Urschel appeared at an upstairs window and flashed a floodlight. At the signal a car rolled into the driveway. From the car stepped an Oklahoma City banker. He trotted to the shrubs and handed Kirkpatrick a tan Gladstone bag carrying $200,000 in cash.

Two hours later Kirkpatrick and the Tulsa oilman John Catlett boarded the “Sooner” Katy-Limited train bound for Kansas City. The two men made their way to the rear of the train, pulling up stools by the backdoor. They carried matching Gladstone bags, one with the cash, the other stuffed with newspapers; if anyone attempted to rob them, they planned to hand over the decoy bag.

There was a delay when the conductor added two cars to the train to accommodate a group of World’s Fair excursionists.

“Think this will foul up their plan, Kirk?” Catlett asked.

“I wish I knew,” Kirkpatrick said.

Finally, whistles blew, and the train chugged out of the station, heading northeast toward the Kansas border. As it picked up speed, the dwindling dust-bowl towns of northern Oklahoma slid by in the night. Witcher. Arcadia. Luther. Fallis. Tryon. Kirkpatrick was nervous, but Catlett seemed without a care, discussing fishing lures and turkey hunting. At each town Kirkpatrick stepped out into the night air, lighting a cigarette beneath the platform light. Both men agreed the most likely place for the drop was the wild Osage Hills. Kirkpatrick allowed himself to ruminate on all the outlaws who had crisscrossed these train tracks in years past—the Daltons, the James Brothers, the Doolins, Al Spencer, Frank Nash. Some things never changed.

Hours ticked by. The train passed Bartlesville, then Dewey, then crossed into Kansas. No fires were seen. As they approached Kansas City, dawn broke. Kirkpatrick was distraught. Either they had bungled the drop or the whole thing had been a hoax. In Kansas City the two men trudged off the train and checked into the Muehlebach Hotel, as the kidnappers had ordered. Not long after, a bellboy brought Fitzpatrick a telegram. It read: UNAVOIDABLE INCIDENT KEPT ME FROM SEEING YOU LAST NIGHT. WILL COMMUNICATE ABOUT 6:00 O’CLOCK. E.W. MOORE.10

Exactly why Kelly missed the drop was never explained. According to one story, he flooded the engine of his car.11

 

 

All that Sunday, Kirkpatrick and Catlett waited in their hotel room and listened to the dulcet tones of a lobby pianist playing Mendelssohn’s “Spring Song,” Rubenstein’s “Melody in F,” and Schubert’s “Serenade.” Finally, at 5:40, the phone rang. “This is Moore,” a man’s voice said. “Did you get my wire?” When Kirkpatrick said he had, the voice told him to proceed to the LaSalle Hotel on Linwood Boulevard—alone. He would be met outside. They agreed to meet at 6:20.

Kirkpatrick had a Colt automatic jammed in his belt when the taxi let him out at the LaSalle. The Gladstone bag in hand, he walked a few yards and lit a cigarette. After a moment he saw a barrel-chested figure striding toward him on the sidewalk. The man wore a pressed summer suit, a panama hat, and a cinched knot in his tie.

It was Kelly. “I’ll take that grip,” Kelly said.

Kirkpatrick studied the man, trying to memorize every detail.

“Hurry up,” Kelly said.

“How do I know you’re the right party?”

“Hell, you know damned well I am.”

“Two hundred thousand dollars is a lot of money,” Kirkpatrick said. “What assurance have we that you’ll do what you promise?”

“Don’t argue with me,” Kelly said. “The boys are waiting.”

“Wait. Tell me definitely what I can tell Mrs. Urschel.”

“Urschel will be home within twelve hours.” Then the man stepped forward, grabbed the Gladstone bag, and walked off into traffic.

Back at the hotel, Kirkpatrick telephoned Mrs. Urschel. “I closed the deal for that farm,” he said. “It will require about twelve hours for the lawyers to examine the abstracts, then title will pass.”

“Thanks,” Berenice said and hung up.12

 

 

It rained hard all that Monday in Oklahoma City. Berenice spent the day pacing the drawing room, waiting. When Kirkpatrick returned from Kansas City, Gus Jones drove him to the FBI office to review mug shots. Weatherford saw no one he recognized.

“What do you think? Will they release him?” Kirkpatrick asked as they returned to the mansion.

Jones shook his head. “It’s a poor bet,” he said. “If they feel he can identify the hideout, he doesn’t stand a chance. They told you he’d be home within twelve hours. He isn’t. Their letter said they were gonna hold him until all the money had been examined and exchanged. Now that’s something that could take weeks. The longer they hold him the more dangerous it becomes.”

“Then you don’t think he’ll make it back?” Kirkpatrick asked.

“I won’t say that,” said Jones. “But I will say that if he’s not back by sunup tomorrow, he won’t be back.”

When night fell, tensions rose in the Urschel mansion. The only moment of levity came after one of the lawyers saw a mouse. He retrieved a mousetrap from the kitchen and slipped it under a divan, then forgot about it. Later that night, as the rain drummed outside, a loud pop sounded. Mrs. Urschel jumped to her feet, frightened.

“What was that?” she asked. The lawyer smiled. “Just the mouse being caught, Berenice,” he said.

And then, around eleven, the backdoor opened and Charles Urschel  walked in. He was unshaven. His eyes blinked. Mrs. Urschel ran to him and fell into his arms. He had been dropped off in the suburb of Norman an hour earlier and had taken a taxi home.

Gus Jones was called and arrived at 11:00. Urschel said he was too tired to talk. Jones insisted. Urschel said he couldn’t identify the kidnappers and didn’t know where he had been taken. Jones took him by the arm and told him it was okay. Then he led him into the study, closed the door, and began to ask questions.

 

 

With Gus Jones transferred to the Urschel case, the Kansas City Massacre investigation began to drift. No one in custody had shed any light on Verne Miller’s whereabouts or who his partners were. The Hot Springs bookie Dick Galatas had vanished, as had Pretty Boy Floyd, though most agents discounted his involvement. Harvey Bailey and the other Kansas escapees were loose in Oklahoma, robbing banks at will, but the Bureau had mounted no credible efforts to apprehend them.

Then on July 31, the day Urschel was released, came a rocket from New York: agents there had found Verne Miller’s girlfriend, Vi Mathias. She was living under the alias “Vivian Allen” in a luxurious apartment on Central Park West. The initial report of the New York SAC, Frank X. Fay, identified her host as thirty-six-year-old “Louis or Philip Buckwalt (also known as Bucholtz, Buchouse or Buchalter)” and added: “Preliminary investigation with respect to him has disclosed that even though he resides in luxury, he is somewhat of a notorious character.”13 It is a measure of the FBI’s meager knowledge of the American underworld in 1933 that Fay had little sense of who this man was.

Vi Mathias’s host is better known to history as Louis “Lepke” Buchalter. A founding member of the New York syndicate along with Meyer Lansky and Charles “Lucky” Luciano, Buchalter had just been named head of its syndicate’s enforcement arm, Murder, Inc., which he ran alongside his traditional narcotics and labor-union rackets. How Buchalter came to meet Verne Miller will never be known for certain, but the FBI later picked up reports that Buchalter had hired Miller on several occasions to murder rival mobsters. However they met, Buchalter knew Miller well enough to hide his girlfriend.

New York agents had been closing in on Vi Mathias since July 19, when the St. Paul office, which was intercepting her parents’ mail, called to say  her daughter Betty had received a box of saltwater taffy sent from Atlantic City. A New York agent tracked down the store where the taffy was bought and retrieved a sales receipt. Handwriting on the receipt was confirmed as Mathias’s, but the trail ended there.

Then on July 22, the day Charles Urschel was kidnapped, came word that Betty had received a second package, this one a pen-and-pencil set, mailed from a novelty store in Lake Placid, New York. New York agents were at the store within hours. They discovered that two well-dressed women had purchased the gift a week earlier. One of the women was described as thirty-eight years old, “very stout, very broad shoulders and heavy chest, very dark throughout, dark hair, dark complexion, looked Jewish and wore a yellow sweater ensemble and a very large green pin.” This was Buchalter’s wife, Betty. The second woman, a slim “straw blonde” wearing heavy makeup, was decked out in a blue silk ensemble and a white tam. A salesman identified her from a photo as Vi Mathias.

Agents spread across the Lake Placid area, checking every hotel, resort, and Western Union office. They found nothing concrete, but on a tip that a woman who resembled Mathias had told a salesperson she was heading to Montreal, agents expanded their search into Canada. Finally, on the night of July 27, a hotel detective in Montreal told agents a woman who resembled Mathias had checked out of the Mt. Royal Hotel hours before. Identifying the photos of Mathias and Betty Buchalter, he said the two women had been driving with two men, one a Columbia Pictures executive, the other the owner of an Adirondack tourist camp. The next day, agents located the camp owner, who described how the two couples had toured Montreal nightclubs and upstate New York hotels for a week, drinking heavily and having a wild time. Mathias had fallen hard for the Columbia executive. Neither of the women seemed bothered by the absence of their respective life partners.

The camp owner volunteered that the women were now at the New Sherwood Hotel in Burlington, Vermont. Two agents were dispatched from Manhattan, and at 11:00 the next morning, Sunday, July 30, they watched as Mathias, wearing a low-cut green dress, drove a black Lincoln away from the hotel. Beside her sat the buxom Betty Buchalter. The two agents followed the Lincoln across the New York line, where it turned south. All went smoothly until the two cars passed through the town of Troy, New York, where the FBI car got a flat tire. Mathias and Buchalter continued south, disappearing into a warm Sunday afternoon.

Losing Vi Mathias was the kind of blunder the FBI made often in 1933 as Hoover’s men learned the ins and outs of professional law enforcement. Still, they recovered nicely. By then, thanks to an inspection of hotel registries, the New York office knew where Mrs. Buchalter lived, in Apartment 17J at the Majestic Apartments on Central Park West.r A team of agents was put on twenty-four-hour surveillance, and the next night, July 31, Mrs. Buchalter was spotted leaving the building alone. The agents followed her for a few blocks but let her go. They had already placed a tap on the Buchalters’ phone and secured an informant inside the building, apparently a bellman. If Mathias was still in New York, the agents bet she would return.14

Three days later, the informant at the Majestic alerted the New York office that the Buchalters were preparing to leave for a vacation and had sent a grouping of trunks to Pennsylvania Station. A pair of agents reached the station just as a party of seven, including people identified as Mr. and Mrs. L. Buchalter and Miss V. Allen, boarded a train for Vermont. The agents scrambled onto the train, which reached Vermont that night. But inexplicably, by the time the two agents disembarked, they found the Buchalters’ party had already driven off.

This time Hoover’s men caught a break. Agents from the New York office had been canvassing hotels in Atlantic City for weeks, chasing unconfirmed reports that Verne Miller was hiding in the area. The next evening, Friday, August 4, the assistant manager of the Ritz Carlton in Atlantic City telephoned to say the Buchalters and their son, accompanied by a Miss Vivian Allen, had just checked in to the hotel.

By midnight five agents had gathered at the Ritz Carlton. The Buchalters and “Miss Allen” were staying in Rooms 1519 and 1520, overlooking the ocean. When questioned, the hotel’s assistant manager told agents the party had reserved beach chairs for the weekend. The next morning several agents donned bathing suits and took seats on the beach behind the Buchalter party, which consisted of Buchalter and his wife, a young boy, and three other men “of Jewish extraction.” There was a second woman with them, but she wasn’t a blonde; in their report the agents described her as having “henna colored hair which she wore in a Greta Garbo fashion.” It was Mathias, her hair newly dyed.

Monday morning around eleven, after an uneventful weekend, the Buchalters checked out. Along with Mathias they stepped into a black Lincoln sedan outside the hotel. As the Lincoln pulled away, the New York agents were behind it, two agents driving in a Packard, another agent following in a chauffeur-driven limousine. They trailed the Buchalters north, toward Manhattan. When the FBI car overheated, only the chauffeured limo remained behind the Buchalters’ Lincoln as it headed into downtown Newark and stopped at the Robert Trent Hotel. A bellman unloaded several bags. The Buchalter family, Mathias, and an unidentified man stepped out of the car and walked inside.

After a few minutes the Buchalters emerged from the hotel and stepped into the Lincoln. There was no sign of Mathias. The agent inside the limousine had to make a split-second decision: follow the Lincoln, or follow Mathias. Assuming Mathias had checked in to the hotel, he chose the Lincoln, trailing it just far enough to be certain it was heading for the Holland Tunnel into Manhattan. At that point, the agent told his chauffeur to return to the Robert Trent. Reaching the hotel, he hurried inside to make sure Mathias had checked in. To his horror, she hadn’t. According to the assistant manager, she had loitered inside the lobby for twenty minutes, then left.

A half-dozen agents descended on the hotel and questioned bellmen, taxi drivers, and anyone else they could find. It was no use. Vi Mathias had vanished, and this time the FBI couldn’t find her.

 

 

Behind closed doors at the Urschel mansion, Gus Jones slowly drew from Charles Urschel every memory he could retrieve of his captors. Jones’s manner was soothing. Though Urschel insisted he had nothing to offer—he had been blindfolded—Jones asked him to proceed on the premise that when one sense is removed, remaining senses grow more acute. As the hours wore on, Urschel realized that Jones was right.

He remembered passing through an intense rainstorm about an hour after leaving Oklahoma City. He recalled stopping at a filling station where an attendant had made a remark about “broom corn,” a crop grown mostly in southern Oklahoma. He remembered the car crossing a long wooden  bridge. Jones thought he knew the bridge. It crossed the Red River near Ardmore. It meant Urschel had been taken to Texas.

He was taken to a farm, he was certain. Roosters crowed. He could hear pigs squealing. He had been given water to drink in a battered tin cup. Well water, he guessed. He could hear the well’s pulley squeak. The water tasted strongly of minerals. When his blindfold loosened after several days, he was able to snatch glimpses of the shack where he was held. Jones made a sketch. Urschel nodded. It was close.

Jones pushed for more. An airplane passed overhead twice each day, Urschel remembered, in the mornings around nine and the afternoons at five or six. Jones’s interest grew. Airline schedules could be checked. Finally, Urschel remembered a terrific rainstorm the Saturday night before his release. He had asked his guard—a young man, he thought, not one of the kidnappers—whether it was a tornado. “No,” the man had replied. “But they have a lot of those down in Oklahoma.”

Jones smiled. “That was a plant,” he said. “You weren’t north of Oklahoma, you were south of it.” He leaned forward. “Now I want you to think hard, Mr. Urschel. This may be the most important question of all the ones I’ve asked you here today, so take your time before you answer it. Did you hear the airplane the night of that windstorm?”

Urschel closed his eyes, then shook his head. “No,” he said. “I’m sure I didn’t.”

Jones smiled. “For a man who was blindfolded and chained,” he said, “I’d say you saw one helluva lot.”15

Jones’s debriefing of Charles Urschel became famous within the Bureau, and for years afterward, while rarely crediting Jones by name, Hoover cited his work as a shining example of the FBI’s “scientific” approach to crime solving. In fact, as canny as Jones’s deductions proved, they proved unnecessary. As Jones launched a furious effort to find a North Texas farm that matched Urschel’s description, the Fort Worth detective, Ed Weatherford, had persuaded agents in Dallas that the Kellys were the kidnappers.

The morning after Urschel’s release, Weatherford coaxed a Dallas agent named Kelly Deaderick out to the town of Paradise, where they interviewed the woman who ran the town switchboard.s She reported that Kathryn Kelly, whom she knew well, had been at the Shannon Ranch with her mother all week. Everyone in town was suspicious of the Kellys and their flashy cars and the twenty-dollar bills they threw around like confetti, she said. The man at the telegraph office said much the same thing. He said Kathryn boasted that her husband was a bank robber.

Agent Deaderick returned to Dallas convinced they were onto something. He called and briefed Gus Jones. But Jones continued to ignore the Kellys; he had secured a plane from Phillips Petroleum and was busy flying agents across North Texas, trying to find the farm Urschel described. Despite all Weatherford had learned, an FBI case summary prepared August 5 made no mention of the Kellys. The Dallas office’s frustration peaked two days later when its number two, Dwight McCormack, wrote a report summarizing the evidence. In place of a title for his memo, McCormack put an argument: “Investigation of activities of George Kelly and gang at Fort Worth and Paradise, Texas, indicates strong possibility they were involved in Urschel kidnapping.”

Still, Jones didn’t listen. He continued peppering the Dallas office with requests for airline schedules and weather reports all across Oklahoma and North Texas. FBI legend, and Jones’s own version of events, holds that it was only after a rigorous analysis of this data that the Paradise area was identified as the kidnappers’ probable hideout. In fact, what was happening was something more subtle: each time Jones asked for data, the Dallas office checked conditions at Paradise and pointed out how they fit Urschel’s descriptions. The clincher came late on Wednesday, August 9, when Dallas forwarded data on rain patterns at Paradise. They fit Urschel’s memory exactly.

At last, Jones saw the light and ordered the Dallas office to reconnoiter the Shannon Ranch. Early the next morning, Thursday, August 10, Ed Weatherford drove an FBI agent named Ed Dowd to the town of Decatur, five miles from Paradise, where they interviewed an officer at Boss Shannon’s bank. Dowd became convinced of the officer’s honesty and decided to take a risk. He explained that Shannon might be mixed up in the Urschel kidnapping. The bank man called in his credit investigator, and Dowd laid out a map Urschel had drawn of a small shack. The investigator said he knew just such a shack on Shannon’s property.

A plan was devised. The bank officer drew up a meaningless document for Shannon to sign. The credit investigator said he would take Dowd to the ranch and ask Shannon to sign the document; Dowd could masquerade as a bank examiner. Dowd slid into the man’s Ford coupe and was taken  along bumpy dirt roads to the Shannon Ranch, where they found Boss Shannon’s son Armon standing outside his shack. While the credit investigator talked with Armon, Dowd asked for a drink of water. Armon helped him draw it from the well. Dowd noticed that the well’s pulley squeaked. The water had a mineral taste. Armon’s wife emerged from the shack and offered everyone a plate of freshly cut watermelon. After a moment Dowd rose and wandered inside the house. It matched Urschel’s description exactly. Afterward, Dowd raced back to Dallas and reported his findings to Gus Jones in Oklahoma City.

Jones decided to raid the Shannon farm the next day, Friday, August 11. When Urschel demanded to come, Jones reluctantly consented. Everyone rendezvoused Friday afternoon in Denton, north of Dallas. There were fourteen men in all: Jones and three Dallas agents, four detectives from Fort Worth led by Ed Weatherford, four Dallas cops, plus Urschel and an Oklahoma City detective. By the time they reached Decatur, the light was fading. Jones stopped the caravan and gathered the men around him.

“Boys, we’ve got about twenty-six miles to go over slow roads,” Jones said. “We might reach the place before dark, but even if we did I doubt we’d be able to finish the job before it got black.” He dropped to one knee and drew a map of the Shannon Ranch in the dirt. “This is the way the place is laid out,” Jones said. “There is only one road into it, and that’s as plain as the devil. We can’t creep up on the place because it’s so flat you can see an ant a mile off. The only way to get in there is to just bang straight in, and for that we need daylight . . . I’ve done enough shooting in my time not to want to go barging into a strange place where the odds are all on the other side. My judgment is to back off, go down to Fort Worth and get a little sleep, then hit this place right at sunrise.”16

In Oklahoma City that night the SAC, Ralph Colvin, was so confident of success he cabled Hoover, WE CAN’T GO WRONG. EXPECT IMPORTANT DEVELOPMENTS BY NOON SATURDAY.17 In Fort Worth, Jones and his men ate dinner and grabbed a few hours of sleep at the Black-stone Hotel. At 4:00 A.M. they reconvened in the hotel’s parking lot and drove to the town of Rhome, seventeen miles from Decatur, where they waited for ninety minutes to be joined by a local sheriff. When the sheriff hadn’t arrived by six, Jones decided to proceed without him.

On radio station WBAP the new day began with a song by Cecil Gill, the Yodeling Country Boy. As the eastern horizon reddened, the three-car caravan sped north along dirt roads toward Paradise, clouds of dust billowing in its wake. The Shannon house was dark when the lead car skidded to a stop in front. Jones leaped out carrying a submachine gun, with Charles Urschel behind him; amazingly, the agents allowed Urschel to carry a sawed-off shotgun. They ran around the side of the house, where they encountered Boss Shannon pulling on his suspenders.

“What do you think you’re doing here?” Shannon demanded.

“That’s the old man who guarded me!” Urschel blurted out.

As agents trained their guns on Shannon, Jones glimpsed something odd in the rear yard: a makeshift cot atop two sawhorses. Someone was sleeping on the cot. Jones ran toward the figure, machine gun ready. As he approached, he saw it was a man, sleeping in his underwear. A pair of pants and a white shirt lay at the foot of the cot, alongside a Winchester rifle and a Colt .45 pistol. The man wasn’t moving. Jones crept up and looked down on the face. He recognized the features—the wavy hair, the concrete jaw-line—and quietly cursed in surprise.

Jones brought the tommy gun’s barrel down inches from the man’s face until the tip brushed against his nose. The sleeping man’s nose twitched. His eyelashes fluttered, and suddenly Jones was staring into the blinking brown eyes of the man who had mentored Verne Miller, Machine Gun Kelly, Alvin Karpis, and the Barker brothers, the man who had emerged as the primary suspect in the massacre case. It was Harvey Bailey. For several seconds, as they peered at each other in the dim light of dawn, neither spoke. Bailey’s eyes took in the submachine gun, now pointed at his chest. His Colt lay on the ground, inches from his right hand. A Dallas agent, Charles Winstead, was standing to one side.

“Go ahead!” Winstead snapped. “Reach for it!”

Bailey didn’t move.

“Get up, Harvey,” Jones finally said. “Who’s here with you?”

Bailey said nothing.

“Harvey,” Jones went on, “if a head bobs up anywhere around here, or a shot is fired, I promise I’ll cut you in two with this machine gun.”

“I’m here alone,” Bailey said. “You have me.” Slowly he sat up and stretched. A weak smile crossed his face. “Hell,” he said. “A fella’s gotta sleep sometimes.”18

Agents poured into the Shannon house and its outbuildings, handcuffing the Shannon family. Kathryn’s mother, Ora Shannon, was fierce in her denials of wrongdoing. “Don’t you tell ’em nothing!” she snapped at her husband. It was no use. Gus Jones took the Shannons’ son Armon for what  he called “a fatherly talk,” and the young man soon broke down and told him everything. It was the Kellys, he said—the Kellys and Albert Bates. And they were all long gone.

Harvey Bailey and the Shannons were taken to the Dallas jail, where Boss Shannon soon joined his son in a full confession. Hoping to catch the Kellys unaware, Jones managed to keep a lid on the story for almost seventy-two hours, but Monday night the news broke in the Dallas Times-Herald,  and by the next morning it was all over the country. Most papers heralded Bailey as the mastermind behind the kidnapping, as well as the Kansas City Massacre. In fact, Bailey had nothing to do with the Urschel case. He had simply dropped by the Shannon Ranch, as he had done once or twice before at Kelly’s behest, because he needed a place to sleep.t It was a lucky arrest, but the FBI’s luck was overflowing that weekend. Saturday afternoon, just hours after the Shannon raid, police arrested Albert Bates in a downtown Denver parking lot.u Bates, however, gave no useful information on the Kellys, or on the whereabouts of his share of the ransom money.

Thanks to Ed Weatherford, the hunt for the Kellys got off to a fast start. For two weeks an agent had been noting return addresses on the Shannons’ incoming mail—addresses that only now did the FBI begin running down. Two letters had come from Kathryn, one sent from St. Paul on August 4 and a second mailed from Madison, Wisconsin, three days later, bearing a return address of General Delivery, Indianapolis. An agent was assigned to watch the Indianapolis post office, while a bulletin describing the Kellys’ car was dispatched nationwide.

The first scent of the Kellys’ trail came in Cleveland, where on Sunday, August 13, agents inquired about a bill found at the Shannon Ranch from a Cleveland Cadillac agency. A salesman told agents the Kellys had visited him just three days earlier, on August 10, to pay off the balance on the Cadillac they were driving and to inquire about purchasing a new one. But they left before buying a new car, saying they were driving to Chicago. Agents in Chicago and Cleveland descended on garages and airline offices in both cities.

The hunt for Machine Gun Kelly had begun.

 

 

Years later Kelly told his son of the wondrous few days he and Kathryn enjoyed following delivery of the ransom money. He said they had fled across the Mexican border to Chihuahua, where they spent ten days lying in bed and drinking tequila. Kelly described how he had learned of Bailey’s arrest on the radio in his Mexican hotel room.

Kelly’s story, like so many he told, was pure fantasy, probably concocted to impress his son. In fact, after releasing Urschel outside of Oklahoma City on July 31, the Kellys drove north to St. Paul, where they rented an apartment and began looking up underworld contacts to launder the ransom money. Harry Sawyer’s partner, a casino owner named Jack Peifer, took $7,000 of it, charging Kelly 20 percent. Peifer, in turn, parceled out the money to a half-dozen runners to exchange the cash through area banks. Kelly took the proceeds and bought Kathryn a fur coat and jewelry, paying $1,150 for a bracelet of 234 tiny diamonds and $850 for a ring set with eight round diamonds.

From St. Paul the Kellys drove to Cleveland, where they were staying when they heard the news that the FBI had arrested several of Peifer’s confederates. They bought a Cadillac and drove it to Chicago, and then on to Des Moines. They were hiding at the Fort Des Moines Hotel when news broke of the arrests at the Shannon Ranch. Kathryn was enraged that her mother was now in custody and swore she would do anything to free her. From that point on, in fact, Kathryn seemed far more concerned about her mother’s welfare than her husband’s.

Determined to find a lawyer to represent her mother, Kathryn and Kelly drove south to West Texas, where Kathryn had relatives in the town of Coleman. On August 16, they arrived at a tumbledown ranch owned by Kathryn’s forty-three-year-old uncle, Cass Coleman. Kathryn got out of the car, lugging two leather cases containing the ransom. With her uncle’s help, they transferred the remaining money to a water jug and a bucket, then buried it beside a willow tree behind Coleman’s barn.

The next morning Kelly slept late while Kathryn drove to the town of Brownwood to buy a car. She returned that afternoon with a beat-up Chevy  sedan. The next morning she left it with Kelly, and then left Kelly with her uncle, saying she was driving to Dallas to hire an attorney for her mother and would return in a few days. Cass Coleman, less than thrilled to find himself alone with a wanted man, deposited Kelly at another ranch, outside the neighboring town of Santa Ana, where a sixty-year-old farmer named Will Casey agreed to let Kelly stay in a vacant house on his property. Coleman brought Kelly bedsheets and cooking utensils, then sat back to await Kathryn’s return.

It was then that the FBI arrived in town. Dallas agents had discovered that Kathryn had family in Coleman and fanned out across the area, seeking to question them. It took only a day for word of their arrival to reach Kelly. Just before noon on August 23, he drove up to Coleman’s farmhouse. He ran inside and told Coleman, “I need a piece of paper.”

“What’s wrong with you?” Coleman asked. Kelly explained. When Coleman handed him a piece of paper, Kelly wrote something down, slipped it into an envelope, and sealed it.

“Give that to Kathryn,” he said, “and tell her ‘Mississippi.’ ”

Kelly hopped back in the car and drove off, heading east. When Kathryn arrived back at the farm several nights later, she read Kelly’s note and cursed. “He’s a damned fool,” she told her uncle before driving off in search of her wayward husband.

 

 

Throughout those blazing-hot late-summer days, as the nation’s attention remained riveted by the hunt for Machine Gun Kelly, John Dillinger kept busy on his own little-noticed crime spree, ricocheting between dozens of towns in Indiana, Ohio, and northern Kentucky, casing banks between side trips to visit the World’s Fair and a girlfriend or two. He kept on the move, though at some point he appears to have rented two apartments, in East Chicago and Gary, to use as hideouts.

Dillinger remained unknown to the public, but his robberies had attracted the notice of a detective named Matt Leach, who worked for the fledgling Indiana State Police. Leach, whose obsessive pursuit of Dillinger would become an Indiana legend, was a Serbian immigrant who arrived in western Pennsylvania in 1907 at the age of thirteen.v Three years later the family moved to Indiana when Leach’s father took a job in a Gary steel mill, and Leach worked in the mills before joining the U.S. Army in 1915. After serving with John J. Pershing’s expedition against Pancho Villa and on the Western Front during World War I, he returned to Gary and became a policeman, moving up through the ranks to head the department’s vice division. As a local cop Leach was active in the American Legion, and when its national chairman, Paul McNutt, was elected governor of Indiana in 1932, Leach was named first captain of the state police force McNutt formed. Only the superintendent of police, Al Feeney, ranked above him.

Much like the FBI, the Indiana State Police was ill equipped to fight crime. In 1933 its forty-one members (including clerks) were, like Leach and Feeney, political appointees, charged with cruising state highways on motorcycles and a handful of old cars with no two-way radios; before Dillinger, their biggest headaches consisted of directing World’s Fair traffic and apprehending a band of chicken thieves.19 But Leach, gaunt and serious, was game for bigger things. He read books on psychology and prided himself on being an astute analyst of criminal types. Unfortunately, what most people noticed about him was his stutter, which became more pronounced at times of stress.

When newspaper articles described an unidentified bank robber as having leaped over a railing to rob the bank in Dalesville, Leach was intrigued. This yegg had a flamboyant streak, which suggested to Leach that he might move on to bigger and better targets. On a hunch, Leach drove to Muncie to interview Dillinger’s teenage partner, William Shaw, who was in the jail. Shaw named Dillinger. Leach checked with Dillinger’s parole officer, who reported that he had disappeared.

Two weeks after the Dalesville job, on Friday afternoon, August 4, farmers spotted a dark blue Chrysler sedan cruising past the green cornfields outside the eastern Indiana farm town of Montpelier. At precisely 2:40 P.M. the car stopped in front of the First National Bank on Main Street, which had been robbed just three years earlier. Dillinger, wearing a straw boater, walked inside, drew a revolver, and smiled. “This is a stickup,” he announced, chewing a piece of gum.

As his partner Harry Copeland forced three employees onto the floor, Dillinger leaped a low railing and asked the bank manager, Merle Tewksbury, how much money the bank had on hand. As Dillinger scooped cash off the counters, Copeland corralled a pair of arriving customers, also forcing them to the floor. At one point a teller reached for an alarm. “What are you trying to do, set off that alarm?” Dillinger demanded, still chewing his gum.

“I would if I could,” the woman snapped.

It was a perfect robbery. After herding the employees and customers into the vault, Dillinger and Copeland stepped back onto the sidewalk ten minutes after entering the bank, carrying $10,110 in cash and coins in a single sack; they had left behind exactly forty cents. “Looks like the bank’s being held up again,” an old man standing on Main Street remarked as they emerged.

Dillinger turned and smiled. “I’m not surprised,” he said, before ducking into the Chrysler and driving off.20

Neither was Matt Leach. The rail-leaping stunt convinced Leach that Dillinger was behind the Montpelier robbery, and he redoubled his efforts to bring him in, putting the homes of Dillinger’s father and sister under surveillance. A few days later, Leach received unexpected assistance from a private detective named Forrest Huntington, who worked for the Montpelier bank’s insurance company. At the Muncie jail, Huntington grilled William Shaw for names of anyone Dillinger might contact. Shaw produced the name of an ex-con in Lebanon, Kentucky, and from the Kentucky man Huntington wrangled the address of an apartment Dillinger was using in East Chicago, Indiana.w

On Monday, August 14, Leach and a squad of state police raided the East Chicago apartment and arrested three ex-cons. One claimed Dillinger had been staying off and on at East Chicago’s Inland Hotel. A few days later the snitch volunteered he had heard that Dillinger had relocated to an apartment in Gary. Leach raided that apartment, but Dillinger had moved on, taking an apartment in Chicago.

By late August, the manhunt was gaining momentum. More insurance investigators joined the chase, and on August 25 one of them, a divisional manager for the Pinkerton Agency in Cincinnati, passed a tip to the Dayton Police Department that Dillinger was dating the sister of a state prison inmate named Jenkins. A phone call to Michigan City produced the name of Mary Longnaker. Two Dayton detectives swung by Longnaker’s rooming house on West First Street and, ushered in by the landlady, searched her room. They found a letter from Dillinger.

The landlady volunteered that this Mr. Dillinger wrote regular letters to her tenant Miss Longnaker; she volunteered to telephone the detectives the next time one arrived. A few days later she proved as good as her word: a new letter had arrived. In it, Dillinger promised to visit soon. Excited, the detectives prevailed on the landlady to rent them a room, and she agreed. A few days later they moved in and sat in wait for Dillinger.
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THE KID JIMMY 

 

August 18 to September 25, 1933

 

The house Alvin Karpis rented for the summer lay on a secluded thread of dirt road that snaked along the southern shore of Lake Michigan east of Michigan City, Indiana. In the woods behind the dunes lay scores of bungalows, many the summer homes of wealthy Chicagoans. Karpis rented his from a Cicero politician connected to the Syndicate. Located on a rise above the lake, the house was a striking Spanish mansionette, with white stucco walls and a red-tile roof. The sunken dining room featured a brass chandelier and a Steinway piano.x

Most days Karpis and his teenage girlfriend Delores Delaney lazed on the beach or barbecued with friends, chief among them the old yegg Ed Bentz, who had parted with Machine Gun Kelly before the Urschel kidnapping. For amusement they watched Bentz teach the fine art of robbing banks to another neighbor, a small, blond twenty-four-year-old from the rough Polish neighborhoods around Chicago’s Humboldt park. It was the same kid who until that spring had been a gangland chauffeur in Reno, and whom Karpis had introduced around St. Paul. Everyone called him Jimmy—Jimmy Burnell, Jimmy Burke, Jimmy Williams, whatever alias he was using at the time. His real name was Lester Joseph Gillis.

History would know him as Baby Face Nelson.
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Seven decades after he entered American public life, Baby Face Nelson remains the least known of the Great Crime Wave’s major figures. Overshadowed by Dillinger, his eventual partner, Nelson and his background were long cloaked in mystery; for years what little information detective magazines gathered was riddled with myths and half-truths. Writing in 1963 John Toland introduced Nelson simply as “a young man the [Dillinger] gang . . . met in an underworld tavern.”

In fact, by the time he joined forces with Dillinger in 1934, Nelson was an up-and-coming gang leader in his own right, his exploits notable for both their geographic diversity—he was equally at home in San Francisco, Reno, and Chicago—and their gratuitous violence. He was a figure of contradiction: a family man who traveled with his wife and sometimes their two small children, he was to earn—and wholeheartedly deserve—a reputation as the most violent of the Depression-era outlaws, a manic multiple murderer who drew disdain even as Dillinger and Pretty Boy Floyd attained the status of folk heroes. At his worst, Nelson was a caricature of the public enemy, a callous, wild-eyed machine-gunner who actually laughed as he sprayed bullets toward women and children in at least two of his robberies. Nelson’s behavior was so clichéd that it was as if he were acting out scenes from a gangster movie, perhaps Jimmy Cagney’s 1931 hit Public Enemy.

Gillis, or Nelson as he will be referred to hereinafter, was tiny, just over five-feet-four, which begins to explain the boulder-size chip on his shoulder. He was born on December 6, 1908, the seventh and last child of Belgian immigrants, Joseph and Mary Gillis. His father, described as a brooding man who drank heavily, worked in a tannery. The Gillises were upstanding people, with no history of problems with the law. The high hopes they had for their blond little boy would be dashed again and again. From an early age, Nelson was headstrong and insecure, the kind of boy who picked fights with teenagers a head taller. By the time he was eleven he was running with a gang of teenage toughs, leaping over soda counters to yank money from cash registers and stealing cars. Among his friends was a kid named Jack Perkins, who would be at his side in 1934. In time, Nelson’s truancy became so chronic he landed at a school for wayward boys.

On July 4, 1921, when Nelson was twelve, he found a pistol in the car of a friend’s father. Thinking he might scare some children playing in an alley, Nelson fired the gun over their heads. A ricochet lodged in one boy’s jaw.  The police arrested Nelson. It was his first encounter with the law; it also began his obsession with guns. Even at the height of his pursuit by the FBI, Nelson rarely missed an issue of Field & Stream, with its articles on the latest weaponry. A juvenile court, ignoring Nelson’s pleas that the shooting was an accident, sentenced him to twelve to fifteen months in a state reformatory.

He served a year. Back at home, Nelson was free to pursue his second obsession—automobiles. As an adult, Nelson was a car nut; between robberies, he could often be found hanging around a garage, talking with mechanics. As a thirteen-year-old the only way he could drive was to steal a car, and he did—often. The police arrested him again, and this time, in October 1922, he was packed off to the Illinois State School for Boys in St. Charles. Eighteen months later he was paroled. This time he managed to remain free five months. Caught in a stolen car, he was sent back to St. Charles in September 1924.

By the time Nelson was paroled the following summer, his father was dead. Joseph Gillis had quit his job to buy a restaurant that was now failing, and he had grown despondent. He was found dead, his head beside a kitchen gas jet. Low on money, Mary Gillis was forced to take in boarders, and Nelson tried to help out, taking a job as a mechanic at a Chrysler dealership. Three months later the cops caught him in another stolen car. Back to the reformatory he went. Nine months later he earned a parole, and went back to work at the dealership.

In early 1927 he was laid off. Nelson was eighteen now, a skinny blond brimming with nervous energy. He joined a couple of pals stealing tires, until police caught them one night inside a car dealership. He got off with a year’s probation and managed to wangle a job in the garage at Commonwealth Edison. It was while working at Commonwealth Edison that Nelson fell in love. Her name was Helen Wawrzyniak, a surname her family Anglicized to Warwick. She was a neighborhood girl, a mousy fifteen-year-old who worked after school as a clerk in the toy department at Goldblatt’s on Western Avenue. When she got pregnant, they married, signing papers at the Porter County Courthouse in Valparaiso, Indiana, on October 30, 1928. The following April Helen gave birth to a son they named Ronald, who was followed two years later by a daughter, Darlene. The family moved in with Nelson’s mother.

In 1928 Nelson went to work at a Standard Oil station that was a hangout for neighborhood toughs. Two doors north was an auto-parts store run by a man named George Vande Houten, and Vande Houten’s twenty-eight-year-old son, Albert, began organizing the kids hanging around the station into roving crews of tire thieves known as “strippers.” Nelson joined up. He and his pals roamed the streets of Chicago, stealing tires they resold to the Vande Houtens and others. In this way Nelson met scores of crooks. One gave Nelson work as a driver hauling bootleg whiskey all across the Chicago suburbs and as far afield as Iowa. For the first time Nelson came to know the back roads and taverns of towns like Summit, Cicero, and Wheaton.y It was during this period that Nelson took up weekend stock-car racing at tracks outside of Chicago. One of his mechanics, a Polish kid named Clarence Lieder, would be at his side in later years.

With a wife and children to support, Nelson began looking for ways to make more money. He fell in with a group of burglars, including a thief named Harry Lewis; together they conspired to move up in the world. The year 1930 was when Nelson went from petty thief to armed robber. He has long been credited with two jewelry robberies and two bank jobs in 1930; FBI files indicate these incidents amounted to but a fraction of the crimes he committed in a yearlong rampage.1

It began at a brick mansion on Lake Shore Drive early on the evening of January 6, a month after Nelson’s twenty-first birthday. Five men, led by Nelson, pushed their way into the home of a magazine executive named Charles M. Richter, then rounded up and used adhesive tape to bind Richter’s family. After cutting phone lines, they ransacked all twenty-two rooms of the house, returning downstairs with jewelry valued at about $25,000.2 Two weeks later Nelson’s gang struck again, posing as decorators to gain entrance to the suburban home of an attorney. After binding two maids with adhesive tape, the gang made off with $5,000 in jewelry.3 A Chicago newspaper christened them “the tape bandits.”

Two months later Nelson’s gang served as guest stars in a soap opera that Chicago society had been following for months. Their victim, Lottie Brenner Von Beulow, was the widow of a wealthy manufacturer who had married a mysterious German count during a Mexican vacation. When the count turned out to be an imposter, Mrs. Brenner filed for divorce. The case was heading for trial on the evening of March 31 when Nelson and two partners, posing as census takers, appeared at the front door of Mrs. Brenner’s brick mansion at 5539 Sheridan Road. Buzzed upstairs, they pulled pistols and swiftly bound and gagged Mrs. Brenner, her sister, and four servants. They searched Mrs. Brenner’s bedroom and found $50,000 in jewelry. But before the gang could flee, their work was interrupted by the arrival of “Count” Von Beulow, who also was bound, gagged, and robbed; added to their take were $95 and two watches.4

The Nelson gang’s crimes grew steadily more ambitious. On April 21, Nelson robbed his first bank, making off with $4,000. Then on May 16, a Chicago jeweler named Walter Lynne Akers returned to his suburban Danville home to find four men with pistols waiting inside. Addressing Mr. and Mrs. Akers by their first names, gang members threw a blanket over his wife and two-year-old son. “I guess you know what we are here for,” one told Akers. “We have come for the keys to the store and the combination to the safe, and if we get them without trouble none of you will be harmed.” Akers turned over the information, and two of the robbers left for the store, the other two guarding the family. After the robbers ransacked the store, stealing jewelry valued at $25,000, they returned to the Akers home and forced the family into its car.

On the drive into Chicago, the gang’s leader, apparently Nelson, noticed that the infant was shivering. “We wouldn’t hurt that kid for the world,” Nelson said. “I’ve got two of my own.” The gang unloaded the Akers family on Mannheim Road and drove away, telling Akers, “Well, Lynne, we hate to impose on you this way, but this is as far as we can take you.” The family returned home without incident.

The first signs of trouble came after one of Nelson’s partner’s girlfriends was arrested and told police about his little gang’s exploits. Arrest warrants were issued, forcing Nelson to adopt the alias “George Nelson” more or less full-time. The warrants didn’t stop him from working, however. On October 3, Nelson led the robbery of the Itasca State Bank outside of Chicago; the gang made off with almost $4,600. Afterward a teller identified Nelson.

Three nights later, Nelson pulled off his most brazen robbery to date, the sidewalk mugging of the wife of Chicago’s mayor, William “Big Bill” Thompson. On the evening of October 6, Mary Walker Thompson was returning to her Sheridan Road apartment building from an evening at the theater when two men accosted her on the sidewalk, thrusting pistols against her chest and side; a third robber slugged her bodyguard and put a gun to his stomach.

(The origin of Nelson’s nickname, “Baby Face,” has never been confirmed, but it almost certainly arose from Mrs. Thompson’s description of the young robber who poked his gun to her chest and snapped, “Throw ’em up!” According to an October 8, 1930, article in the Chicago Herald,  Mrs. Thompson said of her attacker: “He had a baby face. He was good looking, hardly more than a boy, had dark hair and was wearing a gray topcoat and a brown felt hat, turned down brim.”5)

Nelson shoved Mrs. Thompson into the lobby and demanded she hand over a six-carat blue-diamond ring, a bracelet lined with 40 diamonds, and a brooch set with 140 small stones; the three pieces were later valued at $18,000. When Nelson ran for their car, Mrs. Thompson fainted.

 

 

Not until years later would FBI agents, after debriefing Nelson’s former partners, link him to a pair of bloody unsolved crimes in late November 1930. According to Stanton J. Randall, a member of the Nelson gang interviewed by the FBI in 1934, Nelson was the leader of a group of eight men who entered a roadhouse on Archer Avenue in suburban Summit in the early-morning hours of Sunday, November 23. Mary Brining, a twenty-two-year-old University of Illinois student, was singing “The Kiss Waltz” to a roomful of dancers in a smoky back room when the men burst in the front door, shotguns and pistols drawn. The gang’s leader, later described by newspapers as an “unmasked youth of about 18”—presumably Nelson—pushed the bartender and another man into the back room, where Nelson stood in the middle of the dance floor shouting, “Everyone up! Face the walls!”

As his men began to rob the patrons, Nelson shoved the tavern’s owner against a wall. Nelson then yelled for a gang member to turn up the lights, but in the confusion the gang member apparently hit the wrong switch: the room went completely dark. Just then, the owner’s dog, a Great Dane, attacked Nelson, biting him in the leg. Nelson fired at the dog. Other gang members panicked and began firing wildly in the darkness. A railroad detective named James Mikus emerged from the bathroom and began firing at the robbers.

Chaos ensued. In less than a minute three young women were dead or dying, including the singer, Mary Brining; three others were badly wounded. “Let’s get outta here!” Nelson shouted, and the gang ran out the front door. Mikus, though wounded, limped to his car and gave chase, but lost Nelson’s gang in traffic.

Three nights later Nelson’s gang burst into a tavern on Waukegan Road in the northern suburbs. Only three men were in the bar: the owner, Frank Engel; a waiter; and one of Engel’s friends, a twenty-seven-year-old stockbroker from a prominent North Shore family named Edwin R. Thompson, who had stopped by for a late dinner after visiting his sick wife in the hospital. When Nelson ordered the trio to raise their hands, Thompson made the mistake of smiling nervously. “Don’t smile, you!” Nelson snarled, then raised his shotgun and fired a single blast into Thompson’s chest. Thompson fell dead. “Guess we ain’t tough, eh?” Nelson said as he stood over Thompson’s body. He turned to Engel, who stood, stunned. “Now open that safe!” Nelson shouted. Engel did as he was told, handing Nelson the $125 inside. “Come on, let’s go!” Nelson shouted, and it was over.

 

 

Police finally arrested most of the gang in February 1931. Nelson was arrested at an apartment in Cicero. In the single article the Chicago Tribune  devoted to his arrest, he was identified as George “Baby Face” Nelson, the first time his new nickname made it into print.6 Convicted of one robbery, Nelson drew a sentence of one year to life in the state prison at Joliet.

In February 1932, Nelson was taken in handcuffs to the town of Wheaton, just west of Chicago, where in a quick trial he drew a second sentence of one year to life. Late on a Wednesday afternoon, February 17, a prison guard named R. N. Martin led Nelson to the train back to Chicago. Reaching Chicago an hour later, they transferred to the southbound train. At Joliet, Martin pushed Nelson into a yellow cab for the short ride to the prison. Just as the cab approached the prison on Collins Street, Nelson produced a pistol; apparently someone had slipped it to him on the train. “If you move I will kill you,” he told Martin. “Now unlock the handcuffs.”

Nelson put the pistol against the cab driver’s temple and said, “You continue on to Chicago and do exactly as I tell you.” In the suburb of Summit, Nelson ordered the driver to pull to the side of the road beside a cemetery. He forced Martin and the driver out of the car and took Martin’s wallet.7  Nelson knew he could no longer remain in Chicago. He reached out to old friends in Roger Touhy’s gang, which is how he found himself several weeks later on a train to Reno, Nevada, holding in his pocket the phone number of a man the Touhys had said could take care of him: William Graham, the gambler who, with his partner, James McKay, all but controlled the city of Reno.

Nelson stepped off the train in Reno in March 1932. Using the alias  “Jimmy Johnson,” he phoned Graham and told him who he was. After several weeks Graham sent Nelson on to San Francisco, where he arranged for him to work for a Sausalito bootlegger. Nelson worked as a guard on liquor shipments for six months. He and other men would meet ships in secluded coves in Marin County, watch as the crates were unloaded, then ride the trucks into San Francisco. On these missions he made two friends, a handsome simpleton named Johnny Chase and a roly-poly Italian named Joseph “Fatso” Negri. At the height of Nelson’s notoriety in 1934, the two men would be his most trusted associates.

In the fall of 1932 Nelson left the Bay Area. According to Negri, his departure came after Negri saw Nelson’s photograph in a detective magazine. Nelson fled back to Reno, where he sought refuge with Bill Graham. Graham hired Nelson as his driver. It was in Reno that winter that Nelson met the vacationing Alvin Karpis. Karpis told Nelson vivid stories of the Barker Gang’s yearlong bank-robbing spree across the Upper Midwest and volunteered to introduce him to the right people if he returned east. Nelson slipped back into Chicago that spring, taking a room at the Inland Hotel in East Chicago in May. As fate would have it, it was the same hotel John Dillinger frequented that summer; the two future partners had several mutual acquaintances and may have met, though there is no confirmation of this. Nelson began hanging out with Karpis at Louis Cernocky’s Crystal Room in the northwest suburb of Fox River Grove, hoping the gang would invite him on a robbery.

But Karpis, after hearing of Nelson’s temper from friends in Reno, had second thoughts. Instead of asking him to join the Barker Gang, Karpis introduced him to Ed Bentz, the Jazz Age yegg, who agreed to teach Nelson the ins and outs of robbing banks.z A few days later, Nelson, along with his wife and his mother, Mary, moved into a bungalow next to Bentz’s on the Indiana lakeshore, just across the road from Karpis’s stucco mansionette. As Bentz recalled twenty years later, he and Nelson walked into the dunes to talk. “I know you’re hooked up with the best troupe in the country and that it’s impossible for an outsider to get in,” Nelson said. “I’m not asking you to try and get me in the troupe. What I want is some experience.”

“In what line?” Bentz asked, teasing.

Nelson laughed. “You know damn well—in your line, of course.”

“You mean bank—”

“Absolutely,” Nelson said.

“You can’t do that alone,” Bentz said. “You have to organize a troupe first. You have to buy equipment, a car and what not. It would take at least three thousand for you to start properly.”

“Supposing we left out the car. I can get that in Chicago. How much for equipment?”

“You shouldn’t try to rob a bank with a stolen car,” Bentz said. “You should buy it like any businessman would. But that’s your business. You can use a hot car but it increases the danger.”

“I know that,” Nelson said, “but I’ll take my chances.”

“All right, then about a thousand will do for your other essentials. But your troupe—where are you gonna recruit them?”

Nelson mentioned he had friends in St. Paul. “How about ‘gits’?” Bentz asked, mentioning yeggman slang for a getaway map. “Can any one of you run a safe git?”

“No, none of us know a darn thing about roads.”

Bentz sighed. “Here you are proposing to go out with a four-man inexperienced troupe, to rob a bank, and none of you know the operation. It just isn’t done—unless you want to get killed.”

“Wait a minute,” Nelson said. “I was just telling how I stood. I want your help. I figured that you could help us get started. Get us a mark, plan the getaway and select what equipment we’d need. I don’t mean for you to go on the actual robbery—just line it up for us. We’ll give you an even split.”

Bentz agreed.

With a target selected, on June 8 Nelson drove to St. Paul, where he recruited three yeggs to join his new gang. When one was late arriving on the Indiana lakeshore, Bentz suggested he be replaced with two parolees from the Michigan City prison he had met at an underworld hangout in Indiana Harbor.aa “They’re as bad as you fellows,” Bentz said with a grin. “No experience.”

“Who are they?” Nelson asked.

“One is Homer Van Meter,” Bentz said. “Went to stir for eight years for shooting at a policeman in South Bend. The other’s name is Dillinger.”

No, Nelson said, no strangers.8




Grand Haven, Michigan Friday, August 18, 1933  

As FBI agents fanned out across the Southwest in search of Machine Gun Kelly, they assembled a list of Kelly’s known associates. Topping the list was his bank-robbing partner, Eddie Bentz. On August 18, as the names and addresses of Bentz’s brothers and sisters spit out of FBI Teletype machines across the country, Bentz was standing in a grove of trees outside of Grand Haven, Michigan, a resort town on Lake Michigan. Standing beside him was his new protégé, the former Lester Gillis. This was the day Baby Face Nelson would stage his first real bank robbery. “Now if you fellows will crowd around here I’ll explain where each man should go,” Bentz announced. He went over each man’s role. Nelson was to lead the gang inside the bank.

Something was bothering Nelson. “Bentz,” he interrupted, “I’m afraid we’ll miss the big money by you staying outside.”

“What the hell do you mean?” Bentz asked.

“Well, it requires experience to have those people open those safes.”

“You got me up here against my better judgment,” Bentz said. “I agreed to take the street and drive; now you expect me to go inside? Who’s to take the street?”

Nelson nodded toward their driver, a Touhy man named Monahan. “Freddie here could drive and take care of the street.”

“Impossible!” Bentz blurted. “You propose to put an inexperienced man on the street? He doesn’t know the first thing about cleaning a street.ab  I wouldn’t agree to it—not in this town.”

“Will you go in if we leave two men outside?” Nelson asked.

Bentz fumed. “All right,” he finally said. “But now we’ll take one machine gun in with us. You take it in.”

“Okay with me,” Nelson said.

Then Bentz took out his diagrams, and they went over everything one last time.
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A cool breeze was blowing off Lake Michigan as Bentz and Nelson strode into the Peoples Savings Bank a few minutes before its three o’clock closing time. Nelson, carrying a picnic basket, walked down to the last teller cage, slid a twenty-dollar bill beneath the grillwork, and asked for two dollars in nickels. He was nervous. When the teller slid him the nickels, Nelson asked for another two dollars in dimes. Beside him, Bentz snickered. Nelson and the teller exchanged glances. Nelson awkwardly whipped the Thompson out of the picnic basket and yelled, “Hands up!” The teller pressed a silent alarm.

Two other gang members entered the lobby as Bentz ordered the bank employees and two customers to lie on the floor. Nelson covered them as the others yanked down window shades. Their driver pulled up in an alley behind the bank. As the others rifled the teller cages, Bentz ordered the cashier to open the vault. Bentz stepped in and began shoveling packages of bonds into laundry sacks.

The alarm rang at a furniture store across the street. The store owner, Edward Kinkema, who doubled as Grand Haven’s mortician, grabbed a shotgun and ran into the street. Spying the getaway car in the alley, Kinkema raised his gun, and the getaway driver drove off. Kinkema began yelling that the bank was being robbed.

Inside the bank, Nelson turned his head. “Hurry, we got a rank!” he yelled. A policeman. Bentz peeked through the window and saw people running up and down the streets. “Don’t shoot unless they start shooting first,” he ordered.

Nelson was first out the door, pushing the cashier in front of him. Across the street Kinkema saw him and fired. Nelson ducked, then fired in return, bullets from his submachine gun shattering several car windows. Bentz came out next, one arm around the waist of a teller. The others followed, herding hostages before them.

Then they noticed the getaway car was gone. “Our car—where the hell is it?” someone yelled.

For a moment Bentz was too stunned to speak. Then, spying Kinkema crouched behind a car across the street, he raised his pistol and shot out more car windows. Kinkema ran back into his store. Other gang members fired bursts up and down the street, sending townspeople fleeing for cover. Bentz and Nelson gathered the hostages into a scrum and walked the group down the street, away from the bank. When he reached an intersection,  Bentz jogged into the oncoming traffic, waving his pistol, and forced a Chevrolet to stop. The woman driving the car refused to get out until Bentz shoved his gun in her face. Nelson and the others leaped inside—all except a gang member named Earl Doyle, who was tackled by a bank manager and arrested. Nelson demanded that Bentz circle back for Doyle, but Bentz was stopping for no one.

They were in trouble. The “git” was in the getaway car, forcing Bentz to drive the escape route from memory. Worse, the commandeered Chevy had barely a gallon of gas. Eight miles south of Grand Haven they spotted a car parked at the side of the road. They ordered the two women inside to get out and took the car, but two of its tires soon went flat. The gang commandeered yet another car, this one driven by four college students. They didn’t reach Long Beach until dawn.

They pulled up near a local riding academy and counted the take. It was miserable, barely $3,500, or roughly $600 a man. The next morning, Bentz moved out of his Long Beach bungalow. He’d had enough of Baby Face Nelson and his little gang of amateurs. He would never see Nelson or any of the others again. Back at his beach house, meanwhile, Nelson crossed the road to tell Alvin Karpis about his first real bank robbery. But Karpis was gone. He had a job of his own to handle.ac




St. Paul, Minnesota August 30, 8:30 A.M.  

“Have you checked out that medicine kit and everything’s all right?” Freddie Barker asked.

“Yeah,” said Karpis. “We’ve got everything in there.”

The mood in the living room was tense. Everyone was there: Freddie and Dock Barker, Alvin Karpis, Bill Weaver, old Chuck Fitzgerald. Everything was set: the guns were oiled, the ammo checked. No one was eager for this job but they needed the money. Karpis had flown out to Reno and passed the Hamm ransom at a cost of 7.5 percent, but even in 1933, $95,000 cut fourteen ways didn’t last forever.ad

“We’ve got the booze,” Karpis went on, “in case we have to wash out any holes anybody gets put in them, and I’ve got the morphine and all those little vials with them. I got quarter-grain and half-grain vials there. Plenty of bandages and everything.”

Barker forced a laugh. “You know,” he said, “it just might be that we’re going to need some of that stuff on all of us today.”

The five men rose and walked out to the cars.




South St. Paul 9:30 A.M.  

Every Wednesday morning the Minneapolis Federal Reserve shipped the payroll for the Swift & Co. meatpacking plant to the railway depot in South St. Paul. There two messengers picked up the heavy bags of cash and, escorted by two police officers, walked around the corner to the South St. Paul post office, where they picked up more cash.

That morning when the train coasted to a stop at 9:19, Karpis and the Barkers were waiting. The two young messengers, Joe Hamilton, twenty-one, and Herbert Cheyne, twenty, took the bags, exited the station, and turned up an alley along with the two uniformed officers assigned to escort them that morning: Leo Pavlak, a rookie patrolman and father of two, and John Yeaman, a father of three. Standing at the head of the alley, inside a café on North Concord Street, Dock Barker’s friend Bill Weaver watched them approach.ae Nervous, he had already downed a beer. In his right hand he carried a shotgun wrapped in newspaper.

Weaver watched as Officer Yeaman slipped into his squad car in the alley in front of him. From watching the policemen work the last two weeks, the gang knew Yeaman would sit in the car and wait for the others to come out of the post office next door. Weaver was assigned to make certain Officer Yeaman stayed put. Meanwhile, Officer Pavlak accompanied the messengersaround the corner into the post office, where a few moments later they reemerged in front of the building.

Just then a black sedan pulled up in front of the post office. Karpis was behind the wheel. Dock Barker, dressed in denim overalls, jumped out and trained a sawed-off shotgun on Officer Pavlak. Chuck Fitzgerald, wearing a gray suit, followed, a pistol in his hand. “Stick ’em up!” Barker yelled.

Pavlak froze, then slowly raised his hands above his head. Fitzgerald bent forward and took his gun.

“Throw down those bags!” Barker commanded. The two men did as they were told. Fred Barker slipped out of the car and positioned himself in the street, circling warily, a submachine gun in his hands.

Around the corner, Officer Yeaman finished his break and began to back the car up the alley toward Concord Street. Standing beside the car, Bill Weaver threw the newspaper off his shotgun, raised it, and fired through the driver’s window. The blast struck Yeaman in the head, knocking his cap off; he slumped in his seat, badly wounded.

Startled by the shots, Dock Barker thought the gang was under attack. He raised his shotgun into Officer Pavlak’s face, shouted, “You dirty rat son-of-a-bitch!” and fired. The blast all but decapitated Pavlak; he died instantly. Fred Barker began firing as well. Spotting Yeaman’s squad car, he opened fire, hitting the wounded officer in the head and chest. Fred then wheeled in a circle, shooting into storefronts all around him. Everywhere passersby dived for cover. The two messengers hit the ground, then scrambled beneath a parked truck.

Behind the wheel of the getaway car, Karpis also thought they were under attack. In fact, no policeman had fired a single round. Suddenly Fitzgerald fell, struck by a ricochet. “I’m hit!” he yelled. Both Barker brothers thought Fitzgerald had been hit by fire coming from inside the post office. Dock pulled two .45 caliber pistols from his overalls and joined Freddie as he fired on the building’s brick facade. Windows shattered. Women screamed.

After a minute the Barkers stopped firing, picked up the money bags, and turned toward the car. “Goddamnit, don’t leave me here!” cried Fitzgerald. He lay on the sidewalk. The Barkers threw the money bags in the car and returned for Fitzgerald, lifting him into the backseat. Bill Weaver ran up and jumped in the car, and Karpis stomped the accelerator. The car shot forward, swerving to avoid a streetcar. With Freddie shouting  out directions from the git, Karpis turned up a hill and within minutes was into the countryside.9

“Fuck! Fuck!” Fitzgerald cursed from the backseat. Blood was streaming down his legs.

“Where ya hit?” Freddie asked. “It looks like you’re hit in the leg.”

“In the hip!” Fitzgerald said. Stopping at the first gasoline cache, they jabbed Fitzgerald with a shot of morphine and washed his wound with alcohol. Karpis headed toward Chicago. They gave Fitzgerald two more shots of morphine on the way, but by the time they crossed the Illinois line he was thrashing in pain. Karpis drove past downtown, left the highway, and coasted to a stop in the driveway of a friend’s home in Calumet City, a gritty suburb on the Indiana border.

After finding a doctor for Fitzgerald, Karpis drove back to his lake house. At the house he and Delores Delaney sat around the kitchen table talking until it got late. He told her he had been on a business trip to New York; she knew enough not to ask questions. At one point, Delores said, “Well, I got something to tell you.”

Karpis braced himself. “What is it?” he asked.

“I’m pregnant.”

“You’re what?”

“Yeah, I’m pregnant.”

“Well, how in the hell did this happen?”

“You’re grown up,” Delaney said. “How in the hell do you think it happened?”

“You should have been a little more careful,” Karpis said. Immediately he saw it was the wrong thing to say. He bent over and kissed her. “Well, it’s okay,” he said quietly. “We’ll figure out what to do. I’m sure you don’t want a baby right now, do you?”

Delaney sulked.

“I tell you what,” Karpis said. “I’m going to have you go to St. Paul and visit your sister and I’ll make arrangements for an abortion. You want to do that?”

After a moment she nodded.

Karpis adopted a cheerful, encouraging tone. “While we’re at this,” he went on, “why don’t you go ahead and have your tonsils taken out at the same time? You get everything done at once.” Nels Mortenson, a prominent St. Paul doctor they knew, could do it.

“All right?” Karpis asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “All right.”

The next day, Karpis swung by Freddie Barker’s South Side apartment. “George Ziegler wants to see you,” Barker said.

Karpis found Ziegler at a Cicero tavern. “What’s going on, George?” Karpis asked.

“Well, I don’t exactly want to see you,” Ziegler said. “But there’s some fellows in the outfit downtown, they want to ask you some questions.” The outfit. The Syndicate. Karpis was immediately on guard. “What have you been up to, anyway?” Ziegler asked. He meant: What have you done to anger the Mob?

“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

“Well, they’re getting a little skeptical of you. They was asking me if you might be tied with the Touhy outfit or anything.” Frank Nitti’s Chicago Syndicate remained at war with the suburban Touhys.

“Well, you know I’m not,” Karpis said.

“Yeah, I told them that you wouldn’t have nothing to do with, but . . .” Ziegler’s voice trailed off. “Anyway, go on downtown, over to the Motion Picture Operators Union. There’s some guys waiting to see you there.”

As Karpis drove downtown, he tried to relax: if Nitti wanted him dead, he would already be dead. At the union office he found three Syndicate men waiting for him in a back room. Two Karpis knew: Willie “Three-Fingered” White and Klondike O’Donnell. A third man, Phil Deandre, pulled up a chair and asked Karpis whether he was involved with the Touhys. “Hell, you know I’m not,” Karpis said.

O’Donnell smiled. “We know,” he said. But Baby Face Nelson was another matter. Nelson had old ties to the Touhys, and for some reason Nitti wanted Nelson dead. “We found out these guys are out there by you, and well, we’re gonna wipe ’em out,” Deandre said. “What we want you to do is move out ’cause there’s gonna be a lot of heat out there, and we don’t want you getting caught in it.”

Karpis promised he would move immediately. He rose, and Deandre admonished him not to warn Nelson. He patted Karpis on the shoulder. “You’re all right,” he said. “It’s just too bad that you went to stealing and got hot. You should have come and worked for us guys. We need guys like you.”

Karpis’s mind raced. He had to move fast. He drove back to Long Beach and made reservations for Delores Delaney’s flight to St. Paul. The next night, with Delaney safely in St. Paul, Karpis crossed the road to Nelson’s bungalow. “You want to come out to the car with me for a minute?” Karpis asked Nelson.

The two men walked into the evening air. To the north, Lake Michigan was blacker than the night. “Have you got any of these Touhy guys out here?” Karpis asked.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Nelson said.

“Listen. If you have any of them here or whether you haven’t is beside the point. You guys get the hell out of here right away.”

“What the hell? Are you telling us what to do?”

Karpis explained the situation with Nitti. “I’m sticking my chin right out there for a real bad left hook if something goes wrong with this,” he told Nelson. “I’m not supposed to talk to you guys about this but I’m not going to see you guys get slaughtered out here when you shouldn’t be, because you haven’t done anything except steal. So I’m leaving, and I’m telling you guys if you don’t leave, once I’ve left, both of these houses are liable to get blown clear out in the lake.”

Nelson thought a moment. “We’ll be gone by midnight.” He suggested they relay messages through Louis Cernocky in Fox River Grove. Karpis said it wouldn’t be safe, since Frank Nash’s wife, who knew Cernocky’s place, was in FBI custody. Karpis then left, cleaned out the lake house, and drove to a new apartment he had rented, at the South Shore Country Club building in Chicago.

A few days later Ziegler dropped by with a disquieting message: Frank Nitti himself wanted to see him, right away. Karpis swallowed hard. The meeting was set at a downtown bar. Karpis arrived early. The bar was empty except for a bartender, who eyed him nervously. When Nitti, along with Three-Fingered Willie White, walked in, his greeting was chilly. They took seats in a back room. There was a long silence.

“I’m gonna tell you something, Ray,” White began, using Karpis’s alias. “I vouched for you with the outfit. Now we got some questions we want to ask you.”

“Well, go ahead,” Karpis said. “What are they?”

“Well,” White said, “the first one is, did you say anything to those fellas living in them two houses over there? And the second is, can you tell us why they were gone right after we talked to you?”

Karpis had already decided what to say. “I’m gonna tell you the truth,” he began. “I talked to them, and Nelson assured me that there was no rackets guys around there with them, especially none from the Touhy outfit, and that they were strictly bank robbers, and I decided I’d tell them and get the hell out of there because there was going to be trouble out there. I’m the guy. I’m the reason they’re not out there no more.”

Another silence. Nitti stared. “Well, didn’t you tell us you wouldn’t?” White asked.

“I did,” Karpis said, “but I changed my mind on the thing.”

Nitti spoke. “I suppose you have a gun on you,” he said.

“Forty-five,” Karpis said.

Nitti told Karpis to wait outside. Karpis took a seat at the bar. A minute went by, then two. Karpis stared at the clock. Five minutes later, the door to the back room opened. “Come on in, Ray,” White said. Karpis took a seat. He looked in Nitti’s eyes. “We’re gonna give you a pass on this ’cause we know you’re not a racket guy,” he said. “We know Freddie, none of the guys like Frank Nash, Harvey Bailey, or any of you guys, are. There’s only one guy among you that was mixed up in the rackets, and you know as well as I know who that is, that son of a bitch Verne Miller.”

“I didn’t know you guys were hot at him,” Karpis said.

“Everybody’s hot at that bastard,” Nitti replied.

With a final warning never to get mixed up in syndicate business again, Karpis was allowed to leave. He drove home in silence. Delaney was there. She had returned from St. Paul, where she had endured a tonsillectomy and an abortion, then spent five days in a Chicago hospital when the tonsillectomy incisions ruptured. In bed Karpis reached for her. She made a face. “You know, we’re not going to be able to do anything tonight,” Delores said.

“What’s the matter?”

“The doctor says no, not for thirty days after that operation.”

“Jesus Christ,” Karpis said.

They lay in the darkness in each other’s arms, until Delores fell asleep. Karpis wasn’t much for cuddling, but as he watched her there in the dim light, he felt a sense of contentment. Dawn came quickly.

The next day, Karpis drove by to thank George Ziegler, who asked him to take a drive.

“What are you guys going to do now?” Ziegler asked.

“What do you mean?”

“To make money. You guys haven’t been doing anything, have you?”

Karpis didn’t mention the St. Paul robbery, from which they had excluded Ziegler. “Why?” Karpis asked. “What have you got in mind? You don’t need any money right now, do you?”

“Hell yes,” Ziegler said. “I’ve blown what I had on the wheat market. The damn thing took a turn for the bad and here I am, I’m gonna have to make some money.”

“What do you want to do, another kidnapping?”

“No,” said Ziegler. “I got a hell of a good thing.”

Then Shotgun George Ziegler explained: he wanted to hit the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago. It sat in the heart of the financial district, adjacent to the Bankers Building, nineteen floors below the Chicago offices of the FBI.

 

 

It was a muggy, damp Labor Day on the Potomac. In the Bureau offices at Vermont and Constitution, Hoover and his men remained focused on Machine Gun Kelly. They had traced the Kellys to Des Moines, but there the trail went cold. Agents were nosing around Kathryn’s old haunts in West Texas and had secured the cooperation of her father, who had allowed agents to search the East Mulkey Street house. But all efforts to determine Kelly’s actual identity had turned up nothing. To the agents who pursued him, Machine Gun Kelly was just a name.

While Hoover’s men scoured the country, the Kellys themselves were in disarray. This was like no other crime they had committed before. This time there were national headlines, and federal agents, from a bureau they had barely heard of, hounding them across state borders, night and day. After fleeing West Texas one step ahead of FBI agents, Kelly drove to Biloxi, Mississippi, checking into the Avilez Hotel on Thursday night, August 24. Three days later he moved to the Avon Hotel on West Beach Boulevard, registering as “J.L. Baker.”

Never the brightest soul, Kelly made the mistake of cashing a handful of American Express Travelers Cheques, and a clerk identified him. Agents from New Orleans scrambled to Biloxi, where word of their arrival leaked to a newspaper. Kelly was standing on a Biloxi street corner on Monday, August 28, when he heard a newsboy cry, “Machine Gun Kelly in town!” He panicked, ran to the bus station, and bought a ticket to Memphis. He had abandoned his luggage, including his clothes and a loaded .45 caliber pistol, at his hotel.

As inexperienced as its agents were, the FBI had learned to watch a fugitive’s old haunts: had Hoover known anything of Kelly’s past, agents might have been waiting for him in Memphis. But they weren’t. Later that day, at a pay phone outside the Memphis bus station, Kelly called his former brother-in-law, an up-and-coming attorney named Langford Ramsey. Ramsey, at the time the youngest lawyer to have passed the Tennessee bar, had no idea the George Barnes he had known eight years earlier was now Machine Gun Kelly, the nation’s most wanted man. Ramsey arranged for him to bunk at the home of a friend, a crippled attendant at a downtown parking garage.

Kathryn, meanwhile, after driving across Texas and Louisiana, arrived in Biloxi to find Kelly gone. Kathryn was beside herself. She was certain Kelly had run off with a woman he knew in Biloxi. Not knowing what else to do, she drove back to Texas, reaching a point south of Temple, where on Saturday night, September 2, she drove up to the house of her longtime maid, Junie.af Inside, Kathryn slathered her face in cold cream and began to curse her husband. “I don’t know where George is,” she said, “but I’m trying to get in touch with the s.o.b. to get him to surrender so they’ll release me and my mother from that indictment.”10

The next day Kathryn bought a red wig and checked into Waco’s Hilton Hotel, where she spent the day brooding about her mother’s coming trial. She needed to know whether Sam Sayers, the Fort Worth attorney she had hired to represent her mother, had made any progress on her proposal to turn in Kelly. The next morning, Kathryn telephoned Sayers in Fort Worth. “Hello, this is your girlfriend,” Kathryn said.

“Which girlfriend?” Sayers asked.

“Your best girl—the one with the Pekinese dogs. I must see you right away.” She told him where to meet her in Waco.

“I can’t talk to you now,” Sayers said. “You know better than to call me on this phone.” He hung up.ag At wit’s end, Kathryn jumped back in her pickup and drove north toward Fort Worth, unsure how to contact Sayers safely. Just past Hillsboro, at the town of Itasca, she spotted a family of three forlorn hitchhikers outside a filling station. She pulled up beside them. She had an idea.

“Y’all want a ride?” Kathryn asked.

The hitchhikers were Depression refugees, an itinerant Oklahoma farmer named Luther Arnold; his wife, Flossie Mae; and their twelve-year-old daughter, Geralene. They had been thrown off an uncle’s farm outside Ardmore following a bank foreclosure and had been hitchhiking across Texas ever since, living off odd jobs and handouts.ah They eagerly accepted the ride from the red-haired woman in the blue gingham dress.

“What are y’all doing?” Kathryn asked after a bit.

“Just hiking,” Arnold said. “I’m looking for anything that will feed three hungry people.”

Kathryn oozed sympathy. She said she might be able to help. They drove on to the town of Cleburne, where they stopped at a tourist camp for the night. Kathryn paid for everything. The next morning she took Flossie Mae and Geralene into town and bought them housedresses. When they returned to the tourist camp, Kathryn took Luther Arnold aside.

“I like you people, and would like to fix it so you could make a little money,” she said. “Can I trust you?”

“Absolutely,” Arnold said.

“What would you people think if I told you who I am?”

“Go ahead,” Arnold said. “You can trust us.”

“I’m Kathryn Kelly—no doubt you’ve read about me in the papers,” she said. “Mr. Arnold, I am going to place a big trust in you.” She handed him $50 and told him to take the bus to Fort Worth, contact her attorney, Sam Sayers, and find out whether he had struck a deal with government prosecutors.

Arnold agreed. When he reached the lawyer’s office, Sayers said there had been no progress on any deal. When Arnold returned to Cleburne that night, Kathryn began to think. Sayers was a Texas attorney who wouldn’t know the Oklahoma environs where her mother was to be tried. She asked Arnold if he knew an Oklahoma attorney she could hire, and Arnold said he did, a lawyer in Enid. The next morning Kathryn dropped Arnold outside Fort Worth with $300 and a note instructing Sayers to give him a car she had left with him. Arnold was to proceed to Enid, hire the attorney for her mother, then drive south to San Antonio, where Kathryn said she would leave instructions for him at the post office’s General Delivery window.

This time things didn’t go as planned. When Arnold phoned Sayers, the lawyer wasn’t in. Arnold wasn’t disappointed. In fact, he was growing happier by the minute. After a month of tramping across Texas, begging for food and shaving in gas station bathrooms, he was free in a big city, his pockets full of cash. Outside the bus station Arnold asked a Yellow Cab driver where a man could buy a drink. The driver took him to a bar, where Arnold ordered a beer. Afterward Arnold felt even better. He asked the barkeep where he could obtain some female companionship. The barkeep stepped to a telephone, called a number, and in no time a girl showed up. She said her name was Mae.

Arnold and Mae got along so well he bought an entire case of beer. He took it with him back to Mae’s apartment, where the two made themselves at home. After a while Arnold was feeling so good he asked Mae if she had any friends. Before long a girl named Hilda arrived.ai Together Arnold and his two new lady friends and their case of beer enjoyed a long evening.

The next morning Luther Arnold succeeded in reaching Sam Sayers, who drove out to meet him with Kathryn’s Chevrolet. Arnold took the car, loading his two lady friends into the rumble seat, and drove to Enid, where he hired the lawyer for Kathryn’s mother. Arnold and the girls drove on to Oklahoma City and registered at the city’s nicest hotel, the Skirvin, where they began a loud party.11 By the next morning several attorneys Kathryn had hired also arrived at the Skirvin.

It was then, on Saturday, September 9, that Gus Jones received a tip that the attorneys were meeting with an emissary of Kathryn Kelly’s at the Skirvin. Luther Arnold was placed under surveillance. Apparently there was some debate whether the hard-drinking Arnold was really mixed up in the Kellys’ affairs. The quality of surveillance that weekend reflected this ambivalence. On Monday morning, September 11, agents noticed something that made their stomachs drop: Luther Arnold was gone. Arnold’s two lady friends remained, but Jones realized the FBI’s best chance at finding the Kellys had simply walked out the door.

 

 

While Hoover’s men closed in on Machine Gun Kelly, John Dillinger received the disappointing news that a set of guns he had thrown over the wall at Michigan City had been found and turned over to the warden. He realized he would need to try again, and for that he needed more money. At noon on Wednesday, September 6, Dillinger and his partner Harry Copeland strolled into the lobby of the State Bank of Massachusetts Avenue in downtown Indianapolis. Without a word, Dillinger, his trademark straw boater tilted jauntily to one side, scrambled atop a seven-foot-high teller cage and trained a pistol on the bank’s assistant manager, Lloyd Reinhart. “This is a stickup,” he said.

Reinhart, deep in conversation on a telephone, kept his head down and ignored the comment, thinking someone was joking.

“Get away from that damn telephone!” Dillinger snapped.

Reinhart looked up into the barrel of Dillinger’s gun and realized this was no joke. Reinhart and another cashier raised their hands, and Dillinger hopped down and began shoving cash from the counters into a white sack. Behind him, Copeland, fidgeting with the handkerchief across his face, kept glancing outside.

“Hurry up!” Copeland urged more than once. Within minutes Dillinger and Copeland scurried from the bank into a waiting getaway car. Later, when they counted the take, it came to more than $24,000—at the time the second costliest bank robbery in state history.

To this day, no one is sure how Dillinger slipped the second batch of guns into the Michigan City prison. One of the inmate plotters later told authorities that the guns were smuggled in a box of thread sent to the prison’s shirt factory. According to another version, Dillinger once again tossed the guns over a prison wall. Whatever happened, the guns finally made it into the hands of Dillinger’s friends.

His mission accomplished, Dillinger was ready for a few days off. He hopped into his new car, a fast Essex Terraplane, and headed to Dayton, to see the girl he had been courting all summer, Mary Longnaker, whose apartment was still being watched by two police officers.

 

 

After parting with Luther Arnold, Kathryn Kelly drove Arnold’s wife, Flossie Mae, and their daughter, Geralene, back to her uncle’s ranch in West Texas. It was a risky move: FBI agents had been canvassing the area for weeks. But it was the only place Kathryn knew to look for her wayward husband. When she drove up, Cass Coleman told her he hadn’t seen Kelly in two weeks. Kathryn lingered barely thirty minutes, just long enough to load some cots  into the pickup and scribble out a note for Kelly. She told Coleman to write her care of General Delivery, San Antonio, the moment Kelly appeared.

Four nights later, on Saturday, September 9, Kelly finally arrived, having spent ten days lying around Memphis, draining bottles of gin. Worried that Cass Coleman’s ranch was under surveillance, he walked unannounced into a neighbor’s kitchen, startling the neighbor’s wife. His hair alone would have frightened most people. Kelly had dyed it a bright yellow; with the additional ten pounds or so he had gained while a fugitive, he looked like a bloated canary. The neighbor woman, who had heard rumors of Kelly’s real identity, drove straight to Cass Coleman’s and angrily demanded that he take Kelly away. Instead, Coleman sent a telegram to Kathryn: MOTHER BETTER.

Kathryn received the telegram two days later. She took Flossie Mae Arnold to the San Antonio post office and sent her in to get it. “Mother started to open the telegram at first,” Geralene Arnold said later, “but she waited till she got back to the car where Kathryn was, and Kathryn just jerked it right out of her hand and told her it wasn’t hers.” After reading the telegram, Kathryn took Geralene and drove to Coleman’s ranch. She left Flossie Mae behind.

After three weeks apart, the Kellys’ reunion that evening was hardly a warm, fuzzy moment. As Geralene recalled, “[Kathryn] went up to [Kelly] and said, ‘I don’t know whether to kill you or kiss you.’”12 Cass Coleman later told the FBI: “As soon as she got there Kathryn told George he was a damned fool, and should have had better sense than to go off to Mississippi where she couldn’t get in touch with him, as he knew she needed money, and that he had just gone down there chasing after [some] woman. He said he was just trying to take care of himself until he could get in touch with her. Kathryn called him a damned liar, and he called her another damned liar.”

The squabbling Kellys climbed into Kathryn’s pickup and drove back to San Antonio, where Kathryn had rented a five-room furnished bungalow. Flossie Mae and little Geralene listened as the Kellys debated their next move. Kelly wanted to head east, to Chicago or New York, where he felt they could hide for months. But Kathryn insisted on doing something to free her mother. She told Kelly he should surrender to the FBI in return for a deal that would enable her mother to go free. To Kathryn’s surprise, Kelly agreed.

“Go ahead and make your dicker and when you get it made, let me  know,” Kelly said. “I’m willing to go, but you know I can’t go to them and do any dickering [myself ].”13

The next day, Tuesday, September 12, Luther Arnold arrived in San Antonio, brimming with details of his trip to Oklahoma City and completely oblivious to how close he had come to being arrested. Kathryn gave him more money to pay her mother’s attorneys. The next day Arnold returned north, stopping en route in Fort Worth, where he tarried for a night of barhopping. When he finished he was so drunk he hired a young man to drive him on to Oklahoma City. Arnold had barely stepped into the Skirvin hotel the following afternoon, Wednesday, September 14, when Gus Jones’s men arrested him.

By now the FBI men were losing patience. According to one internal report, agents employed “vigorous but appropriate” methods to persuade Arnold to talk (this term would later emerge as Bureau shorthand for roughing up a subject). Arnold broke quickly.14 Gus Jones telephoned San Antonio. Within hours agents there led a squad of San Antonio police to the Kellys’ bungalow. Bursting through the front door, they found only a flustered Flossie Mae Arnold. The Kellys had left the day before, she said, heading back to Cass Coleman’s ranch. Flossie Mae was frightened. The Kellys had taken her daughter, Geralene, with them.

The Dallas office had several agents in West Texas that night, and all converged on Coleman in search of the Kellys. One agent was already in town when the Kellys, with Geralene in tow, arrived just hours before the San Antonio raid. For the moment, the couple’s luck held. One of Cass Coleman’s neighbors, Clarence Durham, returned home from work that day to find the Kellys lying on a bed on his front porch. Durham demanded that they leave immediately.

The moment the Kellys drove off, Durham headed to the sheriff’s office and told him everything.15 By the next day, every sheriff’s office in West Texas was on high alert. Sightings of the Kellys came in from Abilene, San Angelo, and a series of towns leading toward Wichita Falls, which suggested they were making for Oklahoma. Highway Patrol officers were placed on the Red River bridges, but they were too late. The Kellys crossed into Oklahoma early that day, speeding north.

Hungry and tired, they reached Chicago on Sunday, September 17. In search of a new and untraceable car, Kelly stopped at a pay phone and tried in vain to reach a Cicero garage owner; at that very moment, the man was completing a special armor-plated car for the Federal Reserve raid Alvin  Karpis and the Barkers planned. The Kellys drove downtown, rented an apartment, and, after unpacking their luggage, trudged out to a diner to eat.

Over dinner, Kelly grew nervous when a pair of diners seemed to stare at him. Afterward, fearing they had been spotted, he and Kathryn took Geralene and drove downtown streets for an hour before returning to the apartment. Kathryn sent Geralene inside to pack and retrieve their luggage, then let Kelly out at the Piccadilly Theatre, where he disappeared inside to watch a movie and wait. If they had been spotted, it wasn’t by the FBI. By evening’s end, they had successfully rented a new furnished apartment on Chicago’s North Side.16 They told the landlady they were in town to visit the World’s Fair.

The next day, Monday, September 18, the kidnapping trial of Albert Bates, Harvey Bailey, and the Shannons began in Oklahoma City. The trial was front-page news in Chicago. Kathryn read the newspapers in a fury, stomping around the apartment, swearing revenge on Urschel and the government prosecutor, Joseph Keenan. At some point, she wrote a letter to Keenan. Post-marked Chicago, it arrived in Oklahoma City the next day. The entire Urschel family and friends, and all of you will be exterminated soon, Kathryn wrote.  There is no way I can prevent it. I will gladly put George Kelly on the spot for you if you will save my mother, who is innocent of any wrong doing [sic].

The next day, a second letter, this time signed by Kelly, arrived at the Urschel mansion. “Ignorant Charles,” it began.

Just a few lines to let you know that I am getting my plans laid to destroy your so-called mansion, and you and your family immediately after this trial. And young fellow I guess you’ve begun to realize your serious mistake . . . You are living on borrowed time now . . . I have friends in Oklahoma City that know every move you make, and you are still too dumb to figure out the finger man there. If my brain was no larger than yours, the government would have had me long ago, as it is I am drinking good beer and will yet see you and your family like I should have left you at first—stone-dead . . . Adios, smart one. Your worst enemy, Geo. R. Kelly . . . See you in hell.


The Kellys’ letters dropped like bombs in the Oklahoma City courtroom, which was packed with the nation’s press. The Bureau’s number two man, Harold “Pop” Nathan, who had arrived to oversee the trial, sent agents to trace the letters, but to no avail. But not all the Kellys’ letters proved untraceable. Before leaving Texas, Kathryn had mailed a note to  Flossie Mae Arnold, directing her to check into an Oklahoma City boardinghouse to wait for further instructions. This letter was intercepted by FBI agents in San Antonio and forwarded to Pop Nathan in Oklahoma City.

Nathan had Flossie Mae brought to Oklahoma, reunited with her husband, Luther, and installed in the boardinghouse to await word from Kathryn. On Thursday, September 21, it finally came, a letter, saying the Kellys could be reached via Special Delivery mail at a bar on Chicago’s South Side, the Michigan Tavern, at 1150 South Michigan Avenue. I am taking care of the baby honey, Kathryn wrote, alluding to Geralene. She’s never out of my Sight [sic], and Be careful to take care of my clothes for they are all I have so don’t lose them.

The FBI closed in. Nathan telephoned the Chicago office and briefed Melvin Purvis. All Purvis had to do was to stake out the Michigan Tavern. When the Kellys arrived, they could be arrested. Purvis listened and promised to take care of it. And then he did something extraordinary: he forgot about it. Weeks later, when Hoover realized the blunder and demanded an explanation, Purvis was unable to come up with one. “I recall that upon receipt of this information I omitted making a memorandum, which was possibly due to the fact that at that time there were so many important developments . . .” he wrote Hoover.17

The next morning, as luck would have it, Kelly was preparing to leave Chicago. Between angry letters he had spent much of his time wandering the streets of the North Side, stopping at pay phones to make calls in search of anyone who would help him. He reached a member of Frank Nitti’s mob, who told Kelly he was “too hot,” adding that “he would not be seen talking to [the Kellys] for $10,000.” Finally, Kelly arranged to buy a car through an intermediary, Abe Kaplan, who ran the Michigan Tavern. Leaving his old car on the street, Kelly took Kathryn and Geralene, piled their bags into a taxi, and headed to the bar.

Inside, they settled into a rear booth. Kaplan arrived after fifteen minutes, plunking down a whiskey bottle. He started to speak, then hesitated, glancing at Geralene. “She’s a nice little girl,” Kelly said, taking out a roll of bills. “She’s all right.”

By coincidence, at a bit after nine, just when the Kellys were en route to the Michigan Tavern, Melvin Purvis suddenly remembered Pop Nathan’s call. But instead of dispatching his men to the tavern itself, Purvis sent two agents to the downtown post office to find the postman who delivered the tavern’s mail. After being told that the postman was walking his route, the  agents drove to the tavern’s neighborhood, arriving around quarter past ten, while the Kellys were sitting in their booth. The agents found the postman, who said he knew nothing about any Special Delivery letters sent to or from the Michigan Tavern. Rather than check the tavern itself, the agents returned to the Bankers Building.18

As they did, the Kellys emerged from the tavern. They took a taxi to a Cicero garage and picked up their new car. By noon they were gone. Not until an hour later did Purvis realize his mistake. At 2:00 he sent men to stake out the Michigan Tavern and kept them there through the weekend. Weeks afterward, when Hoover realized what had happened, he scrawled on a memo: “This was a miserable piece of work.”




Dayton, Ohio Friday, September 22 1:05 A.M. (Eastern Time)  

Just hours before the Kellys’ narrow escape from the FBI in Chicago, John Dillinger arrived back in Dayton, hoping to rekindle his romance with Mary Longnaker. As it happened, that very afternoon the two detectives watching Longnaker’s boardinghouse had given up the surveillance and returned to their desks.

Longnaker’s landlady telephoned police when Dillinger showed up.

“He’s here,” she told the night sergeant, W. J. Aldredge.

“Who’s here?” Aldredge asked.

“John Dillinger, you dumb flatfoot!”

Within an hour police had the boardinghouse surrounded. Sergeant Aldredge and the two detectives, Russell Pfauhl and Charlie Gross, met the landlady at the backdoor. Dillinger, she whispered, was upstairs, in Longnaker’s room. Pfauhl, cradling a shotgun, and Gross, armed with a submachine gun, crept up the carpeted stairs. At the top, they knocked on Longnaker’s door. A moment later Longnaker opened it. Detective Gross stepped into the room, followed by Pfauhl. Dillinger, wearing an undershirt and gray suit pants, was standing in the living room, holding a sheaf of photographs he had taken at the World’s Fair.

“Stick ’em up, John,” Gross said. “We’re police officers.”

Dillinger slowly raised his hands, the photos fluttering to the floor. For a split second his hands wavered.

“Don’t, John,” Pfauhl said, leveling the submachine gun. “I’ll kill you.”19 




 Downtown Chicago 12:15 A.M. (Central Time)  

A little after midnight, at almost the same moment Dayton detectives arrested Dillinger and escorted him in handcuffs to the city jail, Alvin Karpis and the Barker brothers sat in a darkened Hudson sedan on Jackson Street in Chicago’s financial district. The car sat in the shadow of the Bankers Building, nineteen floors below Melvin Purvis’s window, but Karpis’s attention was drawn to the Federal Reserve Building, a block ahead through the gloom. As he watched, two men emerged onto the sidewalk, one of them wheeling a hand truck stacked with bulging sacks. Two armed guards followed them.

“Okay,” someone said.

Karpis eased the Hudson ahead as he pushed a button on the dashboard. From behind the car a dense cloud of black smoke poured, forming a smokescreen intended to block oncoming traffic; Karpis had ordered the smoke machine installed because he was worried about the heavy flow of tourists driving west from the World’s Fair at the lakefront. Karpis had also had bulletproof glass installed in the driver’s side window and the entire car lined in armor plate.

A moment later, the Hudson pulled to the curb beside the Federal Reserve couriers and their guards. Fred Barker and George Ziegler, handkerchiefs drawn over their faces, leaped out and trained submachine guns on the messengers, who handed over the five bulky bags on their dolly. The two were back in the car in less than a minute. Karpis pulled away, following the git he had drawn; Ziegler’s sidekick, the tall, tubercular Bryan Bolton, sat beside him with a Thompson on his lap. Two blocks west he swerved right on Franklin, sped north two blocks, then veered left onto Adams, heading west. The Hudson shot down Adams and soared across the Chicago River bridge.

At Halsted, Karpis turned north—straight into an oncoming Ford coupe. The two cars collided violently, sending the gang’s Hudson crashing into a telephone pole at the northwest corner of the intersection. As it happened, two uniformed Chicago policemen were standing on the southwest corner, walking toward their beats. One, Maurice Fitzgerald, forty-six, ran across Halsted to the wrecked Ford coupe, where inside several women could be heard screaming.

The second policeman, Miles Cunningham, a thirty-five-year-old father of two, stepped toward the Hudson. Dock Barker, a .38 in his right hand,  emerged from the car, whose front end was caved in. “Cops!” he yelled. Bryan Bolton raised his submachine gun and fired a burst directly into Officer Cunningham, who crumpled, dead. Dock cried out; one of Bolton’s ricochets struck his right pinky finger, knocking the diamond out of a new ring. As Karpis and the others piled out of the Hudson and commandeered a passerby’s car, Bolton turned and began firing at Officer Fitzgerald, who took cover behind a traffic sign.

Furiously the gang began transferring items into the commandeered car. As they drove south, Karpis noticed the gas tank was nearly empty. At Ash-land Avenue they jumped out and stopped a second car, once again ordering its occupants out and transferring the bags and the guns. They drove in silence to a garage on the southwest side, shut the doors behind them, and emptied out the five money bags. It was then they learned that they had just stolen fifty pounds of mail.

The Barkers were furious. “Who the hell set this thing up?” Dock snapped, studying his bleeding finger. Ziegler looked sheepish as Dock turned on Bolton. “For Christ sake, you might have shot my whole hand off!” Fred Barker stepped in. “These things’ll happen,” he said. “There’s no need of arguing about this. The big thing is, did anybody leave their damn fingerprints in that damn Hudson? That’s more important than anything right now.”

The shoot-out in the heart of downtown Chicago was front-page news across the country. The next morning, at his South Side apartment, Karpis spread the Chicago papers across his kitchen table. Around ten Fred joined him. At first glance they were stunned by headlines of the massive manhunt launched by police and the FBI: 10,000 HUNT FOR POLICE KILLER GANG, blared the Chicago American. On closer reading Karpis realized things weren’t so bad. Detectives had found several guns in the abandoned Hudson, but apparently no fingerprints. The police, in fact, were saying they believed the robbers to be some combination of Machine Gun Kelly, Verne Miller, and Pretty Boy Floyd.

“I don’t know what the hell to tell you,” Karpis said. “This thing is going to turn out real bad, or it may turn out good, but I’ll tell you one thing right now. You go get your mother outta that building, don’t wait a goddamn minute. There’s too many people knowing now where you live and your mother lives.”

Fred made a face. He didn’t relish the idea of confronting his mother. “If you want, I’ll go with you,” Karpis said. “I know how you are. You’ll want to put it off.”

They found Ma a new apartment on South Shore Drive and arranged to have it furnished. That afternoon, as police raided underworld joints across the city, Karpis and Fred stood in a furniture-rental store, pointing out pieces they wanted for Ma’s new place. Afterward they moved her in. Only then did Ma realize Fred wouldn’t be living with her. For the first time since leaving Oklahoma, she would be alone. To Karpis, she suddenly looked very old and very small.

Later Karpis and Barker walked down to their cars. Fred was clearly irritated at Ziegler for botching the Federal Reserve job.

“Tell that son of a bitch maybe he can find another caper as good as the one that we just went on,” he said.

“Hell, you can’t blame the guy,” Karpis said. “I’m sure he didn’t go on it for kicks. He thought we were going to get money the same as I did. In fact, I already had planned on going to Australia if we had got anything like what we were supposed to have got.”

Barker looked at him. “Australia?” he said.

“Hell yeah,” Karpis said. “You don’t think if I’d have got a lot of money that I wouldn’t get the hell out of this country? This country’s going to be pretty hot. That damn thing in Kansas City where Verne killed all them cops and Frank Nash? This thing is going to wind up being the worst thing that ever happened to guys like us. In another year or so, the government will probably be taking over the banks to stop bank robbery, so you’d better just figure now that we ain’t got too much damn longer to make a lot of money and get away.”20

Barker made a face; he hated when Karpis got big-picture on him. But he was right. The police were drawing closer. That weekend Chicago detectives traced the gang’s getaway car to the mob mechanic who had serviced Machine Gun Kelly. The mechanic’s detention, in turn, led to the arrest of a syndicate money launderer named Gus Winkler, a man both Kelly and Karpis had done business with. Both were handed over to the FBI. Monday morning Melvin Purvis stepped in front of reporters and announced—inexplicably—that the bullets that killed Officer Cunningham had been fired from the same gun used in the Kansas City Massacre. He speculated that a pair of octagonal glasses Gus Winkler wore might be connected to a pair of glasses Kelly was known to wear.

“There is a possibility that Kelly and Winkler are associated together,” Purvis intoned, “and that they may have had the same idea about octagon  glasses, which are used by the extremely sedate type of person. Or they may even have interchanged glasses.”21

Once again others were being blamed for the Barker Gang’s crimes. But it was the heat that police were bringing to bear on the Syndicate that worried Karpis most. Chastened by his meeting with Frank Nitti, he reflected that it might be time the gang left Chicago.

 

 

That Friday night, as Karpis prepared for an urgent vacation, Machine Gun Kelly arrived in Memphis with Kathryn and twelve-year-old Geralene Arnold after a daylong drive from Chicago. Kelly headed straight to the garage attendant’s bungalow on East Raynor Street where he had hidden before; the attendant, a small man whose left side was paralyzed, waved the Kellys in without a question.

The next day, Kelly called at the home of his former brother-in-law, Langford Ramsey, and enjoyed a reunion with his two young sons, Bruce and George, Jr. Years later Bruce Barnes remembered his father that day as a smiling, yellow-haired man wearing a charcoal gray suit, a shoulder holster, and pistol. He said he was an FBI agent on a secret mission and gave the boys $20 apiece he peeled from a fat roll of bills.

Kelly and Kathryn began drinking gin with Lang Ramsey that afternoon and continued well into the evening. At some point, Kelly revealed to Ramsey that he was Machine Gun Kelly. For years afterward Ramsey would claim that he thought Kelly was joking. Whatever he believed, Lang Ramsey agreed to do his former brother-in-law a favor, a big one. The Kellys were running low on money; they needed the cash they had buried on Kathryn’s uncle’s ranch in West Texas, but were afraid to retrieve it themselves. Ramsey agreed to get it for them.

The next morning at dawn Ramsey drove west. Beside him on the front seat sat the homesick Geralene Arnold, whom Kathryn had strong-armed into guiding Ramsey to her uncle’s spread. While the Kellys remained at the house on East Raynor Street, Ramsey steered across Arkansas and into Texas, passing Dallas and then Fort Worth. The eastern horizon was reddening when he coasted to a stop at Cass Coleman’s front gate around five Monday morning. Coleman saw them arrive and stepped into the yard.

“I came after—” Ramsey started to say.

Coleman cut him off. “I know what you came after,” he said. Since last  seeing the Kellys, Coleman had been questioned by FBI agents and mistakenly assumed he was under surveillance; the Dallas office wanted to watch him, but it simply didn’t have enough agents.

“Well, I’m contact man for George and Kathryn Kelly,” Ramsey said. “My name is—”

“I don’t care anything about your name,” Coleman said. He told Ramsey he wanted nothing further to do with the Kellys.

“Will it be safe for me to take her furs with me?” Ramsey asked.

“No, it won’t be safe for you to take anything or bring anything,” Coleman said. “You’ll be arrested before you get [a hundred yards]. This place is covered with laws . . .”

“I’m not hot,” Ramsey said.

“You will be before you get far,” Coleman said. “They will tail you out of here.”22

Ramsey left, badly shaken. He drove north to the town of Gainesville, stopping at noon at the Western Union office, where he sent a telegram to Kelly: HAD SEVERAL TOUGH BREAKS . . . , it read. DEAL FELL THROUGH. TRIED TO GET LATER APPOINTMENT. BEST PROSPECT WAS AFRAID. IMPOSSIBLE. CHANGED HIS MIND. DON’T WANT TO BRING HOME A SAD TALE. CAN GO ON IF ADVISABLE. WIRE INSTRUCTIONS HERE.

By that point Geralene was begging to rejoin her parents. On the drive to Gainesville, Ramsey dropped her off at the train station in Fort Worth and bought her a ticket to Oklahoma City, where her parents remained under the FBI’s care. It was a fateful decision. No sooner had Geralene left Ramsey than she sent a telegram to her father. It read: MEET ME ROCK ISLAND STATION TEN FIFTEEN TONIGHT. GERRY.

The Arnolds were waiting for Geralene when she arrived in Oklahoma City that night. So was the FBI. The little girl told Pop Nathan everything she knew. The Kellys, she said, were staying at a home on East Raynor Street in Memphis.

This time Hoover was determined the Kellys would not escape. Briefed by Pop Nathan, he phoned William Rorer, the thirty-one-year-old SAC in Birmingham, Alabama, and ordered him to Memphis to raid the East Raynor Street home by first light. It was already past midnight in Alabama, and Rorer, a lean, handsome World War I veteran who had joined the Bureau in 1929, realized he could never drive to Memphis by dawn.

An airplane was his only hope. He phoned and woke the man who ran  Birmingham’s sole air-charter service, but the man insisted he wasn’t allowed to fly at night. He told Rorer to try the National Guard, which had planes at Birmingham’s Roberts Field. After several more calls Rorer tracked down a National Guard colonel in Montgomery. The colonel said he was pleased to help but had no authority. Rorer called the colonel’s superior, a National Guard general at Fort McPherson, Georgia, and “after considerable persuasion” managed to arrange a plane for the flight to Memphis.23

Rorer and another agent boarded an army plane at Birmingham’s Roberts Field at 3:20 A.M. and touched down at the Memphis airport two hours later, at 5:30. There they were met by the Bureau’s resident agent at Memphis and a half-dozen policemen he had rounded up. The group drove to the foot of East Raynor Street, where uniformed cops were already waiting. East Raynor was a quiet street lined with matching brick bungalows, just off busy Speedway Avenue on the city’s south side. The house at 1408, six houses up from Speedway, was dark. Rorer wasted no time with unnecessary reconnaissance. In the predawn darkness he sent two Memphis detectives creeping up either side of the house. Then he and a detective named William Raney drew their guns and stepped onto the front porch.

No sound came from inside the house. Rorer tried the screen door. It opened. Glancing at Detective Raney, he tried the front door itself. It too opened. Quietly Rorer stepped into the house. In the dim light he could see he was in a cluttered living room. On a divan lay a copy of Master Detective  magazine; it was opened to an article entitled “My Blood Curdling Ride with Death.” Detective Raney stepped in behind Rorer. To their right was an open bedroom door. On a bed lay two men in their underwear, asleep. Neither, they could see, was Kelly.

Rorer crept down a hallway toward the back of the house, where he could see a screened-in porch; the floor was strewn with empty bottles of Old Log Cabin bourbon. To his right he saw a second bedroom door. Stepping to it, he looked inside and saw a woman in green silk pajamas asleep on a bed. It was Kathryn. Detective Raney, meanwhile, stepped into the front bedroom where the two sleeping men lay. As he did, Kelly, having heard footfalls, stepped from the rear bedroom through a hallway toward the front bedroom. Detective Raney saw his shadow on the wall. He raised his shotgun. A moment later Kelly stepped into the room and came face-to-face with Raney’s two loaded barrels.

Kelly, wearing only underwear, his bright yellow hair rumpled by sleep, was holding his .45.

“Drop that gun,” Raney said.

“I been waiting all night for you,” Kelly said with a smile.

“Well,” said Raney, “here we are.”

Kelly slowly placed his pistol on a sewing machine, then raised his hands. It was over.aj Within minutes the other lawmen poured into the house, handcuffing Kelly, the garage attendant, and the second sleeping man, an unsuspecting friend. Before handcuffing Kathryn, Rorer gave her fifteen minutes to get dressed. She emerged wearing a smart black dress with monkey-fur epaulets and orange buttons and walked curtly to the waiting cars. She told one of the agents she was waiting for a young man to return from Texas with her furs and her Pekinese dogs and asked him to please make sure these things were taken care of.

Kelly went quietly. At police headquarters he was taken to a sergeant’s desk. “What’s your name?” the sergeant asked.

“George R. Kelly.”

“What’s your age and where do you live?”

“I am thirty-seven years of age and I live everywhere.”

By noon, as word spread of the arrests, more than three hundred people crowded in and around the jail to catch a glimpse of the Kellys. Policemen were forced into the street to direct traffic. Thrown into a cell, Kelly brightened as he renewed acquaintances with a dozen Memphis policemen he knew from high school or previous arrests. “Bill! Hey! Gari!” he shouted as officers filed by to see him. Before long Kelly was joshing with everyone. “Lend me that machine gun, will ya?” he asked one FBI agent. To Rorer he quipped: “You ought to start a hamburger stand outside the jail and make some money with this crowd.”

Held in another part of the jail, Kathryn wasted no time betraying Kelly. “I’m not guilty and I can prove it,” she told the reporters who clustered around her cell. “And afterward I’ll be rid of him and that bunch.” Kathryn portrayed herself as an innocent wife who lived in fear of her murderous husband. “I was going back to Oklahoma City tomorrow to give myself up,” she insisted. “Kelly told me he would kill me if I did, but I was going anyway.”

But if Kathryn thought she could talk her way free, she was sadly mistaken. She and Kelly were taken aboard an army airplane the following week to Oklahoma City, where in October they stood trial. Like Albert Bates, Harvey Bailey, and the Shannons, both received life sentences.ak  Kathryn ended up at the federal women’s prison in Milan, Michigan, where for several years she acted as an FBI informant in an effort to reduce her sentence. Kelly, Bates, and Bailey were all shipped to Leavenworth, and then, when it opened the following year, to Alcatraz.

Machine Gun Kelly was the first nationally known fugitive the FBI had ever captured, and his arrest marked a turning point in the Bureau’s history. It furthered the notion that there existed a realm of larger-than-life supervillains loose in the land, popularized the idea that the nation was actually at war with these criminals, and catapulted the Bureau into the public consciousness as the nation’s proxy in that war. The Kansas City Massacre, by contrast, though front-page news across the country, had never seized the public’s imagination in the same way.

The story of Kelly’s arrest would become one of Hoover’s favorites, one he told and retold for forty years. According to Hoover’s version of events, as advanced in numerous FBI-approved books, magazine articles, and B-movies, Kelly had pleaded with arresting agents, “Don’t shoot, G-men!” It was the first time FBI agents had heard the term. When agents asked what he meant, Kelly explained that G-man was short for “Government man.” This story, debunked as early as a 1946 article in Harper’s, is almost certainly untrue. Hundreds of articles written in the weeks afterward make no mention of it. Years later Kelly himself told his son he’d never used the term. It first surfaced in a series of FBI-sponsored feature stories the journalist Rex Collier wrote nine months later, in July 1934, prompting some to suggest the term “G-man” sprang not from the mouth of Machine Gun Kelly but from the fertile minds of Hoover’s publicity men.

Research for this book, however, indicates that the term actually did  originate with Kelly’s arrest, though it didn’t happen quite the way Hoover told it. In a single, long-forgotten telephone interview Agent Rorer gave to a Chicago American reporter hours after Kelly’s capture, Rorer said it was Kathryn who uttered the historic words. As Rorer told the American reporter, at the moment she was arrested, “Kelly’s wife cried like a baby. She put her arms around [Kelly] and said: ‘Honey, I guess it’s all up for us. The ‘g’ men won’t ever give us a break. I’ve been living in dread of this.’”24

And so a nickname was born.




Dayton, Ohio

That Tuesday morning, as steel bars clanged shut behind the Kellys in Memphis, John Dillinger sat in a cell of his own in Dayton, Ohio. For four days sheriffs and deputies from across eastern Indiana and western Ohio had paraded through the jail, showing Dillinger to more than a dozen people who had witnessed bank robberies that summer. He was identified as a participant in robberies at New Carlisle and Bluffton, Ohio, and Indianapolis and Dalesville, Indiana. The Indiana detective Matt Leach had been the first to arrive, just hours after Dillinger’s arrest Friday morning. He interviewed Dillinger in his cell, asking about several different bank robberies. All he got for his effort was a grin. “What are you talking about?” Dillinger asked.

That Tuesday, however, there was only one topic of conversation at the jail, and it wasn’t bank robberies. The news was splattered all over the papers. The night before, ten convicts, including all of Dillinger’s old pals, had escaped from the Indiana State Prison at Michigan City. Matt Leach was convinced they were coming for Dillinger.
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 THE STREETS OF CHICAGO

 

October 12 to November 20, 1933

Of all the criminals of our present era whose activities have been brought so forcibly to the eye of the public, there is probably no one whose career so graphically illustrates the inadequacies of our systems as does that of John Dillinger.

—MELVIN PURVIS




Lima, Ohio Thursday, October 12  

John Dillinger sat at a table in a jail bullpen, playing pinochle with three other prisoners. Armed officers had brought him to Lima, a crossroads town in northwestern Ohio, to stand trial for an unremarkable robbery he pulled in nearby Bluffton that August. It wasn’t an imposing jail, just a stone-block wing at the rear of Sheriff Jess Sarber’s house on the town square; the Allen County Courthouse loomed across an alley. Sheriff Sarber was a roundish, kindly sort, a former used-car salesman who turned to law enforcement when the Depression forced him out of business. His wife was a fine cook, serving the prisoners meals of pork chops, ribs, and mashed potatoes.

This wasn’t how Dillinger thought it would end. He hadn’t robbed banks long enough for Pretty Boy Floyd’s brand of fatalism to set in. In fact, Dillinger remained almost relentlessly cheerful. It was what people remembered for years afterward—the courtesy, the easy wink, the whiff of manly joie de vivre. The times he grew depressed were usually when he  thought about his family. He was thirty years old, but he still valued the approval of his father and sister. If he was going to be an outlaw, he wanted to be the type of outlaw people admired. He wanted to support his family during hard times. Above all, as the son of a remote man who never paid much attention to him, Dillinger craved respect.

Unlike Baby Face Nelson and other Depression-era criminals, Dillinger was not a product of poverty or neglect. He was born in a middle-class Indianapolis neighborhood on June 22, 1903, the son of a drab, stoic grocer, John Wilson Dillinger, and his wife, Mollie, who died following a seizure when John was four. The Dillingers were well off. John Dillinger, Sr., owned his own store, ferried bags of groceries around their neighborhood, and put away enough money to invest in real estate, buying four houses. By all accounts the elder Dillinger worked long hours and showed little interest in his son. In his father’s absence, Dillinger, like Clyde Barrow, was raised by his older sister. Audrey Dillinger, a red-haired girl thirteen years older than John, married in 1906, but she and her husband lived with her father for several years, until the elder Dillinger remarried in 1912.

Like Machine Gun Kelly, Dillinger resented his new stepmother, a feeling that appears to have deepened as she and his father began having children of their own. These emotions manifested themselves in a streak of adolescent rebelliousness, though on reflection, his friends and teachers saw nothing that caused real concern. At Public School 38, Dillinger was a boisterous, joshing kid but a dreadful student. His D’s and F’s sparked increasingly angry arguments with his father.

By the sixth grade, Dillinger was the nominal head of a group of rowdy boys who called themselves the Dirty Dozen Gang. Their idea of mischief was snatching watermelons from a farmer’s field or stealing buckets of coal they sold to neighbors. At one point, Dillinger was arrested for a coal theft but got off with a lecture from the judge. His father was less forgiving. According to John Toland, who interviewed several of Dillinger’s boyhood friends in the early 1960s, the elder Dillinger chained his son to his grocery wagon for a time in an effort to rein him in. A firm hand only stoked Dillinger’s rebelliousness. One friend told Toland that Dillinger embarked on a series of petty crimes as a teenager, stealing whiskey and terrorizing another boy with a buzz saw. None led to more trouble with the law.1

At sixteen Dillinger quit school and worked various jobs around Indianapolis. A year later, in March 1920, his family moved to a farm outside Mooresville, fifteen miles southwest of the city. They soon moved to a  larger spread, sixty acres on Highway 267, north of town. Mooresville was a sleepy little burg, and it bored the teenage Dillinger to tears. Avoiding farmwork, he spent his days hunting squirrels or handling second base on a sandlot baseball team, his nights shooting billiards at the Idle Hour poolroom or similar haunts in Martinsville, fifteen miles south. Like Pretty Boy Floyd, he met and befriended older men at the pool halls, hard men he strove to emulate.

Dillinger spent several years passing time in his hometown, throwing dice, shooting pool, hunting, living off his father’s hard work and the occasional odd job. In 1923 he turned twenty, and he hadn’t the slightest idea what to do with his life. Like Floyd, Dillinger considered joining the armed forces. Dillinger, however, actually signed up, with the navy. When his basic training ended on October 4, 1923, he was assigned the job of fireman third class on the U.S.S. Utah, a battleship anchored in Boston Harbor. Like Clyde Barrow, Dillinger grew homesick in Massachusetts. Three weeks after joining the Utah, he briefly went AWOL. He was courtmartialed, given ten days solitary, and docked pay. Once out of the brig, he went AWOL again; after a second court-martial, Dillinger fled for good. He was listed as a deserter. For the first time, a price was put on his head: $50.

By the following spring he was back in Mooresville, telling his family he had received a medical discharge due to hay fever. Dillinger then decided to give marriage a try, wedding a sixteen-year-old named Beryl Hovious. They lived at her family’s farm for a time, then took an apartment in Martinsville, but domestic life did nothing to settle Dillinger. He had no job, no focus, and no future. He went back to his old routines, hanging around pool halls.

The night that changed Dillinger’s life forever came on a Saturday—September 6, 1924. He had gone out drinking with one of his pool hall pals, a thirty-one-year-old ex-con named Ed Singleton. Fueled by stupidity and alcohol, they decided to mug an elderly Mooresville grocer named Frank Morgan, a friend of Dillinger’s family; Dillinger had been told Morgan carried cash home after work. Morgan was walking home that night when Dillinger stepped out of an alley by the Mooresville Christian Church and struck him over the head with a large bolt wrapped in a handkerchief. When Morgan fell and began shouting for help, Dillinger pulled a pistol. It went off. Dillinger ran. Singleton, waiting in a car nearby, drove off, abandoning him.

On Monday a deputy sheriff drove out to the Dillinger farmhouse and  arrested him. A prosecutor suggested the judge might be lenient if Dillinger pled guilty and apologized. Dillinger went along, not even bothering to hire a lawyer. It was a fatal misjudgment. Judge Joseph W. Williams decided to make an example of him, sentencing Dillinger to a jaw-dropping sentence of ten to twenty years in a state reformatory. The Dillingers were floored, the more so when Ed Singleton hired a lawyer, wangled a new judge, and, despite Dillinger’s testimony against him, received a sentence of two to fourteen years; Singleton ultimately served two. “When we got the word,” Audrey recalled, “my dad just about keeled over. It liked to kill him. I think he died of a broken heart. And when John got that sentence, it just seemed like he went from bad to worse.”2

In late 1924 Dillinger arrived at Indiana’s Pendleton Reformatory a bitter young man. In his first weeks at Pendleton, Dillinger tried twice to escape. Once he was caught hiding in a trash pile. Another time, while being transported to Mooresville to testify against Singleton, he lit out down an alley and was recaptured within minutes.

Dillinger’s career would be defined by a series of close friendships. Two of the most influential he made at Pendleton. One was Harry “Pete” Pierpont, a strikingly handsome hard case with piercing gray eyes doing ten to twenty-one years for a bank robbery in Kokomo, Indiana.al Another was Homer Van Meter, a tall, gangly runaway from Fort Wayne, Indiana, who was to be Dillinger’s longest-running associate. A loner and a bit of a flake, Van Meter had a harder childhood than Dillinger, running away to Chicago in the sixth grade. He worked as a bellboy until convicted of stealing a car at seventeen. Paroled a year later, he was free for two months before he and a pal were arrested for robbing passengers on a train in Toledo. “This fellow is a criminal of the most dangerous type,” a Pendleton official wrote. “Moral sense is perverted and he has no intention of following anything but a life of crime . . . He is a murderer at heart, and if society is to be safeguarded, his type must be confined throughout their natural lives.”

His friendships with Pierpont and Van Meter hardened Dillinger. When the two were transferred to the state prison at Michigan City, Dillinger asked to be transferred, too. On July 15, 1929, he got his wish. He was twenty-six. The transfer introduced Dillinger to a wide new world of crime. In Pendleton the inmates had been kids—stickup artists and car thieves. At Michigan City the men were older, their crimes more serious. There were raw-boned bank men out of Texas and Oklahoma, smooth syndicate murderers, and gray-haired confidence men.

If not a model prisoner, Dillinger managed to pass three years with few problems. He drew various punishments, including two stretches in solitary, for stealing a watermelon, for hiding a straight razor in his cell, and, once, for being caught in bed with another inmate; like Alvin Karpis, Dillinger may have dabbled in homosexuality behind bars. At Michigan City, Dillinger grew up. By and large, he was easygoing and nonconfrontational. He made friends easily.

His friend Pete Pierpont was forever trying to escape, hiding in garbage cans and the like. In mid-1932, Pierpont began talking about a different kind of escape, a mass breakout using weapons. The inmate who appears to have influenced Pierpont’s thinking was Charles Makley, a forty-three-year-old bootlegger-turned-bank man serving fifteen years following a 1928 arrest in Hammond. Squat and roundish, with an anvil-like jaw and twinkling eyes, Makley counseled patience and planning.

As they studied the feasibility of a large-scale escape, Pierpont and Makley were joined by two other bank men: Russell Clark, a handsome, garrulous Detroit yegg doing twenty years for a 1927 bank job, and John “Red” Hamilton, an absentminded thirty-four-year-old from northern Michigan doing twenty-five years. Hamilton, who had lost two fingers on his right hand in a childhood sledding accident, would be at Dillinger’s side for much of his career. For several months these four men debated the best way to break out. In the end, all their planning had one glaring deficiency: the guns. They couldn’t escape without them, yet there was no easy way to get them inside. What they needed, they could see, was someone on the outside.

It was then, probably in late 1932, that they thought of Dillinger. He was perfect. Dillinger spent all these years peppering the parole board with letters, and his release finally appeared imminent. Pierpont took Dillinger aside and offered him a proposition. Thirty years later, prison officials said they believed Pierpont had filled Dillinger’s ears with stories of the riches bank robbers could reap, how they wore silk suits, stayed at the finest hotels,  and bedded the most expensive whores. If Dillinger could help his group escape, Pierpont promised, he could become a member of their gang, perhaps as the driver. In all likelihood, Dillinger didn’t need much convincing. He could read the newspapers; every morning brought a new story of some Midwestern bank knocked off by an enterprising band of yeggs—seven different banks by the Barker-Karpis Gang alone. Everyone said it was easy money.

Whether he did it out of loyalty, ambition, or simply because he had no other goal in life, Dillinger agreed to help. According to lore, Pierpont then gave Dillinger two lists. One was of banks Pierpont and Makley thought he could rob; they may have tutored him on the best ways to “crack a jug,” the best times of day to strike, how to handle customers, how to get a safe opened. The second list ticked off a series of potential partners he could trust. If Dillinger could rob a few banks, Pierpont and Makley reasoned, he could raise enough money to have guns smuggled into the prison. Though the story is plausible, there is nothing in prison or FBI files to substantiate any of this.

In late April, the Dillinger family, along with John’s sentencing judge and the grocer he mugged nine years earlier, petitioned the board for a parole. They argued that Dillinger was needed on the family farm. Two of the three board members agreed; a third abstained. On May 10, Governor Paul McNutt approved Dillinger’s parole. He was a free man.

Once on the outside, as we have seen, Dillinger wasted no time fulfilling his promise to Pierpont. He waited three months before attempting to smuggle the guns into Michigan City, apparently going ahead only after Pierpont’s parole was denied. The escape, thanks to Dillinger’s smuggled guns, went off without a hitch. And now, in a crushing irony, Dillinger was back behind bars while his friends were free. Without a miracle, he would remain there the next twenty years.

That Thursday, October 12, was just another night in the Lima lockup. After a dinner of pork chops and mashed potatoes, Dillinger joined the pinochle game. Down the hallway, Sheriff Sarber sagged into his desk chair and opened the Lima News; the banner headline on the front page gave an update of Machine Gun Kelly’s trial in Oklahoma. Sheriff Sarber’s wife, Lucy, sat across from him, working a crossword puzzle. Around six their deputy, Wilbur Sharp, came in, loosened his gun belt, and threw it on a spare desk, then plopped onto a davenport. The Sarber’s dog Brownie nuzzled him. Sharp scratched its ears.

At 6:25 the jail’s outside door opened and three men in suits stepped in. Mrs. Sarber, buried in her puzzle, didn’t bother to look up. “Whaddya need?” Sheriff Sarber asked the first man, who wore a dark gray suit, an overcoat, and a light-felt fedora.

“We’re from Michigan City,” said the first man. “We want to see John Dillinger.”

“Let me see your credentials,” Sheriff Sarber said.

“Here’s our credentials,” said the first man. His piercing gray eyes were probably the last thing Jess Sarber saw before the man raised a pistol and fired straight into his chest.

 

 

The mass escape from Michigan City the night of September 26 was front-page news across the country. A hard rain had fallen as Pierpont, Makley, and eight other inmates, using the three .45 caliber pistols Dillinger had smuggled into the prison, took a group of guards hostage, then used them to parade into the administration building; guards on the wall, seeing the prisoners apparently escorted by the day captain, were not suspicious. Four of the inmates took a visiting sheriff hostage and forced him into his car. As they drove off, Pierpont took the other five inmates and sprinted to a Standard Oil station across the street, where they commandeered a car of their own.

That night, eluding roadblocks the Indiana State Police threw up across the state, Pierpont’s group, which included Charles Makley, Russell Clark, John Hamilton, a con named Ed Shouse, and Dillinger’s onetime cellmate Jim Jenkins, arrived safely at the Indianapolis apartment of Pierpont’s old girlfriend, Mary Kinder. They were lucky; three of the other four escapees ended up dead or recaptured within days. The next night, after one of Kinder’s girlfriends ran out to buy them clothes, Dillinger’s partner Harry Copeland arrived at the apartment and said he had arranged a hideout, at a rented house in Hamilton, Ohio, north of Cincinnati.

From the moment Mary Kinder told them Dillinger had been arrested, there was never any question that Pierpont’s band wouldn’t try to free him. Their preparations weren’t without incident, however. After stealing a car for the drive to Hamilton, the six escapees were spotted by police outside Indianapolis; in a chase, Jim Jenkins somehow fell out an open car door. Fleeing on foot, he was spotted, shot, and killed by a group of vigilantes in the town of Bean Blossom. The remaining five escapees reached Hamilton that night.

There they began laying plans for Dillinger’s rescue. For food, cigarettes, and gasoline they needed money, and for that they decided to rob a bank. On Tuesday afternoon, October 3, a week after their escape, the gang filed into the First National Bank in Charles Makley’s hometown of St. Mary’s, Ohio, just south of where Dillinger was being held in Lima. The raid went smoothly, with no gunplay, and that night they returned to Hamilton $11,000 richer. The money was too new to spend, and Mary Kinder spent several days baking and ironing the bills to make them appear worn.3

Once the money was safe to pass, they began reconnoitering Lima. Despite Matt Leach’s hunch that they might attempt a rescue, Pierpont could see no additional guards around the jail. They decided to move in the next day, Columbus Day, Thursday, October 12.

 

 

Sheriff Sarber was mortally wounded. Blood spilled from the ragged hole in his chest as he tried to rise from the floor. Pierpont stood over him, screaming, “Give us the keys to the cells!” When Sarber didn’t answer, Makley leaned over and bashed him in the head with his gun butt. The gun accidentally went off, startling everyone. Pierpont pointed his gun at Sarber. “Give us the keys,” he repeated.

“Don’t hurt him no more!” Mrs. Sarber pleaded as she scrambled to her husband’s side. She grabbed the keys from a drawer and handed them to Pierpont, who stepped to the barred door of the cell block. When one of the inmates peeked his head around a corner, Pierpont raised his pistol and fired a shot into the bullpen area. “Get back, you motherfuckers!” Pierpont yelled. “We only want John!”

Dillinger ducked into his cell, grabbed his coat and hat, and jogged through the cell-block door. Sheriff Sarber was lying in a pool of blood. Dillinger looked down at the dying sheriff but said nothing as he hustled outside. “Oh men, why did you have to do this to me,” the sheriff moaned. He turned to his wife, who hovered above him. “Mother, I believe I am going to have to leave you.”

Ninety minutes later, Jess Sarber died at a local hospital. Sirens echoed through the streets of Lima all that evening, as police and vigilantes spilled from their homes to man roadblocks. Dillinger, meanwhile, sped south with the gang, arriving at the rented house in Hamilton that night. At that point, Dillinger faced a crossroads. He could have left the gang and fled to parts unknown. Instead, he decided to stick with his friends and become a full-time bank robber.

To rob a bank, they needed weapons—not just pistols, but Thompson submachine guns and bulletproof vests. That Saturday night in Auburn, a town just across the Indiana line, an officer named Fred Krueger had just sat down at the police station’s front desk to eat a bag of popcorn when two men in suits walked in. Both had two pistols in their hands. “You might as well sit still,” one said. “We don’t want to kill anyone unless we have to. Have you got any guns?”

“Yes,” Krueger said as he slid his hand toward his pistol.

“Oh no,” the man with the gun said politely. “I’ll get it.”4

Both Krueger and the desk officer were disarmed and locked in a cell. Taking the key to the gun cabinet, the intruders lugged a small arsenal out to their waiting car: a Thompson submachine gun, a .38 caliber Smith & Wesson pistol, a .401 Winchester rifle, a 44-40 Winchester sixteen-shot rifle, a .45 caliber Colt pistol, a Lugar, several hundred rounds of ammunition, and three bulletproof vests.

From Auburn the gang headed to Chicago, betting they could lose themselves in the city.am They spent the next several days renting apartments. By October 20, four days after the Auburn raid, the gang was back on the road, in search of more guns and ammunition. That Friday night, three men walked into the city hall in Peru, Indiana, an hour north of Indianapolis, and leveled guns at the desk officers.

“I haven’t plugged anyone for a week,” one of the men, later identified as Pierpont, said, “and I would just as soon puncture one of you cops as not.”5  Pierpont covered the officers while his two confederates, one of them Dillinger, broke into the gun cabinet, emptied the contents onto a blanket, then lugged it all out to their car. The evening’s take came to six bulletproof vests, two sawed-off-shotguns, two Winchester rifles, and a half-dozen .38 caliber pistols. As they left, they stripped the officers of their guns and badges.

Only then did Pierpont and Dillinger feel strong enough to take a bank. They decided on the Central National Bank in Greencastle, Indiana, west of Indianapolis, the home of DePauw University. That Saturday was Home-coming, and Makley argued that the banks would be bursting with cash. At 2:45 that Monday afternoon, a black Studebaker eased along Jackson Street in downtown Greencastle and parked in front of the bank. Five men emerged: Dillinger, Pierpont, Makley, John Hamilton, and either Harry Copeland or Russell Clark. All wore overcoats, guns tucked inside. Walking into the bank, Pierpont stepped to a teller’s window and asked to change a twenty-dollar bill. The teller suggested he go to another window. Pierpont pulled his tommy gun.

Dillinger, pistol in hand, vaulted a railing and trained his guns on the tellers, herding them into the vault. Later, the bank employees and their customers would all say they were struck by how calm and methodical the robbers were. The gang cleared the cash from drawers and counters into muslin sacks so quietly that no one at the sheriff’s office across the street realized a robbery was in progress.

When they were finished they threw the heavy muslin bags over their shoulders like a band of evil Santas and walked out to the Studebaker. In moments they were gone, easily evading pursuit. From Greencastle the gang sped to Chicago, where they counted the money; it came to almost $75,000, roughly $15,000 a man. All told, it had been an eventful two weeks. Now it was time to have some fun.6

 

 

The Dillinger Gang returned to Chicago just after the Barker Gang left to escape the dragnet spreading in the wake of the Federal Reserve fiasco. Leaving in ones and twos, the men drove across the Great Plains all the way to Reno. Karpis and Delores Delaney were the first to arrive, on September 27, after overnight stops in Council Bluffs, Iowa, and Rawlings, Wyoming. In Reno, Karpis parked outside the Bank Club, gave Delaney $20 to play the slots, then went in back to meet with the city’s crime boss, Bill Graham. After backslapping hellos, Graham’s partner, Jim McKay, took Karpis aside. “You remember that kid we had out here, that Jimmy?” McKay asked. He meant Baby Face Nelson.

“Yeah,” said Karpis. He described how he had introduced Nelson around St. Paul and Chicago.

“That damn kid, he’s dangerous,” McKay said. “He’s gonna wind up real bad. I hope to Christ you guys ain’t got him with you, do you? He’s not coming back out here, is he?”

Karpis smiled. “He’s just a wild kid, Jim.”

“That’s the problem,” McKay said. “The guy’ll shoot in a minute. I was with him one time over in California up by Lake Tahoe and one of them  State Patrol cars stopped us, to check our lights, and he damn near killed the guy. He was almost ready to shoot.”

The others trickled in over the following days, Dock Barker arriving with the gang’s newest member, a drunken boyhood friend named Harry Campbell. Ma was left in Chicago. She had sullenly accepted the decision, barely glancing up from her jigsaw puzzle when Karpis went to bid farewell. In Reno the days drifted into weeks. Karpis and Delaney took weekends at a dude ranch, shooting jackrabbits, taking hikes, turning in early. The others lolled in the casinos and took in movies.

At one point Karpis drove Delaney to San Francisco. They dropped Dock Barker, whose wounded finger had become infected, at a Vallejo, California, hospital run by an underworld character named Tobe Williams, a onetime safecracker whose doctors operated on gangsters from around the country. In San Francisco they looked in on a group of bootleggers Bill Graham had mentioned, who turned out to be Baby Face Nelson’s old gang. They met a bartender who claimed to know people in Hollywood, and afterward it was all Delaney talked about.

“Do you think if we took him down to Hollywood he could introduce us to some of the movie stars?” she asked.

Delaney’s pleading continued after they returned to Reno, and Karpis finally agreed to take her to Los Angeles. Promising to return in a week, they cruised south to a sleepy desert town named Las Vegas, where they looked in on a pair of Harry Sawyer’s friends who were running a desultory little casino; Karpis thought Vegas was the end of the world. After a few days they headed west to Los Angeles, found a hotel downtown, then struck off into Beverly Hills, hoping to spot a movie star. Karpis drove up and down the palm-lined avenues, looking for a recognizable face. It was no use. Delaney was crestfallen.

“How in the hell would you know these people, everyone running around with sunglasses on?” she groused. “I mean, the only way you’d know someone is a movie star is if some people would all crowd around them and start asking for autographs.”

They drove up into the Hollywood hills, trying to find Clark Gable’s house. Once or twice Karpis got lost, and after a while he noticed a patrol car behind him. “Let’s get the hell out of here,” he mumbled. “We’re gonna get stopped if we don’t.”

Spooked, Karpis checked out of the hotel and drove straight back to Reno, taking the direct route, across Death Valley. Rejoining the gang, they  fell back into its routines, hanging around the casinos, playing keno, talking about Hawaiian vacations they would never take, debating whether to rob a bank outside of San Francisco. The only excitement came when the new man, Harry Campbell, shoved a pistol into his pocket and it went off, nearly blowing off his testicles. Everyone agreed it was time to head back to Chicago.7

 

 

Leaves were beginning to fall across the Midwest, and the mystery of the Kansas City Massacre was no closer to being solved. On September 13, Missouri prosecutors had indicted a dozen figures in the case, but it was a half-hearted gesture, a compromise between federal lawyers who wanted murder indictments and local prosecutors who found scant evidence for any case at all. The known conspirators—Deafy Farmer and company—were charged along with a half-dozen possible assassins—Pretty Boy Floyd, Harvey Bailey and Bailey’s gang—but only for obstruction of justice. The Bureau’s theory remained that Verne Miller had carried out the massacre with Bailey and the Kansas escapees; Bailey, of course, strenuously denied any involvement as he was packed off to Leavenworth following his conviction in the Urschel kidnapping.

Hoover’s men couldn’t shake Bailey’s alibi. After three months, they hadn’t uncovered any evidence placing him or his men at Union Station. Their best witness, Samuel Link, who placed Bailey at the scene, had been discredited after a friend told agents that “Link makes very wild statements at times and claims that he was with Teddy Roosevelt in South America and has personally met all the crown heads of Europe.”8 Worse, bullets from Bailey’s guns didn’t match those at the scene. Almost every time a Midwestern bank was robbed, bullets were sent to a Kansas City lab. It checked rounds fired by Bonnie and Clyde at Platte City, by Baby Face Nelson at Grand Haven, but found no matches.

With the case against Bailey’s gang tenuous at best, agents focused on finding the remaining conspirators. Dick Galatas, the Hot Springs gambler, had vanished. Members of Bailey’s gang were robbing banks all across Oklahoma; one, Big Bob Brady, was shot and captured in New Mexico in early October, but one of the massacre survivors, Reed Vetterli, returned dejected from his hospital room, unable to identify him. Most important, there were still no leads on Verne Miller or his girlfriend, Vi Mathias. In  St. Paul, Chicago, and Kansas City, agents returned to the files to check leads pushed aside that summer.

Three weeks later, the break came in Chicago. Agents there remembered a months-old tip that a nightclub waitress named Bobbie Moore was Vi Mathias’s best friend. Melvin Purvis had placed Moore under surveillance for a time that summer but had dropped her once agents began chasing Mathias all over the East Coast. Inexplicably, it took weeks before anyone suggested they recheck Bobbie Moore. Her last known address was the Sherone Apartments on Sheridan Road. When the building’s manager was summoned to the FBI office on Friday, October 26, she identified not only Moore’s photograph but that of Vi Mathias as well. Verne Miller’s girlfriend, or a woman who looked strikingly like her, had moved into the building in late August.

 

 

In late 1933, the FBI was still only a shadow of the professional crime-fighting organization it was to become. The capture of Machine Gun Kelly was anomalous. Hoover’s College Boys were long on energy but short on experience, and it showed: suspects like Vi Mathias were found, then lost; tantalizing leads went ignored in file cabinets; most of the men were still learning how to use a pistol.

In retrospect, Melvin Purvis’s Chicago office was worse than most. So far that year, as we have seen, Purvis and his men had solved their first two kidnappings—the William Hamm and Jake Factor cases—and in both it would turn out they had arrested innocent men. In his first attempt to capture a major criminal, Machine Gun Kelly, Purvis had “forgotten” the assignment. an The office that would eventually become the War on Crime’s epicenter occupied the entire nineteenth floor of the Bankers Building in Chicago’s financial district. The entrance was at the end of a hallway lined with chairs; these were usually occupied by reporters from the wire services and the six Chicago newspapers. The reporters passed the hours reading, smoking cigarettes, and pestering Purvis’s twenty-four-year-old secretary, Doris Rogers.ao Purvis had brought Rogers from his previous posting, in Birmingham, Alabama. She was his gatekeeper; no one passed through the swinging gate beside her desk without her say. Purvis’s office door opened behind her.

“Melvin’s office had no glamour at all,” she recalls. “A standard SAC desk, wooden. No pictures or memorabilia. This was not a nest, not some guy’s hangout, with his baby’s pictures. It was very restricted and disciplined.”

Beside Purvis’s office was the door to the nineteenth floor’s inner sanctum, the file room. Nowhere was Hoover’s passion for order more apparent than a Bureau file room. Seven carbon copies were made of every memo, Teletype, and telegram; a single typographical error was grounds for disciplinary action. The files were housed in government-issue gray-metal cabinets. Agents were not allowed in the file room. Only the clerk, Helen Dunkel, or her assistant had access. When an agent wanted a file, he asked one of them.

There was a single spartan conference room, usually used for interrogations. Out to Doris Rogers’s left stretched the pool, sometimes called the bullpen, a vast room lined with nearly one hundred identical wooden desks where the agents sat. Each desktop was the same, just a black telephone and a blotter; personal memorabilia or family pictures were not allowed. Desktops were left spotless at the end of each day; any work was expected to be returned to the file room or taken home. Agents did not type their own reports. They were dictated to the two stenographers, twin sisters surnamed Barber. Only Purvis ate at his desk; crumbs or stains were grounds for disciplinary action. Most of the forty or so agents grabbed sandwiches at a lunch counter in the lobby, which featured a thirty-five-cent special. “I remember Melvin saying, ‘I’ll be so goddamn glad when I get to someplace where they don’t call a ham sandwich a gentleman’s lunch,’” Rogers recalls.

On the surface, the agents were as similar as their desks: dark suits, black socks, shiny black shoes, crisp parts in their oiled hair. They signed in on entry and exit; if an agent was even one minute late for work, Purvis had to explain why to Washington. Two tardies risked a suspension. Many of the men, like Purvis and his number two that autumn, a kindly Arkansan named Douglas O. Smith, were Southerners with state-college degrees.ap A few were married; most shared apartments.

Seven decades later, few of the men she worked with have left lasting impressions on Doris Rogers. One who did was the office boy, an energetic Polish kid from the South Side named Johnny Madala who was forever pestering Purvis to let him do something official. “Johnny was my favorite: laughing, smiling, helpful, unprepossessing, unassuming,” Rogers remembers. “Everyone loved Johnny Madala.”

In an unusual twist, both Madala and Doris Rogers were to be pulled into the hunt for Verne Miller. Purvis was out of town the day the tentative identification of Vi Mathias was made. Madala volunteered to watch her. Posing as a traveling auditor, he moved into her apartment building that weekend. His unit, 211, was tucked into an alcove sixty feet down a carpeted hallway from Mathias’s. The only view of her door was through a shuttered ventilator grate in his kitchenette.

Three days after moving in, Madala got his first glimpse of their suspect on the street below. She was five-feet-six, slender, and blonde, with a mole on her left cheek. It was Mathias. That afternoon Madala watched as a stream of children began filing into Mathias’s apartment. It took him a few minutes to realize that she was having a Halloween party. Then, at 4:30, Madala heard a commotion in the hallway outside. He stepped to the ventilation shutter and saw Bobbie Moore running down the corridor, hollering for Mathias, who stepped out of her apartment.

“He’s here, Vi, he’s here!” Moore enthused.

Standing at her apartment door, Mathias grew excited. “Where is he, Bobbie?” she asked. “Quick, tell me where is he?”

“He’s downstairs,” Moore said. “I told him you had a lot of children in your apartment and that you would be downstairs just as soon as you could get rid of your kids.”

“Tell him I’ll be down in a few minutes,” Vi said, disappearing back into her apartment.

Just then Madala saw a man round the corner from the elevators and enter the hallway. He had a sandy mustache and wore horned-rim glasses. Bobbie Moore ran to the man, threw her arms around him, and kissed him. Together they turned and walked back toward the elevators. Madala slid away from the ventilator opening.

It looked like Miller. Madala called the Bankers Building and briefed a senior agent, Ed Guinane. At 6:15, Guinane arrived to take charge of the situation. He arrayed groupings of agents and Chicago cops around the building. A half-dozen others clustered in Madala’s apartment. To make sure it really was Miller, Guinane brought along Doris Rogers, who had grown up in Huron, South Dakota, and seen Miller when he was a deputy sheriff there. Guinane positioned her at the ventilation shutter. When and if she saw Miller leave Mathias’s apartment, an agent alongside her was to make a chopping motion with his hand, the signal for the squad to rush into the hallway. Guinane told the men outside to watch his window. If Miller appeared, he would flap a jacket in the window as a signal.

An hour passed. A tap had been placed on Mathias’s phone, and at 7:30 an agent heard her call Bobbie Moore downstairs.

“Miss Moore?” Mathias asked.

“Speaking.”

“Verne wants you to put the Auburn [the car] away,” Mathias said, then hung up. It appeared Miller and Mathias were staying in for the night.

The call prompted a sharp debate among the agents assembled in Apartment 211. John Madala urged Guinane to immediately storm Mathias’s apartment. Guinane said no. They had to be certain it was Miller.




November 1

Dawn broke. On the streets outside, a new rotation of agents and policemen replaced the men who had kept watch through the chill night. In Apartment 211 agents took turns grabbing naps in the bedroom. At midmorning, when there was still no sign of Miller, Agent Edward Notesteen arrived from St. Paul.aq He, too, had known Miller in South Dakota. Guinane posted him in the kitchenette, taking shifts with Doris Rogers.

Hours passed. By noon no one had seen the suspects. At midafternoon Guinane called the Bankers Building to ask what to do. A call was placed to Hoover in Washington; Hoover ordered them to stay put until Miller was firmly identified. The afternoon stretched on. Finally, at 8:15 that night, Mathias called Bobbie Moore and asked her to bring a car around to the building’s side entrance.

Inside Apartment 211, the tension level rose sharply. Agent Notesteen, who had been napping and was clad only in socks and shorts, returned to his position in the kitchenette. A half-dozen agents and Chicago cops stood nervously at the apartment door, waiting to pounce. Outside, two agents in a parked car watched Bobbie Moore retrieve an Auburn car from a parking garage and pull up beside the Sherone’s side entrance. She began honking its horn.

Just then a man and a woman stepped out of Mathias’s apartment. Agent Notesteen and Doris Rogers saw them. The woman, in green silk pajamas, was Mathias. The man had a snap-brimmed fedora pulled low over his forehead.

“That’s Miller,” Rogers whispered. “I know that’s Miller.”

“You can’t tell from this distance,” Notesteen said.

The couple strode briskly down the hall. There were three overhead lights in the hallway. As Miller passed beneath the first, Notesteen still couldn’t make out his face.

“That’s Miller!” Mrs. Rogers urged. “It’s Miller!”

The man was heading straight for Notesteen’s hiding place behind the ventilation shutter. As he passed beneath the second light, Notesteen still wasn’t certain. “It’s him!” Miss Rogers blurted.

At the door, agents stood ready. Johnny Madala, the office boy, opened the door a few inches.

“It’s Miller!” Madala mouthed. “It’s Miller!”

Just then the man passed beneath the third light, not twelve feet in front of Notesteen. In an instant Notesteen glimpsed the familiar face, the strong jaw, the flattened cheekbones.

It was Verne Miller.

Notesteen gave the signal, making the chopping motion with his hand. But Agent Guinane had stepped into the living room and didn’t see it. At that instant Miller paused, sensing something. Suddenly he broke into a run, darting around the corner toward the elevators.

Agent Notesteen yelled, “It’s him! It’s him!”

“There he is!” Madala shouted, flinging open the apartment door. There was a split-second logjam as everyone scrambled into the hallway. First through the door was a beefy Chicago police sergeant, Frank Freemuth, followed by a group of agents. They raced toward the corner, intending to confront Miller at the elevators. But as the group turned the corner, they encountered a rude surprise.

Miller was gone.

“The staircase!” someone yelled.

Sergeant Freemuth rammed through the stairway door. Bounding down the stairs, he burst into the lobby, where he spotted a man in a brown suit standing at the front desk.

“What’s your name?” Freemuth demanded.

An agent jammed his pistol into the man’s ribs. When the man turned, everyone could see it wasn’t Miller.

“He’s gone out to the car!” someone shouted.

Outside, Agents Allen Lockerman and Julius Rice were watching Bobbie Moore when they noticed the man in the fedora emerge from the side entrance.ar The man trotted toward the car, hands sunk into the pockets of his trench coat. “That looks like the man,” Lockerman said.

But, both agents thought, it couldn’t be Miller. There had been no signal from Guinane upstairs, no coat or shirt flapped in the apartment window; in the excitement Guinane had forgotten to give the signal. Just then, as the man stepped into the door of Bobbie Moore’s Auburn, several officers and agents tumbled out the side entrance.

As Miller slammed the car door, the big Auburn surged forward down Galt Street, heading east toward the lakefront. An agent named Lew Nichols ran alongside it, still uncertain the man in the passenger seat was really Verne Miller. “Stop that car!” he hollered.

Miller turned in his seat, a pistol in his hand, and fired two shots at Nichols, missing. Nichols fell to one knee and fired. Agent Lockerman sprang from his car and began firing as well. Everywhere, up and down the sidewalks, people dived for cover. As the car surged down Galt, a state trooper fired two bursts from his tommy gun. The Auburn’s rear window exploded. Bobbie Moore screamed but kept control of the car, swinging the steering wheel left, squealing north onto Sheridan Road. The agents ran after it, but it was already gone.9

Agent Guinane hustled to a drugstore to call downtown. A citywide alert for Miller’s car was broadcast, and twenty minutes later the Auburn was found abandoned in a cul-de-sac several blocks north of the Sherone. Eyewitnesses said a man had run from the car and leaped a fence into the backyard of an apartment building on Clarendon Avenue. (In a bizarre coincidence, this was the very building where John Dillinger was then living.) There were seven bullet holes in the car and traces of blood. All that night Chicago police raided underworld haunts and checked local hospitals, but there was no sign of Miller. Vi Mathias was taken into custody. Bobbie Moore surrendered a few days later. Both women told the FBI absolutely nothing.as

 

 

In the wake of the Dillinger gang’s raids at Peru, Auburn, and Greencastle, the state of Indiana descended into something approaching wartime hysteria. Criminals and escaped convicts were nothing new, but the Midwest had never seen anything like this, heavily armed desperadoes in automobiles raiding a state’s armories and banks at will. It was the kind of news people were accustomed to reading from Texas or Oklahoma, not Indiana. Scrambling to mount a defense, Governor Paul McNutt stationed seven hundred National Guardsmen at armories across the state. Guard officials announced they were prepared to deploy tanks, airplanes, and poison gas to fight the gang. Jumpy guardsmen threw up roadblocks across the state, so many that Matt Leach’s boss was obliged to warn Halloween partygoers against doing anything that might cause them to be confused with Dillinger. The Indiana American Legion volunteered to have thirty thousand of its members deputized to patrol the highways.

“Convict gang running wild,” the editor of the Indianapolis News telegraphed his paper’s owners in Washington. “Can you have Homer Cummings offer federal aid to Indiana[?] One sheriff dead, one kidnapped, two police stations robbed of arms, bank raided.”10 The attorney general passed the request to Hoover, whose reaction was cool. Even if he had jurisdiction, which was unclear, Hoover knew the Bureau’s limitations, and he preferred cases he could win; a manhunt like this, requiring a vast commitment of resources toward an uncertain outcome, was a clear loser. “I told [the attorney general’s assistant] we had offered assistance with reference to fingerprint matters,” Hoover wrote in a memo-to-file, “but in so far as helping to catch them is concerned, we were not [going to].”11at

In the Bureau’s absence, responsibility for apprehending the gang fell to Matt Leach and the year-old Indiana State Police. They quickly became a laughingstock. The Indianapolis News ran a cartoon featuring an armed gunman chasing a group of troopers around the state; the caption read, HAPPY HUNTING GROUND. Leach pleaded for more weaponry, and Governor McNutt obliged, handing over $10,000 for bulletproof vests, machine guns, and ten new squad cars. To use them, however, Leach first had to find Dillinger. Without the first clue where the gang would strike next, he attempted to drive a psychological wedge between the gang’s members. A magnet for reporters, Leach gathered a group of Indianapolis journalists and asked for help.

“The real rascal we have to deal with is Pierpont,” Leach said. “He’s a super egotist. We’ll offend him deliberately and start jealousy in the gang. We’ll name it the Dillinger Gang. That will cook Pierpont. He’ll blow his top. After a lot of people have been killed and banks robbed, we’ll wind it up and Pierpont will get the works.”12

It was a harebrained ruse, one that drew chuckles from Pierpont and Dillinger as they settled into their new quarters and read the papers. The happiest days of Dillinger’s life, in fact, were probably those first weeks in Chicago, when his profile was low enough that he could still live in the open. He had money, he had reliable partners, and for the first time since leaving prison, he had a girlfriend.

Her name was Evelyn Frechette, but everyone called her “Billie.” Fivefoot-twoand 120 pounds, with jet-black hair she wore in a bob, the twenty-six-year-old Frechette had tranquil brown eyes and high cheekbones she covered with Max Factor pancake powder to mask acne scars. Like most of the women who found their way into the beds of criminals like Dillinger, she was a refugee from hard times, forced from poor rural upbringings to an uncertain life in the big city.

Frechette was half American Indian, raised on the Menominee Reservation in Wisconsin, the daughter of French Canadian half-breeds. She graduated from a Catholic-run Indian school in 1924 and eventually drifted to Chicago. By early 1932, she was a quiet young woman with a taste for cheap whiskey working as a hatcheck girl in a Chicago nightclub with her best friend, a zaftig thirty-year-old chorus-line dancer named Patricia Cherrington. Brassy and melodramatic, the redheaded Cherrington fancied herself a bed-hopping party girl; she, too, was a refugee, a Texas-raised high school dropout at thirteen, a bride at fifteen, a divorced mother by her early twenties. She and Frechette worked in a series of nudie nightclubs and were drawn to the scarred men who frequented them. In June 1932 they were arrested with their boyfriends, a pair of stickup men named Welton Spark and Arthur Cherrington. The women were released. Spark and Cherrington were remanded to Leavenworth for mugging a mailman. On the eve of their departure, the women impulsively married them.

In the summer of 1933, Frechette and Cherrington, never to be reunited with their husbands, were drifting through life, dating the wrong men, living in fetid hotels. A gallbladder infection had ended Cherrington’s dancing days, and she was rooming with her younger sister Opal Long, a chunky redhead with thick eyeglasses and a derriere so bounteous she earned the nickname “Mack Truck.” No one knows precisely how the three women were drawn into Dillinger’s orbit. Much later, Frechette insisted she met Dillinger in a nightclub that November. In fact, it’s likely she met him earlier, probably in August, when Dillinger first took an apartment in Chicago. It was then that his partner, Harry Copeland, met Cherrington, who at a cabaret one night introduced Dillinger to Frechette as “Jack Harris.”

Billie would claim she never forgot Dillinger’s first words. He was standing beside her at the table, looking down with that lopsided grin. “Hey Baby,” he said. “Where have you been all my life?” They danced. Dillinger was polite, which was enough for Frechette. If she needed further motivation, it came from the large roll of bills in his pocket. “I didn’t ask any questions,” she wrote months later. “Why should I? From the very first night I  met him there was nobody else in my life, and I didn’t want anybody else. He treated me like a lady.”13

In Chicago, Dillinger and Pete Pierpont decided to live together with Frechette and Mary Kinder, renting a four-room apartment at 4310 Clarendon Avenue on the North Side. The bellman would recall that the two couples’ luggage was extremely heavy. Most mornings everyone slept late, rolling out of bed at ten or eleven. Dillinger kept the guns in a locked closet and handled the cleaning chores, wrapping a towel around his waist as he scrubbed the dishes and ran a dust mop over the floors. Hands on hips, Billie and Mary would watch in awe; Dillinger explained that cleaning was a habit he learned in prison. They had a phone but never bothered to hook it up. Delivery boys rang the bell at all hours, arms brimming with covered dishes from neighborhood restaurants and the downstairs delicatessen. When they came, Dillinger hid.

Most afternoons the two couples went out driving, stopping at shops up and down State Street to buy new clothes. Dillinger bought several new blue suits and a brown one, and admonished the others not to buy anything too flashy, although he did spend $149 to buy Billie a new winter coat. Like generations of striving farm boys before him, Dillinger was a bit of a clothes horse, keeping his suits pressed and his hats blocked; Mary Kinder was impressed that he changed his underwear every day. When they weren’t shopping, the four could usually be found at a dentist’s office on Washington Avenue, enduring a numbing series of cappings and fillings. By Kinder’s count, at least one of them sat in a dentist chair every day for two weeks.

Nights were for fun. Their first stop was usually a movie theater. Dillinger, who had entered prison before the advent of talking pictures, was a movie fanatic, pushing the group to go three and four nights a week; soon they had seen every picture on the North Side. Afterward they would hit a restaurant and then a nightclub, usually the College Inn or the Terrace Garden. All refrained from hard liquor, mostly drinking beer, and Dillinger drank less than the others. He couldn’t really dance but reluctantly allowed Billie to show him a step or two. Pierpont laughed from their table, absolutely refusing to step on the dance floor. Sitting beside him, Kinder watched how kind Billie was with Dillinger. Both had lived such scarred and disappointing lives. She could see they were falling in love.

They saw surprisingly little of the others—Russell Clark and Charles Makley and John Hamilton—but when the boys were tired they would  have everyone over to play poker, the men chomping on handfuls of peanuts and exchanging war stories about their years behind bars.14 For a bunch of murderous ex-cons, they were an amiable lot, with few disagreements between them. “They were all friends,” Opal Long was to recall. “They were like a lot of old graduates getting together, only their school was prison and the things they had to talk about were not football games and parties, but the way they ‘snitched’ on jail keepers and the weeks they spent in ‘the black hole’ on bread and water. Those were the things that kept them together at a time when they would have been a lot safer to split up and go their own ways. They stuck together because they were afraid of strangers.”15

The one exception was Dillinger’s obvious dislike of the gang’s sixth member, Ed Shouse, a slick character Dillinger thought was trying to seduce Billie. The others noticed the sarcastic comments Dillinger aimed Shouse’s way, but it was the discovery that Shouse wanted to rob a bank on his own that led to his exile. Mary Kinder overheard him trying to get John Hamilton to join him. “You ain’t gonna do a damn thing,” Mary snapped. “This has always been a friendly bunch and you ain’t gonna take no two or three and go rob a bank.”16

The other members of the gang voted to banish Shouse that same night, and the next morning, when he arrived at Dillinger’s apartment, they each threw a roll of bills on the couch before him. “There’s your money,” Dillinger spat. “Now get your ass out.”17

The gang was wary of making new contacts in Chicago—Dillinger, like Alvin Karpis, was worried that police might bring heat on the Syndicate and anger Frank Nitti. The few people they did see tended to belong to an extensive network of Indiana State Prison alumni that flourished in the city. The ex-cons bunked in crowded apartments, dirty flophouses, or with girlfriends, and were always up for a quick buck. It was through this motley group, well monitored by the Chicago police, that word of Dillinger’s presence in the city filtered back to the growing pack of lawmen and private eyes who were hunting him.

Into this network one of the insurance investigators, Forrest Huntington, managed to insert a paid snitch, a former Michigan City acquaintance of Dillinger’s named Art McGinnis. In Chicago, McGinnis spread the word he was working as a fence eager to buy stolen bonds; Dillinger and Pierpont already had a middleman trying to move bonds from the Greencastle  and St. Mary’s banks. Each week McGinnis passed a trove of rumors to Huntington, few of which could be verified. There were stories that Dillinger was trying to buy mortars at an army depot, casing banks in Indianapolis, looking to rob the Federal Reserve. Matt Leach squabbled with Huntington over McGinnis, whom he sought to control. Huntington balked. He considered Leach publicity-hungry and blamed him for the bungled attempts to capture Dillinger that August.

“I have tried to work with Captain Leach and confided information to him two months ago that, had it been handled properly, would have resulted in the arrest of John Dillinger,” Huntington wrote his superiors. “[But] Leach, by his indiscreet methods of sensationalizing criminal information to the press, by his domineering attitude toward city and county officers and by other irrational and erratic acts, has antagonized the majority of police officials of the state and they will not cooperate with him.”18

Huntington’s supervision of McGinnis was further complicated by the Chicago police, who placed the informant under surveillance as part of its own attempts to find Dillinger. Huntington was obliged to sit down with Lieutenant John Howe, head of the Chicago Police Department’s Secret Squad, and strike a deal: if Howe’s men ignored McGinnis, they could handle any arrests he might arrange. Huntington pressed McGinnis to arrange a face-to-face meeting where Dillinger could be captured.

On Monday morning, November 13, McGinnis called Huntington in a state of excitement. Dillinger had just been at McGinnis’s apartment, McGinnis said, looking to pass eight $1,000 Liberty Loan bonds. They had agreed to meet in a downtown parking lot that afternoon. But there was a catch. McGinnis wanted rewards he had been promised for capturing all  the gang members, not just Dillinger, and he refused to reveal the parking lot’s address until Huntington promised the Chicago police would not arrest Dillinger that day. Huntington telephoned Sergeant Howe, who checked with his superiors, who told him to use his best judgment. Howe told Huntington they would just watch. No arrests.

And so Huntington and Sergeant Howe found themselves in a Loop cafeteria that afternoon when a car driven by a man who looked very much like John Dillinger plucked McGinnis off a nearby corner. Three hours later McGinnis phoned. He had driven around Chicago all afternoon with Dillinger and had dozens of stories to relate. Almost offhandedly, he mentioned that Dillinger was suffering a case of barber’s itch, an inflammation  of hair follicles.au McGinnis had arranged for him to visit a doctor named Charles Eye, who worked from offices around the corner from McGinnis’s apartment, on Keeler Avenue just below Irving Park Boulevard. Once again McGinnis insisted Huntington refrain from anything that would lead to Dillinger’s arrest.

Two of Matt Leach’s men were visiting Sergeant Howe’s office when Huntington arrived to relay the news. They immediately phoned Leach in Indianapolis, who within minutes initiated an angry series of phone calls with Howe and Huntington. Leach demanded that Dillinger be taken that night: they might never have a second chance. But Huntington, like his snitch, was eager to capture the whole gang, and Sergeant Howe backed his play. The two men reluctantly acceded to Leach’s demands to bring his two men along that night.

At 7:15, Howe, Huntington, and Leach’s men sat in a darkened car and watched as Dillinger arrived at Dr. Eye’s office in an Essex Terraplane sedan. A man and a woman, probably Pete Pierpont and Mary Kinder, remained in the car while Dillinger ran inside. Fifteen minutes later he came out and drove off. The officers let him go.

The next morning a cold front blew in, driving temperatures down to 15 degrees. When McGinnis checked in with Huntington, he told him that Dillinger had a follow-up appointment at Dr. Eye’s office that night. McGinnis urged that this time officers trail Dillinger to wherever he was living, where no doubt they could find the whole gang. By late afternoon, Sergeant Howe was again refereeing a vigorous debate over what to do. Huntington agreed with his informant: he wanted Dillinger followed. Leach, who had driven up from Indianapolis, wanted him captured, or dead. The day was ultimately carried by an officer who walked into Howe’s office that day from Lima, Ohio. He argued that Dillinger should be taken out to avenge the death of Sheriff Sarber.

By seven that night three squads of Chicago police had gathered on a side street two blocks from Dr. Eye’s office. Leach was there, stamping his feet to stay warm, as were Huntington and Howe. Because Dillinger was wanted in Indiana, the squads had been placed under Leach’s supervision. A little after seven, Huntington and a Chicago cop crept forward to watch Dr. Eye’s office. At 7:25 Dillinger drove up in the Essex. Billie sat beside him. As the two men watched, Dillinger hustled into the building, leaving Billie in the car.

Huntington trotted back to where the others were waiting and briefed them. Everything was set. The men piled into four cars and cruised to their positions. Three of the cars eased to the curb on Keller, a quiet street, facing Dillinger’s car. A fourth car, driven by a Chicago detective named Howard Harder, parked across Irving Park Boulevard, fifty yards behind the waiting Essex. They had Dillinger in a box. Leach had taken aside one of his men, Art Keller, and told him he had no interest in capturing Dillinger alive. He wanted Keller to shoot him. (It is a measure of how far civil rights have advanced in the intervening seventy years that both men enthusiastically related this story for years afterward.)

Minutes ticked by. Men shivered inside the unheated squad cars. Everyone saw Dillinger when he emerged onto the sidewalk, steam curling from his mouth. Dillinger glanced at the parked cars. Several, he noticed, were pointed the wrong way. He opened the driver’s-side car door, slid behind the wheel, and told Billie to hang on. Before anyone could react, Dillinger threw the Essex into reverse, tires squealing as he backed the car directly into the thick of Irving Park Boulevard traffic.

Across the street, Detective Harder hollered for his driver to ram Dillinger’s car, but in his haste the car’s engine flooded. Dillinger threw the Essex into first and it shot forward, heading east on Irving Park, narrowly avoiding an onrushing car. Behind Dillinger only one of his pursuers, a car driven by a Chicago detective named John Artery, managed to give chase. Sitting beside Artery was Art Keller, the officer with orders to kill Dillinger. Artery pushed the accelerator to the floor and in seconds the officers’ car pulled abreast of Dillinger’s fleeing Essex. “Get down!” Dillinger shouted to Billie, who scrunched into the floorboards.

Keller leaned out a window and opened fire, emptying a .38 and then a shotgun into Dillinger’s car. Dillinger screeched right onto Elston Avenue. Keller’s car stayed with him. In the years to come those involved would inflate the ensuing chase to a multimile, half-hour marathon. In fact, the chase was relatively short, lasting maybe a mile. Keller leaned out the window, repeatedly firing into the Essex, but no one was hit. At one point, Dillinger swung a sharp right off Elston, then swerved into a dead-end street. Behind him Detective Artery didn’t react in time. He raced by the  street even as Dillinger reversed the Essex, rocketed in the opposite direction, and made his escape. “That bird sure can drive,” Keller breathed.

Dillinger and Billie abandoned the bullet-riddled Essex on the North Side and took a cab to Russell Clark’s apartment, where the gang was holding an impromptu party, dancing to the tunes on a radio. Mary Kinder heard someone pounding on the door, opened it, and was surprised when Dillinger and Billie tumbled in. Dillinger was convinced it was a syndicate assassination attempt; not till the next morning’s papers were they certain their pursuers had been police.

Front-page stories of the shoot-out introduced Dillinger to thousands of Chicagoans. The Tribune, writing that Dillinger’s “prowess in crime has been compared to the James boys and Harvey Bailey,”19 passed on a breathless account of how police had traded shots with a machine gunner firing from an “unseen portal” within Dillinger’s car. In fact, Dillinger had never fired a shot; he was too busy driving. Several of the city’s six papers drew comparisons to Verne Miller’s escape sixteen days before.

While everyone had an idea who had betrayed them, Dillinger and Pierpont were certain it was Art McGinnis. They wasted no time clearing out of the Clarendon Avenue apartment, moving across town to Russell Clark’s. The Chicago police were right behind them; detectives raided the Clarendon flat the next day. Coincidentally, Dillinger’s old partner, Harry Copeland, whose heavy drinking made him a liability, was arrested the following night, after he had the stellar idea of pulling a gun on a woman with whom he was arguing outside a North Side bar. In his absence Pat Cherrington began sleeping with John Hamilton. Her sister Opal Long was already occupying Russell Clark’s bed.

Dillinger did not let police pressure disrupt his schedule. Gang members had been trying to pass stolen bonds through a fence in Milwaukee and had spotted an attractive bank en route, the American Bank and Trust Company, in the small lakeside city of Racine. That weekend, the gang rented an apartment in Milwaukee and cruised Racine’s downtown streets, studying the bank and scoping out escape routes. The money was beginning to run low, and Dillinger was brimming with expensive dreams, from buying and learning to fly an airplane to taking a long Florida vacation. They planned to hit the bank on Monday.
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Racine, Wisconsin Monday, November 20 2:30 P.M.  

The numbing cold front had moved on, but as the five gang members cruised toward the American Bank and Trust Company, a cool wind was still blowing off Lake Michigan behind the bank. Russell Clark did the driving, dropping the others on downtown corners before parking in a lot behind the bank.av It was a mistake: the bank didn’t have a back door. Worse, the gang either didn’t notice or didn’t care that the Racine Police Department was only three blocks away.

Pete Pierpont, wearing a gray overcoat and matching fedora, was first into the lobby. He unfurled a Red Cross poster and without a word taped it up in the bank’s front window, obscuring the view of the teller cages from the outside. Dillinger, Makley, and Hamilton walked in a moment later. At the cages the head teller, Harold Graham, was counting a stack of bills. He had just pulled a NEXT WINDOW, PLEASE sign in front of his window when he heard someone say, “Stick ’em up!”

Graham kept his head lowered and ignored the order, thinking someone was joking.

“Stick ’em up!” Makley repeated.

Graham still didn’t look up. “Next window, please,” he said, with what one imagines was a touch of attitude.

Without a word, Makley raised his pistol and shot him. The bullet went through Graham’s right arm and lodged in his hip. He fell backward, stunned and bleeding. Somehow Graham kept his senses enough to press the alarm button. Outside, the alarm began ringing loudly, echoing up and down Main Street. Dillinger turned his head. Out on the sidewalks, passersby did the same. Two more alarms rang at police headquarters. Dillinger and Pierpont strode past the teller cages, ordering the eight or nine employees there to lie on the floor. Dillinger frog-marched the bank’s president, Grover Weyland, to open the vault, then hustled inside and began shoveling stacks of bills into a sack. Pierpont kept an eye on the front door. Among the frightened tellers and customers who watched him that day, all described the handsome, forceful Pierpont as the clear leader of the robbers.

At police headquarters, officers weren’t exactly scrambling to join the action. The bank had suffered a series of false alarms, and Officer Chester Boyard figured this was one more. He grabbed two men, strolled to a squad car, and drove to the bank. A few minutes later, Boyard was first out of the car in front of the bank. The moment he entered the lobby, he heard a voice yell, “Stick ’em up.” Before he could react, one of the robbers—later identified as Russell Clark—leveled a submachine gun at him and took his pistol. Sergeant Wilbur Hansen was next through the door, his submachine gun pointed toward the floor. From the back of the bank Pierpont shouted, “Get that cop with the machine gun!”1

Makley, who was covering the lobby, turned and fired. A bullet grazed Officer Hansen’s right hand and scorched a flesh wound in his side. He pitched forward, stunned. A woman fainted, slithering to the floor like a shrugged-off overcoat. A vase of flowers crashed down. Makley stepped over and tried to wrench Officer Boyard’s pistol from its holster. It wouldn’t come free. He took a moment to unbutton the holster and take the gun. Outside, the third officer ran for help.

Gunsmoke was rising inside the lobby. Outside, a crowd was beginning to form. The manager of Goldberg’s Shoe Store, four doors north of the bank, jogged down to investigate. Officer Boyard made eye contact through the front door and vigorously shook his head. The man then stepped onto  a window ledge and peered into the bank. Makley saw him and fired a burst from a submachine gun, sending the man scrambling for cover and glass crashing out into Main Street.

Dillinger was finishing inside the vault. He glanced out a back window. It was a long drop to the parking lot below. “We’ll have to shoot our way out the front!” he yelled. He waved his gun at Grover Weyland and three woman tellers hiding under a counter, beckoning them to come forward. When Weyland tarried, Pierpont slapped him, sending his eyeglasses skidding across the floor. Weyland glared. “If you didn’t have that gun in your hand, you wouldn’t have that much guts,” he said.2

At that point another policeman walked into the lobby. “Come right in and join us,” Dillinger quipped.

“What the hell’s going on?” the man asked.

Officer Boyard shook his head and the man went quiet.3

Each of the five robbers selected a hostage or two, and together they headed out the front door. So many people had gathered on the sidewalk, however, that the gang literally had to push their way through the inquisitive crowd. A number of onlookers, noticing Officer Boyard, assumed he had taken the gang members hostage and crowded forward to get a look. “Get back! Get back!” people yelled.

As the crowd began to part, two detectives burst around a corner twenty yards away.

“Mack!” Pierpont cried.

Makley turned and fired a burst from his submachine gun. The detectives took cover in the Wylie Hat Shop.

The crowd lingered on the sidewalk even as the scrum of gang members and their hostages inched east toward the lakefront and their waiting car. Several hostages melted into the crowd. At least one passerby found himself briefly taken hostage. It was chaos. As the gang reached the parking lot, Pierpont again spied the two detectives peering down an alley to the south. “There’s that fellow with the gun again,” Pierpont snapped to Makley. “Get him!”

Makley loosed a volley down the alley, and the detectives dived into the rear entrance of the Liberal Clothing store, showers of dust and asphalt erupting at their heels. When they reached the car, Dillinger slid behind the wheel. “C’mon, Mr. President, you’re going with us,” Pierpont said to Weyland. He turned to a teller named Anna Patzke and said, “And you in  the red dress.” The two hostages took positions on the running board beside Dillinger. Officer Boyard stood opposite them.

Dillinger sped away, the car whizzing past two running police officers. Weyland waved his arms as they passed, indicating they should not shoot. With Hamilton reading the git, Dillinger drove west across town, running two red lights before sagging into a traffic jam. They told Boyard to beat it and pulled the two remaining hostages inside the car, not wanting to attract attention.

The traffic jam cleared after a moment, and within minutes they were driving on dirt roads into the yellowing fields of the Wisconsin countryside. They stopped to change license plates, then again to fill up at a gasoline cache they had left. When Mrs. Patzke said she was cold, Pierpont lent her his coat. He gave Weyland his hat. Tensions ebbed. Dillinger’s mood, in fact, turned buoyant. They kept to the cat roads, passing several farms. At one point they passed an old man on a tractor. “Hi, Joe,” Dillinger hollered with a wave.

Finally they pulled into a glade and tied the hostages to a tree. Pierpont plucked his hat off the bank president’s head, and with that they were off.

The gang was back in Milwaukee by day’s end. Mary Kinder was waiting when they walked in, Dillinger kidding Pierpont about lending Mrs. Patzke his new coat. The take came to roughly $5,000 each.

By nightfall, as posses spread across southern Wisconsin in a vain attempt to track the robbers, reporters and police from Milwaukee to Indianapolis descended on Racine. One of Matt Leach’s men was there, and the Dillinger Gang’s responsibility was quickly confirmed. Asked what Dillinger was like, Grover Weyland told reporters the gang had been “genial.” At one point, he said, one of the robbers in the getaway car—later identified as Makley—had cursed, and Dillinger had told him to cut it out, because of the presence of a lady in the car.

This kind of small courtesy was becoming a Dillinger hallmark. Like most of his peers, Dillinger was an avid reader of his own press clippings, and one suspects this penchant for niceties had less to do with good manners than with an increasing awareness of his own public image. Dillinger knew how the public tended to celebrate daring bank robbers, and he craved its adulation. He got it. Just as Pretty Boy Floyd had aroused populist sentiment in dust-bowl Oklahoma, Dillinger was quickly perceived by many Midwesterners as a force of retribution against moneyed interests  who had plunged the nation into a depression. Letters of support began popping up in Indiana newspapers.

“Why should the law have wanted John Dillinger for bank robbery?” read one. “He wasn’t any worse than bankers and politicians who took the poor people’s money. Dillinger did not rob poor people. He robbed those who became rich by robbing the poor. I am for Johnnie.”

And this was only the beginning.

 

 

By mid-November there had been no confirmed sighting of Bonnie and Clyde for three months, not since they were seen fleeing the bloody shoot-out at Dexfield Park, Iowa, on July 24. No one knows where they hid, but anecdotal evidence suggests they spent several weeks with cousins of Clyde’s who lived on farms deep in the East Texas pines. Distant Barrow relatives, several of whom were interviewed by a band of schoolchildren for a class project decades later, remembered an incident during this period in which Bonnie attempted to learn how to fire a pistol and nearly shot off one of her toes.

Wherever Bonnie and Clyde were hiding, only two men were actively pursuing them. A Dallas FBI agent, Charles Winstead, poked around where he could, but the pull of other cases kept him from the chase full-time. In the FBI’s absence the manhunt, such as it was, fell to the Dallas county sheriff, Smoot Schmid, who handed the case to a veteran investigator named Bob Alcorn. That fall Alcorn began working with a young deputy named Ted Hinton; both had met Bonnie during her waitressing days in downtown Dallas, and both knew Clyde and his old west Dallas haunts.

By October Alcorn and Hinton were reasonably certain Bonnie and Clyde were hiding somewhere in the countryside outside of Dallas. Worried they would be seen, the two law-enforcement agents refrained from systematic surveillance of the Barrow and Parker families. Instead they worked their sources, panning for tips on Clyde’s whereabouts, and spent endless days and nights cruising county roads around the city, parking on hillsides and staring at traffic; on one occasion they thought they saw Clyde’s Ford and gave chase, but the V-8 in question outran their squad car. Realizing they needed a more powerful vehicle, Hinton prevailed upon the Ben Griffin Motor Company to loan him a fast new Cord sedan: if anything could catch Clyde Barrow, the salesman promised, it was the Cord.

Late one night, on a hillside overlooking Duncanville, Hinton was sitting behind the wheel of the Cord, watching cars pass; there were reports that members of the Barrow family had been seen in the area. Suddenly Alcorn pointed at a passing Ford and barked, “That’s him!” Hinton shoved the car into first. “Get going!” Alcorn snapped. Rolling onto the blacktop, Hinton shoved the car into second gear, but he shoved too hard. The linkage ripped; the car sagged and died.

The deputies returned the Cord and leased a powerful Cadillac limousine. Driving one night on Loop 12 in far east Dallas, Hinton thought he saw Clyde in a passing Ford. Hinton floored the accelerator, but the Ford was too fast. Within minutes it outdistanced them and disappeared into the night. Back went the limousine. At this point, the two frustrated deputies were ready to try anything. Looking for something that might stop Clyde, they prevailed upon an excavating company to lend them a massive gravel-moving truck. The idea was to trap Clyde. Alcorn would sit in a squad car on a stretch of road where Clyde had been seen. When Alcorn saw him pass, he would flash a signal to Hinton in the gravel truck. Hinton would then drive into the road, blocking it or smashing into the side of Clyde’s Ford.

It almost worked. Sheriff Schmid was along one evening when they spotted Clyde driving with Bonnie. When Schmid flashed the signal, Hinton edged the truck onto the road. But other cars materialized around him. Rather than take the chance of injuring passersby, Hinton stopped. He could follow the car only with his gaze as it drove out of sight.aw




Outside Dallas, Texas Wednesday, November 22  

After two months working their sources, Alcorn and Hinton finally hit pay dirt just before Thanksgiving. The tip came to Hinton. A dairy farmer who lived near the town of Sowers, fourteen miles northwest of Dallas, called to say he had seen Clyde parked on a section of State Highway 15 beside his farm.ax He described how Clyde blinked his headlights, a sign for a car carrying the Barrow and Parker families to pull up alongside. The tip sounded good, and it apparently wasn’t the only one Hinton received. Though he never divulged his source, someone—apparently close to the Barrow family—told Hinton there was a meeting that Wednesday night.

An animated discussion ensued when Alcorn and Hinton broke the news to Sheriff Schmid. The deputies insisted on ambushing Clyde. He had sworn never to be taken alive, they said; there was no way to bring him in—except dead. But Schmid, intoxicated by the idea of photographers snapping his picture alongside a handcuffed Clyde Barrow, insisted on attempting to capture him. It was an argument the deputies couldn’t win. They thought Schmid wanted to be the next governor.

As the sun set that evening, two nights after Dillinger’s robbery at Racine, the three lawmen and another deputy parked their cars a half-mile from the purported meeting site, then hiked back and took positions in a ditch about seventy-five feet from the spot where the farmer claimed to have seen Clyde. About half past six, as darkness set in, a car approached. It pulled up on the road and stopped. In the gloaming, the officers could just make out the Barrow and Parker families.

At 6:45, as the four lawmen watched from the weeds, they heard the sound of a V-8 engine approaching from the north. A moment later a Ford hove into view. Clyde was driving. Later he would say he had a bad feeling that night. He started to drive on past, but when he was roughly seventy-five feet from the officers’ hiding place, Sheriff Schmid suddenly popped up out of the ditch. “Halt!” he shouted.

The sheriff had initiated his plan; now Hinton and Alcorn carried out theirs, opening fire on the oncoming Ford. The bullets pounded into the driver’s-side door, Hinton’s submachine gun doing much of the damage. As Clyde struggled to control the car, three of the Ford’s tires burst. The windshield and windows shattered. Bullets tore into the steering wheel, shearing off chunks of it in Clyde’s hands. Strips of the interior dangled from the ceiling over his head.

Clyde floored the accelerator, and the wounded car wobbled forward down the gravel road, crested a hill, and passed from sight. The car containing the Barrow and Parker families drove off, leaving Schmid and his deputies alone, powerless to give chase. “It’s my fault, boys,” Schmid said after a moment. “I should have listened to you fellas.”

Clyde knew he couldn’t get far driving on three flat tires. Four miles south he spied an oncoming Ford coupe and swerved in front of it, forcing the car into a ditch. Clyde leaped from the car, a shotgun in his hand, and yelled at the Ford’s driver, “Get out of there!”

Neither the driver, Thomas R. James, nor his friend Paul Reich replied. Clyde placed the shotgun against the glass of the driver’s-side window, tilted it upward, and pulled the trigger; the resulting blast blew a hole in the Ford’s roof. James and Reich tumbled out the far side, glass cuts on their faces. They stood by the car, hands above their heads. Bonnie ran to the Ford and got in. But Clyde couldn’t find the ignition switch. “Where’s the key?” he demanded.

“You’re so smart,” James snapped. “Find it yourself.” A moment later Clyde did, and he drove the coupe off into the Texas night.

 

 

All that autumn Hoover fended off attempts from Midwestern lawmen and editors to draw the FBI into pursuing the Dillinger and Barrow gangs. His position only hardened in mid-November when the Bureau was dealt devastating blows on back-to-back days in the War on Crime’s two major cases, the Hamm kidnapping and the Kansas City Massacre.

The Hamm trial began in St. Paul on November 17. The case against the Chicago mob boss Roger Touhy and his gangmates was weak, and prosecutors knew it. Almost all the eyewitnesses were unsure of their identifications, and the defendants’ alibis proved unbreakable. Hamm himself, who remained shaken by his experience, couldn’t identify any of his kidnappers and seemed reluctant to testify. Pop Nathan told an aide he was “disgusted with Hamm’s attitude” and “was suspicious of the entire matter, believing that Hamm had been dealing with the gangster element in distributing his beer.”4 The federal prosecutor, Joe Keenan, closed the door to Hoover’s office before bluntly telling the director, “We have no case.”5 And they didn’t. After a weeklong trial, Touhy and his codefendants were acquitted of all charges.ay Editorialists decried the verdict, saying it would only encourage kidnappers. Hoover was apoplectic.

News in the massacre case went from bad to worse. Verne Miller had vanished, though in the wake of his Halloween escape, agents had learned much about his travels. A search of the car Miller abandoned in Chicago turned up a pair of riding breeches sold by a shop at the luxurious Greenbrier Hotel in White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia. A check of hotel records indicated Miller had registered on August 13 as a doctor from Maplewood, New Jersey, then moved on to the Greystone Inn in Roaring Gap, North Carolina. His golfing partners complained to agents that Miller was a poor sport, quitting one game at the Greenbrier after a bad shot.

Miller had posed as a traveling optician, as indicated by a bag of eyeglasses, frames, lenses, and business cards found in his car. These items led agents to the Mason Optical Service in Newark, New Jersey, whose owner told agents he’d supplied the equipment to a man named Irwin Silvers. Newark police recognized Dr. Silvers as the brother of a gangster named Al Silvers, a member of the Longy Zwillman Mob that dominated the New Jersey underworld. Agents brought in Irwin Silvers on November 15; the doctor admitted buying the equipment for his brother but denied knowing Verne Miller. “This bird certainly is a liar,” Hoover scrawled on a memo the next morning.

Arrest orders were issued for Al Silvers, and the good news came fast: Silvers was found the next day in Connecticut. The bad news was, he was dead. Silvers’s nude body had been found in a field near the town of Somers, with a clothesline wrapped around his neck, his face a bloody mess, apparently thanks to a hammer. The next day an informant for the New York City police reported that Silvers had been killed by Zwillman’s gang for giving Miller unauthorized aid, thus bringing heat onto the gang’s operations. Seventy years later, the killing remains unsolved.

In fact, the FBI had been hearing rumors for months that the underworld wanted the Miller manhunt, with its attendant raids and political pressure, to end quickly. Now it appeared the Bureau was in a race with underworld bosses to get Miller. If the syndicate got to Miller first, Hoover realized, the massacre case might never be solved. Which is why, on the afternoon of November 28, eight days after Silvers’s body was discovered, four FBI men found themselves sitting in a midtown Manhattan lawyer’s office, interviewing Lepke Buchalter.

What the agents expected from the suave head of Murder, Inc., isn’t clear. In the event, Buchalter proved a quiescent witness. He freely admitted knowing Miller, telling agents of a 1932 Thanksgiving dinner with the Millers and Frank Nashes, playing golf with Miller in Hot Springs that winter, even about squiring Vi Mathias that summer. “No one will have anything to do with Miller now,” Buchalter said, according to an FBI summary of the meeting.6 “[But] if Miller shows up in New York, you will know about it.” When the agents pressed, asking if Miller might be “bumped off” within the next thirty days, Buchalter “gave a knowing smile and said he didn’t know about that but would have to make some inquiries around town.”

The next evening, Wednesday, November 29, the FBI got its answer. A  man named Vernon W. Northrop was driving home from work when he spotted something in a vacant lot on the outskirts of Detroit. It was a man’s naked body, lying in a drainage ditch, trussed up with rope and in a fetal position. Police were called. When they examined the body, they found a man about five-feet-seven, 150 pounds, with his hair and mustache dyed red. He had been killed by eight or nine blows to his forehead, apparently with a clawhammer. Tied around his neck, so tight that it had crushed his Adam’s apple, was another clothesline, the last twenty feet of which trailed off into the lonely lot.

It was Miller. Though his murder was never solved, everyone realized that Lepke had won the race. Hoover was beside himself. “Be absolutely certain it is Verne Miller,” he scrawled on one memo. “Do not merely accept the word of the police.”7

But the police were right. Miller was dead, and with him went any hope of a quick solution to the massacre case. Once again agents returned to their files, poring over old leads and reinterviewing people. No one the FBI arrested had anything useful to say. There remained only two suspects at large, Pretty Boy Floyd and one of the men who had escaped prison alongside Harvey Bailey, the wild-eyed Oklahoma outlaw Wilbur Underhill. Hoover’s men were combing the eastern half of Oklahoma in search of both men, but so far had nothing.

In the wake of Miller’s death, the massacre investigation began to spiral off in bizarre new directions. The next morning Ted Conroy, the new Kansas City SAC, wrote a letter to Hoover. Based on interviews his agents had been doing at the Kansas State Penitentiary, Conroy wrote, he had “vitally important” information on the identity of Miller’s partners in the massacre. According to Conroy’s theory, they were none other than Fred and Dock Barker.8

It was progress, of a sort. The FBI was looking for the right suspects, but for the wrong crime.

 

 

In late November, the Barker Gang returned from their Nevada vacations invigorated and ready to work. Once settled into a new set of Chicago apartments, Fred and Karpis drove up to St. Paul, where one night in early December the Green Lantern’s Harry Sawyer had them out to his farm. There was much to catch up on. The Touhy trial had just concluded, and they all had a good laugh at the FBI’s expense. They spent the better part of an hour speculating about who had killed Verne Miller.

Finally Karpis asked Sawyer if he had any jobs in mind for them. He did. To Karpis’s surprise, it was another kidnapping, of another Twin Cities millionaire, Edward Bremer, the thirty-seven-year-old son of Adolph Bremer, one of President Roosevelt’s principal financial backers. The Bremers owned the Schmidt brewery. Karpis thought Sawyer had lost his mind. “Do you realize how much heat there would be?” he asked.

“What do you mean, heat?” Sawyer said. “You know I’m connected here. Hell, you guys won’t have any trouble getting that money. Just like that Hamm thing. You guys didn’t have any trouble doing that or getting the money.”

“This is going to be a hell of a lot different thing,” Karpis said. “You know as well as I do how much money that guy put up for Roosevelt’s goddamn campaign. I was told he put up three hundred fifty thousand dollars and could have been the ambassador to Germany.”

Sawyer laughed. “Well, I don’t know how much he put up, but he could have been ambassador, that’s right.”

“This ain’t gonna be like the Hamm thing,” Karpis said. “This is going to be a hot son of a bitch. How much money you think you ought to get for the guy? I wouldn’t want to do it for less than half a million dollars if I did it.”

“Hell,” said Sawyer, “you ain’t gonna get that kind of money from nobody. Let’s be reasonable about this thing.”

“How much?”

“Well, you could get two hundred thousand dollars without any trouble.”

“Don’t hand me any crap about trouble,” Karpis said. “’Cause that’s all you’re going to get out of this goddamn thing.”

Sawyer turned to Barker, who hadn’t said a word. “What do you think about it, Freddie?”

“Two hundred thousand dollars sounds real good to me.”

Barker turned to Karpis. “What the hell is all this talk about heat? That’s all we’ve had anyway since 1931 is heat.”

“Okay, Freddie,” said Karpis. “But I’m telling you now, if we do this thing, this ain’t gonna be like anything else we ever did.” He’d go along if they wanted, Karpis said. “But I’d hell of a lot rather rob a bank any day. I’d rather do anything than kidnap this guy. If we’re gonna kidnap somebody, let’s kidnap somebody besides this guy here. Let’s go to some other town, too.” They talked about working in Chicago or Indiana, but neither seemed promising: the Dillinger Gang had brought swarms of police into both areas. Sawyer argued that St. Paul was the perfect venue: corrupt cops, good men to work with, and no Dillinger. By daybreak they reached  a compromise: if Shotgun George Ziegler favored the job, Karpis said he would go along.

He and Fred continued debating the merits of kidnapping Bremer on the drive back to Chicago. Karpis had a million reasons not to. Among other things, he pointed out how easily the FBI had traced Machine Gun Kelly’s ransom money. “God, all you do is worry,” Fred said. It was true. Karpis had realized the stress he was under only when his girlfriend mentioned how much weight he had lost. He had promised to eat a pint of ice cream each day to put it back on.

“We’d better start making some money,” Karpis said, “and start figuring on getting the hell out of this country because things are going to get real bad. You can read the papers, you can see for yourself what Hoover’s saying, what the attorney general is saying. They want all them laws passed, and they’re going to get a lot more of them FBI guys . . . So whatever we’re going to do to make money, we’d better make it by next summer and get the hell out of here or we’re both going to get killed or get caught.”

Barker said nothing. “Which brings me to your mother,” Karpis said. “Now I’ve brought it up two or three times to you about you’re going to have to do something with her. We’re going to have to quit living with her. You know that, don’t you?” Barker got defensive, as he always did when Karpis brought up Ma. “I got that apartment, didn’t I?” Barker said, alluding to a new flat he had rented for Ma.

“Yeah, but hell, you ain’t staying there. You’re staying home.” Even on the nights when he went out with his girlfriend, a drunken harpy named Paula Harmon, Barker was sneaking home to sleep at his mother’s. He let the matter drop. It was impossible to talk to Fred about Ma. She was a meddler, always complaining about their girlfriends, and if Fred wasn’t careful, she would get them killed. If the FBI found them, how nimble in flight would a sixty-year-old woman be? “Come on,” Barker said when they reached Chicago, “let’s go on over with my mother. She gets kind of lonesome. She keeps wondering why you don’t come over more often.”az

The next day Karpis found Ma immersed in her jigsaw puzzles. She worked on them for hours each day, and whenever Karpis came by, she dragged him into sorting the pieces at her side. As Karpis sat down beside Ma, Fred staggered out of his bedroom. He had obviously been up late. “I was over at Paula’s last night,” he said in a low voice.

“What did your mother say?” Karpis asked. “Anything about coming home late?” Fred was more frightened of his mother than of the police.

A few days later Karpis dropped by George Ziegler’s apartment and briefed him on the Bremer job. “I think it’s a pretty good score myself,” Ziegler said. “Yeah, I’d go on the damn thing.”

On the other hand, Ziegler went on, there was something else they could do. A kidnapping in Chicago.

“Who?” Karpis asked.

“It’s one of the syndicate guys.”

Karpis’s heart flip-flopped. “The Syndicate?”

“Hell yeah. What’s wrong with that?”

Karpis didn’t mention his encounter with Frank Nitti.

“Did you ever hear of a guy named Dennis Cooney?” Ziegler asked.

“Ain’t he in charge of all the hookers, all the whores and whorehouses?”

“Yeah, that’s the guy. His wife has got three hundred thousand dollars put away in a safe deposit box. He’d be a cinch to snatch.” At Ziegler’s behest, Karpis spent the next two weeks shadowing Dennis Cooney, studying the best way to kidnap him. Sitting outside of Cooney’s home one night, he found himself wondering which would be worse, being hunted by J. Edgar Hoover or Frank Nitti. Ultimately Ziegler made the decision for him. Late one night they drove out into the country. Ziegler was silent much of the way. Finally he said, “They had me downtown today.”

“Who?”

“You know who I work for.”

Karpis glanced at him. “Yeah.”

“They asked me if I had heard any rumor about Dennis Cooney being kidnapped.”

As Ziegler told the story, the syndicate bosses had asked him to investigate the rumor and, if true, track down and kill the would-be kidnappers. Ziegler couldn’t figure out where the rumor had started. Whoever was responsible, the Cooney job was clearly off. “Well,” Ziegler said, “we can go on up to St. Paul and that guy up there.”

And so it was decided. Against Karpis’s better instincts, they would stage another kidnapping in St. Paul. Karpis knew it was the wrong thing to do, but he made himself a promise: if they carried out this one last score, he would leave the gang.




San Francisco Late December  

Garish neon lights, red, blue, and yellow, glowed in the damp fog that crept in off of San Francisco Bay. A half mile from the waterfront, on a narrow block of Pacific Street crammed with taverns and tinsel halls, Christmas revelers staggered from bar to bar, laughing and backslapping. From the doorway of a joint named Spider Kelly’s came a blast of fresh jazz. Out on the sidewalk a roly-poly Italian man waved in the tourists. It was Fatso Negri, Baby Face Nelson’s old rum-running friend. Negri felt a tug at his elbow. He turned, annoyed, and his jaw dropped. There, a cap shoved down on his forehead, was Nelson himself.

“Why . . . Jimmy Burnell!” Negri exclaimed, using Nelson’s old alias. “Where’d you pop from?”

Nelson grinned. “Oh, I just blew in from the east,” he said. “Say, you’re getting fatter by the day.” He turned to a girl standing at his side. “This is my wife, Helen,” he said.

“Glad to know you,” Negri said, extending his hand.

They went in and Nelson briefed Negri on his new gang and its exploits. After scrambling away from his Indiana lake house a step ahead of Frank Nitti’s enforcers in September, Nelson had relocated to St. Paul. The August robbery with Eddie Bentz in Grand Haven, Michigan, had convinced Nelson he was ready to lead his own gang, and he easily recruited from the Green Lantern’s pool of talent. One recruit was Homer Van Meter, the string-bean loner who had befriended Dillinger in prison.ba Another was Tommy Carroll, who had joined the Grand Haven bank job that August. A handsome, five-foot-ten-inch tough guy with a flattened nose, Carroll was a drinker, a flirt, and a lady’s man who loved the St. Paul nightclubs; he had a wife, a steady girlfriend, and was already romancing a new girl named Jean Delaney, the older sister of Alvin Karpis’s teenage lover Delores Delaney.

The trio’s first target had been the First National Bank in Brainerd, two hours north of St. Paul. In October, after hiring two local thugs as muscle, Nelson and his men moved into cabins at the Sebago Resort, thirteen miles north of Brainerd. They spent ten days cruising the streets of Brainerd, filingin and out of the bank on ruse errands, learning the names of every employee they could. Nelson even hired a guide to show him around, ostensibly to scout real estate.9 The night before they struck, Nelson cut the bank’s phone lines.

On Monday, October 23, they made their move. When a janitor arrived to enter a basement door at 5:55 A.M., he felt a pistol in his back. One of the robbers told him to open the door. The janitor said he had no key. “Like hell you don’t,” the robber snapped. “You’ve been opening the door for the last ten days.”

When the janitor opened the door, Carroll waved his hand and two men with submachine guns hustled up. One was Nelson. The three men took up positions in the lobby, while Van Meter, dressed in hunting clothes and carrying a submachine gun in a bushel basket, stood outside. As employees arrived for work, they were ordered to lie on the floor. Nelson grabbed one, a seventeen-year-old clerk named Zane Smith, struck him in the jaw, and dragged him into a side room. He asked Smith how much money was in the vault. When Smith pled ignorance, Nelson threatened to put burning cigarettes in his ear “to get better answers.”

A cashier finally opened the vault. After ransacking it and emptying the cash drawers, the gang herded the hostages into the men’s room, threatening to shoot the first one who stuck his head out. Nelson was the last to leave, backing out the front door. As he stepped onto the sidewalk, he raised his submachine gun and shot out the glass in the front door. Bystanders saw him shoot the gun into the sidewalk next, bullets ricocheting wildly. As the gang jumped into a car and drove off, Nelson stuck his gun out a window and fired indiscriminately, peppering the YMCA with bullets. 10 No one was hurt.

It was a good haul, $32,000, more than $6,000 a man. Everyone returned to St. Paul, where they were living three weeks later when police raided Carroll’s apartment. Though Carroll escaped after a struggle, Nelson ordered everyone out of town. Leaving his baby girl with his mother in Chicago, he took Helen and his four-year-old son, Ronald, and drove south to San Antonio, where they registered at the Johnson Courts Tourist Camp on South Presa Street on November 22.bb The other gang members arrived soon thereafter, and everyone settled in for an extended vacation. Nelson spent much of his time hanging around a neighborhood garage and in the basement workshop of a downtown gunsmith. The others lolled around whorehouses and bars.

The trouble began two weeks later, when the madam of the whorehouse that Carroll and a gang member named Chuck Fisher were frequenting saw a submachine gun in their car. On December 9 she called a local detective, saying she suspected they were “high-powered Northern gangsters.” The detective passed the tip to the San Antonio SAC, Gus Jones. No one realized who the two men were; even if they had, the name “Baby Face Nelson” meant nothing to anyone. The manager of Fisher’s apartment building was a friend, so Jones drove over and looked over the room. He found nothing out of the ordinary.

Two days later, on Monday afternoon, December 11, the madam called the San Antonio police with a second tip. One of the gangsters was coming to her house to take a girl horseback riding. Two detectives, H. C. Perrin and Al Hartman, were sitting in a car outside of the whorehouse when a taxi pulled up and Tommy Carroll stepped out and jogged up to the door. A moment later Carroll and the girl returned to the taxi. As the cab eased away from the curb, the detectives followed.

Carroll glanced in the rearview mirror and spotted the tail. Driving down East Commerce Street in the middle of downtown, a half mile from the Alamo, Carroll ordered the driver to stop the car. He jumped out and ran around a corner into an alley. Detective Perrin, armed with a sawed-off shotgun, and Hartman, with his service revolver, leaped from their car onto the sidewalk and raced after him.11

The alley was a dead end. As Perrin ran toward it, Carroll stepped out and shot. His first bullet struck the detective between the eyes; he fell in a heap. His next shots shattered Detective Hartman’s right wrist and elbow. Carroll ran off down the street, shoved his gun at the driver of a pickup truck, jumped inside, and was gone. By that night the Nelson gang was gone, too. The only member who didn’t escape was Chuck Fisher, captured by Gus Jones at his apartment.bc

The gang scattered. Van Meter and Carroll returned to St. Paul, while the Nelsons drove west, crossing New Mexico and then Utah before reaching San Francisco a few days before Christmas. It was then that Nelson found Fatso Negri outside the bar on Pacific Street. Over the course of several days, Nelson laid out his plans to a Midwestern bank-robbing blitz the following spring. Negri signed on.

 

 

The Dillinger Gang’s good times ended suddenly on December 14 when a Chicago police detective was sent to investigate a tip that one of the gang’s Auburns was being serviced at a Broadway garage. John Hamilton appeared at the garage that afternoon. Approached by Detective William Shanley, Hamilton panicked, drew his gun, and fired, killing Shanley. Hamilton ran into the street and escaped. The killing of Detective Shanley was front-page news, and two days later it led the Chicago Police Department to form a special forty-man Dillinger squad.

Dillinger decided it was time to take the Florida vacation he had been thinking about. The gang left in a four-car convoy. Dillinger was the first to arrive at Daytona Beach, on December 19, and he and Billie Frechette quickly rented a sprawling two-story beach house with enough rooms for everyone. They spent the next week strolling the beach and fishing, happy to be away from Chicago; it was the first time most of the gang had ever been to an ocean beach. After a few days everyone piled into the cars and took a two-day trip to Miami, where they took in the dog races and a nightclub or two.

A few days after Christmas, having returned to Daytona, Billie decided to leave to visit her family in Wisconsin for the holidays. There have long been reports that her decision followed a fight with Dillinger—thirty years later Mary Kinder claimed Dillinger had blackened one of her eyes—but there is no evidence to back this up. Dillinger stayed behind, saying he would see her after New Year’s.




Shawnee, Oklahoma Saturday, December 30 1:45 A.M.  

Of all the skills Hoover’s men were attempting to master that winter, the strategies and tactics of gunplay were by far the most difficult. Marksmanship courses were under way at most offices, but soda bottles and paper targets didn’t return fire. Capturing armed fugitives was a skill the men of the FBI would learn only after funerals.

After the debacle of Verne Miller’s escape at Halloween, the Bureau’s next test of fire came in a cold rain in Shawnee, a small town east of Oklahoma City. That night Ralph Colvin, the Oklahoma City SAC, and a squad of FBI agents and policemen crept through a heavy fog toward the back of a clapboard house where an informant said the outlaw Wilbur Underhill was hiding. Colvin had been nipping at Underhill’s heels for weeks. Unlike Pretty Boy Floyd, who had vanished, Underhill had been spotted robbing banks all across the state. He represented the FBI’s best chance to break the Kansas City Massacre case.

As Colvin approached the back of the house, a dog began to bark. At Colvin’s side was an Oklahoma City detective named Clarence Hurt; Colvin liked Hurt, and would lure him to the FBI within months. The two men hustled through the muddy backyard toward a bedroom window. The blinds were up. Inside, standing in his long underwear, they saw a man. It was Wilbur Underhill. A woman was sitting on a bed beside him.

“Stick ’em up, Wilbur!” Hurt shouted. “It’s the law!”

Underhill froze. He started to raise his arms, then whirled toward the window. Hurt fired a tear-gas canister; it crashed through the window and struck Underhill flush in the chest before falling to the floorboards, hissing. Colvin braced his submachine gun and fired three bursts. Glass shattered. Underhill fell.

At the sound of shots, the lawmen in front of the house cut loose with a barrage of automatic shotguns, pistols, and submachine guns. The house shook as bullets tore through its wood frame. Colvin and Hurt ducked, then retreated. Officers behind them began firing. Windows shattered. A cloud of tear gas rose and began to fill the house.

Suddenly Underhill emerged from the front door, clad only in his socks and underwear. A trio of agents fired, a rookie named Tyler M. Birch emptying his shotgun.bd Underhill twisted, hit, then leaped off the front porch. He slipped in the muddy front yard and fell. Bullets whizzed everywhere as he rose, then fell again, then rose and staggered into a neighboring yard. Inexplicably, the FBI men kept their guns trained on the house. Underhill disappeared into the fog.

When the firing stopped, there was movement inside the house. Colvin hollered for everyone inside to come out. One of Underhill’s partners crawled out the front door, blinded by gas and bleeding from wounds in his elbow and shoulder. A woman followed him out, screaming, bleeding from two bullet wounds in the stomach. A few minutes later Detective Hurt coaxed Underhill’s wife to come out as well.

Once the three were packed into an ambulance, lawmen fanned out across the town, shining flashlights down alleys and beneath houses in search of Underhill. He was wounded and couldn’t get far. Colvin telephoned the state prison at McAlester, a hundred miles east, and asked for bloodhounds. By sunrise there was still no sign of him.

Then, a little before seven, Shawnee police took a call from the owner of a secondhand furniture store, who said Underhill was in his store on Main Street. Eight Shawnee cops and sheriff’s deputies scrambled to the store. They found Underhill lying in bed in a back room. The sheets were reddened with blood. Underhill himself was a mess. As the officers stood over him, he offered no resistance. A bullet had hit him in the forehead, torn a groove across his hairline, and sheared off his left ear. His abdomen was pockmarked with bullets, including one that exploded through his back.

“I guess you’ve got me,” Underhill croaked.

Stanley Rogers, the Oklahoma City sheriff, stepped forward. “You’re in a pretty bad way, Underhill,” Rogers said.

“Yeah, I’m shot to hell,” Underhill said. “They hit me five times. I counted them as they hit me.”

Underhill was taken to a hospital, where he lapsed in and out of delirium all that day. Agents clustered at his bedside, attempting to question him about the massacre. It was Frank Smith, the old Cowboy who had survived the shooting, who got Underhill to talk. “[Underhill] thought he was dying and under such conditions positively asserted to Agent Frank Smith that neither he nor Harvey Bailey had anything to do with the Kansas City massacre,” an agent wrote Hoover. “This statement, made under such conditions, is believed to be true.”

The next day, Underhill was taken to the prison hospital in McAlester, where he died on January 7. For Hoover, there was no choice but to accept  his deathbed denials. After six months the Bureau’s efforts to solve the Kansas City Massacre had come to a dead end.

 

 

The year was over, the new federal “War on Crime” almost six months old. In retrospect, as eventful as it was, 1933 served only as a prelude, a kind of extended training session, for the FBI and the nation. Despite the efforts of Attorney General Homer Cummings to make crime a national issue, to this point it remained a regional phenomenon; while newspapers in Chicago and Kansas City ran blazing front-page headlines over stories of Verne Miller’s Halloween escape, for instance, the news merited barely eight paragraphs on an inside page of the New York Times.

What was missing was a set of national criminals for Hoover’s national police to fight on a national stage. The year 1934 would produce five such groups. Each would emerge into public view as easily recognized, media-friendly icons: the family of kidnappers, the fugitive lovers, the charismatic escape artist, the psychotic killer, the misunderstood country boy. For each of these groups the holiday season was a moment to relax before the approaching storm.

No one is certain what Bonnie and Clyde did; according to Clyde’s sister Nell, they probably spent Christmas alone at the abandoned house in Grand Prairie. In the Oklahoma hills, Pretty Boy Floyd’s family wondered what he was doing; no one ever found out. Baby Face Nelson spent the holidays in the Bay Area. In her Chicago apartment, the cranky Ma Barker surprised the gang by holding a Christmas dinner. Everyone exchanged presents, swapping handbags and perfume and shiny shaving kits.

All evening Ma was a woman transformed, smiling and laughing and paying attention to the gang’s girlfriends. “Now you come over any time you want!” she told Delores Delaney at evening’s end. “Why don’t we go downtown and go shopping together?” As they drove home, Delaney and Karpis tried to fathom the change in Ma’s demeanor.

“What the hell got into her?” Karpis asked.

“That old lady,” Delaney said. “She’s lonesome.”

In Daytona Beach the Dillinger Gang threw a rousing party. It was the only time members of the gang ever recalled seeing Dillinger drunk. As the last minutes of 1933 ticked away, he stepped out onto a balcony with Mary Kinder, swinging his submachine gun. He motioned toward the moon. “Think I can hit it?” he asked. As the clock struck midnight and church-bells pealed across the town, Dillinger pointed his gun into the air and fired a deafening volley of bullets out over the Atlantic.

As scattered as they were that night, in San Francisco and Chicago and Florida, virtually all the members of all the gangs had at least one thing in common: it was the last New Year’s Eve celebration of their lives.
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 “AN ATTACK ON ALL WE HOLD DEAR” 

 

January 2 to January 28, 1934

 

In the opening days of 1934, the Dillinger Gang, Bonnie and Clyde, and the Barkers all began to mobilize for major operations. Karpis and the Barkers got to work first, driving from Chicago to St. Paul on January 2 and converging on an apartment Fred Barker had rented. They had seven men for the kidnapping of Edward Bremer: Karpis, the Barker brothers, Shotgun George Ziegler, Dock’s old friends Bill Weaver and Volney Davis, and the new man from Tulsa, Harry Campbell.

All that week Karpis and Fred Barker tailed Bremer. The obvious time to take him was in the morning when the young bank president dropped his nine-year-old daughter off at the Summit School on Goodrich Avenue. He would be alone, and the streets near the school were quiet. Ever the worrier, Karpis fretted about the cars they would use. St. Paul was frigid in January. The temperature plunged to ten below zero each night. They purchased two new Buicks, and Karpis had them outfitted with radios, extra-strength heaters, and frost shields. The last thing they needed was a getaway car seizing up in the subzero cold.

Each night, Karpis and Barker gathered the gang to review the day’s progress in Bill Weaver’s second-floor apartment at the Kensington, a brick apartment building on Portland Avenue. Their planning was in the final stages on Friday, January 12, when the two returned to Weaver’s apartment  after nightfall. They parked beside the building, then stopped. Down an alley, they watched as a man hopped onto a box to peer into a window in the building next door. When the man saw them, he dropped to the ground and disappeared around a corner.

Karpis and Barker exchanged glances: it looked like a cop, probably checking the wrong building. “This is bad,” Dock Barker agreed when they briefed the group upstairs. “I’m gonna walk out and see what’s going on.” Dock returned after several minutes. “I see a guy standing on the corner down there,” he said, “and it don’t look right, him standing on the corner without an overcoat in this kind of weather.” They debated what to do. Finally Karpis said he would check with Harry Sawyer at the Green Lantern. If they were under surveillance, Sawyer could call his police contacts and find out.

They decided to leave the building in pairs. Dock went out first, to reconnoiter. He returned a few minutes later, worried. “There’s a goddamn car with two policemen parked in the alley,” Dock said.

“Oh Christ, this is bad,” said Karpis.

They decided to send Dock down to retrieve the cars and park them in front. When he returned this time, he said the policemen had ignored them. They appeared to be watching the adjacent building. “Let’s go,” someone said. Outside everyone hustled into the waiting cars. There were no cops in sight. They drove to Fred’s apartment without incident. But Fred wasn’t satisfied. He had to know if the plan was blown, and he couldn’t wait for Sawyer; if they were being watched, they could all be in Chicago by sunrise. Fred decided to return to Weaver’s building.

“Well if we do this,” Karpis said, “you’d better take some equipment over there. Don’t just go with a pistol.”

Barker stepped to the closet and brought out a submachine gun with two 50-shot drums. He and Karpis returned outside, where they slipped into Dock’s Chevy. Fred drove, Karpis beside him, the tommy across his lap. By the time they reached Weaver’s building, it was past midnight. “Should I go down the alley?” Barker asked.

“Yeah, go on down the alley,” Karpis said.

They eased down the alley, deep in shadow. The patrol car was gone. Reaching the far end, they turned into the street. The neighborhood was chockablock with brick apartment buildings, the streets lined with darkened cars. As they turned the corner, a set of headlights flashed behind  them, a parked car coming to life. As Barker watched in the rearview, the car pulled out.

Karpis turned in his seat.

“They’re following us,” he said.

“Yeah,” Barker said. “I can see.”

They turned a corner, then another, driving slowly. The car stayed with them. Karpis peered backward, trying to make out the car’s occupants. There were two. In silhouette Karpis could just make out the driver’s peaked hat: a patrolman in uniform. “Them guys look like cops all right,” Karpis said. “What the hell are we gonna do?”

“Only one thing we can do,” Barker said. “That’s stop ’em.”

They eased around another corner, threading their way through the lines of parked cars in the narrow streets.

“How do you want to do it?” Karpis asked.

“I’m gonna pull around a corner real fast and stop, and you jump out with that machine gun and if they come around, start shooting.”

Butterflies danced in Karpis’s stomach as they approached the next corner. They surged around it and stopped. Karpis stepped out into the frigid night air, holding the submachine gun. Barker jumped out the other door, pointing his .45. When the car behind them turned the corner, both men opened fire. The night exploded: Karpis fired from the hip, emptying the entire fifty-shot drum into the car. Barker fired the pistol. The car shook as bullets ripped into it. When they had emptied their guns, both men peered at the car. They couldn’t see anyone sitting upright. They jumped back in their Chevy and drove off. Back at Fred’s apartment they turned on the radio, waiting for the news. They sat up all night waiting, listening. Not till dawn, when Dock ran out to fetch a newspaper, did they discover they had just machine-gunned a uniformed Northwest Airlines employee.

The man in the car turned out be a radio operator named Roy McCord, and he was following Barker and Karpis because he thought they were peeping toms. When McCord returned home from work that evening, his wife had told him of a prowler, presumably the man Karpis and Barker had seen earlier. McCord, still dressed in his aviator’s uniform and peaked cap, left his apartment with a friend to check out the report, spotted Barker’s car, and ended up in a hospital with three bullet wounds. He survived. The other man was unhurt.

All that day the gang debated whether to abort the Bremer job. In the  end, they decided to put it off two days, till Wednesday, January 17. In the interim, both Dillinger and Bonnie and Clyde struck.




East Chicago, Indiana Monday, January 15  

After three weeks in the Florida sun, Dillinger headed back to the Midwest with John Hamilton. The others planned to extend their vacation by driving cross-country to Tucson, Arizona. Dillinger said he wanted to pick up Billie Frechette; he promised to meet the others in Tucson. While in Chicago, he would try to cash bonds the gang had been unable to pass. Hamilton hoped to reunite with Pat Cherrington.

According to Cherrington, who later told her story to the FBI, Dillinger and Hamilton left Florida on Sunday, January 14. Hamilton sent her a telegram that afternoon from Savannah, asking her to meet him in a Chicago hotel.1 Driving through the night, Dillinger reached Chicago the next morning. That same day, probably low on cash and unable to move the stolen bonds, he decided to rob a bank. It was an impetuous decision. Some would credit it to Dillinger’s growing belief in his own invulnerability, others to restlessness, a yearning to return to the limelight; he hadn’t robbed a bank in two months.

Whatever the case, that day Dillinger performed like a hungry actor on a brightly lit stage. The bank he selected was in East Chicago, the corrupt mill town where he had spent time the previous summer. There is evidence Dillinger knew certain members of the East Chicago police department, and some have suggested his decision to hit the First National Bank that day was a prearranged affair. If so, somebody forgot to tell the rest of the East Chicago police.

At 2:45 Dillinger and Hamilton stepped out of a car double-parked outside the bank. They left a driver in the car; his identity has never been established. Inside the marble lobby, Dillinger pulled a submachine gun out of what several eyewitnesses thought was a trombone case. “This is a stickup!” he shouted, startling the dozen or so customers in the bank. “Put up your hands everybody!”

A bank vice president named Walter Spencer pressed a silent-alarm button beneath his desk; a block away, it rang at police headquarters. As the customers raised their hands and lined up against a wall, one forgot his cash  on a counter. “You go ahead and take your money,” Dillinger said. “We don’t want your money. Just the bank’s.”2

Hamilton stood by, apparently unsure what to do.

“Come on,” Dillinger told him. “Get the dough.”3

Hamilton hustled behind the teller cages and began clearing stacks of cash off the counters into a leather satchel. Just then a police officer named Hobart Wilgus appeared at the front door, apparently unaware of the robbery in progress.

Dillinger saw him. “Cop outside,” he said to Hamilton, who hesitated. “Take your time,” Dillinger admonished. “We’re in no hurry.” When Wilgus entered, Dillinger stepped forward and disarmed him. He emptied the cartridges from the officer’s gun and tossed it back to him. He noticed Wilgus eyeing his submachine gun. “Oh, don’t be afraid of this,” Dillinger said. “I’m not even sure it’ll shoot.”

As Hamilton worked the cages, Dillinger saw men in suits hurry toward the bank: plainclothes detectives, answering the alarm. Hamilton saw them, too. Dillinger, playing to his audience, seemed eager to display his insouciance. “Don’t let those coppers worry you,” he told Hamilton. “Take your time and be sure you get all the dough. We’ll take care of them birds on the outside when we get there.”

A few moments later Hamilton was finished. Dillinger waved his submachine gun at Walter Spencer, the vice president. “Come on out here with me, Mr. President,” he said. Spencer asked if he could grab his coat. Dillinger shook his head. “You’re not going very far,” he said. He then grabbed Officer Wilgus by the arm. “You go first,” Dillinger said. “They might as well shoot you as me. We love you guys anyway.”4

As he had at Racine two months before, Dillinger shoved the hostages ahead of him as a human shield. This time, however, he wasn’t facing a curious crowd. Arrayed outside, behind parked cars and in storefronts on both sides of the front door, were seven East Chicago policemen. As he edged onto the sidewalk, Dillinger hunched behind Officer Wilgus; Hamilton kept an arm around Walter Spencer.

For a long moment, as the four-man scrum scuttled across the sidewalk toward the waiting getaway car, no one spoke. Dillinger locked eyes with at least one of the officers, several of whom stood no more than twenty feet away. They were just steps away from the car, and for a fleeting second it appeared Dillinger could brazen it out. Then one of the officers, a forty-three-year-old detective named Patrick O’Malley, shouted, “Wilgus!” Officer Wilgus turned, giving O’Malley a clear shot at Dillinger. O’Malley fired his pistol four times, at least one of the bullets striking Dillinger’s bulletproof vest.

Dillinger appeared stunned. For the first time in his career, he appeared to lose his temper. “Get over!” he snapped to Wilgus, shoving him aside. “I’ll get that son of a bitch.”5 He raised his submachine gun and fired a burst directly into Detective O’Malley. The policeman, a father of three little girls, fell dead on the sidewalk, eight bullet holes across his chest.

As O’Malley crumpled, the six remaining officers opened fire. The sidewalk erupted in gunshots. Dillinger and Hamilton dashed for the getaway car, jumping between a line of parked cars. Hamilton didn’t make it. He was struck by several bullets, one passing through his bulletproof vest, and fell to the ground. Dillinger stopped and helped him into the car, grabbing the money satchel as well. Miraculously the two managed to dive into the car’s open door without further injury. As bullets pounded the getaway car, the driver careened off down Chicago Avenue, eluding police pursuit. In minutes they were gone.

Eyewitnesses made the identification, and the evening newspapers made it official: John Dillinger, the man who many in Indiana cheered for fighting greedy bankers, was now a murderer. For the rest of his life the killing clearly weighed on Dillinger’s mind. He would repeatedly deny shooting Detective O’Malley, to lawyers, lawmen, and friends. More than once, he volunteered this to complete strangers. His denials probably had less to do with the prospect of a murder conviction than with his own sense of self and his public image. At the heart of his appeal, Dillinger knew, was his joshing Robin Hood spirit, the sense people had that he was a regular guy making the best of hard times. Dillinger didn’t want to be the bad guy. He wanted to be someone people like his sister Audrey and her family could cheer.

After murdering Detective O’Malley, Dillinger drove the badly wounded Hamilton to the hotel where Pat Cherrington was staying. Together they spent most of the evening locating a doctor to treat Hamilton’s wounds. One bullet had hit him in the stomach, at least one more in the left shoulder. For the next few weeks Hamilton remained in a Chicago apartment with Cherrington nursing him back to health.

Dillinger, meanwhile, after splitting the $20,000 in proceeds with Hamilton, picked up Billie. They stayed in Chicago just long enough to  visit a divorce attorney; as soon as Billie could end her marriage, she and Dillinger planned to wed. Afterward they drove south to St. Louis, where Dillinger wanted to visit a large auto show. There they bought a new V-8 Ford, checked into a downtown hotel, and spent an evening dancing in its roof garden. Then they struck out west on Route 66, looking forward to a vacation in the Arizona sunshine.




East Texas, near Huntsville Tuesday, January 16 Dawn  

The morning after Dillinger’s East Chicago raid, a black Ford coupe bumped along rutted dirt roads through pine woods lining the Trinity River bottoms in a remote corner of East Texas. A thick fog rose from the river, making driving difficult. Behind the wheel sat Clyde Barrow, Bonnie beside him. In back sat a cadaverous forty-eight-year-old heroin addict named Jimmy Mullins. The car crossed a thin wooden bridge and came to a stop. Clyde got out, tucking a Browning automatic rifle beneath his arm. Mullins did the same. Leaving Bonnie in the car, they walked into the woods, disappearing into the mist.

For six months Bonnie and Clyde had been alone, living out of their car on handouts from family and friends. Now that Bonnie’s leg had healed, Clyde wanted to get back to work. For that he needed a partner. Yet the couple’s notoriety had grown to the point where Clyde was unable to approach anyone he didn’t know. The only man he felt he could trust, his old partner Raymond Hamilton, was now being held at the Eastham Prison Farm. That morning Clyde planned to bust him out.

It wasn’t Clyde’s idea; it was Hamilton’s. In early January, Hamilton had promised $1,000 to the unreliable Mullins, an eight-time loser about to be paroled, if he would find Clyde and arrange with him to smuggle guns into the prison farm. After his release, Mullins headed to Dallas and found Raymond’s brother Floyd. Floyd Hamilton was part of Bonnie and Clyde’s support network, ferrying food and other items to the couple every few nights outside the city. He took Mullins to see Clyde, at a roadside clearing outside Irving, ten miles west of Dallas.

Mullins recognized Clyde from prison. Bonnie’s appearance surprised him. She was dirty and appeared to weigh no more than eighty pounds. Her leg remained bandaged. She limped. Sitting in his car in the darkness,  Clyde listened to Mullins’s plan. The appeal of working alongside Raymond Hamilton was strong; with Hamilton as his partner he could be a bank robber instead of a beggar. But Clyde didn’t trust Mullins. The Hamilton brothers wanted the guns smuggled in Sunday night. Fearing a trap, Clyde said they would do it Saturday night. He told Floyd Hamilton to stay with Mullins every minute until they left.

The next evening, after buying a pistol at a pawnshop, Hamilton and Mullins met Bonnie and Clyde on a highway east of Dallas. At sunset they drove south toward Madisonville, then turned onto the cat roads, hoping to find one that would lead them to the spot where the guns were to be planted. Around one-thirty A.M., they came to the edge of the prison farm. Mullins took the pistol, two clips of ammunition and one of Clyde’s .45s, wrapped them in an inner tube, and crept toward the prison buildings. About a hundred yards from Hamilton’s dormitory, Mullins slid the package beneath a culvert.

They were back in Dallas by dawn. Sunday was visitors’ day at Eastham, and Floyd Hamilton drove down to tell Raymond the guns were in place. Clyde and Bonnie, meanwhile, returned to the edges of the prison farm. It took several hours, but they found the field where Hamilton’s work group was clearing brush that week. They took several more hours mapping their escape. It was raining and the roads were muddy. Twice they were forced to cut through fields, closing gates behind them.

The escape was set for that Tuesday morning. At dawn, after leaving Bonnie in the car, Clyde and Mullins pushed through underbrush to the edge of the field, squatted behind a bush and waited. An hour later they were still waiting. If Hamilton’s escape was delayed, they had promised to be in place three straight mornings. They were about to leave when out of the fog they heard two shotgun blasts.

Clyde strained to hear. Two shotgun blasts was the guards’ signal for help. A minute passed, then two. Worried, they headed back to the car. Suddenly they heard voices approaching through the mists. “Get something else!” someone yelled. It was Raymond Hamilton.

“What?” Clyde hollered.

He didn’t understand. Assuming Hamilton was being pursued by guards, Clyde raised his Browning and fired into the treetops. Mullins did the same. When the guns were empty, they handed them to Bonnie to reload. A moment later, four men emerged from the fog: Hamilton, a convicted murderer named Joe Palmer, and two prisoners who had run after them. All were breathing hard after running almost a mile.

“Nobody but Raymond and Palmer can get in the car,” Mullins announced. “Everybody else go back.”

“Shut your damn mouth, Mullins,” Clyde snapped. “This is my car. I’m handling this. Three of you can ride back there.” He motioned to the trunk. “Guess four of us can ride up here.”

Within an hour roadblocks were being thrown up across the area. Sticking to the cat roads, Clyde drove north and west through the towns of Centerville, Jewett, Teague, Wortham, and Mexia before reaching Hillsboro, thirty miles north of Waco. At a gas station an old man approached the car. “Did you folks hear what Clyde Barrow pulled this morning?” he asked Clyde. The man rattled on for several minutes before Clyde had to ask him to please pump their gas.

From Hillsboro, Clyde, worried that his old haunts in Dallas would be watched, drove the group south, to Houston. They made it back to Dallas three nights later, on January 20, meeting their families outside the city. There was much to tell—and much to plan. For the first time in seven months, Clyde Barrow had the makings of a gang.

 

 

The man who headed the Texas prison system, Lee Simmons, was a lean, curt fifty-year-old, a member of the same generation of no-nonsense Lone Star lawmen as his FBI friend Gus Jones. He was at the state prison in Huntsville, forty miles south of Eastham, when he received a call about the raid at nine that morning. By ten he was at the farm. Two guards had been wounded in the escape, one of them, Major M. H. Crowson, seriously. The shooting had all been done by the fleeing inmates, but Simmons knew Clyde Barrow had done this. His instinct was confirmed the next day when one of the opportunistic escapees was recaptured.

That night, after a day spent briefing reporters and orchestrating roadblocks, Simmons visited Major Crowson at the Huntsville hospital. He’d taken a bullet through the stomach and wasn’t expected to live. “Mr. Simmons, don’t think hard of me,” Crowson whispered. “I know I didn’t carry out your instructions. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t bother about it,” Simmons said. “Those fellows had their day. We’ll have ours. I promise you I won’t let them get away with it.” Crowson  died the next day, and Lee Simmons swore an oath. No matter what it took, he would have Clyde Barrow brought in, dead or alive. He stewed on the matter for several days. The more he thought about it, the more he was certain he knew the man who could do it.




St. Paul, Minnesota Wednesday, January 17  

The morning after Clyde Barrow’s Eastham raid, the temperature hung near zero in St. Paul as Edward Bremer drove away from his mansion on North Mississippi River Boulevard, his daughter beside him in his black Lincoln sedan. A slender man of great wealth, Bremer had been born into the Twin Cities’ first family. His father, Adolph, had married the daughter of a German brewer named Jacob Schmidt in 1896 and had taken over management of the Jacob Schmidt Brewing Company after his father-in-law’s death. A friend and financial supporter of President Roosevelt, Adolph Bremer had weathered Prohibition by producing soft drinks and “near beer,” and by diversifying into financial investments. Edward ran the family’s largest bank, the Commercial State Bank at Washington and Sixth.

But the Bremers were not the Chamber of Commerce men they appeared, as the FBI would learn. Their interests, like William Hamm’s, were intertwined with those of St. Paul’s underworld. The family brewery supplied “near beer” to many of St. Paul’s gangland gathering places, including Harry Sawyer’s tavern. In fact, according to an affidavit Sawyer’s wife, Gladys, later gave the FBI, the Bremers secretly sold real beer to Sawyer’s tavern from 1926 to 1932, which Sawyer bootlegged throughout Minnesota. Gladys Sawyer said the relationship went one step further; she claimed the Bremers actually owned the Green Lantern.

What the Bremers did to anger the underworld is unknown, but they did something. Edward Bremer’s bank handled Harry Sawyer’s finances as well as those of other St. Paul bootleggers, and according to FBI reports, Bremer had helped Sawyer fence stolen bonds, including, it was alleged, bonds Harvey Bailey stole from the Denver Mint in 1922. No doubt the dispute between Sawyer and Edward Bremer was financial. But Bremer’s thorny personality may also have been a factor. As an FBI memo noted, “Bremer is very much disliked not only by his family but generally; he has an uncontrollable [sic] temper, is very selfish and inconsiderate and has few friends.”

That frosty morning, after years of living in his father’s shadow, Edward Bremer was about to become famous. A minute after dropping his daughter at her school, he pulled up to a stop sign at the corner of Goodrich and Lexington Parkway. As he did, Shotgun George Ziegler pulled his car into the intersection, blocking Bremer’s way. Karpis stopped a second car behind Bremer’s, boxing him in.

Dock Barker and Volney Davis jumped out. Dock opened Bremer’s door and pointed his pistol at the young heir. “Don’t move or I’ll kill you.”

Bremer panicked. He tried to throw the car into gear but Dock cracked him across the forehead with the pistol. Bremer attempted to escape out the passenger door, but Davis opened it first and joined Dock in hammering Bremer with his pistol. Bremer kicked open the door but Davis slammed it shut on his knee. The struggle took only a moment, but by the time Bremer surrendered, blood was streaming from a gash in his scalp. Karpis watched the tussle and fretted. “If a squad car pulls up,” he mumbled, “we’re going to have a hell of a lot of trouble here.”

Finally Dock managed to shove Bremer down onto the front floorboard. Davis attempted to start the car, but nothing happened.

“No monkey business, start the car,” Dock ordered Bremer.

Wiping the blood from his eyes, Bremer leaned up and pushed a button to start the car. As the car eased forward, Dock pushed a pair of goggles over Bremer’s head, its eyes taped so Bremer couldn’t see. No one had noticed the kidnapping; there was no pursuit. The little procession drove several miles into the countryside and pulled over to the side of the road. As he had done with Hamm, George Ziegler thrust two ransom notes forward for Bremer to sign. The young heir complained he was in great pain from the gash on his head and a wrenched knee. Karpis told him it was his own fault for struggling. “Well,” Bremer said, “I got excited.”

While Karpis took Bremer and drove south toward Chicago, Ziegler and Fred Barker took the ransom notes into St. Paul. Two hours after the kidnapping, Walter W. Magee, a contractor and a close friend of the Bremer family, took a phone call from a man who called himself “McKee.” “Hello,” McKee said. “We’ve snatched your friend Ed Bremer. We want two hundred grand.”

“McKee” said Bremer’s car would be found beneath a water tower on Edgecumbe Road. He said Magee would find a note with instructions beneath a staircase outside his office, then hung up. Magee walked outside and found the note. It read: You are hereby declared in on a very desperate undertaking. Don’t try to cross us. Your future and B’s are the important issue. Follow these instructions to the letter. Police have never helped in such a spot and wont this time either. You better take care of the payoff first and  let them do the detecting later. Because the police usually butt in your friend isn’t none too comfortable now so don’t delay the payment.

We demand $200,000.

Payment must be made in 5 and 10 dolar bills—no new money—no consegutive numbers—large variety of issues.

Place the money in two large suit box catons big enough to hold the full amount and tie with heavy cord.

No contact will be made until you notify us that you are ready to pay as we direct.

You place an ad in the Minneapolis Tribune as soon as you have the money ready. Under personal colum (We are ready Alice)

You will then receive your final instructions. Be prepared to leave at a minutes notice to make the payoff.

Dont attempt to stall or outsmart us. Dont try to bargain. Don’t plead poverty we know how much they have in their banks. Don’t try to communecate with us we’ll do the directing.

Threats arent necessary—you just do your part—we guarantee to do ours.





Magee phoned Bremer’s office, thinking it might be a prank. He wasn’t there. Magee then called the brewery and left a message for Adolph Bremer to meet him at the Ryan Hotel. The St. Paul police chief was notified, and at 11:05 he phoned Werner Hanni, the St. Paul SAC. Hanni walked straight to the hotel and found the Bremers talking with the chief, who had brought along the head of the kidnap squad, Tom Brown, who remained in league with the Barkers. Brown’s presence meant the gang would know every move the police made.

The meeting was businesslike; Adolph Bremer was not the kind of man who panicked easily. He took Walter Magee to look for his son’s car, and they found it after a half-hour’s search. The front seat was streaked with blood, and Magee told Bremer not to approach. Magee had the car taken to a car wash, where the blood was removed—along with any fingerprints the gang might have left. Other members of the family, meanwhile, arranged for the “Alice” advertisement to run in the Tribune.

Night had fallen when Karpis drove up to the safe house in Bensenville, the same house where William Hamm had been kept seven months before. One of Ziegler’s pals was waiting in the kitchen. They guided Bremer into a bedroom and sat him facing a boarded window.

They guarded him in shifts. Around eleven Karpis stuck his head in the kitchen, where Ziegler’s friend, Harold Alderton, was listening to the radio. “Heard anything yet?” Karpis asked.

“Oh Christ, yeah,” Alderton said. “This thing is going to be hot as hell.”

“What do you mean?”

“They think this guy’s dead. They found his car and it’s full of blood, and according to the radio, they think he’s been killed.”

“Oh for Christ’s sake,” Karpis said. “This is going to be real bad.”




St. Paul, Minnesota Saturday, January 20  

For two days members of the Bremer family paced Adolph Bremer’s stone mansion across from the Schmidt Brewery, waiting anxiously for news from the kidnappers. The “Alice” ad had run Thursday morning; there had been no response. News of the kidnapping had leaked to the newspapers, and Thursday night Bremer had given a statement to reporters, promising the kidnappers that his family had no plans to cooperate in any police investigations. “We want to get Eddie back home safe,” he said. FBI agents were posted at both Bremer homes.

Werner Hanni, the St. Paul SAC, tapped eighteen separate phone lines at the brewery and the Bremer homes. Hanni was so busy, in fact, he forgot to keep headquarters updated despite Hoover’s repeated admonishments. “It appears that it is necessary for me to rely upon the press for information concerning important cases being investigated by the Division under my supervision,” Hoover wrote Hanni after reading in the Washington Post of the blood found in Bremer’s car. “With such explicit, definite and repeated instructions it is difficult for me to understand why you neglected, in a case of such significance as the present one, to fully advise me.” Hoover’s anger, stoked by pressure from the White House, grew through the weekend when Hanni failed to forward some paperwork. “Phone and tell him I want these at once and to stop quibbling and procrastinating,” Hoover scrawled on one memo.

The family was deluged with phone calls and letters, many of them supportive, others from cranks. A postcard received that Friday stated that Edward Bremer had been killed and buried near the town of Anoka, Minnesota. Then, around six Saturday morning, H. T. Nippert, the Bremer family doctor, was in bed at his St. Paul home when he heard a crash downstairs. Thinking it was a fallen dish, he went back to sleep. An hour later, while he was shaving, his phone rang. “Go to the vestibule,” said a voice. “See what you can find.”

Downstairs Nippert discovered a bottle that had been thrown through his plate-glass front door. Beneath the door was an envelope containing three letters. One, written by Edward Bremer, directed him to take the other two to Adolph Bremer. Dr. Nippert drove to the Bremer mansion and disappeared with Bremer into the library. Neither man said a word to the FBI agent standing in the foyer, Edward Notesteen. Notesteen asked what was going on. He was told Adolph Bremer had suffered a mild heart attack. But ninety minutes later, when the elder Bremer emerged from the library, he seemed in perfect health.

Notesteen noticed an air of anxiety that seemed somehow different from concern for a son’s safety. During several quiet talks with family members, he learned that what worried Adolph Bremer most was the amount of the ransom. Because of flagging investments, he was cash-poor at the moment; if forced to pay the entire $200,000, one family member confided, the Bremers might lose the brewery. Weeks later the FBI would learn that Adolph Bremer suspected the kidnapping had been arranged by the chairman of another St. Paul bank in an effort to cripple and take over Edward Bremer’s First Commercial Bank.

The ransom payment was uppermost in Adolph Bremer’s mind Saturday afternoon when he paid a visit to Minnesota governor Floyd Olson. That morning’s note directed the family to place four blue NRA eagle stickers in Walter Magee’s office windows when the ransom was ready to be paid. Bremer was candid with Olson about his finances, and the governor suggested displaying half a sticker, as a message to the kidnappers that the family sought to negotiate the ransom amount. Late that afternoon Magee posted the half-stickers.

The next day, Sunday, the FBI’s second-in-command, Pop Nathan, met with Adolph Bremer and his financial advisers, a pair of New York bankers. Bremer asked Nathan whether he felt the kidnappers would accept only $50,000, which one of the bankers declared was an “outside figure.” Nathan, who still knew nothing of the notes delivered by Dr. Nippert, said negotiations hadn’t led to reduced ransoms in other cases. He emphasized that the Bureau would remain in the background until the ransom was paid, but that once Bremer was released, it would expect the family’s full cooperation.

Monday morning another letter arrived at the Bremer mansion. It had been left outside the office of a local coal company executive.

If you can wait O.K. with us. Your people shot a lot of curves trying to get somebody killed then the copper’s will be heroes but Eddie will be the marteer. The copper’s think that’s great but Eddie don’t.

Were done taking the draws and you can go fuck yourself now. From now on you make the contact. Better not try it till you pull off every coppers, newspaper and radio station. From now on you get the silent treatment until you rech us someway yourself. Better not wait too long.



The note left Adolph Bremer confused. Contact the kidnappers? How? He was incensed at the St. Paul police. Too many details were leaking to the newspapers, which angered his son’s captors, and he suspected someone in the department. He decided it was time to come clean with the FBI. He sent for Pop Nathan. When Nathan arrived at the mansion at three, Bremer took him into his mahogany-paneled library and briefed him on the notes from the kidnappers. Bremer handed all the notes to Nathan, who wrapped them in cellophane, took them to the Bureau’s downtown office, and air-mailed them to Washington.

A half hour later, Nathan was handed a copy of the afternoon St. Paul Daily News; he was stunned to see that the lead article contained full details of the ransom notes. Nathan phoned the police chief, Dahill, and told him to meet him at his hotel room. Somewhere there was a leak, and a bad one, Nathan said. Dahill said he had no doubt who it was: Detective Tom Brown. And then Dahill went one step further. “It is my belief,” he told Nathan, “that Tom Brown ‘cased’ both the Hamm and the Bremer kidnappings.”6

At the safe house outside Chicago, tensions were rising. Unlike the stoic William Hamm, Ed Bremer was a complainer: he was cold, his head hurt, his knee hurt. It made Karpis tired. All day Bremer sat in front of a boarded window, the taped goggles over his eyes. The Hamm job had lasted four days, and Karpis couldn’t fathom why things were dragging on. At one point he asked Bremer.

“Well, I’d have to know how much money you’re asking for first,” Bremer said.

“I ain’t having anything to do with that,” Karpis said. “It shouldn’t be too much trouble getting the money, don’t you think?”

“It depends on how much.”

“Goddamn, your family’s the richest in the Northwest, what do you mean, ‘depends on how much’? How much money is in that bank?”

“Sometimes we have twenty-five or thirty thousand dollars in there,” Bremer said. “That’s at the peak of the business month.”

“Supposing we were to turn you loose,” Karpis said. “Would you go in and get this money and bring it back for us?”

Bremer got excited when Karpis talked this way. He suggested several schemes to raise money; at one point, to Karpis’s dismay, he named a wealthy St. Paul railroad executive he felt could be kidnapped. In an effort to bond with his captors, Bremer was candid about his own dealings with the underworld. He talked openly about how he had fenced Harvey Bailey’s stolen bonds. At one point, he asked Karpis whether he knew Harry Sawyer or his partner, Jack Peifer. Karpis said no.

“Well,” Bremer said, “they run the town and if you find out who they are, then you’ll find out who I am. You just ask them about me and how many times I’ve handled hot bonds for them. I’m a good guy. If you guys had come to me first instead of kidnapping me, you’d have made more money by kidnapping somebody else that I told you about.”

“Well, let’s wait and see first if we get that $25,000 you’re talking about,” Karpis said. “Maybe we’ll get forty.”

Bremer became glum. “I don’t think they can pay that much.”

One night Freddie and George Ziegler arrived unannounced from St. Paul. They were tired and frustrated. They had seen the eagle stickers split in two, and concluded that the Bremers wanted to pay only half the ransom. “I don’t know what the hell to tell you,” Ziegler said. “That town is so hot, every time we try to get a note to them people, the G beats us to it. Every time we try to phone and tell them where there’s a note, the G’s listening in. They just don’t want to make the payoff, they don’t want anything. Did you hear what Roosevelt had to say?”

“The president?” Karpis asked.

In a radio address, Roosevelt had termed the Bremer kidnapping “an attack on all we hold dear.” “Yeah,” Ziegler said, “he brought it up about Bremer being a friend of his and that he would see to it that this crime  wasn’t going to go unpunished. This is the hottest goddamn thing since the Lindbergh kidnapping.”

“Well, what do you think about them paying the money, or turning him loose without any money?”

“No, no, no,” Ziegler said. “We’d never be any hotter than we are right now, whether we get the money or not. Don’t tell them other guys I said this, but we’re gonna be in big trouble after this is over with. This might even turn out worse if we have to kill the guy.”

As the days passed, Karpis grew steadily more depressed. At best he was a babysitter with a machine gun. At worst he would be an assassin. This, he thought, was not why he became a thief.

 

 

Tucson, Arizona, a sun-baked desert city of thirty thousand people, was about as far from the Dillinger Gang’s Midwestern roots as they were likely to get. After the long drive from St. Louis, Dillinger arrived that Sunday a changed man, the hubris he had displayed in East Chicago knocked from his personality as if by a punch. The shoot-out on the sidewalk that day taught him a lesson, to take fewer chances, to live more quietly; there would be no more nights machine-gunning the moon.

Dillinger and Billie found the others already enjoying the city’s tequila-fueled nightclubs and whorehouses.be Russell Clark was staying with Charles Makley at the city’s premier place of lodging, the Congress Hotel. Makley had hooked up with a torch singer, and everyone was having a grand time. Dillinger and Billie checked into a tourist court on South Sixth Street, registering as “Mr. and Mrs. Frank Sullivan” of Green Bay, Wisconsin. A few hours later Pete Pierpont and Mary Kinder drove in as well, after several days visiting family around Albuquerque.

To the men of the Dillinger gang, whose lives to that point had been confined to Midwestern farms and jail cells, Tucson seemed like another planet. Men wore cowboy hats and boots. Mariachi music floated through the evening air. There were mountains and cacti and rattlesnakes; downtown, there were hitching posts on the sidewalks. It was like visiting the set of a Western; Chicago seemed a world away.

It was intoxicating, and it made them careless. On his first afternoon driving the streets, Pierpont inexplicably stopped to chat with a pair of policemen. He introduced himself as a Florida vacationer, then pointed out a car and told the officers he thought he was being followed. One of the cops chatted with Pierpont while the other followed the strange car. Pierpont proudly showed him his new Buick’s appointments, the speedometer, the power steering. They talked about the desert weather, getting so friendly Pierpont volunteered the name of the place he was staying. When the second officer returned he said the other car was harmless. With a wave and a thank-you, Pierpont drove off. All in all, it was a perfectly idiotic thing to do.

Days they spent sightseeing, nights in the clubs. Things went smoothly until Tuesday morning around six, when a leaky oil furnace in the Congress Hotel’s basement caught fire. Flames leaped up the elevator shaft, and the building was soon wreathed in smoke. Firefighters arrived within minutes, and one, William Benedict, was puzzled to see two men propping a ladder against a third-floor window. It was Makley and Clark, who explained they were trying to retrieve their luggage. Once the fire was under control, Benedict went upstairs to Room 329, kicked down the door, and brought out a heavy fabric box. Unbeknownst to Benedict, it contained Makley and Clark’s submachine guns. Makley thanked him profusely and tipped him two dollars.

Three days passed. On Friday morning, January 25, the fireman who had helped Makley and Clark, William Benedict, was leafing through an issue of True Detective magazine when there, staring up at him from the page, was the “Mr. Davies” whose luggage he had rescued from Room 329. When a deputy sheriff drove by, Benedict hollered and showed him the magazine. By lunchtime Benedict’s story was making the rounds at police headquarters. It struck a chord with a patrolman named Harry Lesly, who had heard a strange story from a pair of tourists that same morning. The night before the hotel fire, the tourists said, they had shared a few drinks at a nightclub with a man who introduced himself as Art Long. Mr. Long, actually Russell Clark, had a few too many tequilas, and was soon telling the pair how easy it was to weather the Depression if a person could use a submachine gun. The two noticed that the men in Mr. Long’s party appeared to be wearing shoulder holsters.

The two stories sent detectives thumbing through Wanted posters. “Mr. Davies,” it turned out, perfectly matched a photo of Charles Makley. A patrolman telephoned the Hotel Congress and learned that Mr. Davies’s luggage had been taken to a rented bungalow on East Second Street. By 1:30  that afternoon three Tucson policemen were sitting in a squad car watching the house. Not long after they arrived, Makley walked out to his Studebaker with his torch-singer girlfriend. As he pulled away from the curb, the squad car slid out behind him.

The three policemen followed the car into downtown Tucson, where it parked outside the Grabe Electric Company. The cops walked inside, found Makley standing at a counter, and told him he was under arrest. Makley protested, saying he was a vacationing Florida businessman. An officer told him he could explain the mix-up downtown.

At the station, Makley was led into Chief C. A. Wollard’s office.

“What’s your name?” Wollard asked.

“J. C. Davies,” Makley said. “Come up to my house. I can clear this up in a minute. All of my papers are there.”

The chief, eyeing Makley’s mug shot, said he needed to fingerprint him. Makley objected.

“Well, Makley,” Wollard said, “we’re gonna fingerprint you whether you like it or not.” He was thrown in a cell.

One down, three to go. The chief called in three of his best men, Sergeants Frank Eyman and Dallas Ford and a detective named Chet Sherman. Somewhere in Tucson, Wollard suspected, the rest of the Dillinger Gang was hiding. Making sure the three studied photographs of the other gang members, he told them to keep Makley’s Second Street bungalow under surveillance. Maybe someone would show.

The three officers were soon parked outside Makley’s bungalow. They had been watching the house for a little over an hour when they began to grow impatient. The least they could do, they agreed, was check whether anyone was inside. They came up with an easy ruse. Detective Sherman got out of the car and walked toward the house, taking a letter from his jacket pocket. On the porch, he rang the bell. A woman opened the door. It was Russell Clark’s girlfriend, Opal Long.

“Yes?” she asked.

Thrusting the letter forward, Sherman said he had a delivery. When she reached for the letter, Sherman threw his shoulder against the door and stepped inside. There he came face-to-face with Russell Clark. Sherman drew his service revolver and ordered Clark to raise his hands. Instead Clark lunged for the gun, grabbing it by the barrel. The two men wrestled for the pistol, whirling in circles through the living room and into a bedroom. Outside, spying the commotion, Detectives Eyman and Ford broke  into a run, bounding up the front steps. Opal Long saw them coming and slammed the door, just as Ford thrust his hand forward; the door shut on his finger, breaking a bone.

Sergeant Ford kicked the door open, knocked Long aside, and burst into the bedroom to find Clark and Sherman grappling on a bed. Clark was reaching for a pillow when Ford brained him with his pistol. Sergeant Eyman grabbed Clark’s shoulder and pulled him off the bed. In moments they had him in handcuffs. Beneath the pillow they found a .38. A further search turned up two Thompson submachine guns, an automatic rifle, two pistols, two bulletproof vests, and $4,526.68 in cash. The three officers bundled Clark and Long into a car and took them downtown. No one thought to remain at the house.

Two down, two to go. Downtown, Chief Wollard canvassed his men. Dillinger and Pierpont had to be out there; if they learned of the arrests before the police located them, they could melt into the desert within minutes. The chief’s instincts were dead-on. As he spoke, Pierpont arrived at Makley’s bungalow. Walking up the steps, he noticed drops of what appeared to be blood on the porch. He jogged to his car, drove back to his tourist cabin, and told Mary Kinder to start packing.

As the couple packed, a patrolman walked into Chief Wollard’s office and mentioned the friendly Florida tourist he had encountered a few days earlier. The description matched Pierpont. The chief dispatched Sergeant Eyman and two patrolmen to check out the tourist camp where the “Florida tourist” had said he was staying. Just as the three men drove up, they spotted Pierpont driving off in his new Buick. The three lawmen followed the car for several blocks, discussing how to proceed. They decided to stage a routine traffic stop; maybe they could take Pierpont unprepared. Honking their horn, Sergeant Eyman waved for Pierpont to pull over. He complied. The sergeant stepped out.

“How do you do,” Eyman announced. “May I please see your driver’s license?”

Pierpont handed over the license—a fake—and Eyman looked it over. He handed it back and apologized, pointing out that Pierpont didn’t have a visitor’s inspection sticker on his car, as the law required. It was no trouble to get one, Eyman went on. If Pierpont could just drive down to the police station, he could have a sticker within minutes. Outnumbered, Pierpont had to agree. “I’ll even ride down with you,” Eyman volunteered, sliding into the backseat.

Pierpont adjusted his rearview mirror to keep an eye on Eyman as he drove downtown. Eyman kept up a stream of happy chatter as they went, going on about Tucson’s beautiful weather. Pierpont nodded a lot and smiled. Mary Kinder sat frozen. Slowly Sergeant Eyman drew his gun and slid it between his legs, out of sight. He took out a pack of cigarettes and offered one to Pierpont. He declined.

At the station, Sergeant Eyman led Pierpont and Kinder down a flight of stairs to Chief Wollard’s office. The guns collected from Makley and Clark lay spread across the chief’s desk, and the second Pierpont entered the ruse was blown. Instinctively he reached for the gun in his shoulder holster. But Eyman was too fast. He drew his gun and said, “Drop it!” Pierpont went for his gun anyway. Eyman and two other officers tackled him, and the group fell to the floor in a heap.

“Drop that gun!” Eyman shouted. “Or I’ll kill you!”

Pierpont went slack. An officer vigorously twisted his arm while the others searched him. “You’re treating me pretty rough, aren’t you?” Pierpont said, forcing a smile.

“What do you want us to do? Kiss you?” Eyman said.

Three down, one to go. John Dillinger was somewhere in Tucson; the police were sure of it. Night was approaching. With no clues to work on, officers kept watch on the Makley bungalow and the Sixth Street motor court. A squat Irish detective named James Herron and two uniformed policemen drew up to the bungalow. The sun was just beginning to set as they parked out front. The two officers slipped into the house through the back door. Detective Herron circled back to move his car, thinking it might scare Dillinger off should he appear.

Just then a shiny new Hudson sedan rounded the corner and parked in front of the house. Herron shrank behind a bush as a man in a brown suit got out and approached the front porch, leaving a woman sitting in the front seat. Herron stepped from behind the bush just as the man lifted his foot to climb the steps. As he did the man paused, looking down at the bloodstains. He whirled, as if to run to his car—and came face-to-face with Detective Herron.

Dillinger and Herron stood five feet apart on the front lawn. It was a moment out of the Wild West. Herron drew first, a pistol appearing in his right hand. “Put up your hands!” he ordered.

Dillinger stared. Herron stepped forward and jammed his pistol into his ribs. “Up with those hands or I’ll bore you!” he snapped.

Dillinger slowly raised his hands.

“What’s this all about?” he asked.

Just then the two officers materialized on the front porch.

“Cover the car!” Herron said.

As the two officers hustled past, Herron grabbed Dillinger by the coat and shoved him forward. It was then that Dillinger realized he could not fake his way free. He went for the gun in his shoulder holster. Herron jabbed his pistol deeply into his back and one of the officers poked a riot gun in his face. Dillinger gave up.

Game, set, match, Tucson police.

 

 

The arrests in Tucson were front-page news across the country. The next day crowds of the curious swarmed the Pima County Jail, where the four gang members and their girlfriends were kept under guard. Chief Wollard’s office was inundated with telegrams and phone messages. Out at the airport, every arriving plane disgorged a stream of reporters and photographers from Chicago, New York, and other cities. Every time a cop left the jail, he ran a gauntlet of flashing cameras.

At 10:00 that morning, all seven of the prisoners were led in shackles into a packed courtroom to be arraigned. Dillinger glumly slumped in a chair. “Stand up,” the judge ordered.

“I ain’t Dillinger,” Dillinger mumbled. A bailiff yanked him to his feet. The gang members were ordered held on $100,000 bail each. Flashbulbs popped madly as the prisoners were led out of the courtroom. Billie smiled at Dillinger, who smiled back. He leaned over and kissed her.

That afternoon a steady procession of reporters, politicians, and policemen filed by the gang’s jail cells, ogling the infamous gangsters from the distant Midwest as if they were monkeys in a zoo. Dillinger warmed to the attention, finally admitting his identity and playing his favorite role of gregarious, big-time bank robber.

“I’m an expert in my business,” he told a group of scribbling reporters hovering at his cell. “I can play tag with the police any time. They just dodge around on old trails like fox hounds that don’t know what’s going on. And the dumbest ones in the world are the Chicago kind. Right now none of these smart-aleck coppers have got a bit of evidence that I killed anybody or robbed any bank.”

The others took their cue from Dillinger, smiling and mugging for the  cameras. Pete Pierpont actually traded wisecracks with the governor of Arizona. “These cops out here ain’t like the ones in Indiana,” Pierpont joked. “They pull too fast for us.”

The giddy mood ebbed when the reporters left. By Sunday morning, when delegations of prosecutors from Ohio, Wisconsin, and Indiana arrived in Tucson to argue for extraditions, the gang members were in no mood for chitchat. At the sight of Matt Leach, who had briefly jailed his mother that fall, Pierpont flew into a rage.

“I should have killed you when I had the chance, you dirty son of a bitch!” he shouted. “You put my mother in jail . . . If I ever get out of this the first thing I’m gonna do is kill you, you rat!”

Leach regarded Pierpont for a moment, then turned to a reporter. “There’s a man who really loves his mother,” he said. When he reached Dillinger’s cell, Leach extended his hand through the bars.

Dillinger hesitated, then shook it.

“Well, we meet again, John,” Leach said. He took a step back and studied Dillinger a moment, then complimented him on the mustache he had grown. Leach asked if he was ready to return to Indiana.

“I’m in no hurry,” Dillinger said. “I haven’t a thing to do when I get there.”7

Once again, it appeared Dillinger’s career was over. In fact, it had barely begun.
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 A STAR IS BORN

 

January 30 to March 2, 1934

 

The plane carrying Dillinger touched down at Chicago’s Midway Airport at 6:10 on a dark and snowy Tuesday evening, January 30. It had been a long flight, the outlaw’s first. His departure from Tucson followed a spirited two-day struggle between lawyers from Wisconsin, Indiana, and Ohio, each making the case to prosecute the gang first. In the end, Arizona’s governor ordered Dillinger to Indiana to stand trial for Detective O’Malley’s murder in East Chicago; if convicted, he faced the electric chair. Pierpont, Makley, Clark, and Mary Kinder were sent to Ohio to answer for Sheriff Sarber’s murder; Kinder was later released. Billie Frechette and Opal Long went free. They took a bus to Chicago.

Dillinger hadn’t gone quietly. After a circuslike day that Monday in which crowds of onlookers were allowed into the jail to see him, deputies had to drag him from his cell. “They’re not taking you to Indiana!” Pierpont shouted. “They’re putting you on the spot, boy!” Dillinger wrestled as his wrists were handcuffed. “You’re shanghaiing me!” he barked. “They can’t take me east without a hearing!”

In Chicago, Dillinger descended the airplane stairs into a throng of photographers and eighty-five members of the Chicago Police Department—“a reception such as had never been accorded a criminal in Chicago,” noted the Chicago Tribune. As flashbulbs popped and reporters strained to get a glimpse, two officers shoved Dillinger into the back of a car.1

The Chicago police, many outfitted with submachine guns and bulletproof vests, took no chances. Thirteen cars and a dozen motorcyclists, sirens blaring, made up the caravan that wound its way out of the airport into city streets lined with the curious. Across the border into northwest Indiana, the procession headed for the town of Crown Point, the seat of Lake County, where Dillinger was to be tried. A crowd of reporters and photographers was waiting outside the Lake County Jail when Dillinger arrived at 7:40 P.M.

Inside, Dillinger was led into Sheriff Lillian Holley’s office. Mrs. Holley had become sheriff upon the murder of the previous sheriff, her husband; her inexperience would soon become an issue. Thirty reporters followed, jamming inside as they yelled questions.

“Are you glad to see Indiana again?” someone asked.

“About as glad as Indiana is to see me,” Dillinger said, chewing a wad of gum. He seemed utterly unfazed by the crowd.

“You’re credited with having smuggled the guns into the Indiana State Penitentiary just before the big outbreak of September 26,” a reporter said.

Dillinger grinned. “I’m not denying it,” he said.

“How did you get them in?” a reporter yelled.

A smile creased Dillinger’s face.

“You’re too inquisitive,” he said.

Reporters traded glances. This was something new, a headline-making criminal with charm, a bank robber who could crack wise on his way to the electric chair. A Lake County prosecutor, Robert Estill, who had accompanied Dillinger from Arizona and experienced firsthand his disarming friendliness, was standing beside him. A photographer yelled for Estill to put his arm around Dillinger; forgetting himself for one fateful moment, Estill did. As flashbulbs popped, Dillinger propped his elbow on the prosecutor’s shoulder. The resulting photograph was widely reproduced around the country. It outraged many people, including J. Edgar Hoover, who publicly condemned Estill for fraternizing with a man he was scheduled to prosecute.

Sensing a friendly crowd, Dillinger freely unspooled his life story. “I was just an unfortunate boy,” Dillinger said. “Back in Mooresville, the old hometown, I got drunk ten years ago and held up a grocery. I got $550 and then I got caught . . . In the prison I met a lot of good fellas. I wanted to help them out. There’s no denying that I helped fix up the break at Michigan City last September, when ten men got away. Why not? I stick to my friends and they stick to me.”

One could sense the reporters’ excitement as Dillinger spoke. “How long does it take you to go through a bank?” someone asked. Dillinger chuckled. “One minute and forty seconds flat,” he said.

The unhurried way he chewed his gum, the easy quips, the lopsided grin, the poise, the obvious charisma—it all made a powerful impression on a group of reporters accustomed to tight-faced syndicate gangsters. But then John Dillinger, more than any other Depression-era criminal, had star quality. “He had none of the look of the conventional killer—none of the advertised earmarks of the crook,” a starstruck Chicago Daily News reporter wrote the next day. “Given a little more time and a wider circle of acquaintances, one can see that he might presently become the central figure of a nationwide campaign, largely female, to prevent his frying in the electric chair for the murder of Policeman Patrick O’Malley.” The Daily News went on:John Dillinger stood there in his shirt sleeves, his soft collar open at the throat, as informally as if he had been talking over crop reports with a visitor to his father’s farm, the farm from which he came many years ago in Mooresville, Ind. His diction was amazing—better in many instances than that of his interviewers—his poise no less so.

His hands, freed of manacles for the first time in many hours, hung at his sides. His weight rested as prescribed in the military formula upon the balls of his feet. His chin jutted forward, the muscles of his face working as he chewed his gum between strong jaws.

It was difficult to realize that here was one of the most ruthless killers of a period that has produced plenty of them. There was no hint of hardness about him save for the set of his mouth—no evidence save in the alert presence of armed policemen that he had spent his formative years in a penitentiary. He had none of the sneer, the blatant toughness of the criminal . . . The whole business seemed to be a joke to him . . .

One versed in the ways of gunmen, looking at him for the first time, can hardly realize that in a very few days, a month or two at the outside, this cheery, affable young man will probably be a corpse, and a very good one. For, though the finger is definitely on Mr. Dillinger, he rates in the eyes of calloused observers as the most amazing specimen of his kind ever seen outside of a wildly imaginative moving picture.





For a national press that uniformly painted criminals as “rats” and “cold-blooded killers,” this and similar reviews were unprecedented. It was  a turning point in Dillinger’s career, the moment he molted the skin of a regionally notorious yegg and emerged as a true national figure, an accessible, amiable, down-to-earth fellow, someone Northern audiences, unaccustomed to identifying with criminals, would soon find themselves rooting for. No less an organ than the New York Times took note of the spectacle, noting that Dillinger’s appearance came off “as a modern version of the return of the Prodigal son.”

The half hour Dillinger spent joshing with reporters in the Crown Point jail set the tone for all the press coverage of his coming exploits: Dillinger the accidental yegg, the misunderstood farm boy, the loyal friend who had robbed banks only to help his pals. Dillinger seemed to understand how well he was doing that night and cannily played it for sympathy. “I am not a bad fellow, ladies and gentlemen,” he said as deputies finally led him away. “I was just an unfortunate boy who started wrong.” The Tribune  noted the next morning, “something like a tear glistened in one eye as [the] interviewers left.” It was the performance of a lifetime.

 

 

For seven days the Bremer family paced the hallways of the family mansion, waiting for word from the kidnappers. By Saturday, February 3, they were desperate. Several feared Edward was dead.

That morning the FBI’s Pop Nathan received a summons to the Lowry Hotel suite of Adolph Bremer’s New York bankers. The two bankers told Nathan the family was preparing to make one final appeal to the kidnappers. The catalyst was not just a concern for Edward’s life, but pressure from the newspapers. Several reporters told of disquieting rumors that might find their way into print. One rumor was that Edward Bremer’s bank was failing; it was suggested that he faked the kidnapping to extort money from his father to save it. Another concerned a supposed swindle of a man named Wunderlich, who had for some reason blamed Edward Bremer for his losses and kidnapped him.

The two bankers showed Nathan a letter Adolph Bremer planned to read to the press. Nathan objected only to a line that promised that the family wouldn’t cooperate with the FBI. “I told them that the Division would never tolerate any such situation,” Nathan wrote Hoover.2 The bankers ignored him.

Sunday afternoon Adolph Bremer walked out his front door and handed the statement to reporters. In it he candidly warned the kidnappers not to  attempt to contact the family directly, since their phones were tapped. Instead he suggested they try some new intermediary; the Bremer family would then deliver the ransom.

“[I]f the following suggestions are carried out I will have no interest in any activity after my son is returned,” Bremer said. “If I have not heard from Edward within three days and three nights, I shall understand that you do not wish to deal with me and I will feel I am released from any obligations as contained in this note.”

In Washington, Adolph Bremer’s appeal enraged Hoover. At the safe house in the Chicago suburb of Bensenville, it cheered the gang. Fred Barker ordered Edward Bremer to write two more notes to his father and a pair of intermediaries he had suggested. “If we get the money this time, good,” Barker told Karpis afterward. “If we don’t we’d better forget it and that guy’s had it.”

The next evening, Monday, February 5, the game was renewed. Around seven-thirty Lillian Dickman, a cashier at Edward Bremer’s bank, was sitting in her parents’ home on Cortland Street in St. Paul when she heard a knock at her backdoor. On the doorstep was a man.

“Are you Lillian Dickman?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said.

He handed her two envelopes. Dickman hurried to Adolph Bremer’s mansion and handed them to him. In one was another handwritten appeal from Edward for his father to pay the ransom.bf “Now please do just as the boys instruct you to & don’t waste any time. The sooner the better,” Bremer wrote. “Pa I’m relying on you this is most unbearable. Its just a living hell. I’m trying the best that’s in me to fight it through so I can see you . . . again.”

There was also a typewritten letter from the kidnappers. It promised they would make one last attempt to receive the ransom. Instructions were to follow. An hour after the notes were passed to Adolph Bremer, one of his bankers knocked on Pop Nathan’s door at the St. Paul Hotel. To avoid reporters, the two men sneaked down a fire escape to a suite where Bremer was waiting. He needed Nathan’s word that the FBI wouldn’t interfere in delivery of the ransom. Nathan said it wouldn’t. For the moment, the Bremers were on their own.




Crown Point, Indiana Monday, February 5 2:00 P.M.  

Dillinger shuffled into the courtroom, his hands and feet in shackles, a grin on his face. The Lake County Criminal Courts Building was lined with forty deputies for his initial hearing. The newspapers were carrying reports of rumors that John Hamilton, the only gang member still at large, would stage a raid to rescue Dillinger, and deputies searched everyone who entered the courtroom. Hundreds crowded the hallways, straining to get a look at the prisoner.

Dillinger, wearing a blue shirt and the vest of his blue serge suit, listened quietly as a one-armed attorney his father had hired, Joseph Ryan, argued for more time to prepare his case. Ryan spoke in a low voice, so low many struggled to hear him. From Dillinger’s body language, he seemed unimpressed with his representation. Judge William Murray listened and gave Ryan four days. Dillinger would be arraigned on Friday, February 9.

Among the spectators that afternoon was a white-haired forty-nine-year-old Chicago attorney named Louis Piquett. Piquett was a caricature of the gangland mouthpiece, a melodramatic, arm-waving former bartender who worked his way through Democratic circles to become Chicago’s chief prosecutor in the early 1920s until his indictment on corruption charges in 1923, charges that were later dropped. In Piquett’s private practice, his clients were the scum of syndicate Chicago, abortionists, bootleggers, and killers; in his spare time, Piquett engaged in a variety of minor stock market swindles. Like a host of Chicago criminal-defense attorneys, he saw Dillinger as a ticket to fame, and he had managed to have one of his cards slipped to him the week before. When Dillinger sent word he would meet him, the two met twice inside the jail. They were perfunctory conversations, both men feeling each other out, and ended when Dillinger’s father hired Joe Ryan.

After the hearing Monday afternoon, the head jailer, Lewis Baker, took Piquett aside: Dillinger wanted to see him. They met in a cell at the jail. Worried their conversation might be overheard, Piquett loudly tapped a coin throughout their talk. Gone was the cocky front Dillinger had erected for reporters. Here was a man worried about the electric chair. “Mr. Piquett,” Dillinger said, “I can’t have that fellow Ryan. My God, he’s going to send me to the hot seat! He all but convicted me just in asking for a continuance.”

“Ryan’s all right,” Piquett said.

“I want you to represent me. How about it?”

“I’ll be frank with you,” Piquett said. “It’s going to cost you money.”

“All right.”

Dillinger said he could raise the lawyer’s fee, and Piquett agreed to represent him.3 Piquett quickly became, in every way imaginable, the most important person in John Dillinger’s life. Publicly, he became Dillinger’s principal defender, the flamboyant leader of the burgeoning John Dillinger admiration society. But it was behind closed doors that Piquett was to serve Dillinger most ably, doing everything from ferrying secret messages to fielding book offers. Dillinger’s relationship with Piquett, and with Piquett’s investigator, an easygoing mook named Arthur O’Leary, became the foundation upon which the outlaw’s future exploits would be built. In time the two became his secret partners, his enablers, fixers who handled his every need.bg

For now, Piquett returned to his Chicago office and got to work preparing for Dillinger’s trial. It was to be the high point of his legal career; it would bring him untold fame and fortune. And it would never happen.




St. Paul, Minnesota 4:30 P.M.  

Father Deere, a Catholic priest who lived outside St. Paul, answered a knock on his door at 4:30 that afternoon. A man with sunken eyes and a pasty complexion stood on his doorstep.

“Are you Father Deere?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Can you get to St. Paul by six o’clock?”

“Yes.”

The man thrust an envelope into the priest’s hands, then walked out to a waiting brown sedan and was driven off. Father Deere, an acquaintance of the Bremer family, saw that the envelope was addressed to Adolph Bremer. He returned inside and picked up the phone.

By 6:00 the envelope was in Adolph Bremer’s hands. It contained detailed instructions for delivery of the ransom. The money, $200,000 in small bills whose serial numbers the FBI had recorded, had been loaded into two suit boxes. A little after seven the boxes were loaded into Walter Magee’s car at the brewery. Worried about being robbed, Magee drove through backstreets to the spot on University Avenue where, as the kidnappers’ note promised, he found a parked Chevrolet coupe. Shell Oil signs were bolted to the front doors, giving it the appearance of a company car. Magee slid behind the wheel of the Chevrolet. He noticed that the windows had been clouded with some kind of chemical that made it difficult for him to see out.

In the left-door pocket Magee found the keys and a typewritten note. Following its instructions, he drove to the town of Farmington, twenty miles south of St. Paul, where he pulled up to the bus station. The bus to Rochester left at 9:15. Magee fell in behind it. He followed the bus through the towns of Cannon Falls and Zumbrota, pulling over when the bus stopped to disgorge passengers. Then, four miles south of Zumbrota, Magee saw the four red lights on a hill above the highway. He hit the brakes. Three hundred feet farther, just as the instructions promised, there was a dirt road. Magee turned into it.

Magee inched down the darkened road. About a half mile later, a car materialized behind him and flashed its headlights five times. Magee got out, walked around to the passenger door, took out the two suit boxes, and  placed them on the road. Then he got back in the car and drove forward, eventually reaching the small town of Mazeppa.




Wednesday, February 7

Fred Barker was wearing a huge smile when he reached the safe house outside of Chicago the next morning. “We got it!” Barker shouted as they lugged the suit boxes into the kitchen.

“How much did you get?” Karpis asked.

“We got the whole thing,” Barker said. “Two hundred thousand dollars.”

It fell to Karpis to return Bremer. They forced him to shave and gave him a new suit of clothes to wear. Karpis explained to Bremer that he had read an article that outlined how the FBI could retrieve fingerprints from clothing, and he wanted to ensure Bremer returned with nothing they had handled. They burned his old clothes, even his underwear. Bremer asked for his garters back, but Karpis refused.

At nightfall they threw a handkerchief over Bremer’s head and led him to the Buick they had parked in the alley. Karpis drove, Dock Barker beside him in the front seat, Bremer pushed down on the rear floorboards. In central Wisconsin they found a gasoline cache Fred Barker had laid. Karpis held the funnel while Dock poured the contents of the first can into the Buick’s tank. In the darkness his hand slipped and the ice-cold gas splashed inside his glove. “Jesus Christ, don’t you know you got me half froze?” Karpis said, shaking his hand.

“Well, I got it on my gloves, too,” Dock said.

Dock took one of his gloves off while he poured the second can. “Goddamn, you ought to keep your gloves on,” Karpis said.

“I got gasoline in one of ’em.”

“That don’t make no difference, goddamnit, you might leave some prints or something.”

“Well, nobody’ll find the cans anyway. Even if they did, they wouldn’t know we used ’em.” Karpis was too cold to argue.

They drove through the night to Rochester, Minnesota, pulling up behind a downtown building about eight o’clock. Dock pushed some bills into Bremer’s fist, guided him out of the car, and told him to count to fifteen before taking off his blindfold. Shivering, Bremer began to count. “We haven’t left,” he heard a voice say. “Start again.”

On the drive back to Chicago, Dock was almost giddy. “I guess you’re going to take Delores now with your end of the money and go to Florida, ain’t you?” Dock kidded Karpis, who remained glum.

“You know something, Dock?” Karpis replied. “We’re a long way from spending any of that money.”




St. Paul, Minnesota Thursday, February 8  

The last of the well-wishers left the Bremer mansion around midnight. In the darkness Adolph Bremer walked across the street to the brewery to do some work. Agent S. L. Fortenberry was sitting on the side porch when he heard a tapping sound at the outside door. Fortenberry opened it, and Edward Bremer staggered inside, ashen and shaking.

Agent Fortenberry ran across the street and retrieved Adolph Bremer from the brewery. Back at the mansion, there were hugs and smiles and tears. Agent Fortenberry asked “for the privilege” of calling Pop Nathan to break the news. Edward insisted he couldn’t. He had promised the kidnappers nothing would appear in the morning papers. Both Bremers prevailed upon Fortenberry to wait until dawn to notify the Bureau. Reluctantly he agreed. Edward Bremer downed two fast glasses of beer before the words came spilling out. When he finished, Agent Fortenberry asked if he could identify any of his captors. “I know it sounds unreasonable,” Bremer said, “but they kept me for twenty-two days and I never got a look at one of them.”

Bremer repeatedly told his father “they could not have anything to do with prosecution,” as Agent Fortenberry later reported in a memo. The kidnappers had threatened his wife and child. Finally, around three, sleepy and exhausted, Edward Bremer went to bed. The moment he disappeared upstairs, Fortenberry went for the phone.

Friday morning Nathan telephoned Edward Bremer’s doctor, who agreed that Bremer could be interviewed, but only for a half hour, at 2:00. After notifying Washington, Nathan headed to Adolph Bremer’s mansion, where he found a family meeting under way in the kitchen. Adolph Bremer asked Nathan what he thought about Edward’s insistence that he couldn’t identify the kidnappers. Nathan termed it “bunk and worthless from a standpoint of investigative aid.” Adolph urged Nathan to “go easy” on his  son. He was fragile. He would be better in a few days. Nathan said he didn’t have a few days. Every day they lost, the evidence was growing colder.

At two Nathan saw Edward Bremer. He found him frightened and deeply ambivalent about cooperating with authorities. “The police are okay,” Bremer said, “but I have no use for federal agents.” Nathan asked what he meant; Bremer waved him off, saying he was just joking. Now it was Nathan’s turn to get irritated. He told Bremer it was obvious he wasn’t telling everything he knew. Bremer bridled. He insisted he couldn’t identify any of his captors, saying he “didn’t see a darned soul.” Afterward Nathan returned downtown, incensed. He was convinced Edward Bremer was hiding something.

 

 

That Friday morning, while Pop Nathan grappled with Edward Bremer, Louis Piquett took center stage at Dillinger’s arraignment in Crown Point. It was another packed courtroom, the walls lined with deputies holding submachine guns, reporters scribbling, flashbulbs popping. In the crowd were two of the Arizona cops who arrested Dillinger. Both said they were mulling movie and vaudeville offers, but were holding out for more money.4

The moment Judge Murray quieted the crowd, Piquett was on his feet. “Your Honor!” Piquett thundered. “Are we to have a hearing in accord with the spirit of the laws of this state and of this nation, or are we to witness merely a mockery of the name of justice? Is the state to be permitted to continue inciting an atmosphere of prejudice and hatred? The very air reeks with the bloody rancor of intolerant malice. The clanging of shackles brings to our minds the dungeons of the czars, not the flag-bedecked liberty of an American courtroom. I request the court to direct that those shackles be removed.”

It was vintage Piquett, melodramatic and bellicose. The prosecutor, Robert Estill, was no match. “This is a very dangerous man, Your Honor,” he said.

“Remove the handcuffs from the prisoner,” Judge Murray said.

Piquett was just warming up. “Thank you,” he said. “May I also point out that this is a civil court, and not a military court-martial. Could anything be more prejudiced than machine guns pressed into the defendant’s back, and an army of guards cluttering up the room? May the court direct that all guns be removed from the courtroom?”

Sheriff Holley’s nephew, a deputy named Carroll Holley, rose. “I’m responsible for the safe-guarding of the prisoner,” he said.

“Who are you?” Piquett demanded. “Are you a lawyer? What right have you to address this court?”

Judge Murray ordered the guns removed. Piquett then launched into an argument for more time, saying he would need four months to prepare Dillinger’s defense. Estill said it should only take ten days. “To go on trial in ten days would be a legal lynching of this poor lad!” Piquett shouted. “There is a law against lynching in this state!”

“There is a law against murder, too,” Estill shot back.

“Then why don’t you observe it?” Piquett asked. “Why don’t you [just] stand Dillinger against a wall and shoot him down? There’s no need to throw away the state’s money on this kind of mockery . . . Your Honor, even Christ had a fairer trial than this!”

Estill was about to shout something back when Judge Murray told both attorneys to calm down. Piquett apologized to the court and motioned to Estill. “Bob and I respect each other,” he said.

“He’ll be putting his arm around you soon,” Murray quipped. Laughter rippled through the courtroom. After more desultory argument, the judge gave Piquett a month: Dillinger’s trial would begin on March 12. Estill pouted. “Your Honor,” he said, “why don’t you let Mr. Piquett take Dillinger home with him, and bring him back on the day of the trial? You’ve given him everything else he has asked for.”

Dillinger sat through it all wearing his trademark grin. As the handcuffs were reapplied for his return to the jail, he leaned over to Piquett and whispered, “Atta boy, counsel.”5

 

 

The agent Hoover selected to supervise the Bremer case was William Rorer, the handsome World War I veteran who had arrested Machine Gun Kelly. Rorer, now promoted to inspector, arrived in St. Paul on Saturday, February 10, the day after Dillinger’s hearing. After reading over reports that day, he interviewed Bremer at his home on Sunday.

They got off to a bad start. The two men repaired to the sunporch, where Rorer emphasized it would be necessary for Bremer to tell him everything he knew. Again Bremer bridled, saying he had already told Pop Nathan everything. Rorer said it was obvious he hadn’t. “Who said I haven’t told the truth?” Bremer demanded.6 In that case, he went on, he  wouldn’t say anything at all. Rorer reminded him of the duty he owed the government and the American people.

“To hell with duty,” Bremer said.

The meeting broke up when the young bank president stormed from the room in tears. In Washington, Hoover had no sympathy for Bremer. He was ready to take dramatic action. For several days he had considered issuing a statement criticizing Bremer for failing to cooperate with the Bureau. Nathan asked him to hold off, but Hoover sent a draft to Cummings anyway. Beginning with a lecture on a victim’s duty to help capture his kidnappers, it noted that “in spite of the cooperation of the Special Agents of this Department’s Bureau of Investigation in restraining their activities to permit the safe return of Mr. Bremer, his cooperation has not yet been of a type that should be expected . . . Neither temerity, nor fear, nor indifference will excuse the lack of full, wholesome, wholehearted effort and cooperation.”

Monday morning, when Bremer arrived at the Bureau’s office for further questioning, Rorer read him the statement. It had a dramatic impact. Suddenly Bremer began remembering things. That morning, and in interviews every day that week, his memory sprang vividly to life. The kidnappers let him smoke Chesterfields, he said; no, there was no state stamp on the box. He remembered the wallpaper in the room where he had been held, and the red flower design on the serving dishes. He said he had been driven about eight hours away.

Bremer’s change in attitude coincided with the discovery of a trove of evidence. The afternoon after his release, agents had taken Walter Magee and retraced the route he had taken to deliver the ransom money. On Highway 55 south of Zumbrota, Magee pointed out the rise where he had seen the red lights. Scrambling up the grassy embankment, agents found three heavy brass lamps and a swinging lantern; all were then wrapped in cellophane and sent to Washington for analysis.

Agent Sam McKee, meanwhile, drove to Portage, Wisconsin, where the sheriff was holding what he considered a suspicious set of gasoline cans. There were four five-gallon jugs and a funnel. The sheriff took McKee out to see a farmer named Reuben Grossman, who had found them. Grossman said he had first seen the cans the night Bremer was released, lying on the side of a dirt road just off Route 16. The next morning they were still there, so he picked them up and returned them to his garage. It crossed his mind they might be connected to the Bremer case, Grossman said, so he called  the sheriff. McKee took the cans and the funnel and sent them to Washington. Within days they had the word. A single fingerprint had been identified, on one of the gas cans.

It belonged to Dock Barker.




Kansas City, Missouri Monday, February 12  

While the FBI scrambled to learn about the Barkers, the Kansas City Massacre investigation was going nowhere. Hoover harangued the Kansas City and Oklahoma City offices to keep him informed of their efforts. “I have been particularly embarrassed by your failure to keep this office advised concerning developments in the Floyd case,” Hoover wrote to the new Oklahoma City SAC, Dwight Brantley. “I receive more information from private parties in New York City concerning the handling of this matter in Oklahoma than I do from you.”bh

Two agents were still working the case full-time, and their contrasting theories led to friction. A new man, A. E. “Gyp” Farland, was debriefing inmates at Leavenworth who knew the Barkers. He argued in a January 29 memo to Hoover that the Bureau “has been wrong as to the identity of those who assisted Verne Miller in the Kansas City Massacre.” Farland argued that Fred Barker and Alvin Karpis were almost certainly Miller’s partners. Other agents disagreed.

Hoover read the memo in anger. Farland’s theory looked half-baked, and it underscored the meandering nature of the investigation. Hugh Clegg followed up. “I telephoned Acting Agent in Charge M. C. Spear at Kansas City,” Clegg wrote Hoover that afternoon, “and told him [you] were very much displeased with the reported lack of vigor in this investigation of the Kansas City Massacre case; that it appeared that they had let this case fall by the wayside and it was being handled intermittently by any one of a number of agents and it was not being pursued vigorously toward a logical conclusion.”

Spear briefed Clegg on the office’s contrasting theories of the case. “I informed Spear that the various theories they might develop had no bearing on the case,” Clegg told Hoover, “that it was not the policy of agents of the division to get into disputes over theories; that we were seeking the facts, whatever they might be, and that he should not tolerate any friction in the office.”

Hoover erupted. “This must stop at once,” he scrawled on Clegg’s memo. “See that a sharp letter is sent K.C. re such bickering. It must stop  at once.”

At Hoover’s instruction, a single new agent, Harold Anderson, was ordered to review the massacre file from top to bottom.bi The files themselves, which filled two four-drawer cabinets, were a mess. It took ten days for Anderson to get them organized. But what he discovered when he did was startling. In one drawer he found a sheaf of fingerprint photos taken from Verne Miller’s house. The prints, lifted from beer bottles in Miller’s basement, had been checked against those on file in the Kansas City office but had never been forwarded to Washington, which kept a national file of fingerprints. It was a blunder, and Anderson realized there would be hell to pay.

That Monday morning the fingerprints were forwarded to Washington for examination. Hoover’s wrath was immediate; he demanded to know why the prints had languished in the files for seven months. “It appears,” a Kansas City agent wrote Hoover, “that in the excitement in connection with this investigation at that time shortly after the massacre happened, [the fingerprint file] was overlooked.”

Anderson’s search of the files generated a dozen new leads. He went to work even as the FBI laboratory, already busy on the Bremer case, began analyzing the beer bottles for fingerprints.

 

 

That same Monday, Louis Piquett returned to Crown Point. Rumors persisted that John Hamilton was preparing to raid the jail to free his partner. Sheriff Holley had asked that Dillinger be moved to the prison at Michigan City. Dillinger pleaded with Piquett to block the move. “Quit worrying,” Piquett said. “You’re not going to Michigan City.”

In Judge William Murray’s chambers, Piquett listened as Sheriff Holley argued that the prison was the only place they could guarantee Dillinger could not escape. Piquett easily short-circuited her request with a sly bit of 

“There isn’t anything wrong with it,” Mrs. Holley said. “It’s the strongest jail in Indiana.”

“That’s what I thought,” Piquett said. “But of course, I don’t want to embarrass Mrs. Holley. I appreciate that she’s a woman, and if she’s afraid of an escape—”

“I’m not afraid of an escape,” the sheriff said. “I can take care of John Dillinger or any other prisoner.”

That pretty much did it, but just to make sure, Piquett said he would file for a change of venue if Dillinger were transferred. Judge Murray clearly didn’t mind the press attention he was receiving as Dillinger’s judge, and it was all he needed to hear. He ruled that the prisoner would remain in Crown Point.

Piquett returned to the jail three days later, on Thursday, February 15. For the first time he brought his investigator, Art O’Leary. Piquett was planning to send O’Leary to Florida to establish their alibi; Dillinger was claiming he had still been in Daytona Beach when eyewitnesses put him at the East Chicago bank robbery.

“Wait a minute,” Dillinger said as they rose to leave. “I’m gonna give you a note for Billie.”

Piquett and O’Leary looked at the folded note on the drive back to Chicago. Dillinger had drawn a floor plan of the Crown Point jail and a suggestion to Hamilton as to how he could break him out. The note instructed Hamilton to dynamite a corner of the jail, then use blowtorches to cut through the steel walls into the cell block where Dillinger would be waiting.7 O’Leary let out a low whistle. It was the first hint they had that Dillinger had no intention of standing trial. The note frightened both men. It was a ridiculous scheme, one that would no doubt get everyone involved killed. Nevertheless, after some debate, Piquett passed it to Frechette, who got it to John Hamilton.

Hamilton, however, was in no shape to help anyone; he was still recuperating from the bullet wounds he had suffered in East Chicago a month before. He had been holed up in a Chicago apartment ever since, tended to by Pat Cherrington. In desperation he contacted the one yegg he thought he could trust, their old friend Homer Van Meter. Van Meter was in St. Paul, where as fate would have it, he had just reunited with that most unstable of Depression-era outlaws, Baby Face Nelson.
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In the wake of the Eastham raid, Clyde Barrow had a new gang for the first time in seven months, and from all appearances he was determined it would be his ticket into the criminal elite: finally, he would become a bank robber. It’s possible banks intimidated Clyde. Even when he worked with partners in the past, he had kept to jewelry stores and gas stations. But if Clyde now viewed himself as a Dillinger-like figure commanding a band of seasoned yeggmen, he was deluding himself, as soon became apparent. The problem was his new partner, Raymond Hamilton. The cocky, needling Hamilton had an ego to rival Clyde’s, and he wasn’t taking a backseat to anyone.

What little is known of those first weeks after the Eastham raid comes mostly from Joe Palmer, one of the convicts who escaped alongside Hamilton. Recaptured in Paducah, Kentucky, in August 1934, Palmer narrated a patchy version of events before dying in the electric chair. According to Palmer, a thin, jug-eared murderer who suffered from bleeding ulcers and various chronic stomach problems, he and three other prisoners stayed with Bonnie and Clyde after the raid: Raymond Hamilton; a double murderer named Hilton Bybee; and an acne-scarred twenty-one-year-old Louisiana kid named Henry Methvin.

After forming in Dallas, this five-person group drove east to Louisiana to visit Henry Methvin’s parents in a remote section of Bienville Parish, east of Shreveport. In Shreveport they bought clothes and guns. Afterward they headed north, intending to rob a bank in Iowa, which soon became Clyde’s favorite hunting ground. Tensions within the group broke to the surface after they robbed the bank at Rembrandt, in the northwest corner of Iowa, on January 25, eight days after the Eastham raid. It was an uneventful in-and-out affair; the take came to $3,800. According to Palmer, he was too sick to take part, and stayed behind in the getaway car with Bonnie. Still, Clyde insisted Palmer receive an equal share. Hamilton objected, but Clyde won the argument. It wouldn’t be their last: a clear rift was developing between Hamilton and the others. Perhaps sensing the explosive situation, Hilton Bybee left the gang after the Rembrandt robbery; he was arrested five days later in Amarillo.bj

The bickering continued as the gang returned south through Missouri a few days later. They had almost reached Joplin when Palmer and Hamilton began arguing in the backseat. According to Palmer, he called Hamilton a “punk blabbermouth braggart.” Afterward, Hamilton simmered as Palmer threw a blanket over his head and fell asleep on the rear floorboard. According to Palmer, Clyde, who was driving, saw Hamilton take out his pistol, as if to shoot Palmer. Clyde reached back and slapped Hamilton in the face, losing control of the car in the process. They careened into a ditch, damaging the car’s left wheel.bk Palmer thanked Clyde for saving his life but wanted nothing more to do with Hamilton. He prevailed upon Clyde to leave him at Joplin’s Conner Hotel. Clyde promised to return in several weeks.8

If the gang left Missouri, it soon returned, because on February 12 Bonnie and Clyde were involved in a gunfight there. According to the next day’s Springfield Press, it began that morning when a Springfield woman spotted a man stealing her car from a driveway on East Walnut Street. An alert was broadcast, and a little before noon the stolen car was spotted passing through Galena, south of Springfield, then again in Reeds Spring, west of Branson.

Clyde was lost. Outside Reeds Spring, he picked up a hitchhiker, a forty-year-old farmer named Joe Gunn, pointed a pistol at him, and ordered him to guide them to Berryville, across the state line in Arkansas. Gunn climbed into the backseat beside Hamilton and Henry Methvin, who were perched atop a pile of automatic rifles and thousands of bullets. Gunn had been in the car barely five minutes when Clyde spotted a roadblock ahead. It was the Reeds Spring city marshal. Clyde turned onto a dirt road, found it was a dead end, and returned toward the roadblock. “We’ve gotta let ’em have it, boys,” Clyde said, stopping the car.9

Clyde snatched up an automatic rifle, jumped onto the road, and, along with Hamilton and Methvin, opened fire on the roadblock. As they did, another police car appeared behind them. Inside were two Springfield deputies. Hamilton wheeled and fired behind him. Clyde emptied his automatic rifle at the roadblock twice. Each time, Gunn noticed, he handed the rifle to Bonnie to reload. The gang’s firepower was overwhelming, and within minutes both sets of lawmen withdrew to call for reinforcements. Bonnie, Gunn recalled, appeared “delighted.” Hamilton hopped into the backseat wearing a wide smile. “I sho’ tried to kill that fucker back of the car,” he said.

The gang headed across the Arkansas border, eventually stopping eight miles south of Berryville. According to Gunn, who was let out of the car, Clyde leaned over, tweaked Bonnie’s nose, and said, “There’s no use carrying this dead weight, baby.” Gunn trudged back north to give his account to the Springfield newspaper that afternoon.

From Arkansas, Clyde drove the group to Dallas, where he and Hamilton began studying several banks in the area. On Monday night, February 19, believing they needed still more firepower, they burglarized a National Guard Armory at Ranger, Texas, west of Fort Worth, carting out armloads of Browning automatic rifles, Colt .45s, and thousands of bullets. They ferried it all back into Dallas.

It was during this period, between February 12 and early March, that Bonnie and Clyde experienced one of the stranger episodes of their careers. Hamilton was lonely, and in Dallas he managed to reunite with a heavily made-up piece of trouble named Mary O’Dare, the nineteen-year-old wife of a jailed friend.bl It was the first time another woman had joined the gang since Blanche Barrow, and while Bonnie had tolerated Blanche, she loathed Mary O’Dare. Almost everyone connected to the gang did. By all accounts O’Dare was immature, a sarcastic, gossipy girl who couldn’t understand why Bonnie and Clyde preferred sleeping in the car and bathing in ice-cold creeks to staying in a nice hotel. Raymond Hamilton’s brother Floyd termed O’Dare a “gold digger” and a “prostitute” who wore enough makeup to “grow a crop.”10 Behind her back, Clyde and Bonnie called her “The Washerwoman.”

O’Dare was with the gang when Clyde and Hamilton agreed on a bank to take, the R. P. Henry and Sons Bank in the town of Lancaster, twenty-five miles south of Dallas. On Tuesday morning, February 27, after leaving the women in their Ford north of the city, the two men took Henry Methvin and drove to Lancaster, stepping onto the sidewalk by the bank’s side entrancea few minutes before noon. Clyde’s behavior that day suggests his ambition to become a first-tier bank man. Gone were the wrinkled, dusty suits he usually wore. That day he wore a smart checkered overcoat and a matching Stetson. Hamilton wore a tailored overcoat of his own. They left Methvin in the car.

There were five people in the lobby when Clyde walked in, pulled out the sawed-off shotgun from beneath his coat, and said, “Everybody on the floor.” An elderly man named Brooks didn’t understand.

“What?” he asked. “What are we doing?”

A WPA laborer named Ollie Worley, who had just cashed a paycheck for $27.00, said, “We have to get on the floor.”

Brooks remained standing.

“Say, old man,” Clyde said. “You’d better get down.”

“Please,” a bank executive said.

It took another minute of prodding for the elderly man to take his place on the floor. As he did, Hamilton walked behind the teller cages, scooping cash into a sack. He led a teller into the vault, grabbing bricks of cash from the shelves, then emerged, ready to leave. At that point, a funny thing happened. While Hamilton was inside the vault, Clyde had snatched the $27.00 from Ollie Worley’s hand. As they left, he turned to Worley. “You worked like hell for this, didn’t you?” Clyde asked, motioning to the money in his hand.

“Yes sir,” Worley said. “Digging ditches . . .”

“Here,” Clyde said, thrusting the money at Worley. “We don’t want your money. We just want the bank’s.”11

Among the dozens of eyewitness accounts of Clyde’s behavior, this exchange is unique. If Worley’s memory is to be believed—he related the story to the Dallas historian John Neal Phillips in 1984—it is perhaps the only time Clyde ever expressed anything approaching an altruistic impulse toward one of his victims.bm Moreover, Clyde’s choice of language is telling: the words he spoke to Worley were precisely the same words newspapers reported Dillinger using six weeks earlier when robbing the First National Bank of East Chicago. The incident, along with his tailored clothing and uncharacteristically polite behavior that day, suggests that Clyde was adoptingDillinger as a role model, that at the very least he was aware of Dillinger’s exploits and was attempting to emulate his successes. It’s not a reach to suggest that Clyde craved the adulation Dillinger enjoyed and was altering his behavior in hopes of attracting something similar.

But any dreams Clyde had that he and Hamilton could forge a criminal enterprise to rival Dillinger’s were dashed that same day. Speeding out of Lancaster, they picked up the girls and headed north toward Oklahoma. Clyde drove; Hamilton and O’Dare sat in the backseat with Henry Methvin. At one point, Hamilton began to divide their take, which totaled about $4,000, into three parts.

Suddenly Mary O’Dare said, “What about me?”

“You get nothing,” Clyde barked.

As Clyde later told the story to his family, he watched Hamilton closely in the rearview mirror as he divided the money. He claimed he saw Hamilton slide a wad of bills into O’Dare’s hand. At this point, he stopped the car, confronted Hamilton, and searched him, finding an extra $600. It is certainly a dramatic anecdote, perhaps too much so to be believed. But whatever occurred that day, it marked the end of the Barrow-Hamilton partnership. Some versions of the story state that Bonnie and Clyde separated from Hamilton and O’Dare right there, on the highway.

This is unlikely. In a story Bonnie told her mother, she suggested that the final break came several days later, during a nightmarish trip the gang took north into the Midwest. They drove as far as Indiana, where the men bought sharp new suits, hats, and overcoats, the girls purchased dresses, and everyone attended a movie or two; it’s tempting to suggest Clyde was drawn to Indiana because it was Dillinger’s territory, but the gang’s precise itinerary is unknown.

All during the trip O’Dare bickered with everyone, even the monosyllabic Methvin. As Bonnie told it, the final straw came after a furious argument she had not with O’Dare, but with Clyde. Bonnie didn’t explain the argument, but it was bad enough she stomped off in tears, swearing she was “going home to mama.” Afterward, Bonnie said, O’Dare tried to sympathize with her.

“I wouldn’t put up with him,” O’Dare said. “I’d fix him.”

“I’m going home,” Bonnie said. “I simply hate him.”

“I’d fix him before I left,” O’Dare said.

“I’m going to,” Bonnie said. “You wait and see.”

“I’d poison him,” O’Dare said.

The suggestion startled Bonnie. “Poison him?” she said. “Poison Clyde?”

“Well, just dope him then,” O’Dare said. “Then, while he’s out, you can take his roll and beat it. Boy, think of the good time you could have on that money.”

“If I hadn’t been so mad at Clyde,” Bonnie told her mother, “I believe I’d have slapped her. But that finished me up with [O’Dare]. I told Clyde and he told Raymond that if [she] stuck around, it was all off. They split up right there and we came back to Texas with Henry.”12

Given Bonnie’s penchant for melodrama, Mary O’Dare may or may not have suggested poisoning Clyde; whatever she did was bad enough that, according to Joe Palmer, Bonnie, Clyde, and Methvin later discussed killing her. The dissolution of the gang marked the last time Clyde ever worked with Raymond Hamilton.

Afterward, the two couples returned separately to the Dallas area. Hamilton teamed up with his brother to rob a string of Texas banks. Clyde had enough money for the moment and consented when Henry Methvin, now falling into W. D. Jones’s old role as Clyde’s gofer, asked to visit his parents in Louisiana. One afternoon in early March, deep in the pines east of Shreveport, Clyde drove them down a rutted dirt road to the shack of Methvin’s parents, Iverson and Ava Methvin. “Ivy” Methvin was a grubby drunk in overalls; Ava didn’t talk much.

Even so, there was something about the area that appealed to Clyde. Over the course of several lazy days at the Methvin place, he and Bonnie took long walks into the pines. The area was impossibly isolated, with few paved roads, no large towns to speak of, and no police in sight. Few of the back-country shacks had running water or indoor plumbing, much less radios or telephones. Clyde told Bonnie he liked the feel of the area. There was a lake nearby with largemouth bass. Both Bonnie and Clyde were exhausted. Neither had slept in a bed since the shoot-out at Platte City eight months before. At some point, Clyde suggested that maybe they could find a shack of their own nearby. They could fix it up, use it as a vacation spot. Bonnie liked the idea of a little house in the woods, just the two of them. It seemed perfect.

 

 

It wasn’t perfect. What Bonnie and Clyde didn’t know, as they explored the woods of northern Louisiana, was that for the first time in two years they  had attracted a professional pursuer, and he was already driving the Louisiana back roads looking for them.

He had been hired by Lee Simmons, the man who headed the Texas prison system. Simmons wanted revenge for the raid on his work camp, and if the FBI and the Dallas County Sheriff were too uninterested or inept to bring in Bonnie and Clyde, he was determined to do it himself. On February 1, fourteen days after the Eastham jailbreak, Simmons visited the governor’s mansion in Austin and explained his idea to the governor, Mildred “Ma” Ferguson. Beside the governor sat her husband, the former governor Jim Ferguson, whose impeachment on corruption charges two years earlier had led to his wife’s decision to run for office on the slogan “Two Governors for the Price of One.” Simmons told the Fergusons he wanted to hire someone to eradicate Clyde Barrow. When the governor asked who he had in mind, Simmons said, “Frank Hamer.”

He didn’t need to say much more. Everyone in Texas knew of Frank Hamer. Hamer was a Lone Star legend, a cantankerous forty-nine-year-old former Ranger who had spent much of his law-enforcement career chasing cattle rustlers and exchanging gunfire with Mexican bandits on the Rio Grande. A big man, six-foot-two, just over two hundred pounds, Hamer was seen as the walking embodiment of the “One Riot, One Ranger” ethos, a stereotypically quiet loner who bridled at authority, shot first, and asked questions later. Long a darling of the Texas press, he was the kind of celebrity lawman who befriended movie stars, in Hamer’s case the silent-film actor Tom Mix. He was also a friend and contemporary of several current and former FBI men, including the San Antonio SAC Gus Jones. After a series of minor controversies, including the dismissal of one case for an illegal search, Hamer left the Rangers in November 1932. Any number of reasons were given for his departure, but the Rangers had become increasingly politicized and ineffective, and Hamer was no fan of Ma Ferguson and her corrupt husband. He had reluctantly taken a security job with a Houston-based oil company.

Sitting in the governor’s office, Simmons was surprised to learn that whatever bad blood existed between Hamer and the governor, the Fergusons would not object to his hiring. “Frank is all right with us,” Mrs. Ferguson said. “We don’t hold anything against him.”13 Leaving the mansion with a sheaf of written authorizations in his briefcase, Simmons drove to Hamer’s Austin home and explained his proposal. Hamer would work  alone, in secret. No one but Simmons and the governor would know what he was doing. Hamer’s sole objective would be to bring in Bonnie and Clyde, dead or alive. No politics, no bureaucracy, no one looking over his shoulder. “How long do you think it will take to do the job?” Hamer asked.

“That’s something no man could guess,” Simmons said. “It might be six months; it might be longer. Probably it will take you thirty days to get your feet on the ground before you start to work. No matter how long it takes, I will back you to the limit.”

“Well, if that’s the way you feel about it, I’ll take the job,” Hamer said.

Simmons made only one suggestion. “Captain,” he said, “it is foolish for me to try to tell you anything; but in my judgment, the thing for you to do is put them on the spot, know you are right—and then shoot everybody in sight.”

Hamer didn’t respond to the suggestion, but it stuck in his mind. The next day he got to work. Little is known of his first weeks on Bonnie and Clyde’s trail. For the rest of his life, he never described his pursuit in detail. In the only lengthy interview he ever gave on the subject, with the Texas Ranger historian Walter Prescott Webb, Hamer spoke in general of how he studied both Bonnie and Clyde:I interviewed many people who knew him and studied numerous pictures of him and [Bonnie]. I knew the size, height, and all the marks of identification of both Clyde and Bonnie. But this was not enough. An officer must know the mental habits of the outlaw, how he thinks, and how he will act in different situations. When I began to understand Clyde Barrow’s mind, I felt that I was making progress . . . Before the chase ended, I not only knew the general appearance and mental habits of the pair, but I also had learned the kind of whiskey they drank, what they ate, and the color, size, and texture of their clothes.




On February 10, two days before Bonnie and Clyde’s shoot-out at Reeds Spring, Missouri, Hamer climbed into his black V-8 Ford and headed to Dallas. There he debriefed W. D. Jones, who had been captured that November, and also Jimmy Mullins, who had been arrested and interrogated by the Dallas authorities and the FBI. Hamer also made the first of several visits to the Dallas FBI office, where he talked with the agent assigned to  the case, Charles Winstead. Bonnie and Clyde were low priorities for the Bureau, but Winstead had been cruising East Texas for several months chasing tips on the pair. He believed he had found one of their cars outside the town of Gilmer, east of Dallas. On another occasion he and a sheriff had discovered a suitcase full of clothes that relatives had left for them in a creek bed near Athens.14

The FBI declined to get more deeply involved, but Hamer had more luck with Smoot Schmid, the Dallas County sheriff. Schmid agreed that his two deputies, Bob Alcorn and Ted Hinton, would work with Hamer. The three men had several long talks, plotting strategy, then drove east together. An examination of Clyde’s wanderings showed his affinity for the triangle of country between Dallas, Joplin, and Shreveport, and after his initial research Hamer began contacting law-enforcement friends there, especially in East Texas, where Clyde had family.

He first struck their trail at Texarkana. From there he followed signs of the pair to the western Louisiana town of Logansport, then north to Keatchie, where they had purchased gasoline, then on to Shreveport, where Clyde bought pants, underwear, gloves, and an automatic shotgun. Hamer found one of their camps on the Wichita River, near Wichita Falls, Texas, where he traced a sales receipt to a store in Dallas where Bonnie bought a dress.

“But the trail always led back to Louisiana,” Hamer told Walter Prescott Webb. It was there, on February 17, after only a week of travel, that Hamer claimed, “I located their hideout.” This may have been wishful thinking, or even braggadocio; Hamer’s ego was sizable. He gives no detail of the supposed hideout, only to say that it was in a parish where he could not trust the sheriff. “And so it was arranged to have Barrow’s hideout moved into a parish where the officers were more reliable.” How this could have been arranged Hamer doesn’t say. But, he goes on, “in a comparatively short time the hideout was established in Bienville Parish at a place well known to me.”

Bienville Parish was the home of Henry Methvin’s parents. Hamer said he cruised the dirt roads there for several days before reaching out to the local sheriff, a tall, laconic man named Henderson Jordan. As it happened, their timing was perfect. Jordan had just been approached by a neighbor who brought a message from the Methvin family. If a deal could be struck for Henry Methvin’s pardon, Ivy and Ava Methvin were prepared to betray Bonnie and Clyde.

 [image: 022]

Baby Face Nelson’s three-man gang reassembled in St. Paul in the last week of February. Spring meant the opening of bank season. The cat roads would soon be passable, and Nelson sat down with Harry Sawyer’s favorite jug marker, a red-haired ex-con named Eddie Green, to map a plan of attack. It was Green who had identified the string of banks the Barkers had robbed in 1932 and early 1933. For the spring of 1934, Green had targeted three banks for the Nelson Gang, one in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, and two in Iowa, at Mason City and Newton. The problem was manpower. Everyone agreed they needed more than three men. But with the arrests of Harvey Bailey and so many others, the pool of experienced yeggs in St. Paul was dwindling; no one was eager to hire strangers.

A solution came with the strange phone call from John Hamilton asking if Nelson’s gang might be able to free Dillinger from the Crown Point jail. By all accounts, Nelson was intrigued by the idea. Hamilton had suggested they smuggle Dillinger a gun. Nelson didn’t know how. But he knew someone who did. Alvin Karpis had once told him of having smuggled a gun to Harvey Bailey in a Kansas jail; the gun was discovered, but at least they managed to get it inside. Using Harry Sawyer as an intermediary, Nelson sent word to Karpis in Chicago.

Karpis drove up from Chicago with Dock Barker for the meeting, a little irritated that Nelson wouldn’t explain what it was about. When darkness fell they drove out to the river cliffs, pulled up to Jack Peifer’s elegant restaurant-casino, The Hollyhocks Club, and left their car with the valet. In an upstairs office they found the Nelson Gang.

“So,” Karpis asked, “what do you guys want?”

“You can go ahead and explain to him if you want,” Nelson said to Van Meter.

“You go ahead, Jimmy,” Van Meter said.

Nelson smiled. “Hey, you remember when you guys robbed that bank in Fort Scott, Kansas?”

“Yeah, I remember it,” Karpis said. “What about it?”

“Well, you remember Bailey was in jail there, and when he got took, they shook his cell down and they found a .45 automatic in the mattress? You probably were the one that got that gun brought in there to him, wasn’t you?”

“Yeah, as a matter of fact,” Karpis said. He explained how he had planned an escape, but had given up in the face of tight security.

“How did you go about getting that gun in there and why wasn’t Bailey able to use the damn thing?” Nelson asked.

Karpis explained that Bailey was watched too closely. “Why do you ask? What’s going on?”

Nelson glanced at Van Meter. “Well, look,” he said, “you know we got a guy, a pretty good lawyer in Chicago, and he’s got a real good connection over in Indiana and they can get a gun brought in to Dillinger. But he wanted to know what we were going to do and how we were going to do it, and they wanted five thousand dollars to do the damn thing. We were thinking maybe we could just do this ourselves.”

Karpis sighed. “You mean to say you had me come all the way up here to talk about this goddamn thing?” Nelson apologized. Attempting to placate Karpis, he asked whether anyone in the Barker Gang would join them in the robberies they planned. Karpis begged off; he liked Nelson, but considered him too unstable to work with. “Well, we’d like some guys that could go on that damn thing,” Nelson said.

He turned to Barker.

“Can you go on it, Dock?”

“Yeah, I could,” Dock said. “Why? How many guys do you need?”

“Two,” Nelson said.

“What do you think about Bill Weaver?” Barker asked Karpis.

“Hell yeah, he’d go on it,” Karpis said.

“When are you guys gonna go?” Dock asked.

“Well first,” Nelson said, “we think we can get Dillinger out of there and hell, we got all the arrangements made in Chicago that if he beats that jail, we’ll have him up in St. Paul inside ten hours, and we’d go ahead and take this damn bank in South Dakota.”

“It’s liable to get pretty hot here,” Karpis said. Everyone knew the FBI was flooding agents into St. Paul for the Bremer case. Van Meter spoke up. “We thought so too, but hell, I go down around the Green Lantern there, at Sawyer’s joint, and nobody bothers me.”

Afterward they walked out into the chilly night air. “You know, if I’d have listened to you,” Nelson told Karpis, “I wouldn’t be mixed up in this damn thing.”

Karpis laughed. “It seemed to me like you told me once in Reno that if  you could get ten thousand dollars, you was going back out to Reno. What happened? You got more than that on your first caper.”

“Yeah,” Nelson said with a grin, “but when I got that I wanted twenty. And when I got twenty, I wanted forty. You know how these damn things are.”bn

Back in Chicago the next day, Karpis mentioned the brewing rescue attempt to Fred Barker. “Geez, I hope they have better luck than we had with Bailey,” Barker said.

“I don’t know,” said Karpis. “I’ve got a feeling that Dillinger’ll get killed there in that jail. I don’t think he’s gonna make it, but they’re goddamn sure gonna try.”
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 DILLINGER AND NELSON

 

March 3 to March 29, 1934




 Crown Point, Indiana Saturday, March 3  

A hard rain pelted the streets of Crown Point that morning, sluicing down the gutters on Joliet Street behind the jail. It was a chilling dawn, raw and gusty, low gray clouds skidding south off Lake Michigan. Sam Cahoon, a sixty-four-year-old janitor, trotted through the dim light into the jail a few minutes after eight. He shook the rain from his overcoat and waved hello to a guard. His first duty was to clean the criminal cell block, where Dillinger was held. Cahoon passed through the receiving room and trudged up the seventy-two-foot corridor that ran the length of the jail, ending at the barred door to the cell block.

After gathering his mops, Cahoon hollered for a guard named Win Bryant to let the prisoners out of their cells so he could clean. Together the two men opened a metal box on the corridor wall and threw the lever that opened the cells, allowing Dillinger and his fourteen fellow prisoners to roam the corridor behind the barred cell-block door. A few minutes later, after doing some other chores, Cahoon returned, and, with Bryant looking on, pulled the lever to open the barred door, letting in two trustees, who carried a box of toilet paper, soap, and Dutch cleanser.

Cahoon had just stepped into the cell block when Dillinger sprang forward and thrust what appeared to be a gun into his stomach. He turned Cahoon  around and faced Bryant, poking the gun into Cahoon’s back. “Come on, Sam, we’re going places,” Dillinger said. “You’re gonna be good, aren’t you?”

Cahoon, flummoxed, said something like “I’m always good.”

A hulking black prisoner, Herbert Youngblood, materialized at Dillinger’s side, holding a toilet plunger menacingly over his head; he was the only inmate Dillinger had been able to lure into helping him. “You got a gun?” Youngblood asked Bryant. The guard shook his head no. It was jail policy; no one carried guns near the cell block.

Dillinger motioned toward an open cell. “Come on, boys,” he said. “Get in there.” Bryant and the two trustees filed in. When Dillinger shut the door, Cahoon stepped toward the cell. “No, I got use for you,” Dillinger said. “You’re gonna get me outta here.”

Dillinger pushed the janitor outside the cell block. Seventy feet down the concrete corridor the warden and a group of guards were sipping their morning coffees in the warden’s office at the front of the jail. It was the only way out. A flight of four steps bisected the corridor, dividing the old jail from the new addition. It put Dillinger just above the group’s line of sight.

“How many doors between me and the outside?” Dillinger asked.

Cahoon thought a moment, then said, “Four.”

Dillinger knew he didn’t have long, maybe minutes, before someone wandered back to the cell block. Quickly he fired questions at Cahoon, demanding the locations of guards, doors, and guns. He produced a pencil and drew a diagram of the jail on a shelf. Cahoon nodded. It was close. Then Dillinger, his gun still in Cahoon’s back, led Youngblood slowly along the corridor, stopping at the head of the steps. Squatting to peer down the hallway, they saw a man cross between rooms. “Who’s that?” Dillinger demanded. His voice was low, cool.

“Ernest Blunk,” Cahoon said. Blunk was a thirty-two-year-old deputy sheriff. “Call him back here,” Dillinger commanded.

Cahoon hollered: “Blunk! Come here a minute.”

When Blunk approached, he looked up the steps and saw Dillinger.

“Get up here, you son of a bitch, or I’ll kill you,” Dillinger said. Blunk froze. He saw a flash of the gun in Dillinger’s hand. “I’ve got it on you,” Dillinger said. “You haven’t got a chance.”

Dillinger led Blunk back to the cell block and shoved him into the cell with the others. The moment Dillinger stepped away, Blunk asked Win Bryant if he had seen the gun. Bryant said it looked like a .45. “They’ll kill the son of a bitch now,” Blunk said.

Dillinger herded Cahoon back to the top of the steps, where he ordered him to call for the jailer, Lew Baker. But Cahoon had had enough. “I’ll be goddamned if I’ll help you get outta here,” he said. “I’m not going any farther. Shoot and be god damned.”

Youngblood stepped forward and raised the toilet plunger, as if to strike the elderly Cahoon.

“None of that,” Dillinger said. “I’ll handle this.”

Dillinger shoved Cahoon back toward the cell block.

“Contrary to what people say,” Dillinger said as they walked, “I’m no killer. But I’m gonna get outta here.”

“They’ll kill you before you get halfway down the hallway.”

“Watch me,” Dillinger said.

In the cell block Dillinger thrust Cahoon into the cell and ordered Ernest Blunk to come out. He shoved Blunk down toward the steps. “I’m gonna make this today,” Dillinger said.

“You can’t,” Blunk said. “They’ll kill you.”

“I have everything to gain and nothing to lose,” Dillinger said. “You can either be a dead hero or a live coward.”

Blunk said he wouldn’t help him escape.

“You have a wife and baby that you love dearly and would like to see again, haven’t you?” Dillinger said.

Blunk gave in. “All right,” he said.

“How many guards are in the office?” Dillinger asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Don’t lie to me, you son of a bitch, or I’ll kill you.”

“I said I don’t know.” Dillinger told him to lower his voice. He took a moment to think. “Well,” Dillinger said, shoving Blunk forward, “let’s see what we can see.”

They reached the top of the steps. Dillinger told Blunk to call for Warden Baker. Blunk hesitated. Dillinger jabbed the gun into his back. “Oh, Lew?” Blunk hollered.

“Just a minute!” Baker shouted back. The warden was still in his office with the guards. A moment later, he stuck his head out into the hallway. “Come on back!” Blunk said.

Baker walked all the way back to the cell block, where he could now see Blunk standing. The moment he entered, Baker felt a gun thrust into his back. Dillinger grabbed a fistful of the warden’s shirt and shoved him into  the cell with the others. “Get in there and you won’t get hurt,” Dillinger said, shutting the door behind him.

One by one, Dillinger used Blunk to lure the four guards in Warden Baker’s office back to the cell block, where they were each surprised and pushed into the cell with the others. One, Kenneth “Butch” Houk, reached for Dillinger’s gun, but Dillinger overpowered him and shoved him in the cell. When the last of the four was locked away, Dillinger ran down to the office and grabbed the warden’s two submachine guns. He took one and handed the other to Youngblood. Armed and ready to make his break for freedom, Dillinger couldn’t resist one last bit of showboating. Trotting back to the cell block, he took out the gun he had been using. Warden Baker and the guards stared in amazement. The gun was made of wood. It was a fake.

“This is how tough your little jail is,” Dillinger announced with a grin. “I did it all with this little wooden pistol.” He tapped the “gun” on the cell bars to make his point.

Dillinger turned to Warden Baker.

“Where are the cars kept?” he asked.

“In the garage. In back.”

“Where are the keys?”

“In the cars.”

The only entrance Dillinger knew to the garage was outside, meaning he would have to creep along the jail’s outer wall to get to the cars. From Sam Cahoon’s description Dillinger knew that a door led outside from the kitchen, which could be reached through the warden’s office. Now armed with the two submachine guns, Dillinger and Youngblood guided Ernest Blunk down to the warden’s office and to the kitchen door. Dillinger glanced at Youngblood. Youngblood nodded. He was ready.

Dillinger shoved Blunk through the kitchen door, surprising two guards and the jail’s chef, William Zieger. Zieger, a combative sort, took one look at Dillinger and his submachine gun and said, “I’ll take that thing away from you and shove it up your ass.”

Blunk blanched. “My God, Bill!” he said. “He means business!”

Zieger surrendered. Blunk stepped forward, and, on Dillinger’s orders, took one of the guards’ pistols and laid it on a table. Dillinger grabbed it. He then opened a closet, took out a raincoat and hat, and walked out the kitchen door into the rain. Behind him came a curious procession, Youngblood training his gun on Blunk, then the chef and the two guards, followed by three more prisoners who wanted to escape. None of the last six men had a gun trained on them.

Dillinger trotted down the side of the red-brick jail until he reached a side door to its garage at the rear. A trustee named John Hudak was hunched over the engine of a 1927 Nash—Sheriff Holley’s car—when he felt something hard shoved into his back. He turned to see Dillinger. “Get in and drive,” Dillinger said.

“I, I don’t have the keys,” Hudak stammered.

“Where are they?” Dillinger asked.

“In the warden’s office, I think.”

Dillinger shoved Blunk toward the car and asked him to check for the keys. Blunk looked inside and said, “No keys.”

“That son of a bitch Baker, he lied to me,” Dillinger said. “I ought to kill him.”

For a moment Dillinger pondered his next move. He needed the car keys. Leaving Youngblood to guard the crowd in the garage, Dillinger led Blunk and Hudak back outside to the kitchen door. Inside, they surprised a National Guardsman and three other men. Blunk took their guns and Dillinger locked them in the receiving room. Hudak, meanwhile, was unable to find the sheriff’s car keys. “I gotta steal a car,” Dillinger said to Blunk. “Where’s the nearest garage?”

By the time Dillinger stalked back outside toward the jail’s garage, Warden Baker and the other hostages had freed themselves from the cells upstairs. Still locked inside the cell block, Baker went to a secret peephole that led into a closet in his residence. He banged on the wall. A moment later his wife’s eyeball appeared at the peephole.

“Irene,” he said. “Has the car left the garage?”

She didn’t understand.

“Call for help,” Baker said. “John Dillinger is out!”

Mrs. Baker wasn’t sure what to do. She picked up the phone, but for some reason the line was dead. She opened a window, spied a passing postman, and shouted “My God! John Dillinger is out!” The postman just stared. At wit’s end, Mrs. Baker hurried out of the apartment and down a flight of interior stairs to the garage. Bursting inside, she found Ernest Blunk standing with a man she didn’t recognize.

“John Dillinger is out!” she exclaimed.

The man stepped toward her. Suddenly she noticed the submachine gun  in his hand, the two pistols jammed into his belt, and the two other pistols in his front pockets.

“Oh, no,” she said. “You’re not Dillinger.”

Dillinger smiled and took her by the arm. “Mrs. Baker,” Blunk said, “you do as he tells you and no one will get hurt.”

Dillinger locked the whole crowd, now numbering more than ten people, in a side room and got ready to leave. Shoving Blunk in front of them, they walked out the side door and circled behind the jail and the Criminal Courts Building. Dillinger’s luck held. There were no guardsmen or deputies in back that morning.

Next to the Criminal Courts Building stood a squat brick building, the Main Street Garage. The three men jogged through the rain to its back entrance. Inside, they walked through the garage toward the front. Two mechanics saw them, shrugged, and went back to work.

“I need a car,” Dillinger told Blunk.

“There’s lots of cars,” Blunk said. “Take what you want.”

They walked up to a thirty-year-old mechanic named Edwin Saager, who was hunched over an engine.

“What’s the fastest car in the garage?” Dillinger asked.

Saager noticed the submachine gun hanging at Dillinger’s side. He thought he was a deputy. “The V-8 Ford,” he said, returning his attention to the engine. Dillinger raised the gun and said, “Get going.” Saager was looking at the engine. He didn’t seem to hear.

“Get going,” Dillinger repeated.

Saager turned and saw the gun pointed at him.

“He means business,” Blunk said. Finally Saager realized this was no deputy. Dillinger led the two men to the V-8 Ford, which was also owned by Sheriff Holley. “You want me to drive?” Saager asked.

“No, Mr. Blunk will do the driving,” Dillinger said. “You get in the backseat.” Youngblood slid in beside him. Dillinger sat in the front seat, the submachine gun across his lap.

“Someone open the doors!” Dillinger shouted. A mechanic pressed the air-compressor button and one of the garage’s two rear doors opened. Blunk drove the Ford out of the garage onto Joliet Street, then headed west through city streets in the rain. Dillinger told him to keep his speed down. Crossing the town square, Blunk narrowly avoided a collision with another car; Dillinger told him if they had a wreck, he would be the first to die. At  the edge of town, Dillinger said to keep heading west, keeping to dirt roads. A few minutes later they crossed the state line into Illinois. As he had at Racine four months earlier, Dillinger turned buoyant as they entered the countryside. He began singing, warbling a rendition of “The Last Roundup,” repeating the phrase “Get along, little dogies, get along.”

The singing stopped when the Ford slid off the muddy road into a ditch. After ten minutes Youngblood and Saager managed to push it back onto the road. Saager then took a half hour putting chains on the car. As they continued driving west, Dillinger turned chatty. Blunk asked if he planned to rescue Pierpont and the others in Ohio.

“They’d do the same for me,” Dillinger said.

Outside the town of Peotone, Dillinger began looking for telephone wires. When he didn’t see any, he had Blunk stop the car and get out. He pulled a wad of bills from his pocket, peeling off four singles. He offered them to Blunk, who shook his head. Dillinger offered the money to Saager, and Saager took it.

“It’s no use for me to tell you fellas not to get in touch with the police, ’cause I know you will,” Dillinger said.

“Put yourself in our positions and you would do the same as we’ll do,” Blunk said.

“I could make you shut up now if I wanted to,” Dillinger said, brandishing the Thompson gun.

“I don’t think you would kill a man without giving him a chance,” Blunk said.

Dillinger grinned, slid behind the wheel of the Ford, and drove off. Blunk and Saager stood in the mud, watching Dillinger disappear toward Chicago.1 By noon he would be the most wanted man in the country.

 

 

Lou Piquett and his investigator, Art O’Leary, arrived at the lawyer’s office that morning, waiting for news. Billie Frechette showed up around eight. Piquett’s gofer, an ex-con named Meyer Bogue, drifted in later. They were sitting around at 9:30, already drinking gin, when Piquett’s nephew telephoned to say he had just heard of Dillinger’s escape on the radio.2 “Seems that everything worked out,” Piquett announced as he put down the phone. “I think I’ll call Warden Baker.”

Piquett dialed Crown Point. “Hello! Mr. Baker? This is Lou Piquett, in Chicago.”

“Yes hello, Lou,” Baker said.

“What truth is there in the radio report that my client just broke jail?”

“That’s right. He just left us.”

“Anybody killed or hurt?”

“No, nobody was hurt.”

“That’s good, I’m glad to hear that,” Piquett said. “Say, he didn’t leave a forwarding address, did he?”

When Piquett put down the phone he said, “By golly it’s true! He got away!”

Billie let out a little yell and thrust her face into her hands. “Poor Johnnie!” she said. “Oh my God, they’ll kill him!”

“Quit your squawking,” Piquett said playfully. “They’ll probably never get another look at his coattails.”

The gin flowed freely for the next few hours as the four celebrated. Bogue ran out and grabbed newspaper extras that were already appearing, and they read them between drinks. Outside, police were swarming into the streets, taking positions at the main entryways to the city from the south. Piquett realized his office would be watched. He thought of a former secretary, a woman named Esther Anderson, who lived on Wellington Avenue, on the North Side. He sent Billie over, then followed in a taxi. O’Leary stayed behind, waiting for Dillinger’s call. It came around three. Dillinger’s only words were, “Where will I go?”

“Go to 434 Wellington Avenue,” O’Leary said. “Piquett will be waiting.”

Piquett was leaning against the Wellington Avenue building, hat tucked down, hands stuffed in his pockets, when Dillinger drove up.

“Hi ya, counsel,” he said with a wave.

Piquett stepped to the car. Herbert Youngblood was lying flat on the backseat, the two tommy guns clutched in his hands. “Is this the place I’m gonna stay?” Dillinger asked, eyeing the building.

“No,” Piquett said, “I just want to bring you up here for a few minutes so we can talk.”

The two men walked into the lobby, where Billie leaped into Dillinger’s embrace. Upstairs, Esther Anderson took one look at Dillinger and told them to get out. Dillinger returned downstairs to the car, Billie attached to his side. Piquett came down a minute later.

“Billie says we can go over to her sister’s place on Halsted,” Dillinger said. “Come over there this evening about half past seven. And I need some money. Let me have whatever you’ve got with you.”

Piquett fished in his pocket and handed Dillinger a roll of bills, about three hundred dollars.

“Thanks, counsel,” Dillinger said. “I’ll see you soon.”

On the way to the apartment, Dillinger put Youngblood on a streetcar, handed him $100, and thanked him.bo He and Billie drove to her sister’s place, a second-floor flat at 3512 North Halsted. That night Piquett visited and listened as Dillinger, snuggling with Billie on a davenport, told them what had happened at Crown Point.

“Say, Dillinger,” Piquett said at one point. “When am I gonna see some money? I haven’t had a dollar yet, you know?”

A cloud passed over Dillinger’s face. “What? Didn’t [that lawyer my father hired] give you anything? He took my dad’s last five hundred dollars. You tell him to cough up those five C’s, or I’m coming down and take care of him.”

The next day Dillinger stayed in the apartment, speaking at one point with John Hamilton, who briefed him on the arrangements with the Nelson gang. Everything was set. That night Nelson’s partner Tommy Carroll drove up in front of the building in a green Ford. Dillinger and Billie came out a side entrance, carrying suitcases as they ducked into the backseat. Under their coats both carried submachine guns.

They headed northwest out of the city, toward St. Paul and Dillinger’s rendezvous with his new partner, Baby Face Nelson.bp

While Indiana politicians and prosecutors squabbled over responsibility for his escape, Dillinger arrived in Minnesota that Sunday night, thirty-six hours after fleeing Crown Point, and tossed his things into Apartment 106 at the Santa Monica Apartments on South Girard Avenue in Minneapolis. The jug marker Eddie Green had rented the flat for him under the name “Mr. and Mrs. Olson.” Billie handed the janitor a fifty-dollar deposit, and they wired the shades closed.

No record exists of Dillinger’s first meeting with Nelson’s gang the next day. The two gang leaders probably knew each other; there are unconfirmed accounts they met in East Chicago the previous June, and there had been talk of teaming up for a train robbery that autumn. Certainly they knew each other by reputation. Dillinger was grateful for Nelson’s acceptance after his escape; for weeks afterward he remarked to people what a huge favor Nelson had done for him.

As for Nelson, working with Dillinger meant instant respect, and prestige, things Nelson craved; this, after all, was a twenty-four-year-old who just twelve months before had been a gangland chauffeur. Now he would “command” the nation’s most wanted bank robber. Dillinger gracefully accepted a secondary role in Nelson’s gang, but it was a distinction that would be entirely lost on the press. When the two were eventually linked the newspapers dubbed them “The Second Dillinger Gang,” a view that angered Nelson. Before long his envy would curdle into jealousy.

It is unclear whether Dillinger realized he was joining forces with a psychopath. The night Dillinger arrived in the Twin Cities, Nelson was driving through Minneapolis with his gofer Johnnie Chase when the two cut in front of a car driven by a thirty-five-year-old paint salesman named Ted Kidder, who was returning from a birthday party with his wife and her mother. 

“Damn it, they can’t do that to me,” Kidder said as Nelson’s car veered in front of him.

Irritated, Kidder sped up and cut back in front of Nelson’s Hudson. This enraged Nelson. He pulled alongside Kidder’s car and attempted to force it into the curb. Kidder pulled ahead, but Nelson stayed directly behind him as they neared the salesman’s home in the St. Louis Park section of Minneapolis. Not wanting to lead the angry driver to his house, Kidder headed toward a drugstore to call the police. Reaching the store, he had just leaped out of his car when Nelson drove up and shouted something. A moment later three shots rang out. Two struck Kidder in the midsection, and he fell, dying.

His wife, Bernice, ran to his side.

“You’ve killed him!” she screamed.

“Keep your damn mouth shut,” Nelson snapped, “or I’ll let you have it, too.”3 He backed up the car and drove off.bq

This was John Dillinger’s new partner.




Sioux Falls, South Dakota Tuesday, March 6  

The temperature hung at the freezing point as the green Packard sedan pulled up in front of the Security National Bank & Trust Company a few minutes before ten. Six men in dark overcoats stepped out into the street, glancing about, wisps of steam rising from their lips. Stern, unsmiling, and unshaven, wearing fedoras tugged low over their foreheads, they were a rough-looking bunch. A bank stenographer saw them through a window. “There’s a bunch of holdup men,” she joked to a clerk. “I don’t like the look of this,” the clerk said.

Just three days after his escape from Crown Point, Dillinger was about to rob a bank. One of the men remained by the car as Tommy Carroll took a position on the sidewalk by the front door, a submachine gun beneath his coat. Dillinger led Nelson and the others inside. Nelson threw open his 

A clerk pressed a button, and as the dozen or so employees and customers inside the bank lay on the floor or backed against the walls, the alarm began ringing loudly outside the bank. At the sound of the alarm, Nelson flinched. Dillinger, by now accustomed to working to the sound of an alarm, strode coolly behind the teller cages and, with Van Meter, began clearing stacks of cash off the counter. The alarm enraged Nelson. In contrast to his partners, who remained calm, he began pacing the lobby nervously, sticking his submachine gun at people.

“I’d like to know who set that alarm off!” Nelson shouted. “Who did it? Who?”

As Dillinger and Van Meter shoved the bank president toward the vault door, Nelson seemed to be working himself into a frenzy. He pointed his gun at one frightened employee after other.

“If you want to get killed, just make some move!” he announced. “If you want to get killed, just make some move!”

Within minutes policemen began to arrive. A traffic cop, Homer Powers, was the first to run up. Tommy Carroll met him with his submachine gun, and within moments Powers was standing on the sidewalk, hands above his head. The police chief, M. W. Parsons, and a detective arrived next. They were disarmed and joined Powers on the sidewalk. A crowd of townspeople began gathering, drawn by the alarm and the spectacle of three policemen standing with their arms raised.

In the lobby, Nelson was working himself into a lather. Just then a motorcycle cop named Hale Keith pulled up beside the bank. Spotting him through a window, Nelson leaped a low railing, scrambling atop a loan officer’s desk, and let loose a deafening burst of gunfire through a plate-glass window. Women screamed as Keith fell, struck by four bullets. “I got one! I got one!” Nelson cried.

As Dillinger and Van Meter finished in the vault, the crowd outside was still growing. People were hanging out of second-story windows, watching Tommy Carroll pace up and down in the street, his gun trained on the policemen he had taken hostage. A sheriff and several deputies headed onto rooftops, hoping to pick off one of the robbers as they tried to escape. Inside, Dillinger and Van Meter were finishing up. Just as the first Dillinger Gang had done at Racine, they grabbed a bank manager and four tellers  and herded them out onto the sidewalk to the car. As they left, Nelson shot out the bank’s front window.

Scattered gunshots rang out as the gang loaded the bank manager, Leo Olson, and the tellers onto the Packard’s running boards. The car had just begun to move when a patrolman fired a shot into its radiator. Steam began to rise from the hood. The car stopped, and the hostages jumped off. One of the women began to run.

“Come back here!” one of the robbers shouted. A minute later, the hostages back on the running boards, the Packard again moved forward slowly through city streets, south toward the frozen prairie at the edge of town. Once they hit Route 77, the main road south, Dillinger reminded the others to toss roofing nails behind them. With the Packard’s engine coughing and sputtering, he could see it was only a matter of time before a posse caught up with them.

A few miles later the Packard began to falter, and everyone jumped out, hailed an oncoming Dodge, and sent the frightened owner scurrying out into the fields. They shoved the hostages out onto the highway and began transferring a set of gas cans to the new car.

Just then Sheriff Melvin L. Sells, in pursuit with three men in a squad car, spotted the cars parked on the highway. Sells stopped a hundred yards back, not wanting to jeopardize the hostages. One of the robbers, probably Nelson, fired a volley their way. The officers saw Dillinger grab Nelson and pull him into the car.

The gang sped off south. Years later Sheriff Sells insisted he chased the speeding bandits for two hours, giving up only after he lost them somewhere in Iowa. In fact, the next morning’s newspaper reported that the sheriff and two other cars turned back the moment the robbers opened fire. The gang’s fleeing car was last seen in southwestern Minnesota, heading toward St. Paul, but the local sheriffs who gave chase were unable to catch up to it.4

“Was it Dillinger?” a headline in the Daily Argus-Leader of Sioux Falls asked that evening. Several eyewitnesses, including the bank president, insisted it was. Almost no one believed them, including the FBI. The idea that Dillinger could strike three states away from Crown Point only three days after his escape was considered outlandish. A St. Paul agent arrived in Sioux Falls the next day, but the Bureau investigation went little further.

The gang returned to its apartments in the Twin Cities to count the haul. It came to roughly $46,000, nearly $8,000 a man. What Dillinger thought of  Nelson’s crazed display is unknown, but the day’s events were a clear indication of the two gang leaders’ philosophical differences. Whatever he thought, Dillinger needed Nelson’s gang. For the first time, he had bills to pay, to Piquett, and to attorneys representing Pete Pierpont, Charles Makley, and his other former gangmates, whose trial for the murder of Sheriff Jess Sarber opened that week in Lima, Ohio. He needed more money, and fast.

 

 

The hunt for John Dillinger would become the most important case in FBI history. More than any other single event, it would validate the Roosevelt administration’s push for a national law-enforcement authority and enshrine the Bureau as an American institution. Conventional wisdom holds that Hoover eagerly joined the manhunt. In fact, as FBI files make clear, Hoover viewed the Dillinger case as a potential quagmire and long resisted being drawn into it.

The previous fall, when the governor of Indiana made direct pleas for the FBI’s help following the death of Sheriff Sarber, Hoover had ignored them. When the attorney general asked him to review the situation, Hoover notified the Chicago, Detroit, and Cincinnati offices to render “all available assistance,” but that help had been limited to a smattering of interviews. Melvin Purvis and other SACs attended a conference or two with local officials, but only to monitor the situation. Hoover showed little interest in anything more.

Nor was Hoover any more eager to chase Dillinger in the hours after his escape from Crown Point. The massacre and Bremer investigations were still unresolved, and drew the daily attention of dozens of agents, fourteen on Bremer in Chicago alone. Purvis drove down to Crown Point to survey the situation that Saturday, but reporters’ calls to the Bureau produced only shrugs. “[Newsmen] inquired as to why we did not know more about [the escape],” an aide memoed Hoover, “and I informed them that Dillinger was not a federal prisoner.”5

But when Dillinger’s escape dominated national newspaper headlines Monday morning, Hoover telephoned Purvis. He did not immediately order Purvis onto the case. Instead, FBI memoranda indicate he attempted to gauge the Bureau’s chances of success if it joined the manhunt. Specifically, Hoover asked Purvis what information his informants could furnish that might lead to Dillinger’s arrest. Purvis’s reply was sobering, as Hoover noted the next day.

“In talking with you last evening,” Hoover wrote Purvis, “I gathered that you had practically no underworld informants or connections with which your office could contact in the event of an emergency arising . . . I am somewhat concerned.”6br

And with good reason. Purvis not only had no informants in place, he was unsure how to proceed with any information he might gather. In fact, his questions to FBI headquarters suggest an investigator badly out of his depth. Purvis thought he might want to tap some telephones, but he was unclear as to the legality of wiretaps in Illinois. He twice called Sam Cowley, the agent who served as the Bureau’s investigative chief, and asked whether he needed to bring Chicago police along to launch a raid. By law he did, Cowley reminded him. Hoover sarcastically suggested Purvis needed a police escort to buoy his confidence. “He must have some brass buttons along,” Hoover scrawled on a memo that Wednesday, “otherwise he would feel lost.”7

Stung by Hoover’s criticism, Purvis hired a confidential informant—a source he had used before, at five dollars a day—and mounted a raid with Chicago police that Tuesday night. They stormed the apartment of a woman named Anne Baker, whom the informant erroneously charged with harboring Dillinger after his escape. The raid was a debacle. No one named Baker was home. Not till the next morning did Purvis learn that he had raided the wrong address.

The onslaught of headlines forced Hoover’s hand. On Wednesday morning, March 7, the day after the Sioux Falls robbery, he sent a wire to all FBI offices, directing SACs to “give preferred and immediate attention” to the Dillinger case. The rationale for the FBI’s entry into the case was ostensibly that Dillinger had stolen a car during his escape and driven it into Illinois, a violation of the federal Dyer Act. It was the thinnest of fig leaves. The fact was, Hoover was forced into the Dillinger case by his own ambitions: if the FBI wasn’t hunting the nation’s most wanted man, what good was it?

With no evidence that Dillinger had left the Chicago area, the impact of Hoover’s directive fell heavily on the overmatched Purvis. Unsure where to begin, Purvis sought guidance from John Stege of the Chicago Police Department’s Dillinger Squad. But Stege, as Purvis wrote Hoover, “has not been particularly anxious to furnish any information concerning any of his activities to anyone, including other police.”8

Purvis thus started from scratch, pulling five agents off the Bremer case to hunt Dillinger. It’s difficult to say whether the miserable quality of this group’s work in the ensuing weeks was due to the Bureau’s ambivalence or Purvis’s ineptitude. Agents descended on the Crown Point jail, taking statements from everyone involved in the escape, and visited the prison at Michigan City, where Dillinger’s onetime gangmate Ed Shouse gave them Billie Frechette’s name. For ten days, as Dillinger sightings poured in from cities as far afield as Los Angeles and Seattle, Purvis and his men probed the backgrounds of Frechette and various relatives of Dillinger’s jailed partners. They found precisely nothing.

 

 

Dillinger would dominate headlines around the country for weeks to come. With no sign of the man himself, crowds of reporters descended on Lima, Ohio, to attend the trials of his former partners Pete Pierpont, Charles Makley, and Russell Clark. One line of speculation ran through every story: would Dillinger ride to their rescue?

Ohio officials were ready if he did. Lima was an armed camp. Governor George White called out the National Guard, and guardsmen patrolled the town’s streets day and night. Their commander, a bellicose artilleryman named Harold Bush, surrounded the Allen County Courthouse with sand bags and a trio of machine-gun nests. After a rumor spread that Dillinger intended to kidnap Governor White, two squads of guardsmen took up positions outside the governor’s mansion.

The three trials themselves were cursory affairs. Ed Shouse was brought under guard from Indiana, and his terse recitation of events leading to  Sheriff Sarber’s murder was all the ammunition the juries needed. In three consecutive trials spanning two weeks, Pierpont was convicted, then Makley, then Russell Clark. Pierpont and Makley received death sentences. Clark got life. Dillinger never showed.




Mason City, Iowa Tuesday, March 13  

Wet clots of snow were blowing diagonally across the yellow fields of northern Iowa as two cars came to a stop at a sandpit just beyond the southern edge of town. A harsh wind tore at the flaps of the men’s overcoats as Homer Van Meter and Eddie Green stepped out of one of the cars, a navy Buick. The rest of the gang—Dillinger, Baby Face Nelson, John Hamilton, and Tommy Carroll—emerged from the second. They huddled together in a ragged circle, talking.

Green and Van Meter had spent the weekend in Mason City studying the layout of the First National Bank, staying in a room at the YMCA. They briefed the others, who had driven down from St. Paul. Everyone knew this was a high-risk job. Years of robberies had turned many Midwestern banks into small fortresses, and the Mason City bank, located on the town’s main square, was Iowa’s Fort Knox. A guard sat in a steel cage behind bulletproof glass on the second floor of the lobby, fifteen feet above the front door. He was armed with tear gas and a rifle. But the payoff, Green emphasized, was huge. He estimated the vault held a quarter million dollars. If everything went according to plan, they wouldn’t have to work again for months.

A few minutes after two o’clock, the circle broke. They transferred the guns into the Buick and headed into town. Tommy Carroll drove. As he headed up Pennsylvania Avenue, a local couple, Mr. and Mrs. W. E. Barr, fell in behind the car. “Isn’t that peculiar?” Mrs. Barr remarked, motioning at the Buick. “They have the rear window [knocked] out.”

“It’s probably hot,” said Mr. Barr, eyeing the carload of well-dressed men. “There’s an awful lot of them. It looks like a car full of pallbearers.”9

A minute later, a freelance cameraman named H. C. Kunkleman watched as the Buick pulled to a stop beside the First National Bank’s towering seven-story red-brick facade. Standing beside a tripod in the square, Kunkleman watched, curious, as five of the six men inside stepped from the car. One of them noticed Kunkleman’s camera. “Hey you,” the man snapped.  “If there’s any shooting to be done, we’ll do it. Get that thing outta here.” Kunkleman, startled, stopped filming.bs

Carroll remained in the car, cradling a rifle. Nelson, wearing a charcoal cap, black leather gloves, and a camel-hair overcoat, trotted up the sidewalk beside the bank, taking a position at the head of its rear alley. Dillinger, wearing a gray fedora, matching overcoat, and a striped muffler, lingered outside the front door as the others—Van Meter, Hamilton, and Eddie Green—hustled inside the bank.

The two-story lobby was filled with customers, about two dozen of them, standing in short lines in front of the teller cages; the trio’s first challenge was to get their attention. This was achieved in short order when one of the men raised a submachine gun and fired a deafening volley into the ceiling. Bits of plaster fell like rain as all three men began yelling, “Hands up! Hands up! Everybody on the floor!” The effect was akin to three wild-eyed berserkers storming a prayer meeting. Forty years later it was the sheer manic intensity of the gang’s orders that stuck in the mind of the guard perched above them in the steel cage, Tom Walters. “I swear they were all doped up or something,” he remembered in a 1973 interview. “Their faces were purple and their eyes were blazing. They never stopped screaming. I had never seen anything like it.”10

Tellers looked up, startled. A few employees ducked into closets and beneath desks. “Down! Down!” Eddie Green screamed. “Everybody on the floor!” One of the adrenalized robbers, apparently Van Meter, strode toward the bank’s president, Willis Bagley, who sat at his desk near the front door, talking to a customer. Bagley, dumbfounded to see a man stalking toward him carrying a Thompson submachine gun, had the presence of mind to duck into his office and slam the door.

Van Meter thrust his submachine gun forward, preventing the door from closing. Bagley threw his weight into the door as Van Meter, after a moment of struggle, pulled the gun free. Stepping back, he fired a burst of bullets through the door. Women screamed. Bagley, a bullet creasing his chest, dived for cover as Van Meter gave up and began storming through the lobby, ordering everyone onto the floor.

As he did, Tom Walters, the thirty-three-year-old guard sitting on a chair in the steel cage above the front door, recovered from his initial shock and jammed an eight-inch canister into his tear-gas gun. He aimed it through a gun slit in the bulletproof glass and fired at Eddie Green, directly below him. The canister struck Green in the back and fell to the floor amid a tangle of prone customers. A man on the floor kicked the spewing canister away. It skidded toward another man, who kicked it back. “It was funny,” a teller named Emmett Ryan recalled in 1982. “But it wasn’t funny at the time.”11

Standing in the middle of the lobby, a dense cloud of tear gas rising around him, Green swore and glanced up at Walters, who was struggling to clear his gas gun. The gun was jammed and nothing he could do would clear it. Green collared a bank executive named R. L. Stephenson, thrust him forward as a shield, and opened fire on Walters. The bulletproof glass cracked and splintered, and a bullet ricocheted through the gun slit, searing a bloody line across the guard’s chin and right ear. Furious, Green demanded to know how he could access the cage. “Get that son of a bitch with the tear gas!” Green yelled at Hamilton, who was already scooping money off the counters.

Hamilton looked up and saw Walters crouching on his chair, struggling with the tear-gas gun even as he grabbed a Winchester rifle. For several moments they engaged in a face-off: Hamilton could see it was no use firing at bulletproof glass, and Walters couldn’t fire his gun without endangering the innocent. “Hamilton called me every obscenity in the book, and dared me to shoot,” Walters recalled. “But I couldn’t because I would’ve plugged half the people in the lobby.”

Billowing clouds of tear gas were filling the lobby, and more was coming. From a position on the mezzanine, a bank officer named Tom Barclay grabbed a tear-gas candle and tossed it into the lobby. Gas had reached the second floor when the switchboard operator, Margaret Johnson, ran to the railing. Falling to her knees, she crawled to a window and opened it. Looking down, she spied a small man in a camel-hair overcoat standing in the alley. “Hey you!” Johnson called. “Don’t you know the bank is being robbed? Get some help!”

The man turned. It was Nelson. “Are you telling me, lady?”

By now, everyone inside the bank was coughing. The gas was so thick it was difficult to see. As Green and Van Meter prowled the aisles, ordering people onto the floor, Hamilton turned his attention from the bank guard  to the assistant cashier, a slender fifty-nine-year-old named Harry Fisher. Hamilton, a white cloth bag filled with money from the teller cages in one hand, pressed a pistol into Fisher’s back and shoved him toward the vault. Though frightened, Fisher was uncomfortably aware that more than $200,000 in cash sat in the vault.

“All the way back [to the vault], I kept wondering how I could keep from giving him all that money,” Fisher remembered in an interview in 1942.12 “I must have walked too slowly to suit him for he gave me a boot in the tailbone to hurry me along.”

When they reached the barred door leading to the vault, Fisher got an idea. Fishing a key from his pocket, he opened the door, then shoved a bag of pennies against it as a doorstop. When Hamilton snatched up the bag, the door shut behind him, just as Fisher had intended to do himself. There was now a barred door between the two men: Hamilton kept his gun trained on Fisher through it. Fisher then stepped to the vault door, which was unlocked. Hamilton didn’t know that, however, and Fisher spun the combination, locking it. Wiping tears from his eyes, Fisher turned to Hamilton and said, “I don’t know whether I can see to work the combination.”13  “You’d better open it goddamn quick,” Hamilton snapped.

Fisher took his time opening the vault as Hamilton wiped tears from his face. Finally swinging the giant door back onto its hinges, he stepped back to the barred door where Hamilton stood. “Now this door is locked,” Fisher lied, nodding toward the door separating the two men, “and I can’t open it.”

Hamilton told him to shove the money through the bars. Determined to proceed as slowly as possible, Fisher walked into the vault, grabbed an armload of bags containing one-dollar bills, and plodded back to the barred door, sliding them one by one into Hamilton’s arms. When he was done, he plodded back into the vault and grabbed more bags of ones. “If you don’t hurry up,” Hamilton said, “I’m gonna shoot you.”

As Harry Fisher cannily slowed the robbery to a crawl, a huge crowd was gathering outside the bank. People streamed from stores and homes all around the town square, drawn by the sound of gunfire. For a few minutes it was a congenial affair, some of the people actually laughing and giggling. A few, spying H. C. Kunkleman’s tripod-mounted camera, thought some kind of movie was being shot. “Hey, there, Hank!” someone yelled, spotting a friend in the crowd .14

Dillinger was standing on the sidewalk by the front door, smiling faintly as he kept the crowd at bay, when Van Meter pushed ten hostages out to  join him. The two lined the group in front of the bank, a row of human shields. Dillinger then ducked back into the bank to see what was taking so much time. “Gimme three more minutes!” Hamilton hollered.

Dillinger corralled another group of six or seven people and herded them toward the front door. After East Chicago, he was taking no chances. “Stand close to me,” Lydia Crosby, a bank stenographer, heard him say. “Come up, get around me.” Outside, Dillinger lined up these people with the others. More than fifteen bank employees and customers were now standing on the sidewalk in front of the bank, hands held above their heads. Van Meter strode into a shoe store and forced a half-dozen shoppers out onto the sidewalk to join them.

Then, from their right, came gunshots. It was Nelson, loosing a volley at a reporter from the Mason City Globe Gazette who had heard the shots; the reporter dived into the Yelland and Hanes Book Store. A moment later a large Hudson sedan drove by. Nelson yelled, “Get back!” then shot at it, too, the bullets striking the radiator; the car stopped with a loud squeal of brakes, reversed direction, and sped back into the town square, narrowly missing bystanders. A little girl in the crowd began crying hysterically.

Nelson swung his gun in a menacing circle, watching for police. As he did, several eyewitnesses said, he began laughing. He fired a burst at a row of parked cars, then another at the second story of a hardware store. Several bystanders thought he must be deranged. Just then a man named R. L. James, secretary to the Mason City school board, strolled up the sidewalk beside the bank, unaware of the robbery in progress. “Stop right there!” Nelson yelled, but James, who was hard of hearing, kept walking. Nelson fired, hitting James in the leg. He fell bleeding to the sidewalk. Nelson trotted up to him, snatched up a portfolio James was carrying, and searched it.

“I thought you were a cop, you son of a bitch,” Nelson said.

“I’m not a cop,” James moaned.

Dillinger took a few steps down the sidewalk, toward Nelson. Spotting the wounded James, he said, “Did you have to do that?”15

“I thought he was a cop!” Nelson snapped.

As Dillinger stepped back behind the wall of hostages, an elderly judge named John C. Shipley was peering down from a third-floor window directly above him. In Shipley’s hand was an old revolver he had fished from a desk drawer. Drawing a bead on Dillinger, he pulled the trigger. The bullet struck Dillinger a glancing blow in the right shoulder. Dillinger whirled,  staring upward, then raised a pistol and fired several times at the windowsill. Shipley ducked down, unharmed.

As he turned back toward the hostages, Dillinger spied a city patrolman darting through the town square. The officer, James Buchanan, dived behind a large boulder used as a Civil War monument. Dillinger raised his gun and fired, the bullet ricocheting off the boulder. “Come out from behind there and fight like a man!” Dillinger shouted.

“Get away from that crowd and I will!” Buchanan shouted back. He peered around the boulder but held his fire.

Dillinger could see that the situation was getting out of hand. Van Meter stepped back into the lobby, waving away the tear gas, and yelled to Hamilton, “We’re leaving!”

“Give us three more minutes!” Hamilton yelled back. In the vault, Harry Fisher’s pace had gone from slow to glacial. “Gimme the big bills!” Hamilton snapped at Fisher, who ignored him, carefully bringing out one bag of singles after another.

“We’re going!” Van Meter hollered again.

“Just gimme another minute!” Hamilton replied. He was torn. “It’s hell to leave all that money,” Fisher heard him say.16 The bags in Hamilton’s hand contained about $52,000. There was another $200,000 in the vault. Hamilton decided he couldn’t wait. A moment later he turned from the vault door, grabbed a bank employee, and pushed him toward the front. In a minute all six gang members were on the sidewalk outside, surrounded by about twenty-five hostages. Each man shoved a knot of people toward the Buick. They were in a foul mood. When Eddie Green spied a jeweler staring from behind a parked car, he snarled, “Pull in that damn turtleneck! I’ll cut your head off!” He fired a single shot as the jeweler ducked behind the car.

Just then Judge Shipley raised his head to peer out his third-floor window, directly above the gang. Spying Hamilton with the money sack, he fired one final shot. The bullet struck Hamilton in the right shoulder. Hamilton lurched forward, stumbling into the getaway car. The wound was not serious, nor was Dillinger’s.

Five hostages were shoved onto the running boards, two more onto the front fender and several more on the rear fender. “Get up there, you bald-headed son of a bitch, or I’ll drop you,” one of the robbers, apparently Nelson, snapped as an assistant cashier named Ralph Wiley hopped onto the back fender. Several women were shoved into the backseat. In minutes the  car windows were jammed with arms and legs. As Tommy Carroll inched the car from the curb, witnesses counted anywhere from twenty to twenty-six people inside and outside the car.

The car crept along at about fifteen miles an hour as it zigzagged through city streets toward the edge of town. At one point, as they passed the Kirk Apartments, a woman named Minnie Piehm hollered, “Let me out! This is where I live.” Amazingly, the car stopped and Miss Piehm trotted off. An assistant cashier was about to follow when one of the gang said, “Get back here, you.”

The situation wasn’t funny to the hostages who remained clinging to the car’s fenders and running boards. “Stop looking at me or I’ll kill you,” one of the gang members said several times. The Buick’s slow pace gave the police chief, E. J. Patton, time to catch up; his was one of two squad cars that managed to pursue the gang. Patton followed at a safe distance as the Buick turned south onto Highway 18 and picked up speed. At one point, as the fleeing car crested a rise, Nelson said to Carroll, “Wait till they come over the hill and then I’ll pop them off.” Sitting in the front seat, Nelson took a rifle and fired several wild shots at Chief Patton’s car.

Just beyond the city limits, the Buick stopped. Nelson hopped off, fired a shot or two at Chief Patton’s car, which also stopped, then began tossing out handfuls of roofing tacks. Dillinger watched as several bounced under the Buick. In a serene voice, he said, “You’re getting tacks under our own car.”17

When Nelson jumped back into the car, Carroll once again headed south, driving at about thirty miles an hour. It was still snowing, and several of the hostages outside the car were freezing. One of the tellers, Emmet Ryan, gave a woman his jacket. For some reason, this angered Dillinger, who fired him a cold stare. “The coldest eyes you ever saw,” Ryan remembered years later. “Cold eyes and white skin.”

Ryan again irked Dillinger when the car turned onto a dirt road to release several hostages. Ryan began to leave. Then, realizing how cold another hostage was without a coat, he suggested the other man leave instead. “Who the hell is running this show?” Dillinger asked.

Chief Patton was still behind them. He pulled to the roadside when the car stopped. Nelson fired three shots from his rifle, hitting the squad car but missing Patton. “You phone the law!” Nelson shouted at one of the departing hostages. “Tell ’em if they don’t stop following us we’re gonna kill everyone in the car!”

They proceeded that way for forty-five minutes or so, eventually finding  their way back to the sand pit and their second car. Most of the hostages were left there, but two accompanied the gang on the drive north; they were released only when Chief Patton turned back to Mason City. When they were certain they had gotten away cleanly, the gang stopped and bandaged Dillinger’s and Hamilton’s shoulder wounds.

They were back in St. Paul by nightfall. Tired and bleeding, the gang headed for Harry Sawyer’s Green Lantern tavern. Sawyer wasn’t there, but his bartender said he knew what to do. That night a doctor named Nels Mortensen was awakened by the sound of someone ringing the bell at his home on Fairmount Avenue in St. Paul. Thin, gray-haired, and locally prominent, the fifty-year-old Mortensen was president of the state board of health; a friend of Harry Sawyer’s, he had treated Fred Barker for syphilis and performed the tonsillectomy on Alvin Karpis’s girlfriend. Downstairs, he parted the curtains. Two cars were at the curb. Opening the door, he found a group of men he didn’t recognize.

The bartender explained that two of the men had just been injured in a gunfight downtown. Mortensen said he didn’t have his medical bag, but let the men inside anyway. Standing in his foyer, Mortensen tore off Hamilton’s bandages and examined the wound; it wasn’t serious. Dillinger almost fainted when he stripped off his shirt. He stumbled into a chair, and Mortensen got him a glass of water. Dillinger’s wound was deeper but no more serious. Mortensen said the men could visit his office the next morning if they needed further treatment. As they left, the doctor caught a glimpse of a submachine gun beneath Van Meter’s coat. He returned to bed without telling anyone of the incident.18

A month later, when FBI agents learned of it, Hoover decided to make an example of Dr. Mortensen. He received a prison sentence of one year. When Dr. Mortensen died in 1971 at the age of eighty-seven, he was still insisting he had no idea his patient had been John Dillinger.

After seeing Mortensen, the gang divided the money. A rare glimpse at the delicate nature of intragang relations comes from the FBI’s debriefing of Pat Cherrington, who fell into federal hands later that spring. According to Cherrington, Nelson “was very much disliked by all members of the mob . . . [T]hey had a continuous fear when they were around him, and particularly subsequent to a bank robbery; that the usual procedure after a bank robbery, at which time they would all meet to divide the loot, was that they would invariably have Nelson sit in the middle of the room, although he was not aware that they were arranging things in that way, and allow him  to count off each one’s share; that all the hoodlums would get around the room as that each one would be facing Nelson, as they expect at any time . . . that Nelson would shoot them and take the entire amount.”19

After dividing the money, the gang began to scatter. Van Meter and his girlfriend Mickey Conforti settled into their apartment on Girard Avenue in St. Paul. Dillinger and Billie had already moved into a new set of rooms on South Lexington Avenue; they had been obliged to vacate their Minneapolis flat after Hamilton’s gun accidentally went off: Dillinger didn’t want to take the chance they had been noticed. In the new apartment Hamilton slept on the couch with Cherrington.

For the moment, Hamilton and Cherrington had the place to themselves, for Dillinger had business to attend to. On the Wednesday morning after his midnight visit to Dr. Mortensen, he took Billie and drove to Chicago. Art O’Leary was in Piquett’s office when the phone rang. “Be in front of your office, on the Wacker Drive side,” a voice said. “I’ll pick you up in about fifteen minutes.”20

It was a short meeting. O’Leary listened as Dillinger talked and drove. He wanted Piquett to help Billie arrange a divorce so they could be married. O’Leary promised to relay the message. Piquett could only roll his eyes. For the trouble of representing America’s most-wanted man, he had yet to receive a cent. That night and the next, Dillinger and Billie bunked in a basement room at Louis Cernocky’s Crystal Ball Room in Fox River Grove. They had another quick meeting with O’Leary Sunday afternoon, in which O’Leary had the pleasant task of explaining to Dillinger that Piquett wasn’t a divorce attorney. If Billie wanted a divorce attorney, O’Leary said, she should find one herself.

The next morning Dillinger dropped off a package of money for O’Leary. It contained $2,300, including a thousand each for Piquett and Pete Pierpont’s parents. He then drove Billie to the airport, where she boarded a flight to Indianapolis to see Dillinger’s father. In Mooresville, Billie gave the elder Dillinger several bundles of cash and the wooden gun Dillinger had used to escape from Crown Point.21 Billie also passed on a note Dillinger had written his sister Audrey. It read:Dear Sis:

I thought I would write you a few lines and let you know I am still perculating [sic]. Don’t worry about me honey, for that wont help any, and besides I having a lot of fun. I am sending Emmett [Audrey’s  husband] my wooden gun and I want him to always keep it. I see that Deputy Blunk says I had a real forty five that’s just a lot of hooey to cover up because they don’t like to admit that I locked eight deputys and a dozen trustys up with my wooden gun before I got my hands on the two machine guns and you should have seen their faces Ha! Ha! Ha! Pulling that off was worth ten years of my life Ha! Ha! I will be around to see all of you when the roads are better, it is so hot around Indiana now that I would have trouble getting through so I am sending my wife Billie . . . Now honey if any of you need any thing I wont forgive you if you don’t let me know. I got shot a week ago but I am all right now just a little sore I bane one tough sweed Ha! Ha! . . . Lots of love from Johnnie.22





While Billie spent that Friday at the Dillinger home in Indiana, Dillinger drove east to visit Pete Pierpont’s parents in Ohio, where he sat on the front porch and made sure the family had received the money he had sent for his partner’s defense. Afterward he returned to Chicago, where he reunited with Billie. Amazingly, the FBI still hadn’t put the Dillinger or Pierpont homes under surveillance.

While Dillinger crisscrossed Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio, Baby Face Nelson headed west to Reno, where within days his homicidal tendencies embroiled him in a mystery it would take the FBI years to solve. Reno’s two crime bosses, Bill Graham and Jim McKay, were in the midst of fighting a federal mail-fraud case involving their support for a gang of con men that flourished in the city. Somehow the two had learned that the government’s star witness against them was to be Roy Fritsch, the controller of a Reno bank Graham and McKay owned.

On Thursday, March 22, a week after the Mason City robbery, Fritsch disappeared after parking his car near his home. An eyewitness later told the FBI he had seen two men hit Fritsch over the head and drag him to a waiting car. The crime has officially never been solved. But according to informants who spoke to the FBI in later years, the culprits were Nelson and his friend John Chase. According to FBI files, Nelson murdered Fritsch and dumped his corpse down a mineshaft. Fritsch’s body has never been found.

 

 

Just as it struggled to come to grips with its most ambitious manhunt to date, the FBI discovered something that was to open an entirely new front  of the War on Crime. In February the Kansas City office had belatedly forwarded to Washington seventeen latent fingerprints taken from Verne Miller’s home after the Kansas City Massacre. It took weeks for technicians to compare the prints against those of dozens of suspects. But on March 14, the day after Dillinger’s Mason City robbery, they made a jaw-dropping discovery: a print taken from a beer bottle in Miller’s basement matched that of Adam Richetti, Pretty Boy Floyd’s moonshine-swilling sidekick. The conclusion was inescapable: despite widespread doubts about their involvement, Richetti and Floyd really were Miller’s partners in the massacre.

The news triggered a series of thunderbolt memos from Hoover to the Kansas City office, demanding to know how the prints had been overlooked and who was responsible. More important, it prompted a sweeping reassessment of the massacre investigation to date. The supposed involvement of the Barkers was forgotten. The FBI made no public announcement of its discovery, but agents involved in the case now focused all their efforts on finding Floyd and Richetti.

There was just one problem: there hadn’t been a reliable sighting of the two in six months. From all appearances, Floyd had fallen off the face of the earth. An army of over a thousand Oklahoma lawmen and National Guardsmen had swept the Cookson Hills in February, but found no sign of him. The Bureau’s own search for Floyd had been desultory; unless he was involved in the massacre, Floyd was not a federal fugitive. Agents in Kansas City and Oklahoma City collected tips as they came, but did little digging on their own. Kansas City didn’t identify Floyd’s longtime girlfriend Juanita Baird till February.

All that changed on March 14. Suddenly Floyd catapulted into the front ranks of FBI fugitives, joining Dillinger and the Barkers. Responsibility for finding him fell heavily on the Oklahoma City office, whose agents were already straining under the weight of thirty-one separate major cases, including the hunts for the Barkers and Bonnie and Clyde. Hoover dispatched Pop Nathan to Oklahoma to assess the situation, and Nathan’s report was bleak. The SAC, Dwight Brantley, was working till midnight most evenings, yet Nathan found dozens of new leads on the Barkers and Bonnie and Clyde piling up in the files, untouched. Brantley complained he didn’t have enough men.

Nathan thought the problem was quality, not quantity. Only two of the ten agents in Oklahoma City, he told Hoover, were sufficiently “competent” to handle a major case. The best, Frank Smith, the old Cowboy who  had survived the massacre, was assigned to pursue Floyd full-time, and he began making the rounds of Oklahoma sheriffs and snitches, dredging up what tips he could. But Nathan could see the writing on the wall. If a posse of a thousand men couldn’t find Pretty Boy Floyd, the chances that the FBI’s young and inexperienced agents—already burdened with searches for Dillinger, the Barkers, and many others—would succeed were close to zero.




Chicago, Illinois The Irving Hotel, Room 234bt 

Fred Barker sat at the table in his pajamas. Dr. Joseph Moran, his eyes rheumy and bloodshot, leaned over and grasped his fingers, a scalpel already in his hand.

“You ready?” Moran asked.

Beside them Karpis looked on, transfixed. They had come to Dr. Moran’s office after dinner, carrying overnight bags with underwear and fresh shirts. The doctor was a sad-eyed drunk who coughed a lot and had a pulsing red vein in his nose. Moran had fought in World War I and trained at the Tufts medical school in Boston, then had done a brief stretch in Joliet for performing illegal abortions. On his parole in late 1931 he had gone to work for a Touhy-controlled union in Cicero, and had performed successful surgeries on several of Roger Touhy’s men. When Capone interests took control of the union the following spring, Moran had gone into private practice.

The ever cautious Karpis, asking around for someone who could alter their fingerprints, had heard about him in an underground tavern.bu When they arrived that evening, Moran wrapped rubber bands around the first joint of each of Barker’s fingers. Then he mixed a batch of a purplish antiseptic liquid and swabbed it on his fingertips. When Barker’s fingers went numb, Moran injected each one with cocaine.

Barker took a deep breath. “I’m ready,” he said.

Moran leaned over and slowly began whittling the meat off the end of one of Barker’s fingers. Karpis couldn’t believe it; it was exactly like sharpening a pencil. Thanks to the rubber bands there was little blood, but as the skin sliced away, Karpis could see even the doctor growing pale. Freckles on Moran’s forehead pulsed. He was sweating.

When Moran finished carving the fingers on Barker’s right hand, he excused himself and stepped into a back room. “How you feeling?” he asked when he returned a moment later. “You want a drink?” It was obvious the doctor did. “Yeah, I’d take a drink,” Barker said. “I’d take about anything I could get right now.”

Moran handed Barker a bottle of whiskey and he drank deeply, lifting the bottle with his left hand. It took another ten minutes for Moran to carve the ends off the fingertips on Barker’s left hand. When he was done he applied large cotton swabs to both hands and wrapped them in bandages. “I’m gonna give you a shot of morphine,” Moran said, “because you’re gonna start hurtin’ in a few hours.”

The doctor led Barker into an adjoining room and laid him on a bed. In minutes Barker was asleep. “Come on,” Moran said to Karpis. “I’m gonna work on you now.”

Karpis sat at the doctor’s table.

“What the hell is it you’re going to do?” he asked.

“Well, your face is kind of lopsided,” Moran said. “I’m going to straighten it up.” He described the series of incisions he planned to make around the temples and how he would use them to pull the skin of Karpis’s face taut. Karpis had no idea what he was talking about. “You just be damn sure you know what you’re doing,” he said.

Moran gave Karpis a shot of morphine. In minutes Karpis felt as if he were floating in a happy sky; he didn’t care what the doctor did next. Moran then administered several small shots of cocaine around the edges of Karpis’s face and began making the incisions. Karpis felt so good he barely paid attention.

“Are you ready for your hands?” he asked after a bit.

“Yeah,” Karpis mumbled.

Afterward Moran and his assistant tucked Karpis into a bed in another room. He awoke the next morning in incredible pain. The assistant showed him how to prop up his hands so that the blood would run out of his fingers and ease the throbbing.

“How’s Freddie?” Karpis asked.

“Oh, he woke up in the middle of the night,” the assistant said. “He was hurting like hell. I gave him a real stiff shot of morphine. Hell, he’ll be out another few hours.”

For three days Barker and Karpis drifted in and out of consciousness. In waking hours Karpis read the newspapers. On Thursday, March 15, he saw an article that stunned him: the Barker gang had been named the FBI’s primary suspects in the Bremer kidnapping. Karpis read how the Bureau had identified Dock Barker through fingerprints found on the gas cans in Wisconsin. He cursed. “We’d better plan on getting the hell out of Chicago,” he told Fred.

Barker was falling asleep. “I don’t know what to do,” he mumbled. “When I wake up, I’ll talk. I want to sleep now.”

Karpis sat up in a chair and watched Barker sleep until he, too, finally dozed off. Sometime before dawn Barker woke him.

“Where do you think we ought to go?” Barker asked.

“Well, what do you mean by ‘we’ now? Just who is we?”

“Well,” said Barker, “Ma and me and you.”

“No, not Ma,” Karpis said. “She ain’t going with us, Freddie. I’ve told you this before. She’s gonna get you killed. Mark my words.”

Barker made a face. “Well maybe you’re right. Maybe we’d better make her stay here. You think she’ll stay?”

“She’ll have no choice.”

“How are we gonna do this?”

“You want me to talk to her?” Karpis asked.

“You think you can do it?”

“You’re damn right I can do it.”

They moved into a Winthrop Avenue boardinghouse to recuperate; both men remained swathed in bandages and didn’t want to be seen at their apartments. It gave Karpis an excuse to put off confronting Ma. He dreaded it. He procrastinated several days until they received a second dose of startling news: Shotgun George Ziegler was dead. It happened in Cicero. Ziegler was walking out of a bar when a car drove by and someone fired a shotgun, nearly blowing his head off. For the first time in months, Karpis was frightened. It was clearly a Syndicate hit. Did Frank Nitti want them dead?bv

Dock Barker came by the next morning. Ziegler’s death, they agreed, meant Chicago was no longer safe; if they had somehow roused the Syndicate’s ire, every minute counted. Dock suggested they move to Toledo. A friend knew people there. Karpis and Fred agreed; it sounded as good as anywhere else. The next day Dock drove to Ohio and rented an apartment. When he returned Karpis faced the moment he had been dreading for days: telling Ma.

He made Dock go with him. Freddie was too scared.

“Jesus Christ!” Ma exclaimed the moment they entered her apartment. “Were you with George Ziegler?”

“No, why?” Karpis asked. His face was still bandaged.

“Well, look at your face. What the hell happened to you?”

“Oh, I had a, a car wreck.”

“Where’s Freddie?” Ma demanded. “What’s wrong with Freddie? Why ain’t he here?” She insisted that Freddie be brought to her.

“Well, he was in the wreck too,” Karpis said. “And he got hurt a little worse than I did, and they’ve got him where he’s real safe.” Ma got angry. “He couldn’t be no safer than he would be here!”

Karpis tried to give it to her easy. He didn’t mention that they were moving, not at first. He said they wouldn’t be visiting her any longer, not much anyway. Ma grew hysterical. For an hour she railed. She and Freddie were going to Florida, she insisted. And if they didn’t, well, she was going back to Oklahoma. Karpis let her vent. Dock looked on the whole time, never saying a word. “Now, are you finished?” Karpis finally asked. “We’re moving, and I ain’t gonna tell you where the hell we’re going. We’ll keep in touch. You got plenty of money.”

“What the hell good is money if I gotta be by myself?” Ma asked. It took another hour of arguing before Ma gave in, beaten. “All right,” she said sadly. “If you boys will come and visit me when you’re in Chicago. But that don’t mean it’ll be like this forever. This summer we’ll get a cottage on a lake. How’ll that be?”

Karpis promised a summer cottage, even as he realized it would never happen. He would have said anything to get Ma Barker to shut up. The next day they all drove to Toledo. Ma stayed behind. It was the last anyone would hear of most of the Barker Gang for a long time.

 

 

By the time Karpis and the Barkers fled Chicago, the FBI’s pursuit was losing steam. Unlike the Dillinger Gang, which shed talkative confederates like dandruff, the Barkers seemed like clannish urban hillbillies, opaque and unknowable. A month after identifying them as Edward Bremer’s kidnappers, the FBI hadn’t found a single reliable source of information on  the gang. Agents had prison snitches and old wanted posters from Oklahoma and Missouri, but little more.

It took weeks to compile lists of the Barker Gang’s relatives and prison contacts. Brothers and sisters of several gang members and their girlfriends were put under surveillance, as were Karpis’s parents in Chicago. Letters poured in to FBI offices from people who said they thought they knew or had seen members of the gang. Only one, a Texas prison inmate named Henry Hull, offered solid information. A prison pal of Dock Barker’s, Hull had once visited Barker in Nevada. FBI agents descended on Reno and identified every apartment, grocery, dry cleaner, and gambling house the gang had visited during its two stays there. They collected phone records and assorted arcana—from a tailor they learned Fred Barker had a 13½-inch neck—but none of it led anywhere. The most recent sighting of the gang was six months old.

For his part, Hoover was obsessed with identifying the house where Bremer had been kept. Thousands of hours were spent searching for a town in Wisconsin or Illinois that matched the descriptions Bremer had given. More than a hundred were surveyed. Police and mailmen were interviewed in each one, but none seemed to match Bremer’s memory. One of Purvis’s men, Ralph Brown, actually checked the correct town, Bensonville, but failed to recognize it.bw

If anything, progress in the Dillinger case was even slower. By the end of March, Purvis and his men had spent four weeks on the case, yet had failed to unearth a single lead on the gang’s whereabouts, nor any hint they were behind the robberies at Sioux Falls and Mason City. As the Crown Point publicity died down, in fact, the Bureau’s investigation lost what little momentum it had. In hindsight Purvis’s choices seem inexplicable. He didn’t bother placing the Dillinger farm in Mooresville under surveillance; had he done so, agents might have been waiting for Billie when she visited on March 19.

The one solid lead the Bureau managed to generate was appropriated from Matt Leach’s men, who had discovered Russell Clark’s girlfriend, Opal Long, living with her mother in Detroit. The Detroit office forced the Indiana police to withdraw and took over their surveillance in hopes Long might contact Dillinger. Even this minor lead Purvis managed to squander. On Thursday, March 29, agents in Detroit followed Long to the downtown train station, where she boarded a train to Chicago. When she arrived in Chicago, Purvis had his men tail her to the Commonwealth Hotel, where Hoover approved a tap on her phone. Long, however, realized she was being followed.

That night she climbed into a taxi, peering through its rear window at a pair of agents following her. The cab took what Purvis described as “a zigzag course” through downtown streets, easily eluding the FBI men. Weeks later agents learned that Long had gone straight from Chicago to St. Paul, where she joined Dillinger.

By the end of March, Hoover was growing impatient. Irked by newspaper coverage of Dillinger raids police were making in Chicago, the director sent Purvis a sharply worded letter. “The Division has never been informed by your office of the details concerning this raid or of the information leading up to it,” Hoover wrote Purvis. “The Division is inclined to wonder concerning the intimate acquaintance on the part of your office with the actual developments in the Chicago district relative to the search for Dillinger.”23

But there were no developments. After a month of searching, neither Purvis nor any other FBI agent had the first clue where Dillinger was. And then a funny thing happened. Dillinger found them.
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 CRESCENDO

 

March 30 to April 10, 1934

 

As the FBI’s half-hearted manhunt continued, Dillinger rested and let his wound heal in his new set of rooms at the Lincoln Court Apartments, a compact, thirty-two-unit building on busy South Lexington Avenue, in the heart of St. Paul’s toniest neighborhood. Conditions were cramped with John Hamilton and Pat Cherrington sleeping in the living room. At least Nelson was gone, disappearing on one of his jaunts out west. Van Meter came and went like a ghost, his eyes always scanning the cars outside for a government license plate.

There was a theater down the street, and several nights Dillinger took Billie to the movies. One evening they watched a newsreel interview of Dillinger’s father. “John isn’t a bad boy,” the old man said. “They ought to give him a chance. He just robbed some banks.” Dillinger smiled. It was probably the nicest thing his father ever said about him. On Friday night, March 31, at the end of his second week in St. Paul, Dillinger took Billie to see Fashions of 1933, a review of the latest designer work from New York and Paris. That night Opal Long arrived from Chicago, having ditched her FBI tail there. She assured Dillinger she hadn’t been followed. He went to bed Friday night happy. The weekend loomed. Maybe they would take a ride in the country.

 

 

Snow lay thick on the streets of St. Paul that Friday afternoon when a woman named Daisy Coffey walked up the white-marble stairway of the  Federal Courts Building and entered the FBI’s offices in Room 203. The SAC, Werner Hanni, and his men were focused on the Bremer case, but Hanni stepped away long enough to take her statement. Mrs. Coffey, who said she managed the Lincoln Court Apartments on South Lexington Avenue, told Hanni she was suspicious of the couple renting Apartment 303. Her new tenants, “Mr. and Mrs. Carl P. Hellman,” had frequent guests, always used the building’s rear door and kept their blinds lowered till 10:30 each morning. Hanni was unimpressed. “She says that she just has a feeling that there is something mysterious and questionable” about the Hellmans, he wrote in a memo.

After Mrs. Coffey left, Hanni handed her statement to a pair of young agents, Rosser L. “Rusty” Nalls and Rufus Coulter.bx Later that day the two drove uptown and showed Mrs. Coffey photographs of the only men the St. Paul office was interested in, Karpis and the Barkers. Mrs. Coffey couldn’t identify any of them. But she had taken down Mr. Hellman’s license plate number. Returning downtown, Agent Nalls ran a check and found the car registered to a Carl Hellman in North St. Paul. But when he called the post office for Mr. Hellman’s address, he found there was none. The name appeared to be fictitious.

The Lincoln Court was a three-story red-brick building; out back was a paved alley with a residential neighborhood beyond. That night Nalls and Coulter cruised through the alley and parked on a side street. They could see that the blinds in Apartment 303 were lowered. It seemed a normal thing to do; otherwise anyone could see right in. In the space beneath the shades they could see a man and a woman moving around inside the apartment. After three hours they returned downtown and reported they had seen nothing out of the ordinary.

Nonetheless, they returned the next morning at 9:00 to question the occupants of Apartment 303. Inspector William Rorer, who remained in St. Paul supervising the Bremer case, decided they needed a police escort. Agent Coulter volunteered to find a patrolman while Nalls drove ahead to establish surveillance. Nalls reached the building just before ten and parked beside it. A few minutes later he watched as two women left the back entrance. They walked to a parked car, talked to a man inside, and then drove off. As a matter of routine, Nalls wrote down their descriptions. Not till later would anyone realize he had seen Opal Long, Pat Cherrington, and John Hamilton. They were heading out for breakfast and grocery shopping. Nalls didn’t recognize them.

At 10:15 Nalls saw Agent Coulter and a policeman drive up and disappear inside the building. A minute or two later Nalls watched as a thin man drove up in a green Ford sedan, got out, and walked inside. Agent Nalls was still sitting in his car a few minutes later, watching the front entrance, when he saw Agent Coulter running toward him across the building’s snowy front yard, holding his pistol. Coulter turned and exchanged gunshots with the thin man who was chasing him.

 

 

Agent Coulter and a sixty-five-year-old St. Paul detective named Henry Cummings had stood before the door of Apartment 303, waiting for someone to answer their knock. After a long minute, the door opened a few inches. A woman peeked out over a chain. Detective Cummings identified himself and asked to speak with Carl.

Billie forgot Dillinger’s alias.

“Carl?” she said. “Carl who?”

“Carl Hellman.”

Billie gathered her senses. “He’s just left and won’t be back till this afternoon,” she said. “Come back then.”

“Are you Mrs. Hellman?” Cummings asked.

Billie nodded.

“We’ll talk to you then,” he said.

“I’m not dressed,” Billie said. “Come back this afternoon.”

“We’ll wait until you dress,” Coulter said.

Billie said it would take a second. She closed the door. Coulter heard a second latch close inside.

Dillinger was still in bed when Billie ran toward him.

“It’s the cops!” she said. “What should I do?”

Dillinger jumped out of bed and began dressing. “Keep your shirt on,” he said, “and get some things into the large bag.”

As Billie tossed clothes into their bag, Dillinger opened a dresser drawer  and lifted out the parts of his submachine gun. Then he walked toward the door. Outside, Coulter and Detective Cummings waited in the hallway. Coulter didn’t like this. “We’ll have to call for some help,” Coulter whispered. “You can go call or I will.”

“Who do you want?” Cummings asked. “Your department or ours?”

“I want to get our department,” Coulter said.1

Coulter trotted downstairs to the manager’s office to phone the office. When he returned upstairs, Cummings was still standing in the hallway. Together they waited, nine more minutes by Coulter’s estimate.

It was then that Homer Van Meter, having parked his green Ford outside, appeared at the head of the third floor’s rear stairwell. He sensed trouble the moment he saw the two outside Dillinger’s door. His head lowered, Van Meter walked right up to the two lawmen, shouldered past them, and stepped to the head of the front stairwell. Then he stopped. “Is your name Johnson?” he asked Coulter.

“No,” Coulter said.

As Van Meter headed down the front stairwell, Coulter stepped forward and said, “What’s your name?”

Van Meter turned and stopped on a landing. “I’m a soap salesman,” he said.

“Where are your samples?” Coulter asked.

“Down in my car.”

Coulter asked if he had any identification.

“No. But I have down in my car.”

Van Meter disappeared down the stairs. After a moment, Coulter decided to follow him. He walked down to the lobby and peered outside. The “soap salesman” was gone. Coulter had just turned to walk back upstairs when he saw Van Meter crouched in the shadows of the basement stairs, a pistol in his hand.

“You want this, asshole?” Van Meter asked. “Here it is!”

As Van Meter raised his gun to fire, Coulter leaped backward, crashing through the front door. He turned and ran across the snowy yard, and Van Meter gave chase, firing wildly, his shots throwing up little explosions of dirty snow. In the calm of a St. Paul Saturday morning the gunshots sounded unreal—pop, pop, pop—like firecrackers. As Coulter raced across the snow, he pulled his pistol, wheeled, and returned fire. Van Meter ran back into the building.

Up in Apartment 303, Billie begged Dillinger not to start a gunfight. But  the minute he heard shots, Dillinger raised his submachine gun and fired a burst through the door. He opened the door a few inches, stuck the Thompson gun’s muzzle outside and began firing down the hallway. Detective Cummings flattened himself into an alcove as bullets whizzed by his chin. The moment Dillinger stopped shooting, Cummings ran down the front stairs. Inside the apartment, Billie came out of the bedroom and found Dillinger smiling. Thin shafts of sunlight stabbed into the room through the holes he had blasted in the door.2

“Keep your shirt on,” Dillinger repeated when Billie begged him not to fire again. “You’re coming with me. Snap that suitcase together and follow along.” Dillinger stepped to the door and fired another burst of bullets down the hallway. Billie followed, lugging his heavy suitcase with two hands; there were more guns inside.

Outside, chaos had engulfed the neighborhood. Cars were stopped, and people were leaning out of windows. Recognizing Coulter’s assailant as the man from the green Ford, Agent Nalls pointed out his car, and Coulter promptly shot out one of its tires. Nalls ran toward a drugstore to telephone for reinforcements.

Neither agent thought about the building’s rear entrance. It was from this door that Billie and Dillinger emerged; Van Meter sprinted out the same door a minute later. Dillinger, in a light-gray suit and no tie, walked casually down the alley, carrying the Thompson gun close to his right leg. He handed Billie the car keys and took the suitcase, watching over his shoulder as he walked.3  Billie hurried ahead to the garage where they stored their black Hudson and backed the car out. Dillinger threw the suitcase into the backseat and got in. Billie stomped the accelerator, and the Hudson roared down the alley. “Slow down! Slow down!” Dillinger ordered. “You’ll attract attention.”

None of the FBI agents and St. Paul police who descended on the neighborhood had any idea who was doing the shooting. One agent telephoned Washington to say the suspects didn’t match the descriptions of anyone in the Barker Gang. Not until two hours later, when agents finally stormed Apartment 303, did the FBI realize who it had found. Inside, amid an arsenal of pistols and submachine guns and drawerfuls of men’s suits and ladies undergarments, they found three photos. One showed a baby boy, another a teenager. The third was a Navy sailor with a crewcut and a familiar crooked grin. It was Dillinger. Fingerprints taken from a Listerine bottle confirmed it. And from the drops of blood agents found in the hallway outside, they guessed he had been hit.

In the getaway car blood reddened Dillinger’s pant leg. He had been hit by a ricochet, one of his own bullets. It struck high on his left calf, a “through and through” just below his knee. As sirens sounded over St. Paul, Dillinger told Billie to head to the apartment of Eddie Green, the redheaded jug marker. He needed a doctor.

Green directed them to an office building in downtown Minneapolis, and a doctor named Clayton May. May was a forty-six-year-old general practitioner whose practice included fifty-dollar abortions and treating the venereal diseases rampant in St. Paul’s underworld. When Green said he had a friend injured in the explosion of an illegal still, May followed him outside. Dillinger was sitting in the backseat with Billie. They drove to an apartment complex on the south side, where the doctor treated his shadier clients. Billie threw an arm around Dillinger and helped him limp into a first-floor apartment.

Dr. May later insisted that Dillinger had threatened his life, but in fact the roll of cash the outlaw was carrying was all the persuasion Dr. May needed. The wound wasn’t serious. They bandaged it and applied a mercury solution to clean it. Dr. May told Dillinger to rest; he would need several days to heal. He gave him a tetanus shot and left. In time Dillinger drifted to sleep.




Outside Dallas, Texas Easter Sunday, April 1 3:30 P.M.  

As the FBI scrambled to find Dillinger that morning, Bonnie Parker sat stroking a white rabbit beside a car parked north of the Dallas city limits, on an unpaved stretch of road overlooking Texas State Highway 114. The rabbit was a gift for her mother. Clyde was stretched out across the backseat, trying to take a nap. Henry Methvin was pacing. After an extended visit with Methvin’s family in Louisiana, they had picked up the ulcer-plagued Joe Palmer in Joplin and sent Palmer into Dallas to alert their families to their arrival.

At about three-thirty, Bonnie glanced up and saw a trio of motorcycle policemen passing north on the highway below them. They were state troopers. As Bonnie watched, two of the men, spotting the Ford parked  alone on the hillside, slowed, then turned around, heading toward the entrance to the dirt road where Bonnie and Clyde waited.

According to the version of events Clyde told his family, Bonnie walked back to the car and roused him. He stepped out with a sawed-off shotgun. Methvin was already standing by the car, cradling a Browning automatic rifle. As Clyde told the story, he said to Methvin, “Let’s take ’em.”4 Clyde claimed he meant to take the officers hostage, just as he had a half-dozen times before.

Methvin misunderstood. The two patrolmen, E. B. Wheeler, twenty-six, and a twenty-two-year-old rookie named H. D. Murphy, who was on his first day of duty, were just coasting up to the parked Ford, their sidearms still holstered, when Methvin raised his rifle and fired a burst of bullets directly into Wheeler’s chest, killing him. Murphy stopped his motorcycle and began to grab for a sawed-off shotgun. When Clyde saw him go for the gun, he fired three shots, killing Murphy as well. A passing motorist watched as the three then leaped into the Ford and drove off.

The Dallas County sheriff, Smoot Schmid, immediately announced that Clyde had done the killing. “He’s not a man,” Schmid said. “He’s an animal.” Governor Ferguson announced $500 rewards for the arrest of Clyde and his unidentified co-assassin.

Frank Hamer arrived in Dallas the next morning.

 

 

As initial reports of the St. Paul gunfight crossed his desk that Sunday, Hoover was apoplectic. Nothing about this made sense: Why had two men conducted a raid, and why was one of them a member of the notoriously corrupt St. Paul police? Why were his men armed with pistols instead of machine guns? Why wasn’t he told of the raid beforehand? And why, above all, had his men let Dillinger get away?by In a phone call with Purvis, Hoover condemned the St. Paul office for “their atrocious bungling of the raid yesterday.” From now on, Hoover said, all information on Dillinger—no matter how trivial—was to be relayed to headquarters. And, as Hoover repeated to agents in St. Paul, police were never to join FBI raids again, unless agents “were short of equipment, like machine guns or gas guns.”5

The St. Paul shoot-out had a galvanizing effect on Hoover. From the tone of his memoranda, he seemed amazed that Dillinger had the temerity to actually fire on his men. Then and there, Hoover decided to make Dillinger’s apprehension the Bureau’s highest priority. That Tuesday he ordered all offices to give Dillinger precedence “over all other pending cases.” New agents poured into St. Paul. Cots were arranged in the FBI office and at the post office, where the men grabbed catnaps between calls.

Monday night they got their first break. The Lincoln Park’s manager, Mrs. Coffey, telephoned the St. Paul office with a tip. Her husband had found the address of one of Dillinger’s visitors, the man who had exchanged shots with Agent Coulter; he rented an apartment at 2214 Marshall Avenue. Agents had the building surrounded within an hour. By daylight there was no sign of Dillinger or any other suspects, but the manager identified a man who matched the description of Coulter’s assailant. He lived in Apartment 106. The unit had been rented two weeks earlier by another man, who gave his name as D. Stevens. The manager hadn’t seen either man for days.

The apartment’s windows were closed; from the outside it looked vacant. Betting their suspect was too smart to return, agents had the manager unlock the apartment at 7:30. Inside they found what was clearly a bank robber’s lair: a Thompson submachine gun stock, a two-foot dynamite fuse, road maps and airline schedules, license plates, three notebooks filled with getaway maps, and bullets—lots and lots of bullets. After dusting for fingerprints and collecting stray receipts and laundry tags, everyone but two junior agents returned downtown.

A few hours later, just before noon, the two agents were pacing the apartment, submachine guns in their hands, when they heard a key enter the front latch. The agents leaped to the door just as a startled “negress”—as an FBI report termed her—stepped into the apartment and found herself facing the muzzle of a Thompson gun. She said her name was Lucy Jackson. She was a maid. She said her sister had asked her to clean the apartment. The sister, whose name was Leona Goodman, was sitting in a car outside. The two agents brought her in.

The story Leona Goodman told the FBI would prove as important as any the Bureau heard all year. She said she worked for a man she knew as “Mr. Stevens”; as agents were to learn later, “Mr. Stevens” had arranged for  Mrs. Goodman to clean the homes of a series of major criminals, from Van Meter to Frank Nash to Harry Sawyer. Just that morning, Mrs. Goodman said, Mr. Stevens had visited her home, handed her a key, and asked her to clean out this apartment. She was feeling sickly, so she had asked her sister to do it. She had promised to pack some clothes into a tan suitcase and bring it to her house. Mr. Stevens had promised to come for the bag later that day.

The agents took Mrs. Goodman downtown, where the tan suitcase was emptied and refilled with stacks of Wanted posters. Inspector Rorer approached Ed Notesteen, the agent who had manned the infamous kitchenette viewing post during Verne Miller’s Halloween escape in Chicago, and told him to take Mrs. Goodman, the bag, and two agents back to Mrs. Goodman’s home to await the arrival of the mysterious “Mr. Stevens.” As he left, Notesteen asked Inspector Rorer what to do if he appeared. According to Agent Notesteen’s memorandum on the day’s events, Rorer’s reply struck him as unusual: “Shoot him.”

By early afternoon, Notesteen and the other two agents had taken up positions in Mrs. Goodman’s faded clapboard house, located on a quiet street in a black neighborhood. From the tone of his memos, it’s clear that Notesteen wasn’t comfortable with the setting or his orders. Agent George Gross, who sat in a window with a submachine gun across his lap, noticed several suspicious cars driving by.bz Notesteen called Inspector Rorer and asked for reinforcements; a little later he was relieved to see several agents driving nearby streets. While on the phone, Notesteen pointedly asked Rorer to restate his orders. It all depended on Mrs. Goodman’s identification of “Mr. Stevens,” Rorer said. “If she says that’s the man,” he said, “kill him.”6

As the afternoon wore on, Notesteen paced from room to room. This wasn’t right. They didn’t have the first clue who “Mr. Stevens” was. He could be a real estate agent. He could be anyone. And Notesteen had orders to shoot him on sight. Notesteen repeatedly asked Mrs. Goodman, who sat in the kitchen, whether she could be certain if she saw Mr. Stevens. “I’ll know him,” she assured him.

Three hours passed. Then, about five-thirty, Agent Gross saw a green Terraplane sedan coasting to a stop outside. “There’s a car,” he said. “It’s stopping across the street.”

A man in an overcoat jumped out of the car and in three or four long strides was at the kitchen door. Mrs. Goodman saw him coming. She opened the door, shoved the suitcase outside, and slammed the door in her visitor’s face without a word.

As the door closed, Agent Notesteen scrambled into the kitchen. “Is that the man?” he asked.

“Yes,” Mrs. Goodman. “That’s the man who came by this morning, and that’s the man from the apartment.”

“Let him have it!” Notesteen shouted to Agent Gross.

There was a burst of machine-gun fire and the sound of shattering glass. A moment later, Notesteen stepped to the window. Lying on the sidewalk outside was a man with a suitcase. To Notesteen’s surprise, a woman was leaning over his fallen body, sobbing. “Are you positive that was the right man?” Notesteen asked Mrs. Goodman, who had begun crying hysterically. “Oh yes,” she managed to say. “It was.”

Notesteen telephoned Inspector Rorer and told him what happened. Then he ran outside, where he saw agents jogging toward the fallen man, who had been shot in the head and appeared to be dead or dying. No one knew who the wounded man was. The crying woman wouldn’t say. It wasn’t Dillinger, they could see that. A driver’s license identified him as Clarence Leo Coulter. It was a fake. The next day the FBI would identify him as Eddie Green. The crying woman was his wife, Beth.

Both knew where Dillinger was hiding.

 

 

Eddie Green was still alive when attendants wheeled him into St. Paul’s Ancker Hospital. In fact, he was raving. Lapsing in and out of consciousness, thrashing and babbling incoherently, Green was tucked into a hospital bed. A bullet had entered the back of his head through the brim of his fedora, traced a half-circle around his skull, and come to rest above his right eye. Doctors said he couldn’t live long. A pair of agents took positions by his bed, jotting down everything he said.

All night Green hollered for someone named Jim, who agents later learned was one of his brothers. He asked for a Fred, then a George and a Lucy, then asked: “Honey, back the car to the door.” As daylight approached, the agents began peppering Green with questions about Dillinger. Much of what he said was unintelligible. At one point, agents heard him say, “I’ve got the keys, he wants them.”

“Whose keys are those?” an agent asked.

“John’s.”

“John who?”

“Dillinger.”

Green made no meaningful responses when agents pressed where Dillinger could be found. At one point, however, he mentioned a doctor he had paid. Agents asked if anyone had been shot at the Lincoln Court Apartments. Green said “Jack . . . In the leg.” They pressed for the doctor’s address and Green said, “Wabasha Street.”

Where on Wabasha Street? “980, I guess.” The agents checked; there was no 980 Wabasha Street.

When the sun rose Green remained alive. In fact, he was stabilizing. But his pronouncements remained gibberish. By nightfall on Wednesday, April 4, Green was still talking. A new set of agents arrived. In an effort to focus Green’s rambling soliloquies, they decided to question him while posing as doctors and gang members. To their surprise, their tragicomic masquerade began to work. At one point, Agent Roy Noonan, posing as a doctor, asked Green if he knew the man who drove the green Ford and fired on Agent Coulter.ca

“Doc, you sure are a nosey fella,” Green said. “Give me a shot so I can sleep.”

“I will if you tell me who drove the green Ford,” Noonan said.

“You know as well as I do.”

“No, I don’t know.”

“What do you want to know that for?”

“Well, I just want to know. Did Jack drive it?”

“Yes.”

“Jack who?”

“You know without asking me.”

“No, I don’t know. Who was he?”

“Dillinger,” Green said. “Doc, will you give me that shot?”

And so it went. Bit by bit, agents coaxed more information from the dying man. A breakthrough came around eleven that night when an agent tricked Green into naming an address in Minneapolis where he said Dillinger was hiding: 635 Park Avenue. Down at the FBI office, adrenaline surged through the ranks. Agents scrambled to Park Avenue, but found no 635. An agent at Green’s bedside telephoned a few minutes later. Green was now saying the correct address was 1835 Park Avenue, Apartment 4. This address they found. It was a two-story rooming house in a run-down area where, FBI agents would later learn, a doctor named Clayton May kept a hideaway office to perform abortions.

The FBI’s assistant director, Hugh Clegg, who had arrived from Washington that day to supervise the hunt for Dillinger, ordered every available man to surround 1835 Park Avenue. By midnight they had every exit covered. The building was quiet. The only light came from a single apartment downstairs. An agent knocked on its door, saying he was looking for someone who had just moved into the building. A man said everyone there had been living there at least six months. They were working people and most had children. To the FBI men, it looked like a dead end. Assistant Director Clegg returned downtown, leaving a group of agents to watch the building. With daylight a new group arrived. They watched the building’s occupants come and go. None looked familiar. There was no activity they could see in Apartment 4.

Finally, late that afternoon, Clegg decided to raid Apartment 4. After positioning men around the building, he and a trio of agents armed with submachine guns crept to the door and knocked. As Clegg described the raid, “[We] knocked on the door and a man about 45 to 50 years of age came to the door; upon opening the door machine guns were punched right in his stomach and he was ordered to ‘stick ’em up’; he did not stick ’em up, but seemed to be amused. His wife, a small woman, was quite excited and wanted to shoot [the agents]. No shooting was done. There was a little girl in the place.”7

It was the wrong apartment. Not for several days would agents learn that Dillinger’s hideaway was downstairs. It didn’t matter. Dillinger had left the building at 6:00 the previous night, about five hours before the delirious Eddie Green revealed where he was hiding.

 

 

Frank Hamer arrived in Dallas that Monday with Manny Gault, a highway patrolman who was being assigned to the case. Clyde’s trail was already cold, but Hamer had a hunch, and the next day he took the Dallas deputies Bob Alcorn and Ted Hinton and pursued it.

From what he had deduced, Hamer could see that Clyde tended to head north whenever there was trouble in Dallas. Tuesday morning the lawmen headed up Highway 77 to Sherman and began showing photos of Bonnie and Clyde to gas station attendants. By Wednesday afternoon they had reached the busy Oklahoma county seat of Durant, where they became mired in noontime congestion. The two cars were stopped in traffic when, according to Ted Hinton, Alcorn noticed a car coming toward them. To their amazement, it was Bonnie and Clyde.

“Here they come!” Alcorn yelped.

Clyde’s car passed directly beside them. Hinton drew his gun, but Alcorn shook his head. They were too hemmed in by traffic: they were under orders not to start any firefight where civilians could be shot. As Hinton watched Clyde’s car disappear, he pulled over and flagged down Hamer. Together the two cars managed to extricate themselves from traffic and sped off in pursuit, but by then Clyde was gone.8

On Thursday afternoon, April 5, Alcorn and Hinton checked in with their office and learned that Bonnie had been sighted in a Texarkana drugstore. The four lawmen raced southeast, reaching Texarkana around dusk. There they learned that Clyde had been sighted at a lunch stand five miles north of town. By the time they reached the lunch stand the couple had been seen driving across the Index Toll Bridge ten miles north without paying the toll. The bridge led into southeastern Oklahoma.

 

 

Clyde drove through the night in a pounding rain, heading past Tulsa into the state’s far northeast corner. After midnight he turned off Route 66 outside the town of Commerce, cruised down a dirt road a quarter mile and parked for the night. It was a remote spot, located between two industrial mines, ten minutes from both the Kansas and Missouri borders. Bonnie and Clyde curled up with blankets in the front seat and fell asleep. Henry Methvin slept in the back.9

The next morning they woke to find that their parking spot had become a mud hole. Clyde got up first, stepped out into the road, and stretched. A cattle buyer named J. W. Cox drove by and saw him. Clyde waved. A half hour later Cox returned down the road, noticed Clyde still there, and, thinking he needed a tow, jotted down the Ford’s license plate number. He drove into Commerce and found the police chief, a lean thirty-seven-year-old named Percy Boyd, at the barbershop. Thinking the parked car might  be a crew of rowdy drunks—he’d had several such calls in recent weeks—Boyd asked the town constable, a soft-spoken sixty-year-old named Cal Campbell, to drive out with him and take a look.

The two officers pulled up in front of Clyde’s car a few minutes after nine. Bonnie and Methvin were still asleep, but Clyde saw them coming, jumped behind the wheel of the Ford, and slammed it into reverse. Boyd and Campbell had just stepped out of their car when the Ford spun its wheels backward down the muddy road. Boyd began to run after it, but it outdistanced him. Clyde got only a hundred yards when the car slid into a ditch, its rear wheels sinking in the mud.

Boyd and Campbell were running back toward their car when Clyde leaped from the Ford, a Browning automatic rifle in his hands. “Look out, Percy!” Campbell yelled as Clyde opened fire. His first bullets whizzed over the lawmen’s heads; he may have been trying to frighten them off. Boyd and Campbell drew pistols and returned fire. Clyde hunched down and fired back at them. One of his bullets struck Boyd a glancing blow to the head, and he fell, dazed. Back in the car, Methvin awoke and grabbed a rifle. He scrambled out the passenger-side door, took aim at Campbell, and fired. One of his bullets hit Campbell square in the chest, tearing a bloody hole in his midsection. Campbell dropped to his knees, rose for a moment, then fell backward, dead.

“Bring ’em up,” Clyde said to Methvin.

Methvin walked toward the fallen Boyd, who was moaning in the mud. “Get up and come with me,” Methvin said.

Boyd rose, his hands in the air, and walked toward the Ford, Methvin behind him, covering him with the rifle. Together the three men tried to push the Ford out of the muddy ditch. It was no use. Clyde took his rifle, stood in the road, and began flagging down passing vehicles. He forced several drivers to help extricate his car.

“Boys,” he said at one point, covering the men with his rifle, “one good man has already been killed, and if you don’t obey orders, others are liable to be.” After ten minutes nearly a dozen men were pushing and pulling the Ford in the mud, but the car remained mired until Clyde stopped a truck and forced the driver to attach a chain to the Ford’s bumper. In a minute, the Ford was free. Clyde motioned for Chief Boyd to get in the back. He was going with them.

They drove north, eluding pursuit, and crossed into Kansas. Clyde struck up a conversation with the wounded Boyd, stopping at one point to  bandage the chief’s head wound. At nightfall they stopped at a store in Fort Scott. Methvin hustled inside, emerging a few minutes later with four plates of food and an evening newspaper that blared headlines of the shoot-out. “I’m sorry about shooting the old man,” Clyde said quietly. After that he fell silent.

Just north of Fort Scott they let Boyd out on the roadside. Clyde handed Boyd a ten-dollar bill and shook his hand. “Take this for the bus and be sure to see a doctor,” he said.

“Bonnie,” Boyd said. “What do you want me to tell the press?”

Bonnie thought a moment. She had long been irked by the repeated tendency of Southwestern newspapers to reprint the infamous photo taken at Joplin the previous year of her posing with a cigar.

“Tell them I don’t smoke cigars.”

 

 

Dillinger had left St. Paul just hours before the FBI surrounded his hideaway. The bullet wound in his left leg bandaged, he drove Billie south into Iowa, then east across Illinois and on into central Indiana. A few hours after agents raided the apartment building at 1835 Park Avenue, Dillinger coasted to a stop in a field behind his father’s farm outside of Mooresville. It was a little after midnight on Friday, April 6, just hours before Bonnie and Clyde took Percy Boyd hostage in Oklahoma.

Amazingly, the FBI still had not placed the Dillinger farm under surveillance. The Cincinnati SAC, Earl Connelley, whose territory covered central Indiana, hadn’t joined the hunt for Dillinger until Hoover’s directive earlier that week. One of the Bureau’s best investigators, Connelley was an intense World War I veteran with a pencil mustache who had joined the Bureau in 1920 and worked at Hoover’s side during the 1920 raids. He had been a SAC since 1927, and after running offices in Seattle, St. Louis, and New York, had taken over Cincinnati the previous year. Already Connelley’s men had fanned out across Ohio and Kentucky, checking dozens of leads. But he didn’t have enough agents to maintain stakeouts. He had asked for more.

The first inkling twenty-year-old Hubert Dillinger had of his half-brother’s return came when he walked into his father’s house Friday morning. Dillinger leaped from behind a door, pointed a finger at him, and said, “Stick ’em up!” There were hugs and smiles; both Hubert and his father were happy to see him. Dillinger introduced Billie as his new wife, “Anne,”  and seemed at pains to persuade them they were married; he repeated it several times. Dillinger had parked his Hudson in a barn out back, and after breakfast Hubert went out and helped him remove the tires, clean them, and paint them black.10

When darkness fell Dillinger announced that he and Hubert were going on a quick trip. They would be back by daylight, Dillinger assured Billie. Sliding into the Hudson, Hubert drove them east across Indiana into Ohio. On the way Dillinger described in detail his escapes from Crown Point and St. Paul. When Hubert asked if he was surprised at Herbert Youngblood’s behavior at Crown Point, Dillinger sighed and said, “You know how a nigger is.”11

Around midnight they reached the farm of Pete Pierpont’s parents outside the town of Liepsic. Hubert stayed in the car while Dillinger ran in and gave the Pierponts some money to cover legal fees. They stayed barely fifteen minutes. On the drive back to Mooresville, Dillinger fell asleep. About three that morning, as they passed Noblesville, east of Indianapolis, so did Hubert. The Hudson sideswiped a pickup truck carrying a load of horseradish, careened off the highway and smashed through a wire fence, coming to rest in a small woods. The car was a wreck, but neither Dillinger was hurt. The horseradish truck was demolished. Its driver, a man named Joe Manning, limped over to Dillinger’s car in time to see Dillinger remove the front and rear license plates; Hubert waved Manning off, saying they were okay.

Dillinger removed his submachine gun from the car and wrapped it in a blanket, then took Hubert and struck out across the fields. They walked about three miles, until they reached a road. At that point Dillinger told Hubert to hitchhike to Indianapolis, fetch another car, and come back for him. He pointed to a haystack and said he would hide inside it until Hubert’s return.

By the time a state patrol car arrived at the wreck site, both Dillingers were long gone. But a submachine gun clip was found in their car. The officers, their suspicions aroused, phoned Matt Leach when they returned to their posts later that morning. As it happened, two FBI agents were in Leach’s office. They all drove out to inspect the wreckage. The car’s engine number was relayed to Cincinnati, which checked it with St. Paul. To the surprise of almost everyone in the FBI, who assumed Dillinger was still in Minnesota, the number matched that of a car “Carl Hellman” had purchased two weeks before.12 Leach ordered roadblocks thrown up all across Central Indiana.

Suddenly the FBI’s focus swiveled to Indianapolis. Earl Connelley set up his headquarters at the Spink Arms Hotel. He asked Hoover for ten more men, and all that weekend agents arrived at the Indianapolis airport, trickling into Connelley’s headquarters in ones and twos. For the first time FBI agents began studying Dillinger’s family in earnest. By Saturday afternoon Connelley and his men had identified the homes of John Dillinger, Sr., Dillinger’s sister Audrey Hancock, and the Indianapolis filling station where Hubert worked. Until he could arrange watchposts, Connelley established a regular circuit that agents could drive to watch them all.

While FBI men poured into Indiana that Saturday, Hubert returned to the farm with Dillinger, who had spent several nervous hours inside an itchy haystack. If he was worried the FBI knew he was back in Indiana, Dillinger gave no sign. He lay down on the living room couch to rest his wounded leg, the submachine gun resting beneath his blanket. What he needed was a new car. Around ten he gave Hubert some money and sent him into Indianapolis with Billie to get one. They bought a new Ford for $722 and stored it in a Mooresville garage.




Mooresville, Indiana Sunday, April 8  

Dillinger was lying on the living room couch, laughing aloud while reading of his exploits in a pile of newspapers his father had saved, when family members began to arrive that morning after church. His beloved sister Audrey, who had raised him, was the first to arrive, along with her husband, Emmett, their teenage daughters, a plate of fried chicken, and three coconut-cream pies, her brother’s favorite. Dillinger walked outside when they came up the driveway, trading kisses with all the women. A little later two of Audrey’s sons, Norman and Fred Hancock, drove up as well.

Though the Dillingers were not by nature demonstrative, it was a warm reunion, with quick hugs and arms slung across shoulders. There was sadness, too, an unspoken acknowledgment that this might be the last time any of them saw “Johnnie.” To Audrey’s relief, her brother seemed unchanged by life on the run. He had the same easy smile, and was always ready with a quip. Everyone watched Billie closely. She was quiet. Audrey thought she had a hard face. There seemed to be a scar beneath her pancake makeup. Again, Dillinger said they were married.

With children in the room, they didn’t talk about Dillinger’s exploits at  first. They clung to mundane details: a cousin’s trip to Texas in search of work, Hubert’s job at the gas station. While the adults caught up, Dillinger’s favorite niece, eighteen-year-old Mary Hancock, gave him a manicure; when she bumped his leg, she saw him wince. At one point Audrey’s husband, Emmett, took Dillinger aside and asked him what had happened at Crown Point.

“Big boy, lemme tell you something,” Dillinger said. “If you don’t know anything, you can’t tell anything, can you?”

“No.”

“Let that be a lesson to you,” Dillinger said. He was more forthcoming when Audrey took him aside. He described the Crown Point escape in detail, sketching her a map, then burning it with a match.

They ate the chicken while sitting on the ground outside the backdoor. It was a gorgeous spring day, with a high sun and few clouds. Afterward everyone walked across the fields into the woods. Dillinger held hands with his niece, Mary. “You believe what’s in the papers if you want to,” Dillinger told her, “but take it from me, I haven’t killed anyone and I never will.” He smiled. “Take about half a grain of salt, believe half of what’s left, and you’ve got it made.”

After a while they walked back up to the house and Dillinger posed for snapshots, clowning around with the submachine gun and the wooden gun from Crown Point. When a plane appeared overhead—the FBI later determined it was a stunt flyer—Dillinger returned inside the house. It was the first time the others saw him worried. The spell, the illusion of a carefree Sunday picnic, was broken.

Back inside, Dillinger seemed on edge. He kept stepping to the window to watch the plane. Hubert and Fred Hancock took the children outside to fly a kite. A little later, around three, Mary Hancock walked into the living room and said, “There’s a car out there with a couple of fellows and it looks suspicious.” With the mysterious plane still flying overhead and the cars streaming by outside, Dillinger announced that it was time to leave. He asked Hubert to take Fred Hancock and retrieve the Ford they bought the day before.




3:00 P.M. 

As Dillinger relaxed with his family, a stream of cars passed by the farm on the two-lane blacktop of Route 267. Many were curiosity seekers, Sunday  drivers from Indianapolis craning their necks to catch a glimpse of the infamous Dillinger homestead.

According to FBI memoranda, one of these cars was manned by a pair of young agents. J. L. Geraghty and T. J. Donegan had just arrived in Indiana. Donegan had come from Cincinnati the night before. He had been given a whirlwind tour of the area at 2:00 A.M., but in the darkness his mind had registered little. He was working on barely two hours’ sleep and trying his best not to get lost. His partner, Geraghty, was even more out of his element; he had arrived in Mooresville from the streets of New York just that morning.

As they cruised past the Dillinger farm around three, the two agents noted three cars in the driveway: two sedans and a Chevy coupe that matched the description of Hubert’s car. This was good; their orders were to find Hubert and keep an eye on him. Two miles past the farm, they turned and headed back. When they passed a second time they glimpsed a number of children and two men outside the house.

Farther down the road Donegan and Geraghty turned around once more, trying in vain to find a spot to watch the driveway’s entrance. When the FBI agents passed the Dillinger farm a third time, they noticed Hubert’s car was gone. They set off to find it. Cruising through Mooresville they spotted the car, driving toward them, back toward the Dillinger farm. A black Ford cruised just ahead of it. A few blocks later, the agents turned and headed back toward the farm, taking their time to avoid arousing suspicion.

Hubert saw the agents’ car and assumed its occupants were FBI men. He returned to the farm, left the Lincoln, and told Dillinger they were being followed. He and Fred Hancock then drove off in Hubert’s Chevy, promising Dillinger they would see him later that night. By the time Donegan and Geraghty passed the farmhouse a fourth time, the two young men were already gone. When the agents saw Hubert’s car was missing again, they grew worried. They drove faster, hoping to overtake Hubert farther down Route 267. They proceeded as far as the town of Plainfield before giving up. Thinking Hubert might have turned off on a side road, they returned up the road toward the Dillinger farm.

By that point Dillinger had hatched a plan to evade anyone watching the farm. He had hoped to leave after nightfall, but between the airplane and the FBI agents, he needed to move fast. He arranged for everyone to leave in a three-car caravan. Audrey and her husband drove out first, turning left toward Mooresville. John Dillinger, Sr., drove the next car, turning right.  Billie climbed behind the wheel of the third and final car, the new Lincoln, along with the two teenage girls. Dillinger slid down onto the rear floorboard, pulled a blanket over his head, and clutched his machine gun.

No one saw them leave. Billie turned right and drove a short ways toward Plainfield. When Dillinger thought it was safe, he told her to stop the car. Just as she did the two FBI agents, Donegan and Geraghty, approached from the south. They saw the shiny new Lincoln parked on the roadside and recognized it as the car they had seen earlier.

As they neared the Lincoln, the two agents saw three women and a man inside. Just as they passed, the man stepped out of the passenger door. He began to walk around the rear of the car. Both agents got a good look at him. He was about thirty-five, they guessed, not quite six feet tall, and well built, wearing a gray summer suit and a matching hat. It was Dillinger.

They didn’t recognize him.

Later, they would swear to their superiors it couldn’t have been him. But it was. Dillinger turned and watched over his left shoulder as they drove away. After a roadside meeting with friends that night, he and Billie headed for Chicago.

The following week, local newspapers confirmed rumors of Dillinger’s weekend visit. The story made national headlines. Confronted by reporters, Audrey spoke freely of their warm reunion. There was speculation FBI agents had been in the area, but the Bureau never said a word. Only now, after the release of FBI case files, is the extent of the Bureau’s foul-up clear: two FBI agents drove right by Dillinger on a bright spring day, and never even knew it was him.




Chicago, Illinois Monday, April 9  

The next morning, Dillinger and Billie slept late. Lying in bed they talked about the future. Dillinger was in a warm mood. He spoke about finding a quiet place, maybe somewhere in the country, where they could settle down, live like normal people. Billie said she would like that. Dillinger said he was thinking about cosmetic surgery on his face. Doctors nowadays could make a man almost unrecognizable, he said.

When they finally reached Chicago around noon, Dillinger telephoned Piquett’s investigator, Art O’Leary. He trusted O’Leary, who was to become his primary contact in coming weeks. They met at 3:00 at the corner  of Sacramento and Augusta, then drove neighboring streets as Dillinger described what had happened at St. Paul and Mooresville. “By the way,” Dillinger asked at one point, “doesn’t Piquett know a doctor who does plastic surgery work?” He pronounced the lawyer’s name “Pikwatt,” as he sometimes did.

“Why?”

“I’d like to have him work on me. I want to live like other people. Billie and I would like to be married and settle down somewhere.”13

O’Leary promised to ask Piquett about a doctor. Afterward Dillinger drove downtown to the U Tavern on State Street, where Billie walked in and talked to one of Opal Long’s old boyfriends, a man named Larry Strong. She needed a place to stay. Strong said he would try to find something, and they agreed to meet at a bar called the Tumble Inn at eight. What Billie didn’t know was that Strong had already been questioned by the FBI. When she left, he—or someone he talked to—walked to a phone and telephoned Melvin Purvis.cb




The Tumble Inn 8:00 P.M.  

Purvis pushed through the front door of the dim, dingy tavern a few minutes past eight. He had dressed down for the occasion. Larry Strong was sitting at the bar, half-drunk, talking to a middle-age bartender. The only other people in the room were an elderly man and a boy. Purvis took a seat at the bar, making small talk with Strong and the bartender. Neither man recognized him. A few minutes later a musician wobbled in, and Strong asked him to play something on the piano. There was no piano. It was that kind of place.

Outside, a dozen agents lurked in the streets. About eight-thirty Dillinger slid his Ford down Austin Street and pulled to the curb beside the tavern. Standing down the block, Agent James J. Metcalfe saw the car pull up. A small, quiet man, born in Germany and raised in Texas, Metcalfe was one of the few members of the group of agents who would come to be known as the Dillinger Squad who would achieve prominence after his FBI career. He wrote poetry, and after leaving the Bureau he embarked on a career as a journalist and then a syndicated poet, his sentimental verse published in newspapers across the country.

Unfortunately, Metcalfe was a far better poet than FBI agent. Studying the car in the gathering darkness, he couldn’t see the features of the man behind the wheel. When he saw a woman step from the car, he realized he needed to get a better look. As Billie disappeared into the Tumble Inn, Metcalfe strolled down the sidewalk past the parked car. Dillinger sat behind the wheel, a Thompson gun in his lap. Metcalfe passed no more than five feet from him.

Inside, Purvis saw Billie when she walked in. She stepped to the bar, standing between him and the drunken Larry Strong. Purvis offered her a stool. She shook her head no, ordered a beer, and leaned toward Strong to talk. Purvis strained to hear the whispered conversation but he couldn’t. After a minute he stepped outside, saw one of his men and nodded. Agent Ralph Brown, pulling a submachine gun from beneath his coat, hustled inside, followed by the other agents. In seconds Billie and Strong were arrested.

Amazingly, no one said anything about the man in the car outside. Instead, for reasons he failed to mention in subsequent reports, Purvis took two agents and searched the tavern’s basement. Only after returning upstairs did it dawn on Purvis to ask how Billie had arrived. In a car, someone said. Several agents dashed outside, but for the second time in twenty-four hours, Dillinger was gone.

When Billie was arraigned several days later, she openly mocked the FBI to reporters, saying that Dillinger had been inside the Tumble Inn when she was arrested. “I have no comment to make on such a ridiculous statement,” Purvis replied. Dillinger hadn’t been in the bar, of course, but Purvis belatedly realized that he had been the man in the car. His agents’ memoranda on the topic were small masterpieces of apologia. Two said they had seen the man and were certain it wasn’t Dillinger. Agent Metcalfe, who had walked within inches of the car, said he hadn’t gotten a clear look inside “due to the fact that the car stood beside a curb of unusual height, so it would have been necessary to stoop very low in order to look into the car from the sidewalk.”14

Art O’Leary was at his apartment that night when the phone rang. It was Dillinger. “The G’s just picked up Billie,” he said.

“How did it happen?”

“I was sitting in my car right around the corner. There were too many  of them for me to take her away. It was that rat Larry Strong. Where’s Mr. Piquett? Is he still in Washington?”

“Yes,” O’Leary said.

“Well, phone him right away, and tell him to try and get a writ to get Billie out.”15

Frechette was taken in handcuffs to the Bankers Building, where agents pushed her onto a chair beneath a bright light in the conference room. All that night and into the next day they pelted her with questions. Frechette would say nothing about Dillinger. She begged them to let her sleep, but the agents refused. At one point, Purvis’s secretary, Doris Rogers, took her a sandwich and was appalled. Seventy years later Rogers still remembers what she did next. “After I left,” she recalls, “I came back and I told Melvin, ‘This is inhumane.’”

“What do you think we should do?” Purvis asked.

“Let her sleep.”

“Where?”

“I’ll take her to the ladies’ room.”

With Purvis’s consent, Rogers returned to the conference room and invited Frechette to the ladies’ room.

“I can’t,” Frechette said. “They won’t let me.”

“Come on,” Rogers said.

There was a leather sofa in the ladies’ room. Rogers poured Frechette a glass of water and told her to lie down. She fell asleep. An hour later Rogers woke her up. Frechette begged not to be returned to the conference room. She said she would tell Rogers everything. But Rogers had no choice. Frechette went back under the hot lights.

“These women were such pities,” Rogers remembers. “Everybody was broke, and they were running with these men because they couldn’t get a meal. They all had a baby or two, and they were treated like dirt. I tell you, the Depression was a terrible time in America.”

 

 

As FBI agents fanned out across central Indiana in pursuit of Dillinger, Assistant Director Hugh Clegg pulled up a chair in the Bureau’s St. Paul office and began to talk to Eddie Green’s wife, Beth. Newspapers in the Twin Cities were already alive with rumors of the mysterious red-headed woman the FBI had captured, but to Clegg’s consternation, Beth Green wasn’t saying a thing. Not at first, anyway.

They made an interesting pair. Clegg was thirty-five but seemed older, a pudgy, compact attorney from rural Mississippi who was near the beginning of a long, distinguished FBI career. He was trained as an agent, but his skills were those of a bureaucrat; Hoover circulated Clegg’s inspection reports throughout the Bureau as models. Clegg was the very model of the yes-men who came to surround Hoover in later years. He worshiped Hoover, calling him “my hero”; Hoover, in turn, prized Clegg for his unwavering loyalty and his easy Southern way with the Washington elite. He had been promoted to assistant director after Hoover received glowing letters from the vice president, whom Clegg had escorted on a West Coast trip the previous year.

Forty-five years later, Clegg would remember Beth Green as the only criminal he ever liked. The two had several long talks, but Green remained reluctant to discuss Dillinger. Then on Tuesday, April 10, Eddie Green lapsed into a final coma; he died the following afternoon, seven days after he was shot. When she heard the news, Beth Green began telling Clegg everything she knew.cc The names and places gushed out of her. It was from Green that the FBI first learned the names of Dillinger’s gang: Van Meter, Tommy Carroll, a man known as “Red”—she identified John Hamilton—and a vicious little twenty-four-year-old named George “Baby Face” Nelson, who Green said was “just a kid.”

But Beth Green’s knowledge wasn’t limited to Dillinger. Eddie Green did business with the Barkers, and his wife knew everyone in that gang as well. She quickly filled the sizable gaps in the FBI’s knowledge of its structure. She identified every gang member and his girlfriend, including Karpis’s teenage paramour Delores Delaney, whom Green described as “a poor dumb little thing.” For the first time agents learned of Harry Sawyer’s role in St. Paul’s criminal web, and his role as Bremer’s “finger man.” Green described Louie Cernocky’s place outside Chicago as a rendezvous point for both gangs.

At least initially, Beth Green’s encyclopedic knowledge did the Bureau little good, in part because Hoover didn’t have enough men to chase down all the leads. The Bureau’s resources were stretched to the breaking point, as Pop Nathan pointed out in a call to Hoover that week. Hoover had no choice but to put his trust in Melvin Purvis.

“Well, son, keep a stiff upper lip and get Dillinger for me,” Hoover told Purvis in a handwritten note, “and the world is yours.”
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 DEATH IN THE NORTH WOODS

 

April 10 to April 23, 1934

 

Dillinger was devastated by Billie Frechette’s arrest. In the days afterward, he searched his mind for a way to rescue her. She was too heavily guarded at the Bankers Building, he could see, but the papers said she would soon be transferred to St. Paul to face harboring charges. He decided to attempt a rescue en route. It would be a firefight, and for that he wanted bulletproof vests.

The night Billie was arrested, Dillinger walked through the backdoor of Louis Cernocky’s tavern in Fox River Grove. Cernocky grilled him a steak and handed him a bottle of whiskey, which Dillinger took to a basement bedroom. The gang had agreed to relay messages via Cernocky, and the next day the Nelsons, who had reunited with Tommy Carroll and his girlfriend in St. Paul, arrived. By the next evening, Wednesday, April 11, Van Meter and Hamilton showed up, too, with Pat Cherrington in tow.cd None of the men were wild about Dillinger’s idea of rescuing Billie, but Van Meter knew where they could find vests.

At 1:15 that Friday morning, a fifty-four-year-old police officer named Judd Pittenger was standing on a corner in downtown Warsaw, Indiana, thirty miles west of Fort Wayne. Warsaw was a sleepy town, and Pittenger, as its night patrolman, walked a sleepy beat: the odd prowler or vandal was the only break in his normal predawn routine. But when Pittenger turned at the sound of footsteps, he found two men in raincoats pointing submachine guns at him. He would later say he recognized one as Dillinger; the other was Van Meter.

“We want your vests,” Dillinger said, “and we mean business.”

Pittenger grabbed the barrel of Dillinger’s gun and struggled with him a moment, until Van Meter jammed a tommy gun into Pittenger’s back.

“Leave loose,” Dillinger said. “We don’t want to kill you.”

Van Meter snatched Pittenger’s pistol from its holster and whacked him twice over the head with it.

“Don’t hit me any more,” Pittenger yelped.

“Don’t hit him,” Dillinger said.

Dillinger ordered Pittenger to take them to the police station. They wanted access to the department’s weapons closet.

“I don’t have the key,” Pittenger said.

“Who has the key?” Dillinger asked.

“I don’t know,” Pittenger said.

“Don’t be a fool,” Dillinger said. “We don’t wanna be forced to kill you.”

“I don’t want you to kill me,” Pittenger said. “I have a couple of kids at home.”

“That’s the reason we don’t want to kill you,” Dillinger said.

With a sigh, Pittenger reached into his pocket and handed over the key. They marched him to the deserted police station and up a set of stairs to the weapons closet. While Van Meter covered Pittenger, Dillinger took out three bulletproof vests and two pistols.1

Within hours Matt Leach had roadblocks thrown up all over northern Indiana. Vigilantes sprang from their beds to man them. All the efforts were in vain. By daylight Dillinger was safely back in Chicago, where the  evening papers carried the news that Billie would be transferred to St. Paul at any moment.ce

 

 

Locked away in the FBI’s nineteenth-floor conference room, bathed in hot lights and interrogated around the clock for two long days, Billie gave Purvis nothing, and he was happy to send her to St. Paul for trial. In Indianapolis, Earl Connelley was having no better luck with Dillinger’s relatives. He rounded up and browbeat Hubert Dillinger and several of the cousins, but none seemed to know where Dillinger was hiding. One, Fred Hancock, helpfully suggested they check Arizona.

What they needed, Purvis saw, were better informants. The ones they had were offering plenty of tips; unfortunately, almost all were worthless. The Detroit SAC, Bill Larson, spent that week working one talkative snitch in Muncie. Purvis sent men to Muncie, Fort Wayne, Elkhorn, and South Bend checking the man’s stories; none panned out. An informant Earl Connelley had hired, the onetime insurance-company snitch Art Maginnis, had been sent to hang around the Dillinger filling station, but his leads were no better. By the time Dillinger raided the Warsaw station Friday morning, Maginnis had Connelley on a fruitless stakeout in Louisville, Kentucky. Purvis talked to Washington and suggested they post a $5,000 reward for information leading to Dillinger’s capture. Hoover vetoed the idea.

The Warsaw raid suggested to Purvis that Dillinger was still close; without Billie, the chances he would take another Florida or Arizona vacation seemed slim. That weekend Purvis drove to South Bend and then to Muncie checking more dead-end tips. By the following Monday, April 16, Hoover was growing impatient. They were charging off into the countryside without a plan, without discipline. What they needed, Hoover saw, was an orderly system for analyzing leads. That Wednesday, Hoover told Purvis to quit running around Indiana and stay in Chicago. Connelley and the other SACs were to clear all leads through Purvis and telephone him at least once a day. The very next morning they got the word that Dillinger had been seen in Sault St. Marie.

 

 

While Purvis, Connelley, and their men scrambled across Indiana and northern Kentucky in search of him, Dillinger remained in Chicago. A light rain was falling that Saturday, the day after the Warsaw raid, when Art O’Leary went to meet him at the corner of Belden and Campbell Avenues. When O’Leary saw Dillinger standing across the street, he tipped his hat to signal that he hadn’t been followed. When Dillinger did the same, O’Leary crossed the street and got into his car. Dillinger climbed behind the wheel, his hat tugged so low it obscured his face. Two men O’Leary didn’t recognize were sitting in the back, and for a split-second he feared he had stepped into a trap.

“Johnnie, is it you?” he asked.

“Of course it’s me.”

“Take off your hat.”

Dillinger laughed as he doffed his wet hat and introduced O’Leary to John Hamilton. O’Leary shook his hand, noticing the missing fingers. Dillinger made no effort to introduce Van Meter. It was a fast meeting. Dillinger wanted O’Leary to tell him how Billie would be taken to St. Paul. He said he would call on Monday for details.2 No one thought Dillinger’s idea of rescuing Billie was sound; both Van Meter and Hamilton had tried to talk him out of it. Least enthusiastic by far were O’Leary and Louis Piquett. The two men agreed between themselves that they would make no effort to ascertain details of Billie’s trip to St. Paul.

O’Leary was nervous when he met Dillinger at 4:00 Monday afternoon at the corner of North and Kedzie Avenues. (Dillinger had left a cryptic phone message, “32 west and 16 north,” and O’Leary had figured it out.) Pat Cherrington climbed into the backseat to let O’Leary in front; Hamilton sat with her, a submachine gun in his lap under a blanket. When Dillinger expressed his disappointment that O’Leary had come empty-handed, O’Leary urged him to have faith in the courts.

“Will Mr. Piquett go to St. Paul and help defend her?” Dillinger asked.

“I’ll have to speak with him, but I’m sure that he will.”

“That’s fine, Art; give him this five hundred dollars.” Dillinger produced a roll of bills. “By the way, did you hear anything more about the doctor who does the plastic surgery?”

“Yes,” O’Leary said. “Lou says his name is Dr. Ralph Robiend.”

“Did you find out what he charges?”

“It’ll cost you five thousand dollars.”

“Five grand? Don’t you think that’s pretty high?”

“Not when you consider how dangerous it is,” O’Leary said. “Hell, don’t you realize you’re the hottest person in the whole United States?”3

Dillinger reluctantly accepted the fact that Billie was out of his reach; the FBI soon ferried her to St. Paul, where Piquett arrived to help defend her. Alone now, robbed of the woman he wanted to marry, Dillinger fell into a deepening funk. His mood would only have darkened had he known the FBI, acting on an anonymous tip, was already looking for Dr. Ralph Robiend.

 

 

If Dillinger was heartsick, John Hamilton’s mood was even bleaker. With each passing day he grew more fatalistic. He kept saying he would die soon. On several occasions he mentioned how badly he wanted to see his sister in his hometown of Sault St. Marie before he died. Dillinger tried to dissuade him, but the more Hamilton stewed, the more he wanted to go. Dillinger had gotten to say good-bye to his family: why couldn’t he? With a sigh Dillinger agreed to go along.

On Tuesday, April 17, Dillinger strapped on one of the new bulletproof vests, jammed a pistol into his shoulder holster, and climbed into his Ford V-8. That morning, his eyes scanning side roads for speed traps, he followed Hamilton’s car out of Chicago into Indiana. As the two cars drove north into Michigan, Dillinger spent the day alone with his thoughts. Beside him, where Billie had nestled, lay a pair of binoculars and a Thermos filled with cold water; in the backseat a row of guns sat in their cases.

At nightfall, the two cars stopped for gas at a station outside Sault St. Marie, at Michigan’s northern tip. As the attendant filled his tank, Dillinger stood in his overcoat in a light rain, his gray fedora pulled down over his forehead, watching the man’s every move. He didn’t want to be here; this was stupid.

“You’re a long way from home,” the attendant said, noticing the Minnesota plates. “What line of business you in?”

“Clothing salesman,” Dillinger said.cf

When night fell they drove into town. At 8:30 Hamilton’s thirty-nine-year-old sister, Anna Steve, answered a knock at the kitchen door of her frame house at the top of a steep hill on 14th Street. It was Pat Cherrington. “Are you Mrs. Steve?” she asked, and Mrs. Steve nodded. “Now don’t be afraid, don’t say a word,” Cherrington said. “I’ve got a surprise. There’s someone here who wants to see you.”

A moment later Hamilton materialized from the darkness, carrying a machine gun wrapped in a blanket. Dillinger was right behind him, holding a rifle. At the sight of her brother, whom she hadn’t seen in seven years, Mrs. Steve began to cry. Hamilton held her and said they couldn’t stay long. Wiping away her tears, Mrs. Steve said she wanted to go out and buy steaks to celebrate, but Dillinger shook his head and urged her to cook what she had in the house. Shooing her three children upstairs, Mrs. Steve prepared a dinner of bacon, eggs, and toast, and ate it with the trio at the kitchen table as they reminisced about Hamilton’s childhood. Afterward both men shaved. Mrs. Steve took out a pair of clippers and gave the men quick haircuts.4

For the first time in weeks Hamilton seemed happy. He was home; it was all he had left. Around ten, the kitchen door swung open, startling both men, who grabbed their guns off the table. But it was only Mrs. Steve’s eighteen-year-old son, Charles Campbell. Dillinger lowered his gun. “Charles, this is Johnnie,” Hamilton said. He didn’t have to say more.

Everyone adjourned to a sitting room, where young Campbell watched the two men closely. Hamilton made a clicking sound when he breathed, the result of his earlier wounds. Dillinger, still walking with a limp, remained on edge. He sat by a window saying little, reading a newspaper between peeks outside. After a bit, Hamilton sent his nephew to fetch one of his boyhood friends, a man named Paul Parquette, who came over and was stunned to find himself face-to-face with the country’s most-wanted man. It was an awkward moment, a parody of a reunion; no one knew what to say, so Hamilton showed his old pal how his machine gun worked. This was far too chummy for Dillinger, who rose around eleven and announced it was time to leave. Hamilton begged for just one night to sleep in his sister’s house. But Dillinger said it wasn’t safe. The FBI was out there somewhere, he said, watching.cg

As they gathered their guns, Mrs. Steve began to cry. Not knowing what to say, she handed her brother a jar of venison to take. Hamilton held her for a long moment and softly kissed her cheek. “Bye,” Hamilton said. “I hope we see you again.”

They wouldn’t. The last time Anna Steve saw her brother, he was walking down the muddy hill away from her house; Hamilton left his car behind for her as a gift. At the bottom he slid into Dillinger’s car and drove to the town of St. Ignace, only to find they had missed the last ferry across Lake Michigan. Dillinger found a hotel where they could stay the night, and Cherrington signed them in.5

Purvis’s men were alerted by one of Mrs. Steve’s neighbors, but by the time they reached Sault St. Marie the next day, Dillinger was gone. The agents, accompanied by local deputies, raided the Steve home and led Hamilton’s sister and her son away in handcuffs. In Washington, Hoover had no sympathy for their plight; he wanted a message sent to anyone who would harbor dangerous criminals. For Mrs. Steve, the price for a bacon-and-eggs dinner, two haircuts, and a three-hour reunion with her brother was three months in a federal women’s prison.

 

 

While Purvis’s men questioned Anna Steve that Friday, Dillinger returned to Chicago and found refuge at a place that should no longer have been safe: Louie Cernocky’s Crystal Ballroom in Fox River Grove. A week earlier, Beth Green had told the FBI all about Cernocky’s tavern, how it served as a rest area for both the Barker and Dillinger Gangs; she described a visit there by Dillinger just weeks before.

The Bureau, in fact, had been sniffing around Cernocky since the previous summer, when Frank Nash’s widow told them of Nash’s fondness for the place. Cernocky’s name popped up repeatedly in the Bremer investigation; Hoover, in fact, had approved a tap on his phones in March. FBI men had interviewed Cernocky’s neighbors, and a squad of agents searching for the Bremer safe house had driven by the tavern just that weekend. Amid the blizzard of tips his men followed that week, however, Purvis never found time to place it under surveillance.

Had he done so, Purvis would have greeted a sight from his dreams, the gathering on Thursday, April 19, and Friday, April 20, of the entire Dillinger Gang. It was the first time the men had assembled in one group  since scattering in St. Paul three weeks before; for some reason, Nelson brought along Harry Sawyer’s bartender, Pat Reilly. Everyone agreed they needed a spot to regroup, to kick back and decide their next move in safety. The weekend loomed; they needed a getaway. Maybe it would improve Dillinger’s mood. Cernocky said he knew just the place, a country inn in far northern Wisconsin run by an old friend who could be trusted. No one, Cernocky assured Nelson, would look for them there. Cernocky scribbled out an introductory note, sealed it in a white envelope, and handed it to Nelson.

By that point there were clear signs of tension among the gang members, much of it emanating from Nelson. There is very little concrete information about the gang members’ feelings toward one another. Many of those involved would die within the year, and the FBI didn’t much care how they got along; what little is known comes from asides Pat Cherrington and a handful of others would make months later.

From these comments, it appears Nelson’s problem with Dillinger was equal parts envy and resentment. Nelson felt, with considerable justification, that it was he who had sheltered Dillinger after Crown Point, who invited him along on the Sioux Falls and Mason City raids, who arranged for Cernocky to act as their host. And what did he get for his trouble? Not acclaim: all the newspapers could write about was Dillinger—Dillinger, Dillinger, Dillinger. Nelson considered this the Baby Face Nelson Gang. But to the public he remained unknown.

But envy was only part of it. Both Nelson and his wife Helen felt Dillinger was reckless; Mrs. Steve’s arrest made the papers that Friday, and the Nelsons feared it was only a matter of time before Dillinger brought the FBI down on all of them. It was a high price to pay for doing a man a favor, and Nelson resented it. For his part, Dillinger viewed Nelson as unstable. The only time he spent with him was planning and carrying out robberies. As Cherrington told the FBI months later, “all [the gang] knew Nelson as a vicious character and one who loved blood, and had a great desire to kill anyone who got in his path; . . . none of [them] desired Nelson’s company but it was often necessary to have him in on a job when they had one to perform.”6

For the moment, at least, everyone got along. Cernocky roused the gang early Friday morning, served them breakfast and pushed them out the door around seven. Their timing was fortuitous; a few hours later a group of Chicago cops, unaware of Cernocky’s role as a way station on Dillinger’s  underground railroad, dropped by for lunch. The gang drove north through Wisconsin in four cars. Dillinger’s group left first, followed by Van Meter’s. The Nelsons and Carroll brought up the rear.

The trip was uneventful until Nelson passed east of Madison. Driving north on Highway 51 he ran a red light. A car slammed broadside into his driver’s-side door, caving in the Ford’s left side. Everyone involved was lucky. Nelson and his wife were shaken but unhurt, as was the driver of the second car, owned by a local cannery. Better yet, Nelson kept his temper; no one got shot. Best of all, Tommy Carroll was behind him and stood by to help. Worried that police would appear, Nelson got his car started and enticed the other driver to follow him to a garage. There Nelson shoved $83 into the man’s hand and drove off. With Carroll following, Nelson managed to reach the next town north, Portage—where Dock Barker had left his fingerprints on a gas can two months earlier—and left the Ford at a garage. When the manager walked inside for a pencil and paper, he discovered that the polite young man in the brown suede jacket had vanished.7

Van Meter was the first to reach their destination, an isolated area of interconnected lakes and thick pine forests; it was around one o’clock. Just before the village of Manitowish he turned left off the potholed oil-and-gravel Route 51 and drove beneath an imposing cement arch with white letters announcing the little lodge’s name: Little Bohemia.

 

 

The pine woods around Manitowish were settled by loggers in the late 1800s, but when logging began to wane in the 1920s, the locals, many of them second-generation French-Canadian and Scandinavian immigrants, turned their attention to tourism. Tiny resorts, no more than clusters of rustic cabins, sprang up as early as 1908, drawing people from as far south as Chicago who came in the summers to fish the sparkling blue lakes, swim off the rocky beaches, and hunt. In the spring of 1934 Manitowish was the kind of inbred backwoods village where everyone knew everyone, everyone married someone’s sister and every little lake had at least one illegal still working overtime.

The first family of the Manitowish area was the LaPortes. The elder daughter, Ruth, married a Milwaukee printer named Henry Voss, who began building tourist cabins in 1912. In 1928 the Vosses completed the area’s premier resort, the grand Birchwood Lodge on Route 51, which boasted a modern kitchen, a lavish dining room overlooking Spider Lake and a roaring fire in its great lobby hearth. There were three LaPorte boys: Lloyd, a fishing guide; lean, stoic George, who ran the grocery store; and the black sheep, Louis, a bootlegger who kept two stills running on Grants Lake all through the Depression.8

The younger daughter, Nan, transported her brother’s moonshine downstate, selling it to speakeasies there. In Racine, Nan met Emil Wanatka, a squat, gregarious Austro-Hungarian restaurateur. The two married and moved to Chicago, where they ran a rough little bar, a favorite of underworld figures, called Little Bohemia. In 1926 the Wanatkas returned to Manitowish and Emil bought land on Star Lake, just up from Birchwood Lodge, for a lodge of his own, a new Little Bohemia, completed in 1931. More a roadhouse than a lodge, the new Little Bohemia was little more than a two-story log cabin with a barroom, kitchen, and dance floor downstairs, a row of bedrooms above, and a cottage beside the back porch. It lay out of sight of the road, two hundred yards down a tunnel of towering pines from Route 51. Wanatka borrowed heavily to build it, forcing him to keep it open all winter. He ran dinner specials to lure the locals and kept his fingers crossed.

Working in the barroom that Friday afternoon, Wanatka was surprised when Van Meter entered and hailed him by name, explaining that he had a party of ten en route to Duluth and needed a place to stay. Wanatka said that was fine, and served the trio a pork-chop lunch while Mickey Conforti’s little bulldog, Rex, lapped at a saucer of milk. Van Meter spent the afternoon pacing the grounds, making his mental getaway map. The lodge was remote and empty. It would do fine.

Around five Nelson and Tommy Carroll drove up. Dillinger arrived a little later. Six men and four women now, they were the lodge’s only guests. At first Wanatka was thrilled. But he wasn’t stupid. He saw how Nelson ripped up the introductory note from Cernocky after letting him read it.9  The lodge’s sixteen-year-old waiter, George Baczo, carried the gang’s luggage and noticed that the bags seemed extremely heavy.

“There must be lead in this one,” he joked to Wanatka. “What are these guys, hardware salesmen?” Wanatka nodded. He knew these kinds of men from Chicago. With luck they wouldn’t stay long. Wanatka’s wife, Nan, sensed it, too. Everyone was given rooms upstairs except for Nelson and Carroll, who unpacked their bags in the cottage. Nelson was irked that Dillinger got a better room. “Well, who in the hell does he think he is?” Nelson snapped. “We’ll put him in the cottage.”10

Nan Wanatka served the gang steaks for dinner. “You play cards?” Tommy Carroll asked Wanatka once the dishes were cleared.

“Pinochle,” Wanatka said.

“How about poker?”

They played in the barroom, seven-card stud, Wanatka, Carroll, Dillinger, Nelson, and Hamilton. On the third or fourth hand the pot grew to $34, no small amount during the Depression. The last two in were Wanatka, showing a six and a king, and Dillinger, a king and an eight. When the bidding ended Wanatka reached for his winnings.

“Wait a minute,” Dillinger said. “Whaddya got?”

“I got kings and sixes.”

“Too bad, Emil. I got kings and eights.”

As Dillinger raked in the pot, his coat opened and Wanatka glimpsed the holstered pistol he was wearing. As he dealt the next hand the innkeeper peered at Nelson, sitting to his left, and the other players. All had similar bulges in their coats. After the hand Dillinger asked, “Where’s the washroom?”

Wanatka told him, then stepped into the kitchen. This was worse than he thought. Six men with guns in a remote lodge on a late-winter weekend: the first thing he thought of was Dillinger. In the kitchen he found a  Chicago Tribune. On the front page was a photo of Dillinger. It was him. Wanatka’s heart raced. He returned to the table but found he had lost his appetite for cards. He studied the men. They appeared to be split into two groups. The cool one, Johnnie, seemed closest to the one with the missing fingers, Red. The chatty kid, Jimmy, was with the pug-nosed Tom. The quiet skinny one, Wayne, was the loner.

At one point Nan’s sister Ruth brought her daughter over from Birchwood Lodge to chat. Dillinger asked Wanatka who they were, then bought them drinks. Ruth’s daughter asked why the nice man had hair a different color from his eyebrows.11 The women shushed her.

Around ten Wanatka, urgently wanting to quit the game, began to fake yawn. He rose to say he was turning in,12 walked upstairs with his two collies, Shadow and Prince, and readied for bed. In a minute Nan was beside him, pestering him with questions: Who were they? Bank robbers? What should they do? Wanatka took a deep breath. “I think the one with the dyed-red hair,” he said, “is Dillinger.”

They lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. Eventually Emil nodded off, but Nan lay awake, listening. Every time one of the dogs yipped, every time a  door opened during the night, she froze. She heard someone—a man, she thought—pacing the corridor.

The next morning Emil was first to awake, padding downstairs to let the dogs out at six. Tommy Carroll was already in the barroom, stretching. “Good morning, Emil,” he said. “Boy did I sleep. How about breakfast?”13

Wanatka said he’d have something ready when everyone got up. Carroll went upstairs to wake the others, and before long all the gang came shuffling down the stairs, yawning, the women in their robes. They ate in the kitchen. When they were finishing up, Wanatka said to Dillinger, “Johnnie, could I talk to you?”

The two men walked into the lodge office, where Wanatka shut the door. “Emil, what’s wrong?” Dillinger said.

Wanatka couldn’t stand it any longer. He had to know.

“You’re John Dillinger,” Wanatka said.

Dillinger’s expression remained unchanged.

“You’re not afraid, are you?” he said.

“No,” Wanatka lied. “But everything I have to my name, including my family, is right here, and every policeman in America is looking for you. If I can help it, there isn’t gonna be any shooting match.” Dillinger placed a hand on Wanatka’s shoulder. “Emil, all we want is to eat and rest for a few days,” he said. “We’ll pay you well and get out. There won’t be no trouble.”14

Afterward the mood at Little Bohemia took a sharp turn; Dillinger presumably told other gang members Wanatka knew who they were. From that point on, Dillinger or Nelson kept a watch on the lodge phone and made an effort to overhear any conversations; whenever a car entered the drive, Dillinger asked Wanatka who it was. After breakfast Dillinger sent Pat Reilly on a run to St. Paul. They were low on ammunition, and Van Meter wanted some cash Harry Sawyer was keeping for him. Pat Cherrington volunteered to go as well. They left around eight, promising to return the next day.15

When they left, Dillinger got out a .22 rifle, and he and Van Meter and Nelson took target practice, shooting at a can on a snowbank a hundred yards away. Dillinger asked Wanatka to take a few shots as well. For years afterward Wanatka would brag that only he and Van Meter could hit the target. Van Meter grabbed a submachine gun, and everyone shot that, too. A little later the Wanatkas’ eight-year-son, Emil, Jr., brought out his baseball mitt. Dillinger and Nelson played catch with the boy until he quit, complaining that Nelson threw too hard.

This was too much for Nan Wanatka. She didn’t want her son around these kinds of men: who knew what they could do? Worse, the morning paper carried the news of Anna Steve’s arrest by the FBI: they could all end up in jail. After lunch Nan announced she was sending Emil, Jr., to a birthday party. Dillinger gave the kid a quarter for ice cream, but as father and son readied to leave, he decided to send Van Meter along, just in case. By nightfall, in fact, Dillinger had gang members watching all the Wanatkas. When Nan ran into town to buy groceries, she was certain she saw Baby Face Nelson watching her from the parking lot.

Saturday evening passed quietly, but by Sunday morning Nan had had enough. She had taken her sister aside and talked about calling the authorities. That morning she wrote a note to her brother-in-law, Henry Voss, and slipped it into a pack of cigarettes. “Henry,” it read, “You can go to Rhinelander and call as planned. Not one word to anyone about it. Tell them to line up the highways. There will be more here tomorrow and don’t let anyone know where you are going or why. We want to be protected by them as best as they can. Tell them that.”16

Around ten Dillinger handed Wanatka $500 in cash and told him the gang would be leaving the next morning, Monday. A little later Lloyd LaPorte, the fishing guide, appeared in the barroom. Nan noticed Dillinger and Nelson to one side, listening. “Gee,” LaPorte said, “I left my cigarettes at home. You got a pack, Nan?” Nan handed her brother the pack with the note in it. He strolled back to his car and drove to Birchwood Lodge, where Henry Voss read the note. The telephone was a party line, and neither man trusted it. They headed south, toward the town of Rhinelander, where they planned to call the FBI.

 

 

Purvis was reading papers in his Chicago apartment around one, enjoying a rare day off, when his manservant, President, brought him the phone. It was the U.S. Marshal’s office in Chicago, relaying an urgent message from someone named Henry Voss in northern Wisconsin. Purvis dialed the number he was given and found himself talking to Voss. “The man you want most is up here,” Voss said, cryptically.

“You mean Dillinger?”

Voss wouldn’t say. Purvis pressed, thinking he might be a kook, but finally Voss admitted it: yes, he said, Dillinger and four other men were holed up at the Little Bohemia Lodge at Manitowish. Purvis asked where  the nearest airport was. Here in Rhinelander, Voss said, fifty miles south of the lodge. Purvis told Voss to meet him there at six. For identification he was to wear a handkerchief around his neck.

Purvis dialed Washington and briefed Hoover, who agreed that the call sounded authentic. Hoover ordered Purvis to round up every available agent and head immediately to Rhinelander. Purvis phoned St. Paul and relayed Hoover’s orders to Hugh Clegg, who set about doing the same. Both offices erupted into scenes of barely controlled chaos; the atmosphere was martial, kinetic, aviators scrambling madly for the runway. Phone calls ricocheted between agents grabbing catnaps at their homes; several leaped into cars half-dressed, tires squealing as they headed for the office. Purvis arrived at the office buttoning his shirt and tightening his tie. In both cities men unlocked their weapons lockers and hauled out every piece of heavy equipment they had, including machine guns and tear-gas guns.

In St. Paul, Clegg arranged a thirty-five-cent-per-mile charter from Northwest Airways. He would take Inspector Rorer and three agents and fly north; Werner Hanni and three others, who admitted their fear of flying, threw the tear-gas guns into a car and drove. In Chicago, Purvis chartered two planes and chose eleven men to fill them. Rhinelander was a three-hour flight. It took an hour just to get everyone to Municipal Airport. As they piled into the planes, Purvis noticed the pilot had only a road map to guide them. He crossed his fingers.

 

 

As that Sunday afternoon wore on, the men of the Dillinger Gang began to grow restless. Everyone sensed it; something wasn’t right. There were too many people coming and going, too many people who had seen them. That night there would be dozens more: Wanatka was having one of his dollar-a-plate dinners. Dillinger had the cars stowed out of sight in the lodge’s garage. At one point Van Meter asked Wanatka if he knew a place to which they could move, somewhere more private. A local man came into the barroom after lunch, planted himself at a stool, and began to drink; once or twice he tried to collar Hamilton to drink with him.

This was too much for Dillinger. Around four he told Wanatka there had been a change in plans. The group would be leaving that night, as soon as Pat Reilly returned from St. Paul. He asked Wanatka to serve them an early dinner, steaks with garlic.

Nan Wanatka was nervously preparing the meal when her sister Ruth  appeared at the kitchen door. She started to say that her husband had driven to Rhinelander to call the FBI when Nan shushed her. “We bought so much meat for the weekend,” Nan said, glancing toward the barroom where the gang was eating. “Won’t you take some?” She motioned for her sister to join her in the meat locker. “They’re leaving as soon as Reilly gets back!” she hissed.17

When her sister left, Nan stepped through the kitchen door and poured herself another drink from the bar. Her husband was stunned. “Nan, are you drinking?” he asked. She started to respond when her eyes met Nelson’s. Nan swallowed. Emil tried to smile. Nelson said nothing, but he could tell they were up to something. Nan turned and returned to the kitchen. Nelson started after her, then apparently thought better of it, taking a seat by his wife instead.

Nan had just walked into the kitchen when she saw Pat Reilly drive up to the lodge; beside him in the car sat Pat Cherrington. Dillinger and the others, busy with their steaks, didn’t see them. Reilly seemed unsure what to do. There were no cars in the driveway—Dillinger had hidden them in the garage—and Reilly was worried that the gang had fled. As Nan Wanatka watched, he turned and drove away.18

 

 

Hugh Clegg’s five-man party reached Rhinelander first; its plane touched down a few minutes past five. On the runway Clegg was met by George LaPorte and Henry Voss. A crowd was forming, attracted by the airplane, so Clegg drew the two men into a glade beside the runway. Clegg produced photos of all the Dillinger Gang’s members. The only one Voss could identify was flat-nosed Tommy Carroll. But they were mobsters, he was sure of that.

Voss drew a rough sketch of Little Bohemia, its outbuildings and grounds. There was no way to escape across the lake behind the lodge, he emphasized to Clegg; there was no boat, and the water remained partially frozen. There was only a thin gravelly beach between the lodge and the lake. The Wanatkas had even formulated an attack plan. The gang appeared ready to depart the next morning. The family and staff would hide in the cellar at 4:00 A.M., just before daybreak. It was then that the FBI had to attack. Clegg was impressed with Voss’s enthusiasm.

First they needed cars. Voss drove Clegg into Rhinelander to a Ford dealership, where Clegg spoke to the manager. He explained that they were federal agents and needed to rent three cars. The manager said he had no  license to rent cars, and only had one old coupe to spare anyway. He asked Clegg if he was raiding bootleggers in the area, because if he was, he could forget the whole thing; if word got around he was helping such a raid, the man said, half his business would disappear. When Clegg said he wasn’t after bootleggers, the manager asked if he was after Dillinger. Clegg said they needed the cars, and fast. The manager said it would take an hour or two.

As they talked, Clegg saw a plane coming in low over the trees: Purvis had arrived. They met at the airport. Purvis was a little shaken by a rough landing—his plane had actually spun around twice on touchdown—but they were ready to go. It was a fifty-mile drive to Little Bohemia but they had plenty of time, which they needed. While they waited for the cars, Purvis decided to send Agent Ray Suran ahead with Henry Voss to Manitowish to reconnoiter. Suran jumped in Voss’s car and headed north, but on the outskirts of Rhinelander they ran into Voss’s wife, Ruth, who had come to alert them: Dillinger was leaving tonight, she said, after dinner. They had to move fast.

This changed everything. They returned to the airport. Purvis turned to see Henry Voss running toward him, yelling, “Mr. Purvis! Mr. Purvis!” When Voss explained the change in Dillinger’s plans, Purvis and Clegg decided to move immediately. By then the cars were ready, and Purvis persuaded a seventeen-year-old boy to lend them his coupe, giving them five in all. At 7:15 the FBI caravan headed toward Little Bohemia.

As the lights of Rhinelander winked out behind them, the roads turned bad. They were unpaved, muddy from the spring thaw and riddled with potholes. The FBI cars bumped and slid north until one, then another, careened into a ditch. There was no time to push them out. Quickly the eight agents in these cars grabbed their guns and climbed onto the running boards of the remaining three. As temperatures dropped into the thirties, numbing their hands and faces, they struggled to hold on. Purvis kept an eye on his wristwatch. It was going to be close.

 

 

The FBI cars rumbled into the driveway of Henry Voss’s sprawling Birchwood Lodge, a mile down Route 51 from Little Bohemia, just before nine. Inside, Voss discovered Nan Wanatka and her daughter; they had sneaked out in anticipation of the raid. She said Dillinger was still at the lodge, or had been a half hour earlier, and urged Clegg to move fast; the gang was leaving any minute. Clegg decided to head to Little Bohemia and devise a  plan of attack once they surveyed the ground. He told the men to extinguish their cigarettes and check their guns.

Minutes later the FBI caravan, headlights off, inched through the darkness up Route 51, passing several well-lit homes, until it reached the mouth of Little Bohemia’s two-hundred-yard driveway. The confidence level among the men could not have been high. No one dwelled on the fact the FBI had never attempted a raid of this scale, that agents hadn’t been trained for massed gunfights, that few in the raiding party had ever fired a gun in anger. Everyone knew the FBI’s abysmal record in gunfights. Three times in the preceding six months agents had managed to engage armed outlaws: The fiasco leading to Verne Miller’s escape in Chicago at Halloween; Dillinger’s escape in St. Paul; and the ambush of Wilbur Underhill. Only the latter produced an arrest, and only after Underhill had escaped from a house the FBI had surrounded. Nor, as the cars swung into the driveway, did anyone need to be reminded it was the fourth time in twenty-three days agents had been within a baseball’s toss of Dillinger without capturing him.

It was pitch dark as the three cars turned up the muddy driveway into the tunnel of tall pines. There was no moon. The only sound was the wind, whistling through the branches above. Patches of snow and dirty ice lay amid fallen leaves and underbrush. Ahead, the back porch of Little Bohemia was bathed in the light of a single bulb. It glinted off the rear fenders of a row of parked cars. For several moments Purvis, riding in the second car, thought conditions were perfect. If Dillinger was still in the lodge, they had achieved complete surprise. While still well back in the trees, Clegg stopped the lead car and stepped out into the driveway. Purvis stopped behind him.

Then, just as agents opened their car doors, dogs began barking. No one had mentioned anything about dogs. As he stepped into the driveway, Purvis glanced at the lodge and saw four or five men appear on the porch. As he watched, three of the men hustled into a Chevrolet coupe. His heart sank. This was the worst way a raid could begin: dogs barking, an alarm raised, gang members hustling for a getaway car.

In the years since that frigid night in Wisconsin, those involved have gone to great lengths to explain their actions. John Toland, who interviewed several agents who were at Little Bohemia, wrote in 1963 that Clegg “mapped out an attack” that afternoon at Rhinelander. In fact, as FBI files make clear, there was never any plan other than a vague idea that the inn  would be surrounded. Inspector Rorer told Hoover afterward that they “had been unable to make plans because of the lack of time, but expected to do so upon their arrival.”19ch Worse, though Assistant Director Clegg was the senior agent on the ground that night, there was considerable confusion who was in charge. At various times Clegg, Purvis, and Inspector Rorer all issued orders.20

As the men on Little Bohemia’s porch scrambled into a Chevrolet coupe, Inspector Rorer, whose capture of Machine Gun Kelly gave him a certain authority, snapped at Purvis: “Hurry! Hurry!” Hoping to encircle the lodge, Purvis told him to take two men and head into the woods on the left. Clegg told other men to head into the trees at their right. As they spoke the Chevrolet’s headlights flashed on. Music could be heard, eerily wafting through the chill night air. The car began to back up toward them. Suddenly the driver threw it into forward and made a sharp U-turn, the Chevrolet’s headlights swinging around toward where Clegg and Purvis stood frozen in the driveway.

There was no time to concoct a plan; there was barely time to think. Instinctively—no one seems to have shouted an order—Clegg and Purvis, along with an agent named Carter Baum, jogged toward the car, guns drawn. As the car veered toward them, Purvis and Clegg yelled, “Police! Stop! Federal agents!” Other agents—scrambling into the black woods—joined the chorus of shouts: “Stop the car! Federal agents!” The car surged forward. Two men appeared on the inn’s porch and began yelling; in the din no one could hear their words.

The car wouldn’t stop; as Purvis and Clegg moved up the driveway, it was heading straight for them. “Fire!” both Purvis and Clegg shouted. Shots rang out all across the clearing. Purvis’s submachine gun jammed, but Agent Baum raked the car with his own tommy gun. Glass shattered; tires exploded. The car sagged to a stop.

Just then a shadowy figure darted out of a cottage from the right side corner of the inn. The figure fired a pistol at Purvis—bullets struck the ground at his feet—then disappeared into the woods at the right. In the confusion no one gave chase.

All this occurred in barely ten seconds, by the later estimate of Inspector Rorer. As the firing began, Rorer and two agents, T. G. Melvin and Lew Nichols, fast-walked into the trees toward the left side of the lodge. As they walked, Rorer told the two agents to keep space between them. Just as he spoke Rorer rounded the side of the lodge, where he glimpsed the shadow of a man preparing to jump from a second-floor window.

“Police! Stop!” Rorer yelled, then fired.

A burst of machine-gun fire answered from the window. Bullets zinged through the trees. In the light of the muzzle flash Rorer could see two men at the window. Agent Melvin fired three blasts from his shotgun. A moment later Rorer looked up; the men at the window were gone. He was certain they had been forced back inside the lodge.

Back in the driveway the firing had stopped. Purvis and Clegg began shouting for the men inside the damaged Chevrolet to come out with their hands up. The driver’s door opened. “Hold your fire!” someone yelled. Before anyone could react a man jumped out of the car and sprinted into the woods on the right, where a half-dozen FBI men were running toward the lake. Several had already passed behind the lodge’s wood-frame garage and stumbled into a barbed-wire fence, from which they were attempting to extricate themselves in the darkness.

Agent Harold H. Reinecke was right behind these men, running toward the lake, when the man fleeing the car nearly crashed into him. “Halt!” Reinecke yelled. But the man turned and ran. “Halt!” Reinecke yelled again. When the man kept running, Reinecke raised his shotgun and fired twice, missing. As the man disappeared into the darkness, he fired one more blast, missing once more.

As Agent Reinecke chased the unidentified man in the woods, a second man emerged from the car, slowly, swaying, and slumped to the ground, obviously wounded. “Hands up!” Clegg shouted.

“Identify yourself!” Purvis shouted.

The man on the ground groaned.

“John,” he said.

 

 

“Hands up! Hands up!”

Purvis and Clegg shouted at the fallen man to come toward them. He ignored them. It was dark; at a distance of fifty feet, Purvis couldn’t see the man’s features clearly. He called for Agent Sam Hardy to run back and bring the third FBI car up the driveway, so they could shine headlights on the man. Hardy scrambled back to the car, but the keys were missing. The driver, Agent Arthur McLawhon, was out in the woods on the right. Hardy shouted for him to bring the keys. Precious minutes were lost until McLawhon finally appeared and handed over the keys. Hardy drove the car up the driveway.

When the headlights reached him everyone could see the fallen “John” wasn’t Dillinger. He was elderly, heavyset. Purvis shouted for him to come forward and surrender. The man seemed to oblige, rising to his feet. But then he staggered backward, fell heavily on his rump, took a flask out of his pocket, and took a deep swig. Purvis yelled for everyone to hold their fire.

The lodge was still. FBI men had taken up stations in the woods to the left and right, where they could see the beach at the back of the inn. Word was relayed from both positions: no one had gotten through. The elderly man stood, staggered onto the porch, and disappeared into the lodge. As Purvis and Clegg watched, unsure what to do, they could see the man inside, weaving past the windows.

Purvis was still trying to decide his next move when the headlights of a car swung into the driveway behind them. It drove right up behind the parked FBI cars. The two agents standing with Purvis, Carter Baum and Sam Hardy, called for the driver to identify himself. Suddenly the car leaped backward, rocketing down the driveway toward Highway 51. Baum opened fire with his submachine gun. Purvis ran after the car, firing at the tires and hitting the radiator. The car sped out of the driveway and disappeared into the darkness.

Purvis realized they were in a precarious position. Agents were spraying bullets at anything that moved, not having any idea who they were shooting at. Worried that one of his own men might be shot, Purvis called out for every agent on the grounds to shout out his identity and his position. As he did, Agent Hardy ran up. He said he could still see the headlights of the retreating car moving slowly out on the road behind them. Purvis told Hardy and two other agents to creep back through the woods to try and take it by surprise.

The three agents reached the end of Little Bohemia’s driveway at about the same time as the car. Again they called for the occupants to get out and identify themselves. Again the car sped away. All three men opened fire.  There was a loud pop, a tire exploding. As the car disappeared down the highway, this time for good, they heard it running on one rim. There was no way to stop the car. In the rush to reach the lodge, no one had thought to arrange roadblocks. The local sheriff had no idea the FBI was even in his jurisdiction.

Back in the driveway, Inspector Rorer materialized from the left and discussed with Purvis and Clegg what to do. They had now fired on at least five different cars and people, and no one had a clue who a single one of their targets actually was. And now there was a sixth. By this point everyone could see a man sitting in the wounded Chevrolet coupe, its motor still running. Music could be heard; the car radio. Purvis called to the man in the car. He wasn’t moving.

Rorer was elected to reconnoiter the car. As Purvis covered him, Rorer dropped to his hands and knees and crawled to the Chevrolet. In the front seat he found a young man, his head drooped forward, his right chest and shoulder covered with blood. Rorer felt for a pulse; there was none. He reached over and switched off the radio and the motor, then slipped his hand into the man’s coat pocket and took his wallet. He returned to where Clegg and Purvis were standing and reported, as he later put it, “that the man was young and dead.”

Rorer opened the dead man’s wallet and lifted out his driver’s license. It was then that the three FBI supervisors learned that the man they had just killed was a thirty-five-year-old worker at a nearby federal work camp named Eugene Boisneau.

 

 

They waited. Other than the wounded “John,” whom they could still see staggering inside the lodge, there was no sign of life in the building. Even though they had apparently killed an innocent man, Purvis tried to put it from his mind. Dillinger and his gang were trapped inside the lodge; eventually they would have to make a break for it. For the moment, Purvis and Clegg decided against storming the place. There weren’t enough bulletproof vests, and they had no tear-gas guns at all. Purvis had inexplicably failed to bring Chicago’s. Clegg’s were being brought by Werner Hanni and the other St. Paul agents, who were still en route. The minutes ticked by. All around the lodge, agents hunched behind trees, blowing on their hands for warmth.

An hour passed. Then, around eleven o’clock, a new set of headlights  appeared in the driveway. It was an ambulance from the federal work camp, Camp Mercer. Purvis was surprised. No one had called for it. The camp doctor, a man named S. X. Roberts, stepped out of the ambulance and told Purvis he had received a call that a worker named John Morris had been wounded. Purvis realized Morris must be the “John” who had retreated into the lodge. This was getting worse by the minute.

When the ambulance drove up, another man emerged from the woods. His name was John Hoffman; he was a gas station attendant. Hoffman had been the third man in the Chevrolet coupe, the one Agent Reinecke had shot at in the woods. He had a gunshot wound in his right arm and glass cuts all over his face. Together Hoffman and Dr. Roberts called for John Morris to come out of the lodge. A moment later he did so. To Purvis’s surprise, Morris was followed by three men, who walked out with their hands up. It was Emil Wanatka, his bartender, and the busboy. Wanatka said Dillinger and his men were still inside the lodge, hiding in an upstairs bedroom on the left side of the building.

Word passed through the agents in the trees: they had the Dillinger Gang trapped. That was the good news. In whispers the bad news passed from man to man, that someone, apparently a civilian, had been killed in the Chevrolet. No one took the news harder than Carter Baum, the handsome twenty-nine-year-old who had fired the fatal shots. Baum was sitting in one of the FBI cars, brooding and trying to keep warm. An agent named Ken McIntire sat with him. “I think there’s a man in that car,” McIntire said at one point, “and I think he is dead.”

“Certainly he is,” Baum said. “I killed him.” McIntire tried to assuage Baum’s guilt. Several agents had fired at the car, McIntire said. It was dark. He couldn’t be certain he had killed the man. He should forget about it. But Baum couldn’t forget. He had killed an innocent man. Touching the submachine gun in his lap, Baum said, “I can never shoot this gun again.”21

Outside, Purvis and Clegg continued debating whether to storm the lodge. Again they decided to wait for Werner Hanni and the tear-gas equipment: with the building surrounded, Dillinger wasn’t going anywhere. Purvis collared Agent Jay Newman and told him to take one of the FBI cars and drive to Birchwood Lodge, phone the Rhinelander airport, and leave a message for Hanni to hurry forward the moment he arrived. Newman, a Mormon laypreacher, noticed Carter Baum’s plight and asked to take him along. Maybe they could talk. Purvis agreed.

Newman drove Baum to Birchwood Lodge, where he phoned an agent  left at Rhinelander and relayed the message. When Newman finished his call, the operator told him he had just heard something about a Packard being stolen in town, in Manitowish. Newman, worried that a member of Dillinger’s gang might be escaping, took Agent Baum and drove back past Little Bohemia and on into the town, where they spotted a constable named Carl C. Christiansen. Christiansen jumped in the car and accompanied them back to Birchwood Lodge, hoping to assemble a posse.

On their return, the three were greeted with a second piece of news. The switchboard operator, a man named Alvin Koerner, who lived between the two lodges, had just phoned, saying there was a suspicious car parked outside his house. Newman decided to investigate. Returning to his car, Newman drove, with Baum beside him and Christiansen at the window. It only took a minute to reach Koerner’s gravel driveway, where they saw the car parked on Route 51.

“Have your guns ready,” Newman said.

As they approached the car, they could see it was empty. Agent Baum jotted down the license number. They turned into the gravel lane leading to Koerner’s house. It was lined by a white picket fence. There was a Ford parked in front. When his headlights swept the car, Newman could see it was filled with people. He pulled up behind it and rolled down his window. “I’m looking for Mr. Koerner,” Newman said.

No answer. Suspicion flickered in Newman’s eyes.

“Who’s in that car?” he asked.

A small young man in a brown suede jacket jumped out of the car’s passenger’s-side door and stepped to Newman’s open window.

“I know you bastards are wearing bulletproof vests,” the man barked, “so I’ll give it to you high and low.”

Baby Face Nelson raised his gun and opened fire.

 

 

Not until it was far too late did Purvis and Clegg realize that every assumption they had made that evening was horribly wrong. While the two men remained rooted in the driveway at Little Bohemia, studying the lodge for a glimpse of the gang they believed trapped inside, Dillinger was already gone, and moving fast. So were Van Meter, Hamilton, Carroll, and Nelson. Each had made his escape in the opening minutes of a debacle that would haunt the Bureau for years to come.

As the FBI pieced it together afterward, this is what happened. When the three Bureau cars first entered Little Bohemia’s driveway, all the gang members except Nelson had been upstairs packing. Nelson was out in the cabin beside the lodge’s porch. The only guests left in the barroom were John Hoffman, a twenty-eight-year-old gas station attendant, and two of his friends from the work camp, a fifty-nine-year-old cook named John Morris and thirty-five-year-old Eugene Boisneau. The three had just put on their coats and stepped onto the porch when the FBI cars pulled up.

The bartender and the busboy followed them out to wave good-bye. The Chevrolet was Hoffman’s, and when he turned the ignition, the radio came on. No one saw the FBI cars out in the darkened drive. Hoffman started the car and headed up the driveway, still unable to see the agents, who began shouting for him to stop. Hoffman couldn’t hear them over the car radio. In fact, none of the three men in the car knew what was happening until bullets crashed through the windshield. On the porch behind them, the bartender and the busboy began shouting, “Stop! They’re our customers!” In the din of gunfire, no one heard them.

At the sound of gunshots, Dillinger and the men upstairs grabbed their weapons, opened a second-story rear window, and prepared to jump. As they did, Inspector Rorer and his men rounded the left side of the lodge, saw them, and opened fire. Dillinger fired a burst from his Thompson gun in return. The critical mistake of the evening was Rorer’s. He believed his shots had driven the gang members inside. They hadn’t. When Rorer and his men ducked to avoid the return fire from the roof, Dillinger, Van Meter, Hamilton, and Carroll each jumped from the second-story window onto a ten-foot mound of frozen snow behind the lodge. By the time Rorer looked back, they were gone.

When Rorer glanced toward the lake, he saw no one escaping. But what Rorer couldn’t see was that an eight-foot incline divided the beach from the backyard; Henry Voss hadn’t included this feature on the map he sketched for the agents that afternoon. Dillinger and his men sprinted down a set of wooden steps to the beach, turned right, and ran along the lake, their escape hidden from sight by the incline. Over on the right, Nelson sprang from the cabin, fired at Purvis, and darted into the woods. By the time FBI agents fought their way through a barbed-wire fence, he too was gone, melting into the darkness.

The car that entered the lodge’s driveway after the initial shooting was  driven by the gang’s gofer, Pat Reilly, returning to the lodge with Pat Cherrington. Cherrington had just opened the car door when she heard a voice yell, “Halt!” She replied, “Go to hell,” jumped back into the car, and told Reilly to step on it. When he reached the highway, Reilly lingered a minute, unsure what to do. When shots rang out, he lost control of the car, running it over a tree stump.

Fighting to get the car off the stump, he threw two pistols into Cherrington’s lap and told her to start shooting. She told him to go to hell. When the car was freed they passed the lodge a second time, drawing gunshots that struck their tire; the car door swung open and Cherrington fell out, fracturing her left shoulder. Later that night, after replacing their punctured tire at a filling station, the two hapless fugitives drove their car into a mud hole. Stuck, they sat in a field drinking whiskey, becoming drunk.22 Not till the next day, after a series of further misadventures, did the two reach St. Paul.

Dillinger and the others, meanwhile, thrashed through the pines, looking for a house with a car they could steal. In the darkness Tommy Carroll became separated. In the end it was Carroll who had the easiest time of it; he made his way to Manitowish, stole a Packard, and drove toward St. Paul. Dillinger, Van Meter, and Hamilton emerged from the woods a quarter mile north of Little Bohemia; had the FBI established roadblocks or patrolled Route 51 they might have been spotted. As it was, Van Meter was free to step out onto the road and attempt to flag down a passing car; the car, driven by Nan Wanatka’s brother, George LaPorte, was following the ambulance to the lodge and didn’t stop.

Across the road, Dillinger spotted Mitchell’s Rest Lake Resort, a wood-frame house with several cabins behind. Inside, its seventy-year-old owner, Edward J. Mitchell, was trying to explain something to his German handyman. His wife was lying on a couch, sick with the flu, when they heard a knock at the door. It was Hamilton, who after asking for a glass of water, casually walked across the living room and yanked the phone from the wall. The Mitchells had heard the rumors about gangsters at Little Bohemia. They’d heard the shots, too.

“You couldn’t be Dillinger, could you?” Mrs. Mitchell asked.

Dillinger grinned. “You couldn’t have guessed better,” he said. He noticed the terrified look at Edward Mitchell’s face. “Now don’t worry, old man,” he said, “I’d never harm a hair on your head.”

“My wife is just getting over the flu,” Mitchell said.

Dillinger took a moment to drape a blanket across the old woman. “Here you are, mother,” he said.23

All he needed, Dillinger said, was a car. Mitchell said he had a Model T, but it had been sitting on blocks all winter. Van Meter walked outside and saw a Model A truck, but it wouldn’t start. He asked Mitchell who owned a green Ford coupe parked next to it. Mitchell said it was his carpenter’s. He lived in one of the cabins. The carpenter, Robert L. Johnson, had been asleep when he was awakened by a knock on his door. He dressed, grabbed a flashlight, and shuffled in his slippers to the door, where he found Dillinger, Van Meter, and Hamilton hovering outside. Dillinger said they needed a doctor for Mrs. Mitchell. The .45 in his hand suggested the matter was more urgent than that. Johnson led them to his car.

Baby Face Nelson had the worst of it. Cut off from the rest of the gang, he ran the other way, south along the lakeshore, stumbling through underbrush for a half hour until he saw the lights of a cabin a half mile beyond Little Bohemia. Inside was another elderly couple, Mr. and Mrs. George W. Lange. Nelson didn’t bother knocking; he walked right in, pistol in hand. “Now don’t get excited,” he told the Langes. “I won’t harm you, but this is a matter of life and death.”

Nelson sagged onto a couch, stuck his pistol inside his coat, and began petting the Langes’ dog, which began barking. After resting a few minutes, he pointed his gun at the frightened couple and said he wanted Lange to drive him in his car, a 1932 Chevrolet coach. Mrs. Lange began to cry. Nelson needed her to calm down, but as always the human touch that came so easily to Dillinger eluded him. “Come on now, shut up” was the best he could come up with.

The Langes put on their coats and got in the car, Mr. Lange driving with Nelson beside him. The headlights wouldn’t come on. Nelson told him to drive anyway. Lange edged out onto Route 51 and turned right, toward the Birchwood Lodge a half mile down the road. The car had only gone a few hundred yards when it stalled.

Nelson was in a precarious position; any minute he expected a carload of FBI men to drive by. To his left he saw a house ablaze in light. “Who lives there?” he asked Lange.24

“Alvin Koerner,” Lange said.

Koerner was the switchboard operator. At that moment he was sitting  with his wife in his living room, petrified, having heard the gunfire at Little Bohemia followed by the panicked call from the wounded John Morris. His maid and two children were asleep in a back room. Peeking out his window, Koerner saw the Langes’ car before he saw them, and hurriedly telephoned Birchwood Lodge to report it.

Nelson shoved his pistol into George Lange’s back and marched the couple up the muddy lane to Koerner’s front door. Koerner, not seeing Nelson behind them, let the trio in. Nelson announced he wanted the Koerners to drive him to the town of Woodruff. Koerner, groping for an excuse, said he couldn’t; he had children to care for. Nelson trained his gun on him and said it didn’t matter.

The two men were still arguing when a car drove up.

“Who’s that car belong to?” Nelson demanded.

“Don’t know,” said Koerner.

It was George LaPorte and a friend named Carl J. Christiansen (no relation to the constable), who after declining to pick up the hitchhiking Van Meter had stopped by Little Bohemia, where Emil Wanatka and his two employees jumped in the car. Wanatka’s group needed coats and had decided to come to Koerner’s to get some. Leaving Christiansen in the car, the men walked into the house. Nelson let them in. “Hello, Jimmy,” the bartender said. The two men had gotten along well that weekend; Nelson was a great tipper. “Never mind the bullshit,” Nelson said, producing the pistol. “Just line up against the wall.”

Wanatka reached for Nelson’s gun. “Put that gun down, Jimmy,” he said. “These people are friends of mine.”

Nelson stepped back.

“Who’s in that car out there?” he asked Wanatka.

“Nobody,” Wanatka said, forgetting that Christiansen was still in the backseat.

“Are there any G-men in that car?”

“No.”

“Now I’m getting out of here,” Nelson said, motioning to Wanatka and Koerner, “and you two are going with me.”

Nelson jabbed the gun toward the two men and they walked outside. Mrs. Koerner began to cry. Nelson ordered Wanatka to drive; he sat beside him in the front seat, keeping the pistol pointed at his side. Koerner got into the backseat beside Carl Christiansen.

“Jimmy,” Wanatka said, “I have no keys for this car.”

Just then a car drove up behind them. At the wheel was Agent Jay Newman.

 

 

Adrenaline surged through Nelson as he leveled his gun inches from Agent Newman’s face.

“I’ll kill you!” he snarled. “Get out of that car!”

Newman leaned back in his seat, hoping Carter Baum, who had a submachine gun in his lap, or the constable, Carl Christiansen, might take a shot. When neither man moved, Newman slid his hand inside his coat and reached for his pistol.

“Don’t reach for that gun!” Nelson said. “I’ll kill you! Now get out of the car!”

Newman stopped. Beside him Baum, the agent stricken by guilt over shooting an innocent man, ducked his head behind Newman’s shoulder, as if to hide; he made no move for his gun. Christiansen ducked his head behind Baum. Slowly Newman opened the door and stepped into the driveway. Newman’s foot had just touched the ground when Nelson fired. His first bullet struck Newman in the head, a glancing wound just above his right eye; he fell facedown in the mud, dazed but alive.

Nelson turned and fired into the car, at Agent Baum and Christiansen. Both men tumbled out the passenger door, Baum landing atop Christiansen. Baum stood to run but Nelson shot first. Three slugs tore into Baum’s neck. He toppled over the white fence, landing on his face, a sick gurgling sound coming from his throat. Christiansen stumbled forward, into the headlights. Nelson turned on him. Two bullets struck Christiansen in the hip, knocking him off his feet. As he fell into a ditch Nelson kept firing, hitting him three more times.

At the sound of shots Emil Wanatka ran. Nelson was crazed; he shot at everything that moved. Wanatka dived into a snowbank, bullets kicking up gravel behind him. Alvin Koerner made it back to the house and locked the door.

When he ran out of moving targets, Nelson jumped into the FBI car, threw it into reverse, and stomped the accelerator, the Ford’s tires circling so violently they sprayed bits of gravel against the side of Koerner’s house. Just as Nelson backed down the lane, Agent Newman came to his senses. Finding his gun in his hand, he raised it and fired, emptying it at the Ford. It did no good: Nelson disappeared down Route 51.

Newman stood. He was woozy; the bullet had grazed his forehead. Blood gushed down his face and into his eyes. He wobbled to the parked car and saw LaPorte’s friend, Carl J. Christiansen, cowering in the backseat. “Come out with your hands up!” Newman ordered.

“Please don’t shoot me,” Christiansen begged. “I’m a resident.”

Newman heard a moan and saw the fallen bodies. He shoved Christiansen toward Koerner’s front door; even in his dazed state, he could see they needed immediate medical attention. Christiansen banged on the door, shouting, “Alvin! Open up!,” but Koerner wouldn’t answer. The two men circled to the back of the house, where they could see people in the kitchen. Newman banged on the window, slapping his badge against the glass. No one moved. After yelling for another minute or two, Newman said, “I’m going to Voss’s and you’re going with me.”

“The hell I am,” Christiansen said. “I’m staying here.”

“Goddamn you,” Newman said, pressing the pistol into Christiansen’s side. “You’re going with me.”

They climbed into the car and headed out onto the road.

 

 

Moments after Nelson escaped from the Koerners’ home, the car carrying Werner Hanni and three other agents from St. Paul sped north along Highway 51 toward the Birchwood Lodge. As they neared the lodges, Hanni saw a black Ford approaching on the two-lane road. He dimmed his lights and peered at the car, thinking it might be FBI men.

Suddenly a spotlight flashed from the oncoming car and momentarily blinded Hanni as the two cars passed each other. Several of the agents craned their heads to see whether the car would stop. A minute later Hanni pulled into the drive at Birchwood Lodge to see whether the car would return; it didn’t. Later that night Hanni realized the car with the spotlight had been driven by Baby Face Nelson.

As Hanni and his men stood at the roadside, another car drove up. Two deputy sheriffs got out; they had been called about some kind of shooting. A minute later a third car drove up. “Are you officers?” someone from the car shouted.

“This is Hanni,” Hanni said.

A man bleeding from a head wound stepped out of the car. “This is Newman. Where’s the nearest doctor?”
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Purvis still crouched in the driveway at Little Bohemia, studying the lodge for signs of a gang that was no longer inside. The first inkling he had of his woes came when Emil Wanatka hustled up out of the woods. He had run all the way from Koerner’s, and was so winded he couldn’t raise his hands when an agent ordered him to. “All your men are dead,” Wanatka finally managed to say. “At Koerner’s.”

Purvis looked at him skeptically. He asked Wanatka for his name and address. When Wanatka couldn’t spell Manitowish, Purvis got snippy with him. “Who’d you come here for?” Wanatka shot back. “Me or Dillinger?” Purvis told a pair of agents to drive to the Koerner home and check out Wanatka’s story.

Werner Hanni’s men reached the Koerner house first, a half hour after the shooting. They found the wounded constable, Carl C. Christiansen, sitting up, leaning against the picket fence. An agent named Thomas Dodd took Christiansen’s flashlight and after a minute found Carter Baum lying facedown in a pool of blood, dead.ci No one had come out of the house to check on them; they were all too scared.

As the wounded were ferried to hospitals, Purvis and Clegg remained at Little Bohemia, convinced despite all the evidence that at least some of the gang remained inside the lodge. An hour passed. After midnight they grew so cold they opened the garage and took positions inside. The rest of the agents remained out in the woods, freezing, until the eastern sky began to redden around four. At that point Clegg was told the local sheriff and a group of deputies were down the road and wanted to join them. He called them up. The locals wanted to storm the lodge, but Clegg insisted they fire in gas grenades first.

Even that didn’t go smoothly. There was only a single gas gun, and despite all their efforts, the agents couldn’t get it to fire a grenade through the inn’s window screens; the grenades hit the screens and fell to the ground, hissing. A group of five agents stood behind the garage debating what to do. It was decided that the only way to get a grenade inside the inn was for someone to run up and throw one through the door. If Dillinger was still inside the lodge—and everyone believed he was—it was likely to be a deadly errand. An agent named John T. McLaughlin volunteered to do it. “I am the only single man here,” McLaughlin explained. “It was the bravest act that I saw during those days and to me, John McLaughlin has always been a hero,” another agent, Robert G. Gillespie wrote years later.cj

A little after four o’clock McLaughlin ran forward and lobbed gas grenades into the lodge. One or two of the deputies fired guns as well, until Clegg told them to stop. As the first curls of gas rose inside the house, a woman’s voice yelled out from inside: “We’ll come out if you’ll stop firing.”

“Come out and bring everyone with you, with your hands up,” Purvis shouted. A moment later the gang’s women—Jean Delaney, Helen Gillis, and Mickey Conforti, hugging her bulldog pup—appeared on the porch. Agents rushed into the lodge but found no one inside. On the beach behind the building they discovered footprints leading into the woods. For the first time the enormity of the debacle hit Purvis. As the women were led off he stood and stared, dumbfounded, running the events of the night through his mind, as he would again and again for the rest of his life. Two men were dead, and Dillinger was gone.
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“AND IT’S DEATH FOR BONNIE AND CLYDE”

 

April 23 to May 23, 1934




 Monday, April 23 

It was beginning to snow as the agents trickled into Birchwood Lodge for breakfast that morning. Purvis couldn’t bring himself to eat. In his darkest dreams he’d never conceived of a moment as nightmarish as this: Dillinger was gone, one of his men was dead, and they had killed a civilian. Purvis felt personally responsible.

On the drive to the airport Purvis thought of tendering his resignation. Out on the runway, waiting for the plane back to Chicago, he overheard a group of men cursing him by name for bungling what the press was already calling “The Battle of Little Bohemia.” It got worse when Purvis returned to the Bankers Building that afternoon. A petition had begun circulating in Wisconsin calling for his resignation. URGE PURVIS OUSTER, blared the  Chicago American’s evening headline. DEMAND PURVIS QUIT IN DILLINGER FIASCO.

By noon Little Bohemia was a national scandal. In Washington, Hoover stepped before a crowd of reporters and tried to explain what had happened; for the moment, he wasn’t so sure himself. Testifying before a House committee that afternoon, Homer Cummings pleaded for armored cars and airplanes. “If we had had an armored car up there in Wisconsin,” he said, “our men could have driven up to the house where Dillinger was. The terrible tragedy then would not have happened.”

Cummings’s pleas were drowned out in the din of scathing commentary, much of it fueled by the Bureau’s go-it-alone policies. Wisconsin politicians, echoing complaints from the Chicago police and Matt Leach’s Indiana State Police, criticized the Bureau for failing to work with local authorities. “There has been a pathetic lack of cooperation between federal, state, and local authorities,” snapped Senator Royal Copeland, chairman of the Senate Racket Investigating Committee. The special prosecutor, Joe Keenan, shot back: “I don’t know where or when we will get [Dillinger], but we will get him. And you can say for me that I hope we get him under such circumstances that the government won’t have to stand the expense of a trial.”

For the first time, the Bureau found itself the target of withering press attacks. In fact, it was the first many Americans had ever heard of the Bureau of Investigation or J. Edgar Hoover or Melvin Purvis; several newspapers ran articles explaining who they were. More than one suggested Hoover would be forced to resign. COMIC OPERA COPS, the Milwaukee Sentinal called them. “The government authorities . . . have made [the Dillinger manhunt] a farce-comedy—except that it has turned to tragedy in killing innocent bystanders rather than the hunted desperado,” the Chicago Times  editorialized. In his syndicated column, Will Rogers joined the jeering section. “Well, they had Dillinger surrounded,” Rogers quipped, “and were all ready to shoot him when he came out. But another bunch of folks came out ahead; so they shot them instead. Dillinger is going to get in accidentally with some innocent bystanders some time, then he will got shot.”1

Back on the nineteenth floor, Purvis tried to avoid the reporters, but it was impossible; they thronged the hallway beyond Doris Rogers’s desk. Simply walking to the elevator meant running a gauntlet. When they managed to corner him Monday night, Purvis tried to put a positive spin on things. “We’ve got more evidence to work on than we ever had before in hunting Dillinger,” he said. “We’ll have him before long. His trail is getting broader every minute.”

Doris Rogers was struck by how beaten the agents appeared as they returned to their desks that day. They seemed shell-shocked, but it was more than that; it was the first time, Rogers realized, that many of the younger men understood they could actually get killed. Their thrilling postgraduate job was no longer a game. For the moment, none of the men could bring themselves to talk about what had happened. No one wanted to talk about Jay Newman, who lay in a Wisconsin hospital bed, nor about Carter Baum,  an office favorite. Baum’s body was returned to Washington, where it was buried in Rock Creek Cemetery.

“I am in a rather depressed mood,” Cummings told reporters after the private service. “In any event, this will serve to accentuate the seriousness of the problem which confronts the people of this nation. As I have said before, those who had expected that the campaign against organized crime would be easily won were those who did not realize the situation. As things move along, there inevitably will be disappointments, setbacks, and sorrows. We have had a setback. We have been touched by sorrow. That is the part which makes all of us the more determined to go on. We will go on. This campaign against predatory crime will be finished.”2

Internally, Hoover’s reaction to Little Bohemia was curiously muted. The man who fired off blistering memos to agents a minute late for work had almost no criticism for Clegg and Purvis. Too many senior men were involved—men Hoover had hired—to identify a scapegoat. Of all the internal reports generated in the following two weeks, the sole note of disfavor came in a memo Hoover wrote three nights after the raid, summarizing a talk with Purvis. In an out-of-character bit of understatement, Hoover wrote he told Purvis “that I wanted less raiding and more confidential informants.” 3

The more Hoover learned, the more ringing his defense of his men. In a memo to the attorney general, Hoover wrote, “I do not believe . . . the facts which have been presented me to date [justify] any criticism leveled at the Agents for the action which they took in this matter. They were approaching a known gangsters’ hide-out, and they saw three men leaving this hideout. These three were called upon to halt, but instead of doing so, they entered an automobile and proceeded to drive away, and consequently, the Agents fired.” In the same memo, Hoover went out of his way to defend Purvis, pointing out that Hugh Clegg, as Assistant Director, “was in charge of the detail at all times.”4

He would not be so sanguine for long.

 

 

As Hoover spent that Monday trying to fathom what had gone wrong, the five men of the Dillinger Gang struggled to reach safe havens. None had an easy time of it. By daylight police had thrown up roadblocks all across Wisconsin and Minnesota. Hundreds of flannel-clad lumberjacks and vigilantes poured from their homes, grabbed up shotguns, and piled into cars,  scouring the back roads in search of the gang. First to reach safety was Tommy Carroll. His car bogged down on a muddy logging road; striking out on foot, he managed to hitchhike back to St. Paul.

Dillinger, meanwhile, accompanied by Van Meter and Hamilton, drove their stolen Ford coupe south, dropping the car’s owner outside the village of Park Falls, Wisconsin, around nine A.M. Then they, too, headed for St. Paul. Sticking to country roads, they dodged the posses and crossed into Minnesota without incident. Figuring the city’s northern approaches would be guarded, Dillinger circled south.

There, at 10:30, the trio approached the bridge over the Mississippi River at Hastings, twenty miles below St. Paul. A policeman named Fred McArdle, accompanied by three deputy sheriffs, was parked at the bridge’s southern end, checking license numbers against an FBI bulletin in his lap. As Dillinger approached the bridge, McArdle was startled to recognize the plate. He pulled out to give chase, but just as he did, a cattle truck edged in front of him. By the time McArdle’s car reached the far side, Dillinger was gone.

McArdle and the three deputies pressed northward, toward St. Paul, hoping to catch up; they had no radio, and thus no way to alert anyone that Dillinger was heading into the city. Ten miles north of the bridge, McArdle spotted the Ford, which was driving at barely forty miles an hour in an effort to avoid attention. One of the deputies fired at its rear tires, missing. The Ford surged forward. Dillinger bashed out the rear window and opened fire.

For several minutes a wild running gunfight ensued at more than eighty miles per hour. As the two cars hurtled toward South St. Paul, a bullet struck John Hamilton in the lower back, and he slumped down in the front seat, badly wounded. Rounding a sharp curve, Van Meter spun to the right, veering onto a dirt path called Cemetery Road. Momentarily losing sight of the car, Officer McArdle drove past. By the time he noticed the Ford was no longer in front of him, it was gone.

Van Meter found a secluded spot and pulled over. Hamilton was bleeding heavily and needed a doctor. First, Dillinger realized, they needed a new car. They cruised the dirt roads south of the city for an hour without spotting one. Finally, around noon, Van Meter parked on the side of a gravel road three miles south of South St. Paul. At 12:45 a Ford approached. It was driven by Roy Francis, a district manager for the Northern States Power Company. Francis was on his lunch hour, taking his wife  and their infant son for a drive to help the baby sleep. Ahead, Francis saw a man standing in the road.

It was Van Meter. He was holding a pistol. “I’m sorry to trouble you,” he said as Francis stopped his car, “but I’ve got to have your machine.” Francis stepped out and began to raise his hands. “Keep your hands down,” Van Meter said, “we won’t shoot you.”

Mrs. Francis, carrying her baby, got out of the car as Dillinger helped Hamilton into the backseat. As he did, Van Meter was apparently struck by a pang of envy. “What do you do?” he asked Francis.

“I work at the power company,” Francis said.

“You’re lucky to have a nice job and family,” Van Meter said.

Before leaving, Dillinger patted the baby on the head. “Don’t worry,” he said, “we like kids.” After a few minutes, Van Meter and Dillinger drove both cars away. The Francis family walked two miles to a service station and called for help.

Hamilton was in excruciating pain as they hid the stolen coupe on a side road and transferred the guns to the Francis car. The shooting meant St. Paul would soon be crawling with FBI agents. Dillinger decided to head to Chicago, with a dying man in the backseat.




Lac Du Flambeau Indian Reservation, Wisconsin 2:00 P.M.  

Outside a tarpaper shack deep in the north woods, a fifteen-year-old girl named Dorothy Schroeder was pinning up clothes to dry when she saw the man tromping through the brush toward her. His green fedora, tie, brown suede jacket, and gray slacks marked him as a stranger.

“Where is Woodruff from here?” the man called out as he approached. The man was clearly lost. Dorothy went and got her mother. The man was standing in the yard when Mrs. Schroeder walked out.

“Can I buy a cup of coffee?” Baby Face Nelson asked.

The FBI car Nelson had stolen had thrown a rod that morning, barely an hour’s drive west of Little Bohemia. Rather than raise suspicion by hailing a ride, Nelson had struck off across country. He’d walked twenty miles into the woods before he stumbled onto the shack.

In the kitchen Mrs. Schroeder handed him a cup of coffee and a slice of buttered bread; he thrust three dollar bills at her over her objections. Nelson was sipping the coffee a few minutes later when Mrs. Schroeder’s aunt and uncle, Ole “Ollie” Catfish and his wife, Maggie, walked up. Catfish, a weathered sixty-seven-year-old Chippewa who spoke broken English, used the shack to tap maple trees. He and his wife had walked the seven miles from their home outside the town of Lac Du Flambeau. Nelson explained that he was a game warden and would need to stay with them two or three days. Catfish didn’t object. That night Nelson slept in the Catfishes’ bedroom, on a bed beside the elderly couple. Chicago was a long way off. He had no idea how he would get there.

 

 

While the nation remained transfixed by the unfolding story of the FBI’s pursuit of Dillinger, the Barker-Karpis Gang’s days of relative anonymity were drawing to a close. While most of its members hid in Toledo, Dock Barker had remained behind in Chicago with his old Tulsa pal, Volney Davis. Both men chafed at the gang’s inability to launder the Bremer ransom; fences in Reno and St. Paul had declined to take it, saying it was simply too hot.

In early April, running low on money, Dock drove to Toledo to sit down with Karpis and his brother Fred. He had been talking with Dr. Moran, the drunken abortionist who performed their cosmetic surgeries. Moran insisted he could launder the Bremer ransom, and Dock wanted to try it. Against their better judgment, Karpis and Fred agreed.

Dr. Moran was almost giddy when Dock Barker came to his office in the Irving Park Hotel on April 15 and handed him $10,000 wrapped in a newspaper; the gang agreed to pay 6.25 percent for every dollar he exchanged at local banks. Moran gathered a motley assortment of his underworld clients, including one of Dock’s Oklahoma pals, a gonorrhea case named Russell Gibson, also known as Slim Gray; a neuralgia case, an old prison pal of Moran’s named Izzy Berg; and a diabetes case, an aging former state legislator named “Boss” John McLaughlin. McLaughlin brought in more men, including his chauffeur, his seventeen-year-old son Jack, and a thirty-four-year-old bookie runner named William Vidler.

While his assistant Jimmy Wilson tended their patients, Moran closeted himself in Room 210 above his office in the hotel. He spread the money on the bed. At one point, Wilson, unaware of the scheme, knocked on the door. Moran, who was drunk, opened it, a bottle of beer in his hand. Wilson peered inside. He saw Boss McLaughlin, Izzy Berg, and Russell Gibson  standing over the bed, counting the largest stack of money he had ever seen. He watched as McLaughlin put a brick of bills into a briefcase. “How much more do you want?” Wilson heard Berg ask.

“What’s going on?” Wilson asked.

“Don’t get nose trouble,” Moran slurred.

“Close that door,” McLaughlin snapped.5

They moved the first $10,000 quickly, and when they were finished Dock Barker came by and picked up the laundered cash.

“Any problems?” Dock asked.

“Nope,” Gibson replied.

“Good,” Dock said. “We have a lot more.”

It took a few days to move the next $20,000. Boss McLaughlin and his friends did the leg work, while Moran drank himself into a stupor. Everything went swimmingly until Monday, April 23, the day after Little Bohemia. That morning, as FBI agents waved the last wisps of tear gas from Emil Wanatka’s barroom, a Chicago bank teller discovered he had been passed a bill whose serial number was listed on the FBI’s Bremer-ransom circular. A supervisor called the FBI. The very next day, as Purvis’s men scrambled to trace the bill, Dock Barker got the call that Dillinger wanted to meet.

 

 

That Tuesday morning, as police and vigilantes combed Minnesota and Wisconsin in search of him, Dillinger limped back into the Chicago suburbs. It was as desperate a moment as he had faced since escaping from Crown Point. In the backseat John Hamilton lay dying; his blood was all over the inside of the car. They had bought bandages and medicine in Dubuque, Iowa, but if Hamilton was to have any chance to live, they needed a doctor. They had stolen a set of license plates, but Dillinger knew he couldn’t drive the streets of Chicago long with a bleeding man in the backseat before someone noticed.

The doctor Dillinger attempted to find that day was none other than Joseph Moran, who at that moment was closeted in his hotel room laundering the Bremer ransom.ck Failing to find him, Dillinger drove to the HiHoInn, a Cicero nightclub operated by a pair of syndicate men, brothers named Bobby and Joie O’Brien. The O’Briens apparently wanted nothing to do with him. They sent Dillinger away, promising to find Dr. Moran and bring him to a rendezvous that night.

Dillinger’s visit set off a flurry of phone calls. The O’Brien brothers telephoned Elmer Farmer, the man who owned the Bremer safe house, who they believed could find Moran. In turn, Farmer called Dock Barker, who tried to reach Moran but couldn’t. Meanwhile Joie O’Brien drove to suburban Aurora, thirty miles west of downtown Chicago, and retrieved Volney Davis, who had been living in an Aurora apartment for several weeks. Everyone gathered that night in a parking lot behind the Seafood Inn, a restaurant in suburban Elmhurst .6

It was the first time Dillinger met members of the Barker Gang, but there was little time for pleasantries. They lifted Hamilton out of the car and put him in the back of Volney Davis’s Buick. Dillinger and Van Meter then followed Davis back to his apartment in Aurora. Davis sent his girlfriend, Edna Murray, to stay with friends, and Hamilton was carried in and placed on a bed. He didn’t have long, they could see. Gangrene had set in. Not even a doctor could help Hamilton now.

Members of the two gangs tended to the dying man all that night and the next day, doing their best to ease his pain. Hamilton lasted two more days, finally dying around three on Thursday afternoon, April 26. At dusk, Dock Barker and Volney Davis drove to a quarry six miles south of Aurora and dug a grave. After dark they loaded Hamilton’s body into a car, drove him to the quarry, and laid him in the ground. Davis had purchased several cans of lye to destroy his features. Dillinger bent over the dead man and in a low voice said, “Red, old pal, I hate to do this, but I know you’d do the same for me.”7 And then he poured the lye over Hamilton’s head. Barker and Van Meter filled in the grave, and Davis found a roll of barbed wire to place over it as a marker.cl

When they returned, Davis’s apartment was a mess, so Davis called Edna Murray to come clean it. Murray nearly fainted when she arrived. White disinfectant powder covered the bedroom floor. Bloody sheets sat in a heap, waiting to be burned. The sink was piled high with dishes, medicines, and reddened bandages. Murray opened a closet door and yelped when the grave-digging shovel fell out. Over everything there hung the stench of gangrene and death.8

 

 

The last thing on Purvis’s mind that week was the Bremer case, even though a dozen agents were still working it full time. On Hoover’s orders, the exasperating search for the house where Bremer had been held was continuing, taking up hundreds of man-hours. Even as half the Chicago office hunted Dillinger, the other half stayed on the road, revisiting every town between Joliet and central Wisconsin in search of the right combination of trains, church bells, and factory whistles Bremer had heard while in custody. The agents churned out hundreds of reports but had found nothing. Some griped that it was a useless exercise. In St. Paul, Hugh Clegg had actually floated the idea of hiring Boy Scouts to canvas their hometowns.

Circulars listing the serial numbers of every bill in the Bremer ransom had been mailed to banks across the country. That Monday morning, as Purvis and his men trudged back to their desks from Little Bohemia, an officer at the Uptown State Bank on Wilson Avenue discovered that a customer had passed one of his tellers $900 of the Bremer ransom. The customer had disappeared, but that afternoon agents descended on every bank in the area, checking for signs of other bills. By nightfall they managed to find Bremer money at the Main State Bank on Milwaukee Avenue and several other institutions.

For two days agents continued canvassing North Side banks. Then, that Thursday morning, April 26, the day John Hamilton died, a call came in from the City National Bank and Trust Company on LaSalle Street, a few blocks from the Bankers Building. More Bremer money had been passed, and when agents interviewed the teller who had taken the bills, he said his customer had mentioned that he worked at a bookie joint in the neighborhood. Two agents walked the teller to the bookmaking establishment, on the second floor of an office building at 226 South Welles Street. The teller pointed out his customer. It was William Vidler, Boss McLaughlin’s friend. Agents handcuffed Vidler and took him to the Bankers Building, where he was searched. In his pocket they found $2,200 of the Bremer ransom.

Vidler talked. Friday morning at 10:30, Pop Nathan led a squad of agents to Boss McLaughlin’s apartment building on West Jackson Boulevard, leading the old pol and his son away in handcuffs.cm That night, as headlines in the evening papers carried news of the arrests, agents began interrogating the McLaughlins at the Cook County Jail, hoping they would lead them to the Barker Gang. No one had any inkling that the same trail could lead them to Dillinger.




Lac Du Flambeau Indian Reservation, Wisconsin Friday, April 27  

That same morning, as Pop Nathan took Boss McLaughlin into custody in Chicago, Ole Catfish rose from his bed, leaving Baby Face Nelson asleep. For three days everything had gone smoothly at the little shack. The women cooked Nelson meals, and he passed the days mostly in silence, watching the woods. Around noon that Friday a trapper tromped up and talked with Catfish; Nelson hid in the kitchen, watching. Afterward he demanded to know who the man was. All afternoon Nelson grew increasingly nervous. At 6:00 he told Catfish it was time to leave and demanded the old Indian lead him to the next town.

Catfish protested that he was sick. Nelson produced his gun and said, “Start walking.” They headed down an old railroad bed, Ole’s wife, Maggie, behind them, until Nelson waved her back. Into the woods they trekked, the gloom deepening around them. Catfish complained that his heart was weak, and they stopped several times to rest. Night fell. A full moon, as bright as a spotlight, rose over them.

Around nine, after walking six miles, they spotted a fire. Three fishermen Catfish knew were clustered around it. Nelson walked up to the fire and warmed his hands. A few minutes later a car parked about fifty yards away. “Come on, let’s go over and see who those fellows are,” Nelson told Catfish. Two Indians were standing beside a 1928 Chevrolet sedan. Anothercar, a Plymouth, drove up just as Nelson approached. Inside were two locals heading out for a night of fishing. As the men stood, swapping small talk, Nelson walked over to the Plymouth and studied it. “Is that yours?” Nelson asked its driver.

One of the men gave Nelson a dark look. He asked on what authority Nelson was fishing on the reservation. Nelson whipped out his gun. “This is my authority,” he said. “You line up with those Indians over there.” Nelson yanked the distributor cable out of the old Chevy, disabling it. He told Catfish to get in the Plymouth. Catfish doubled over, as if in great pain. “Me sick,” he said.

Nelson poked the pistol in the old Chippewa’s ribs and told him to get in the car. Nelson slid behind the wheel, then yanked a hatchet hanging by a cord from Catfish’s neck. “Don’t want you killin’ me while I’m driving,” Nelson said.

Catfish guided Nelson to an intersection with State Highway 70, at which point Nelson let him out of the car and drove off, heading south. Driving the length of Wisconsin, he pulled up the next morning at Louis Cernocky’s tavern at Fox River Grove. Cernocky welcomed him inside and fixed him something to eat. Nelson’s luck held. Despite the tips from Beth Green, despite the fact that Emil Wanatka had told the FBI it was Cernocky who sent the Dillinger gang to Little Bohemia, despite wiretaps and numerous interviews with Cernocky’s neighbors, Purvis had failed to put the tavern under surveillance.

 

 

While Nelson made his way toward Chicago that Friday, Dillinger sat hunched over the radio in Volney Davis’s apartment in Aurora, shuttling between the radio and police bands. Edna Murray watched him carefully. Dillinger’s charm was lost on her. She thought he had a killer’s eyes, and his lopsided grin struck her as a smirk. He ignored her and spoke rarely, usually to curse.9 Much of his anger was directed at Louis Cernocky, who Dillinger believed had led the FBI to Little Bohemia; he and Dock Barker agreed it must have been Cernocky who had betrayed Frank Nash, triggering the Kansas City Massacre. Dillinger and Van Meter kept their steel vests on, submachine guns across their laps. They were tired and tense and dirty. Hamilton’s death had hit both men hard, especially Dillinger. No one wanted to die like that.

There was a rare moment of humor when they heard a news flash about  Nelson’s stay with Ole Catfish. “Well, Baby Face isn’t hungry,” Van Meter said. “He has plenty of catfish with him.”

But the real jolt came with the Friday evening papers. Boss McLaughlin’s arrest was front-page news. This was bad. McLaughlin knew Davis lived in Aurora. Dock Barker explained the situation to Dillinger. If McLaughlin talked, the FBI could be on their doorstep within hours. Dillinger caucused with Van Meter. They couldn’t leave without a new car. For the moment, they decided to stay. If the FBI came, Dillinger said, they would be ready.

As night fell, everyone took positions in the living room. It was a first-floor apartment; they could step through each of the three large windows onto the sidewalk. Dock Barker took a Thompson gun and stationed himself by one window, Van Meter a second, Dillinger the third. Volney Davis lingered outside in the streets, watching.

An hour went by, then two. Edna Murray was sitting in the bedroom worrying when suddenly Davis burst through the front door. “Dock, I think we got it!” he hissed at Barker. “They’re here! A car pulled up on Fourth Street and parked and two men got out and walked up the street. There’s another car on Fox Street. Three men got out of that!”

Davis ran to a closet, yanked out a suitcase, and threw it in the middle of the living-room floor. “Rabbit, you get out of here—get in my car,” Davis told Murray. “Let’s all get ready!”

Dock Barker’s voice was even. “Rabbit, you stay right where you are,” he said. “You don’t leave this apartment. If fireworks start, you get behind me and this tommy and I’ll take you out of here.”

Suddenly Barker uttered an oath and swung his submachine gun toward a pair of men who had appeared across the street. One lit a cigarette. Barker thought it was a signal for FBI men to attack. He raised the gun to fire.

Dillinger’s voice was a harsh whisper. “Don’t do that, Dock!” he snapped. “Wait till we’re sure we’re right. Then we’ll give it to ’em!” The room went quiet. Murray could hear herself breathe. The two men in Barker’s gun sights walked on, disappearing around a corner. Barker lowered his gun. The moment passed. It wasn’t the FBI.

They remained like that, poised with guns at the windows, until later that night, when Dock’s pal Russell Gibson pulled up in front. He came to the door and was surprised to find himself staring into the barrel of Dillinger’s Thompson gun. Inside, Gibson told them everything was okay:  McLaughlin wasn’t talking. How long that would last he didn’t know. He urged everyone to leave as soon as possible.10

Dillinger talked it over with Van Meter. They decided to stay another night.

 

 

At the Cook County Jail, Purvis’s men questioned Boss McLaughlin until dawn. Only after they threatened to bring charges against his son did the wily old pol decide to talk. He said he had been approached three weeks earlier by a con man he knew who had introduced him to two men named “Smith” and “Jones.” McLaughlin insisted he never found out more about the pair, nor met any members of the Barker Gang. But he did say Smith and Jones were working out of the Irving Park Hotel and seemed to be from Toledo. It was the first hint the FBI fielded that the Barkers were in Toledo, but in the uproar over Dillinger, Purvis never found time to pursue it. In a subsequent search of Dr. Moran’s phone records, there were several calls to Toledo, but Purvis’s men wouldn’t get around to checking them for months.

They were swamped. Purvis was grappling with a deluge of new information that flowed to the FBI in the wake of Little Bohemia. New leads, most of them worthless, poured into the office. Dillinger was dead, Dillinger was in California, Dillinger was in Canada. By now reporters had created a permanent encampment in the hallway in front of Doris Rogers’s desk; Purvis couldn’t go to the bathroom without one of them shouting questions. Worse, every sheriff in Indiana was certain Dillinger was hiding in his jurisdiction, and each one cried out to be debriefed. Every day that week, while Dillinger sat watching John Hamilton die in Aurora, Purvis dispatched agents to a new town to check out a new tip: On Wednesday it was East Chicago, Thursday Muncie, Friday Fort Wayne, Saturday South Bend. None of it led anywhere.

The three Dillinger women captured at Little Bohemia, ferried to a jail in Madison, Wisconsin, were all but useless. Facing charges of conspiracy and harboring a fugitive, they gave fake names and fake stories and initially resisted all efforts to question them. After a few days Jean Delaney and Mickey Conforti finally talked, but they said little the agents could use. Conforti gave her correct name but said she had no idea her boyfriend “Wayne Huttner” was really Homer Van Meter. Agents found Conforti’s  invalid mother in a Chicago-area sanatorium and fired questions at her as she drooled. Just the fact the women were in FBI custody was a cause for mockery. Coming on the heels of Billie Frechette’s capture, wiseacres cracked that the Bureau may not always get its man, but it always got his women.

What Purvis had was cars. They found the ones Nelson and Tommy Carroll used to escape, both abandoned on dirt roads deep in the north woods. They found the car Nelson had wrecked on the way to Little Bohemia. They ran checks on the two cars Dillinger had left in Little Bohemia’s garage. None of it led anywhere.

Purvis had high hopes they would find something useful in the sixteen pieces of luggage the gang abandoned. But other than an enormous collection of guns and license plates, the bags proved only that the gang members were pedestrian dressers. There were black suits and green ties and blue silk bathrobes, scraps of Mickey Conforti’s poetry, an overdue novel from the St. Paul library. The best lead was a business card found in Nelson’s bag for a priest named Philip Coughlin, an old family friend whom agents tracked down in the Chicago suburb of Wilmette. Coughlin cooperated, filling the Bureau’s growing file on Nelson.cn Purvis put Nelson’s mother and sister under surveillance.

 

 

That Saturday night, as Boss McLaughlin’s questioning continued, Volney Davis drove into Chicago and stole a car for Dillinger. The next day Dillinger and Van Meter thanked Dock Barker for his help and, after leaving their bloodied car on the North Side, drove to East Chicago, where after two days they managed to reunite with Tommy Carroll.

The next evening, Wednesday, May 2, the three men pulled up behind a frame house in Fort Wayne. The house was owned by Audrey G. Russ, a construction worker who knew the Van Meter family. Startled by the appearance of the country’s most-wanted man on his doorstep, Russ agreed to let them stay the night. His wife and eleven-year-old daughter looked on, amazed, as Dillinger lugged in four submachine guns, several bulletproof vests, and a bundle of two dozen license plates.

According to an FBI report, Dillinger was in a voluble mood as he sat in the Russ’s kitchen, regaling the frightened family with details of his escapes from Crown Point and Little Bohemia. “Dillinger stated that they’d never take him alive and that before he went he would take several with him; the inference being that he would manage to kill a few officers before he could be taken,” the report says. “Dillinger also stated that he was sore about the fact that the newspapers thought that he had bought his way out of the Crown Point jail, stating that the credit for the best trick he had ever pulled was taken away from him. He also stated that he had rounded up ten trustees and seven deputy sheriffs before he managed to get his hands on a real gun.”

Dillinger laughed at the police who were hunting him, calling them “a lot of clucks.” It was the “Feds” he said he feared; they could go anywhere, he said, spend anything, even rent airplanes. As he talked he rubbed his leg, the one wounded in St. Paul. He’d aggravated it in a fender bender a couple of days before, he said, when Tommy Carroll lost control of their car and smashed into a tree.11

The next morning Dillinger and Van Meter asked for steaks for breakfast. They were hungry; they had a big day ahead. For the first time in two months, they had a bank to rob.

 

 

By that Monday, April 30, though he had missed his chance to capture Dillinger in Aurora, Purvis felt he was making progress. After the debriefing of Boss McLaughlin, agents dispatched to the Irving Park Hotel identified the mysterious “Smith and Jones” as Russell Gibson and Izzy Berg; a doorman said the two had been working on something with Dr. Moran the last few weeks. Unfortunately, Moran and his pals had disappeared the previous Friday, the day the papers carried news of McLaughlin’s arrest. Agents fanned out across Chicago, interviewing anyone who knew Moran in hopes of finding his wastrel bunch.co

In Indiana, meanwhile, Earl Connelley increased pressure on Dillinger’s family. His men had been questioning Hubert Dillinger and other relatives for weeks. The outlaw’s nephew Norman Hancock proved the most pliable. That day Connelley persuaded Hancock to drive to help John Dillinger, Sr., build a fence. If Dillinger was hiding at his father’s farmhouse, Connelley told Hancock to take out his handkerchief and wipe his face. Two dozen Indianapolis cops stood by to move if the signal was given. Connelley and a half-dozen agents were stationed in haystacks and outbuildings when Hancock drove up and disappeared inside the house. At 2:10 he and the elder Dillinger appeared on the porch. Hancock took out his handkerchief and twice wiped his face.

As Hancock and Mr. Dillinger trudged down the road to build the fence, a squadron of FBI cars screeched to a halt beside them. Agents leaped out and surrounded the two men, taking them aside for questioning. Hancock appeared dazed. Once they were out of earshot, he told Connelley it was a mistake. Dillinger wasn’t at the house. That morning Mr. Dillinger had received an anonymous letter from someone in Minnesota, saying Dillinger was safe there. He had given the signal, Hancock insisted, only to tell the FBI about the letter.12

Connelley fumed. The agents climbed back in their cars; the Indianapolis police retreated. By the following day Matt Leach was complaining to reporters that Connelley’s ham-handed raid had ruined any chances of capturing Dillinger in the state of Indiana. Ill will between the FBI and the state police was growing by the hour.

Two days later, on Wednesday, May 2, the car Dillinger had stolen outside St. Paul was found on a North Side street. From the dried blood on the backseat, Purvis could see one of the gang members had been wounded. The evening headlines screamed the news that Dillinger was back in the city, probably recovering from gunshot wounds. Purvis wasn’t so sure. He thought the car might be a plant to dupe agents into concentrating their search in Chicago. For once Purvis was right.




Fostoria, Ohio Thursday, May 3  

Sipping coffee from a pair of Thermos jugs, Dillinger, Van Meter, and Tommy Carroll drove east to Toledo, where they stole another car. They were almost out of money. Van Meter said he knew a bank.

People in Fostoria, a rail hub forty miles south of Toledo, considered the town’s banks robbery-proof; so many slow-moving trains crisscrossed the area that police believed they would dissuade any robbers from putting together a getaway map. But Van Meter knew the town from boyhood vacations. He and Dillinger didn’t spend much time canvassing the First National Bank or drawing gits. They just needed money.

At 2:50, as the bank was preparing for its 3:00 close, two men walked in with submachine guns hidden beneath overcoats over their arms. The lobby, though almost empty of customers, presented an immediate challenge; there was a mezzanine above, and two side entrances, one opening directly into the O. C. Harding Jewelry Store, the other leading into a drugstore. While Tommy Carroll waited outside with the car, Van Meter laid his overcoat across a railing and pointed his Thompson at the teller cages. “Stick ’em up!” he shouted.

There was no joy to Dillinger that day, no smiles or courtesies anyone would remember; his days of leaping over teller cages were a vague memory now. His movements were grim and mechanical. As the employees raised their arms, Dillinger stepped through a swinging door and began clearing piles of cash off the counters into sacks. Van Meter gathered the tellers and a few other employees together in a group. Two women began to cry. “Don’t kill me,” one begged Van Meter.

“You be quiet,” Van Meter said, “and I won’t.”13

Neither Dillinger nor Van Meter noticed a teller named Frances Hillyard slip out a door. Hillyard ran to find the police chief, a man named Frank Culp. As Culp ran toward the bank, he got an idea: if he could just get up to the mezzanine, he could take the high ground and drive the robbers away. Bursting into the lobby, he found the mezzanine elevator was on the second floor. Van Meter fired his submachine gun; a single bullet ripped into Culp’s chest and burst a lung. Culp staggered backward into the jewelry store and hollered for more men.14

When Tommy Carroll heard gunfire, he stepped out of the getaway car and began firing wildly. His bullets shattered windows up and down the street, sending citizens ducking for cover. The slow and the unlucky got hit, one man in the leg, another in the foot. Inside the bank, Dillinger hustled to clear the remaining cash off the counters; the bank’s president later estimated he made off with more than $17,000. “It’s too hot out there,” a customer overheard Van Meter say. “Let’s go through the drugstore.”

They grabbed two employees, a man and a woman, shoving them through  the drugstore. Outside, the two were loaded onto the running boards; as the car roared off down Tifflin Street, Van Meter kept a tight grip on the woman’s hand. They sped west out of town, tossing roofing nails in their wake. Outside town they let the hostages go.cp

Back in Fort Wayne, meanwhile, Van Meter’s old friend Audrey Russ was paralyzed with fear that Dillinger would return to his home. He approached his boss at the Western Gas Construction Company, told him everything and asked what to do. His boss had once met the FBI’s resident agent at South Bend, W. J. Devereaux. That Thursday, as Dillinger was busy in Fostoria, he telephoned Devereaux and, withholding his name, described in general terms what had happened. Devereaux thought he recognized the man’s voice. Afterward he phoned Chicago, briefed Purvis, and asked if he should follow up. For the moment Purvis told him to do nothing.

It was an order he would soon come to regret.

 

 

Inside the FBI, it took two weeks for the simmering frustrations born at Little Bohemia to come to a boil. While recriminations might be expected in other agencies, the Bureau had no history of internal dissension; throughout the high-pressure manhunts of 1934, the squabbling that ensued in the wake of Little Bohemia was unique.

The unlikely squeaky wheel turned out to be the St. Paul SAC, the mild-tempered Werner Hanni. Hanni had clearly not enjoyed having his office commandeered by Inspector Rorer and Hugh Clegg, and his annoyance turned to outrage in the days after the raid. The final straw had been his encounter on a darkened country road with the fleeing Baby Face Nelson, which had left him deeply shaken. Hanni’s anger came to light when Clegg, sorting through papers on a desk, found a memo from Hanni he had never seen. It was a lightning bolt, addressed but apparently never sent to Hoover. It read in part:[There] does not appear to exist any good reason whatsoever for Dillinger and his accomplices making a getaway. It was quite evident that the raid was fully staged with a lack of organization, and lack of knowledge and judgment cannot be concealed. The writer himself and those accompanying him to Bohemia proved to be tripped into a regular death trap. No preparation appeared to have been made, in spite of the fact that a chart of the locality had been furnished prior to proceeding there. Had it not been for the fortunate good treatment accorded the motorist who flashed a spotlight right into the writer’s face, four more agents would, undoubtedly, not be here today.




Hanni had a bad word for almost everyone. He criticized Inspector Rorer for failing to help lift Carter Baum’s dead body; Rorer, he said, had complained of a “kink in his back.” Nor did he limit his broadsides to the events at Little Bohemia. He criticized Hugh Clegg, though not by name, for hindering the earlier pursuit of Dillinger by pestering his men with questions about Eddie Green’s death.

If, on the evening of April 3, when every man at the St. Paul office, including the writer, were working their heads off, those in charge of these investigations had undertaken leadership and steps with a view of pursuing an intelligent investigation on red hot leads, instead of questioning the agents, keeping them from working, to determine whether or not the shooting of Green was justified, information could have been obtained that would have made the capture of Dillinger possible.


Everyone involved wrote sharply worded memos disagreeing with Hanni. As Hoover studied these memos, he received a far more worrisome bit of news. The Justice Department prosecutor, Joe Keenan, told him he had heard a reliable story that the agents at Little Bohemia had mutinied against Purvis and Clegg, and actually locked them inside a shed while Dillinger got away. Hoover pressed Keenan for the source of the story, and Keenan named a former agent named Thomas Cullen. Agents interviewed Cullen and confirmed he was the source.

Hoover handed the whole mess to Pop Nathan, directing him to “make a very thorough and vigorous inquiry.”15 Perhaps unsurprisingly, Nathan’s report, finished three weeks later, defended the Bureau’s actions and excoriated poor Hanni. Hanni’s allegations “would appear to indicate a disordered and possibly hysterical state of mind,” Nathan wrote Hoover,  terming them “manifestly absurd.”16 Hanni was quietly shoved out of St. Paul and relocated to Omaha.

It was the last time any agent would criticize the Bureau for a very long while.

 

 

Little Bohemia persuaded Dillinger that for the moment there was no place safe for him to hide. After he and Van Meter spent a few nights huddled in a leaky shack outside East Chicago, Baby Face Nelson came to their rescue. cq On Monday, May 7, four days after the Fostoria robbery, Nelson arranged to purchase a red panel truck, a Ford Model A, the kind grocery stores used for deliveries, with an enclosed rear, windows in back, and a sliding door on the side. Dillinger intended to use the truck as a portable hideout and did; they threw a double mattress in back where they slept. The next few days he and Van Meter stayed on the move, driving the truck along the Indiana back roads as they planned their next step. More than anything, Dillinger wanted the cosmetic surgery he had been pestering Louis Piquett about for weeks.

Late on the night of Wednesday, May 9, running low on food, Dillinger and Van Meter pulled up behind Audrey Russ’s house in Fort Wayne. Had Purvis pursued the tip Russ’s boss gave him a week earlier, FBI agents might have been there to greet them. As it was, Russ climbed out of bed and let Dillinger inside while his wife prepared a meal. Both Dillinger and Van Meter appeared exhausted. They wore denim overalls, work shirts and battered caps. Mrs. Russ noticed Dillinger’s leg was still bothering him; he staggered when ascending the stairs, clutching the leg. Neither man said much, and after eating they left.

The next morning Audrey Russ went to his boss again. Together they telephoned the FBI, this time revealing their names, and told of Dillinger’s second visit. It was the FBI’s best lead since Little Bohemia. Though short of men, Purvis decided to station three agents at the Russ home. When Dillinger returned, they would be ready.cr




Indianapolis, Indiana Thursday, May 10  

It was another lazy spring afternoon at the Dillinger filling station on LaSalle Street. Outside, a little boy on a bicycle traced circles in the dirt. Dillinger’s cousin, Fred Hancock, was waiting on a customer at 3:45 when he noticed the stranger standing by a kerosene drum in one corner of the yard. Hancock didn’t recognize the man, who was unshaven and wore overalls, a sleeveless jacket, and rimless eyeglasses. When the customer left, the stranger stepped over to the station window and rapped on the glass. Hancock looked the man in the eyes and was startled: it was Dillinger. In a parked car across the street, an FBI man named Whitson saw the stranger, too.

Dillinger handed the package to Hancock. In it were four smaller packages containing $1,200 in small bills: $300 for his father, $300 for Hancock’s mother Audrey, and $100 each for Hancock and Hubert Dillinger. Tell my father, Dillinger told Hancock, that if anything happens to me, he should give some of the money to Billie. Then Dillinger left.

Agent Whitson watched as the stranger crossed LaSalle Street and walked toward Washington Street. Glimpsing a deep cleft in the man’s chin, Whitson got out of his car and decided to follow him. The man walked quickly, reaching the corner of Washington Street about thirty yards in front of Whitson. Whitson trotted up to the intersection and turned the corner—nothing. The man was gone. Whitson walked up and down the street, peering into parked cars. Nothing. After a bit he walked back to his car, wrote up the incident in his notebook, and dismissed it from his mind. The man was probably a bum.cs
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Dillinger’s legend was growing. By mid-May, though there had been no confirmed sighting of him since Little Bohemia three weeks before, most American newspapers were carrying daily stories of the manhunt, the Chicago papers three and four a day. Seemingly every Dillinger sighting, no matter how nonsensical, was grounds for a new article.

“Mr. Dillinger,” a Chicago Tribune columnist noted at the height of the hysteria, “was seen yesterday looking over the new spring gloves in a State Street store in Chicago; negotiating for a twelve-cylinder car in Springfield, Illinois; buying a half-dozen sassy cravats in Omaha, Nebraska; bargaining for a suburban bungalow at his home town of Mooresville, Indiana, and shaking hands with old friends; drinking a glass of soda water in a drugstore in Charleston, South Carolina; and strolling down Broadway swinging a Malacca cane in New York. He also bought a fishing rod in a sporting-goods store in Montreal and gave a dinner at a hotel in Yucatán, Mexico. But, anyhow, Mr. Dillinger seems to have kept very carefully out of London, Berlin, Rome, Moscow, and Vienna. Or at least if he did go to those places yesterday he was traveling [incognito].”17 Time magazine noted, “If John [Killer] Dillinger has really been at all the places he was reported to have been in the last month, he must leap along the central plains like a demented Indian’s ghost.”18

Much of the press treated the manhunt as a rollicking adventure story. In its May 7 issue, Time portrayed it as a board game set in a Midwestern “Dillinger Land”; GAME STARTS HERE, read the notation above Crown Point. The Time spread went out of its way to categorize Dillinger as an all-American anti-hero. “Great Desperadoes from little urchins grow,” it read. “When John Dillinger was 10 he, like Tom Sawyer, was a poor country boy. Sometimes he may have dreamed of being another Abe Lincoln or Jesse James . . . [but not] that he would achieve a great unwritten odyssey: Through the Midwest with a Machine Gun.”

The tone of this and other articles suggested that Dillinger was a harmless Roadrunner pursued by a hapless federal Wile E. Coyote. Not surprisingly, children ate it up. When a Boy Scout named Richard Neff visited the Indiana governor’s office, a reporter asked what he thought of Dillinger. “Personally,” the boy said, “I’m for him.” When he glimpsed the governor’s look of amazement, the boy stammered, “Err . . . I mean, I’m always for the underdog.”19

That underdog quality, underscored by the widely published photos and interviews at Crown Point, struck a chord in a country in which many felt slighted by the government. In Chicago and New York moviegoers applauded when Dillinger’s face appeared in newsreels. Detective magazine polled theater owners and found Dillinger was drawing more applause than Roosevelt or Charles Lindbergh. “In point of popularity,” its editor wrote, “they ranked in that order, Dillinger first, President Roosevelt second, and Colonel Lindbergh third, thereby actually making this notorious thief, thug, and cold-blooded murderer the outstanding national hero of the hour!”

As his fame grew, Dillinger’s name was inevitably drawn into political debate. He was already a favorite in the London tabloids, and in Germany a Nazi newspaper used him to argue in favor of sterilizing criminals everywhere. In Washington, Attorney General Homer Cummings employed Dillinger’s name to urge passage of a half-dozen anticrime measures, including one that made it a federal crime to kill a federal agent, a law Hoover had been seeking for years. The measures passed the House of Representatives on May 5 even as several Republican senators continued criticizing the FBI. The pressure on the Roosevelt administration was growing. “Looks like if the Democrats don’t get Dillinger [they] may lose this fall’s election,” Will Rogers wrote.

The President himself got involved. Without mentioning Dillinger by name, Roosevelt urged radio listeners to cooperate with the authorities to wipe out gangsterism. “Law enforcement and gangster extermination,” he said, “cannot be made completely effective while a substantial part of the public looks with tolerance upon known criminals, or applauds efforts to romanticize crime.”

Every day brought new Dillinger sightings, almost all of them spurious. On May 4, after Louis Piquett made a joshing comment to a reporter, there was a flurry of articles that Dillinger was heading for England; Canadian, British, and American authorities searched dozens of transatlantic ships in vain. Every morning Purvis’s men shuttled out to a new town to check a new sighting; every night they returned to the nineteenth floor, exhausted and depressed. Two agents looked into the Fostoria robbery, but returned unpersuaded it was Dillinger’s work; not for two more months would the FBI confirm it was. One of the stranger reports agents repeatedly checked was that Dillinger was receiving coded messages from a pirate radio station. Despite dozens of similar tips, the FBI was never able to find such a station.

Purvis’s best hope remained the stakeout at the Audrey Russ home in Fort Wayne. For the agents who pulled rotating assignments there, it was a nightmare. The problem was Mrs. Russ, who possessed, as one agent put it, “a mean and avaricious disposition.” In one memo, Agent John T. McLaughlin described her as “demented.” At various times Mrs. Russ accused agents of spitting on her floors, scratching her grand piano, and shooting out a window. The agents paid her $2.50 a day rent until Mrs. Russ demanded and received three dollars. “[H]er whole desire seemed [to be] to secure as much money from the agents as possible, and furnish them the least amount of food,” Agent McLaughlin complained. As the days wore on with no sign of Van Meter or Dillinger, the agents began to suspect Mrs. Russ had concocted the story of Dillinger’s visits in order to lure wealthy government boarders .20

In Mooresville, Earl Connelley’s men kept the Dillinger farmhouse under round-the-clock surveillance, but no one thought Dillinger would return there now. In desperation Purvis sent agents to interview anyone who had ever known Dillinger, including William Shaw, his teenage partner from the previous summer, and Mary Longnaker, the Dayton woman he romanced. Other agents began rounding up Baby Face Nelson’s boyhood pals and some of Tommy Carroll’s old girlfriends. None had anything useful to offer. For the moment Purvis had nothing. Nothing at all.

 

 

For two weeks Dillinger and Van Meter remained in their portable hideaway, the red truck. When they needed a bath, or just got tired of the truck, they ducked into a tourist camp. At one point they spent several nights in a cottage outside Crown Point. They were still living in the truck when Dillinger reestablished contact with Art O’Leary on May 19. O’Leary drove to a tavern on the outskirts of Chicago and waited until Dillinger drove up after nightfall. He followed the truck until it eased to the side of the road at a remote site.

Dillinger was sick. By O’Leary’s estimate, his temperature was 104. O’Leary hopped into the truck and they idly drove the back roads, Dillinger driving and talking, while Van Meter remained in the back, peering out the windows with his machine gun. Dillinger’s mood had grown bleak. He needed a doctor but was afraid to visit anyone he didn’t know. He asked about Billie Frechette, whose harboring trial was under way in St. Paul, and about the cosmetic surgery he still wanted Piquett to arrange.  When they returned to O’Leary’s car, he asked him to return the next evening with medicine and cough syrup.

The next night O’Leary brought Dillinger his cough syrup and a pint of whiskey. Both Dillinger’s health and his mood were improved, and his spirits lifted further when O’Leary handed him a note from Frechette, who remained in a St. Paul jail cell. In it, O’Leary recalled, Billie beseeched Dillinger not to attempt her rescue. She would only be killed. She promised to do her time in prison and meet him afterward. Dillinger appeared moved. He handed O’Leary a letter for Billie, plus $600 in cash for Piquett. Afterward O’Leary opened and read Dillinger’s note. In it Dillinger expressed his love for Billie, offered again to rescue her and asked to die in her arms.21

 

 

While the nation thrilled to stories of Dillinger’s exploits, another, far less public pursuit was under way in the Southwest. Inexorably, Frank Hamer was closing in on Bonnie and Clyde.

The two manhunts were a study in contrasts. Newspapers from Chicago to London treated Dillinger as an international phenomenon, bringing in psychologists and sociologists to render opinions on his significance, but northern journalists all but ignored Bonnie and Clyde. Though they remained front-page news in Dallas, the couple’s crimes typically rated no more than five or six paragraphs in the New York and Chicago papers. Sunday features on Dillinger in places like Pittsburgh and Buffalo carried sidebars introducing readers to Clyde or Pretty Boy Floyd; both were treated as minor-league outlaws, gas-station bandits doing battle with hick sheriffs. Bonnie was seldom mentioned at all; her fame would be largely posthumous. No one, not even their fellow public enemies, gave Bonnie and Clyde respect.

The papers reflected law-enforcement priorities. Hoover allowed an agent or two to track sightings of Bonnie and Clyde, but never treated the case seriously. While the FBI mobilized every office in pursuit of Dillinger, Bonnie and Clyde merited a posse of four men.ct

Both hunters and prey stayed on the move. After murdering three law-enforcement officers in a span of five days in early April, Clyde, Bonnie, and Henry Methvin had fled north into Kansas, then circled back to Texas to see their families. They dropped Methvin in Wichita Falls and sent him ahead to arrange the rendezvous. On the train into Dallas, Methvin rode with a pair of Texas Rangers who couldn’t stop talking about Bonnie and Clyde. Downtown, he walked to the Sanger Hotel to find Clyde’s sister Nell, who worked in a shop there; it was the same hotel where Hamer stayed when in Dallas. Unable to locate Nell, Methvin went to the Parkers’ house, gathered up family members, and drove to the meeting point east of Dallas, near the town of Mount Pleasant.

That night, lying on blankets by their cars in an isolated meadow, the Barrow and Parker families made their strongest arguments yet to persuade Clyde and Bonnie to leave the country. If you won’t surrender, Mrs. Parker begged, go to Mexico. Run for the border. Clyde turned their arguments against them. If they went to Mexico, he said, they would never see their families again. “Seeing you folks is all the pleasure Bonnie and I have left in life now,” he said. “Besides each other, it’s all we’ve got to live for. Whenever we get so we can’t visit our people, we might as well die and be done with it. We’re staying close to home, and we’re coming in as long as we’re alive.”

Clyde then unveiled his plan. They had been visiting the Methvins over in Louisiana, he said. They had seen a house they could buy. Bonnie wanted to fix it up, mend the roof, maybe put up lace curtains. Once they were settled, all the families could come to Louisiana and visit them. Mrs. Parker just shook her head. Everyone knew how this would end. After a while all the serious talk grew tiresome. Clyde spent much of the evening leafing through clippings and cartoons from the Dallas papers, laughing.

From Dallas they returned north. Running low on money, Clyde drove to his favorite Iowa hunting grounds in search of a bank. On Monday, April 16, Clyde and Henry Methvin robbed the First National Bank in Stuart, Iowa, just five miles west of Dexter, the town where Buck Barrow had been killed the previous July. From Iowa Clyde drove south, picking up Joe Palmer in Joplin, where Palmer had returned after becoming separated from the others after the Easter Sunday shoot-out. From Joplin they drove south to Louisiana, where Bonnie and Clyde hoped to vacation at the Methvins’ home. Ivy Methvin, who was now talking regularly with Sheriff Henderson Jordan, had other ideas. Deathly afraid of Clyde, he suggested a better place for them to stay.

It was during this visit, at the Methvins’ urging, that Clyde and Bonnie began bunking in the house they had mentioned to their parents, an abandoned home ten miles south of the town of Gibsland. Locals called it the John Cole house, after its last owner, who died of tuberculosis there with his wife and two daughters four years earlier. It was a four-room, unpainted wooden house at the end of a dirt road in the pines, two rooms on each side of an open-air hallway. There were a few pieces of furniture and a tin roof, but water dribbled in when it rained. It was such a wreck the Cole family left it vacant, but for Bonnie and Clyde it was their first home, and it seemed like heaven.

How they came to claim the house isn’t clear. Clyde told his family he rented or purchased the house from the Cole family. A local historian, Carroll Rich, maintains that Clyde and Bonnie moved in without the family’s knowledge. Years later, John Cole’s son, Otis, told Rich that he visited the house when a friend told him squatters had moved in. Otis Cole said he walked up to the house one afternoon and found Ivy Methvin sitting on the front porch, drunk. Cole could see two other people moving around inside. When Methvin asked him where he could find some more bootleg whiskey, Cole said, “I don’t fool with that stuff,” and hurried off. He asked no more questions.22

Soon, however, word spread that the “squatters” were none other than Bonnie and Clyde. Carroll Rich, a Bienville Parish native, paints an evocative picture of how the stories filtered through the pines; there was nothing romantic about Bonnie and Clyde in these tales, nothing free or rebellious or heartwarming. They were murderers, modern-day bogeymen whose approach could mean only death.

As Rich recalled:Country children shivered to hear old folks speculate on who had come to the piney woods, and at night when families sat rocking on front porches, they looked across a cornfield . . . and wondered whose yellow carlights were moving under the trees. Sometimes when cousins came to spend Friday night, as many as five children slept in one bed, the older children telling Bonnie and Clyde stories late into the night, stories of policemen shot in the face, of fat sheriffs tied up and bleeding, crying for mercy, tales designed to make the younger ones whimper with fright and weariness and finally fall into uneasy sleep.23




If Clyde realized that people knew he was in the area, he showed no signs of worry. In those days Bienville Parish seemed mired in the nineteenth century. The country people scraped by on dusty farms or driving rickety logging trucks. For most there were no phones, no indoor plumbing, no movie theaters, and no newspapers; many couldn’t read. On those moist spring evenings in 1934, stories of Bonnie and Clyde spread like the morning fog that crept in from the swamps.

People whispered that they had been seen at the crossroads store at Sailes, stopping to buy cheese and crackers and a cold Coca-Cola. There was the man in sunglasses who parked his big Pontiac outside area farms, asking to buy a chicken to fry; it was Clyde, they had no doubt. A share-cropper swore he saw Clyde and Bonnie on a quilt spread on pine needles beneath the trees, their naked bodies moving rhythmically. Maybe these tales were concocted, maybe not. For the moment no one said a thing to the law. No one wanted to be murdered in their beds.

Bonnie and Clyde’s springtime idyll did not last long. Their money was running low, and by Friday, April 27, they were back on the road.cu After stopping in Memphis, Clyde drove north, cutting across Arkansas and Missouri and driving into Kansas. On Sunday afternoon, April 29, they reached Topeka, where they cruised neighborhood streets in search of a car that struck Clyde’s fancy. They found it at 2107 Gable Street, a spanking new cordova-tan Ford V-8 Deluxe, sitting in a driveway. They stole it and headed toward northwestern Iowa, where they drove through greening fields looking for a bank to take. On May 3, Clyde led Methvin and Joe Palmer into the bank at Everly, Iowa, while Bonnie waited in the car. It was a disappointing haul, about $700.

Afterward, on May 4 or 5, they dropped Palmer off in Wichita and drove to Joplin, where Clyde scribbled a letter to his mother, telling her he was heading back to Louisiana. But if Clyde thought he could put off seeing the families for a few weeks, Bonnie had other ideas. She begged him to take her to Dallas to see her mother. On Sunday, May 6, they drove past the Barrow filling station and tossed out a bottle; inside were instructions to meet them four miles east of Dallas that night. It was a warm night, with a soft breeze, and Bonnie sat outside with her mother on a blanket talking for two hours. They looked through pictures Bonnie had brought: Clyde and Palmer in jaunty spring suits, arms around Bonnie; Clyde looking tough, a rifle across his knees.

“Mama,” Bonnie suddenly said, “when they kill us, don’t let them take me to an undertaking parlor, will you? Bring me home.”

Mrs. Parker seized Bonnie’s wrist. “Don’t Bonnie,” she said. “For God’s sake.”

Bonnie smiled. “Now, Mama, don’t get upset,” she said. “Why shouldn’t we talk it over? It’s coming. You know it. I know it. All of Texas knows it. So don’t let them keep me at the undertakers. Bring me home when I die. It’s been so long since I was home. I want to lie in the front room with you . . . sitting beside me. A long, cool, peaceful night together before I leave you. That will be nice and restful.”

She put her finger on a photo of Clyde holding her. “I like this one,” she said. “And another thing, Mama. When they kill us, don’t ever say anything ugly about Clyde. Please promise me that, too.”

Before leaving Bonnie gave her mother a new poem, hugged her, and promised to return in two weeks. Then she slid into the Ford beside Clyde and they drove east, and vanished. There would be no sign of them for two weeks, no confirmed bank robberies, no letters, no word of their whereabouts, then or now. They seem to have driven through Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee, but even that is conjecture.

What is known is that on Monday evening, May 21, Clyde drove them back to their ramshackle new home in Bienville Parish, the tan Ford bumping along the rutted back roads deep into the towering pines. Everyone was happy to be back, especially Henry Methvin; he kept saying how much he wanted to see his parents. They were all dirty and exhausted, sick of bathing in streams and sleeping in the car; Bonnie said she hadn’t slept in a real bed since the shoot-out at Dexfield Park the previous summer. Now they had a home, such as it was, and Clyde was eager to spread out and rest, maybe do some fishing and hunting.

He would never get the chance. Frank Hamer was waiting.

 

 

 

Of all the American legends that arose from the War on Crime, few are burdened with as many conflicting viewpoints as the story of the trap Frank  Hamer laid for Bonnie and Clyde. When it was over, Hamer would give his own version of events. In 1979, in a book published two years after his death, the Dallas deputy Ted Hinton would give a contradictory account; and each of the half-dozen or so books published on Bonnie and Clyde over the last forty years has devised its own story of those fateful days in the Louisiana backwoods; no two are the same. Many believe Henry Methvin betrayed Bonnie and Clyde. Others say this was a canard concocted later to keep the younger Methvin out of jail.

In the end, for all the myths and half-truths that swirl around the events of those humid Louisiana days, the facts are surprisingly clear. They can be found in a set of musty court papers from Methvin’s 1936 trial for the murder of Constable Cal Campbell, and in newly discovered FBI documents and statements from members of Hamer’s posse. Taken together, these papers suggest that the key figure in the plot was not Hamer. It was the Bienville Parish sheriff, Henderson Jordan.

Jordan was a prototypical backwoods sheriff, an easygoing, sun-burned fellow in a fawn-colored Stetson. Afterward he rarely spoke of what had happened, and never gave a detailed public interview on his role in the affair. But in 1958, shortly before his death, he consented to discuss it with his nephew, a history professor named Glenn Jordan. In this interview, Jordan traced the genesis of Bonnie and Clyde’s demise to early March, after their first visit to the Methvins’ shack. Whether it was Henry Methvin or his father who initiated the idea, the two men were of one mind on the proposal the elder Methvin took to one of their neighbors, a man named John Joyner: if the state of Texas would pardon the younger Methvin for his crimes, the Methvin family would betray Bonnie and Clyde. Ivy Methvin sent Joyner to make the proposal to Sheriff Jordan in Arcadia, fifty miles east of Shreveport.

As Sheriff Jordan told the story, he knew Henry Methvin had been in some kind of trouble in Texas. But he initially had no idea that he was traveling with Bonnie and Clyde:cv In the early spring of 1934, I got word that Ivy Methvin, who lived down in the southern part of the parish, wanted to talk with me. I was also told that we had to meet Methvin in private and that no one was to know that I was meeting with him. I did not know what Methvin wanted to see me about. I did know that he had a son, Henry, who had been in trouble with the law in Texas and a couple of other places . . . It took several days to set up a meeting. I attempted to do what Methvin asked and keep the meeting quiet. Finally, and I think that it was early March, Prentiss Oakley, my chief deputy and friend, and I met with Methvin.




At a roadside clearing late one night, Ivy Methvin told the sheriff that his son had escaped from prison with the help of Bonnie and Clyde and was now traveling with them. As Methvin described it, the trio had begun visiting his home in February, about two weeks after the prison break, and had dropped by a time or two afterward. They arrived without notice, stayed several days, and then disappeared. Ivy Methvin was deathly afraid of Clyde. He was certain he would get his son killed.

As Jordan remembered the conversation:I suggested that Henry simply give himself up. He would have to answer for his crimes in Texas and would serve time in jail but he would be alive. Methvin would not listen to that. He said that if Henry surrendered to the law, Bonnie and Clyde would kill him and his wife. Methvin said that the only way for all of the Methvin family to be safe was for Bonnie and Clyde to be dead. He said that if he agreed to help the law captured [sic] Bonnie and Clyde if some agreement could be made that would help his son. He said that if he agreed to help the law with Bonnie and Clyde, his son should not have to return to jail. Methvin said that his help should wipe his son’s slate clean.




Jordan told Methvin he had no power to make such a deal, but would think about who might. Jordan spent several days mulling Methvin’s offer before telephoning the FBI office in New Orleans, where he was passed to an agent named Lester Kendale. The two men had several conversations, and at some point the FBI man suggested they meet with Hamer. According to testimony at Methvin’s 1936 trial, the meeting occurred at an isolated roadside clearing in Bienville Parish.cw In attendance were Sheriff Jordan, Agent Kendale, Hamer, the Dallas deputy Bob Alcorn, and Methvin’s intermediary, John Joyner.

As Sheriff Jordan remembered the meeting:Hamer agreed that a deal could be offered to the Methvin family . . . While Hamer did not promise that all charges against Methvin would be dropped by the state of Texas, he came real close to saying that. Before the meeting was over, I came to realize that was the offer that I was to make to Methvin. If he would help capture Bonnie and Clyde, Henry would not have to go back to prison.




Hamer carried Methvin’s proposal to Lee Simmons in Dallas. Simmons took it to the Texas governor’s mansion, where Ma Ferguson approved it in principle. She wrote a letter explicitly stating that if Henry Methvin would help apprehend Bonnie and Clyde, he would be pardoned of all crimes in Texas. Simmons gave the letter to Hamer.

This process took a week or more, during which Sheriff Jordan relayed updates to Ivy Methvin. “[A]ll of our meetings were held late at night on country roads back in the woods,” Jordan recalled. “When I got back to Methvin, I told him we had a deal.” Methvin, in turn, gave Jordan worrisome news. Since seeing him last, Bonnie and Clyde had again visited the Methvin home, and it was then Methvin had persuaded the couple to use the John Cole house.

In his own retelling, Frank Hamer makes no mention of Sheriff Jordan or Ivy Methvin. Hamer told the Texas Ranger historian Walter Prescott Webb that he managed to locate Bonnie and Clyde’s hideout in Bienville Parish. He gives no details, but he can only be referring to the John Cole house. As Hamer recalled:On several occasions I went alone to this secret place. It was my hope to take [Clyde] and Bonnie alive; this I could do only by finding them asleep. It would have been simple to tap each one on the head, kick their weapons out of reach, and handcuff them before they knew what it was all about . . . There was always plenty of sign in the camp—stubs of Bonnie’s Camels (Clyde smoked Bull Durham), lettuce leaves for their white rabbit, pieces of sandwiches, and a button off Clyde’s coat. I found where they had made their bed.cx




Hamer and Jordan debated whether to storm the John Cole house the next time Bonnie and Clyde returned to Bienville Parish. According to Jordan, Ivy Methvin argued against doing so, saying they would only succeed in getting lawmen killed. As Henderson recalled:I was beginning to get concerned about Methvin because he was literally scared to death. He was so scared of Bonnie and Clyde, but he was also scared to be with us in capturing them. He kept saying that we did not know what we were doing . . . He said that they had no concern at all for human life. If we tried to capture them, they would just kill all of us.




Sheriff Jordan listened as Methvin suggested places for an ambush. Methvin said Clyde kept a mailbox at Shreveport. They had their laundry done in Bossier City. There was only a single dirt road between the John Cole house and the nearest town, Gibsland, Methvin said. Maybe they could surprise them along the road. After each of their meetings, Jordan telephoned Hamer, who was chasing leads across Texas.

Weeks dragged by with no sign of Clyde or Bonnie. By mid-May, with no confirmed sighting of the couple for over a month, Hamer decided to camp out in Shreveport and wait for their return to Bienville Parish. He wanted the FBI involved. On May 11 he stopped at the Dallas office and asked the SAC, Frank Blake, to give him Charles Winstead.24 Blake declined. Hamer also had no luck trying to lure the New Orleans agent, Lester Kendale, to Shreveport.

And so, late on Saturday night, May 19, Hamer and his three Texans checked into Shreveport’s Inn Hotel alone, ready to wait for news of Bonnie and Clyde’s return. Sunday morning, after a breakfast of ham, eggs, and grits, they spread out in the rooms and played poker. Sheriff Jordan came by with his deputy, Prentiss Oakley, and they went over plans for the ambush should the outlaws appear.

Nothing about Hamer’s trap is as confusing as accounts of those next two days. Years later, the participants could not even agree whether the ambush party itself lay in wait for one day or two. A close reading of court  documents, however, makes clear that the final chapter of Bonnie and Clyde’s two-year crime spree began on Monday night, May 21, two days after Hamer’s posse arrived in Shreveport.

That evening Bonnie, Clyde, and Henry Methvin arrived back in Bienville Parish. Before bedding down at the John Cole house, Methvin asked to see his parents. Clyde pulled up to the Methvin shack after nightfall. He and Bonnie stayed in the car, while Henry talked in low tones with his mother. Henry asked if they had made arrangements with the sheriff. His mother said they had. Henry said Clyde would probably head into Shreveport the next morning to get sandwiches. He would make his move then. Henry told her to alert the sheriff and make sure the ambush was arranged. Ava Methvin said they would try.25

The next morning, Tuesday, May 22, Clyde drove them into Shreveport. He parked the tan Ford in front of the Majestic Café. Methvin ran in for sandwiches and soft drinks, sitting at the counter while a waitress prepared the order to go. As he waited, Clyde noticed a police car coming toward them. Leaving Methvin behind, Clyde jammed his foot onto the accelerator, the sound of his squealing tires causing heads to turn. Methvin realized he had been abandoned. It was the break he had been looking for. Slowly he eased out of the café, leaving the sandwich order unfilled. Looking both ways, careful to make sure Clyde was really gone, he walked out onto the sidewalk and made his escape. On the edge of town he caught a ride and by mid-afternoon was safely at his brother’s home back in Bienville Parish.26

Henry Methvin had held up his end of the bargain, but his parents were tardy holding up theirs. Not wanting to be seen with Sheriff Jordan, Ivy Methvin waited till that morning to find his intermediary, John Joyner, and send him to Arcadia with the news that Bonnie and Clyde had returned. In his testimony at Henry Methvin’s 1936 trial, Joyner said he was unable to locate Sheriff Jordan till after nightfall that Tuesday, May 22. Meantime, Bonnie and Clyde swung by the Methvin shack in search of Henry, startling the Methvins. When they left, the elder Methvin went in search of Jordan, too.

By the time Sheriff Jordan telephoned Frank Hamer in Shreveport, Hamer’s posse already knew Bonnie and Clyde had returned. According to Ted Hinton, he had telephoned the Shreveport police chief, thinking he would introduce the chief to Hamer as a courtesy. The chief surprised Hinton by telling him two of his officers believed they had seen Clyde outside  the Majestic Café that morning.cy When the chief mentioned that a young man had fled the café shortly after, leaving his order behind, Hinton glanced at Bob Alcorn. “Henry Methvin,” Alcorn said.

They drove to the Majestic, found the waitress who had taken Methvin’s order, and spread several photographs before her. “See anybody in there who looks like the man who wouldn’t wait for his sandwiches?” Hinton asked. The waitress pointed at a photo of Methvin.

“That’s him,” she said. “Same eyes, same pimply face. There’s no mistake.”27

Not till that night did Sheriff Jordan, alerted by John Joyner, reach Hamer. It was time to set the ambush. They agreed to meet in Gibsland. Before leaving, Hamer dialed Lee Simmons in Austin and left a cryptic message: “The old hen is about ready to hatch. I think the chickens will come off tomorrow.”

According to Sheriff Jordan, the ambush party rendezvoused in Gibsland a little after midnight. There were seven of them: Jordan and his deputy, Prentiss Oakley, Hamer and Manny Gault, Bob Alcorn and Ted Hinton, and Ivy Methvin. They grabbed sandwiches, checked their guns, and drove down darkened dirt roads to the spot Jordan and Hamer had chosen. It was nothing more than a brush-covered embankment on the roadside, wreathed by mossy oaks and evergreens. Its only advantage was the view it gave of the road between Gibsland and the John Cole house. Standing back in the brush, they could see a good half mile in either direction. Hamer was satisfied. They pulled the cars back into the trees. In the darkness they constructed an impromptu blind of sticks and stray bushes and sat back to wait. If Clyde and Bonnie were coming to or from the John Cole house, they had to pass this point.

The hours passed slowly. “One of the longest nights I ever spent,” Jordan recalled. The men took turns dozing in the cars, two at a time. Those awake slapped at chiggers and mosquitoes. Ivy Methvin drove home and reappeared in his rattletrap truck just before dawn. He begged them to call the whole thing off. “He said we would all be killed,” Jordan recalled. “It was warm and the mosquitoes like to eaten us alive. Besides being concerned about the next morning, we had to listen to Methvin who was constantly talking about the fact that we were all about to be killed. Finally I told him [to] shut up.”cz

Methvin’s irritating pleas only highlighted the debate over what to do if Bonnie and Clyde appeared. Jordan insisted they give the pair a chance to surrender. Hamer wouldn’t hear it. “Hamer and I had argued about that for days,” Jordan recalled twenty-five years later. “I wanted to step out in the road and demand their surrender, but Hamer said that if I did, I was a dead man.” Jordan didn’t care. As dawn broke, he was still determined to give the outlaws one last chance.

The sun rose. Hamer had been dwelling on how they could bring Clyde to a stop; they couldn’t easily shoot him if he whizzed by at fifty miles an hour. He told Methvin to park his truck in the road. They took off the left-front tire and placed the truck on a jack. If Clyde did drive by, Hamer wagered, he would stop to help out.

Seven o’clock came, then eight. A logging truck and a car or two passed. “After each car passed, Methvin would run over to us and beg us to call the whole thing off,” Jordan remembered. “Each time, I would patiently listen to him and then firmly send him back to his place on the road beside his truck. At one point I told him that if he did not get back to his truck and do what he was told to do, Bonnie and Clyde would not get the chance to kill him because I would.”

By nine they were debating whether to pack it in. Someone said give it another half hour. For a few minutes they went back to slapping mosquitoes and flicking at tics. Then, at 9:15, came the high-pitched whine of a car. It was approaching from the east at high speed. Everyone peered down the road. They saw it as it crested a rise: a tan Ford. Each of the men squinted at the car as it approached down the incline. “This is him,” Hinton whispered. “This is it. It’s Clyde.”

Bob Alcorn waited another moment till he could make out the driver’s face.

“It’s him, boys,” he said.

 

 

No one knows where Bonnie and Clyde spent their last night together. It almost certainly wasn’t the John Cole house, given their approach that morning from Gibsland. At 8:00 A.M. Clyde pulled up in front of Canfield’s Café, where he and Bonnie ate a light breakfast of donuts and coffee. Bonnie wore the same red dress she had been seen wearing off and on for days, Clyde a blue silk suit and a tie. They ordered sandwiches to go, and as they returned to the car to drive to the John Cole house, Bonnie began to eat hers. Clyde kicked off his shoes and placed his sunglasses on the dashboard. 28

Eight miles south of Gibsland, they crested a rise and spotted Ivy Methvin standing beside his truck, which was jacked up in the road. Bonnie put her sandwich down, and placed it on the magazine spread across her lap. Beneath the magazine was a Colt .45. Clyde took his foot off the accelerator and let the Ford coast to a stop beside Methvin’s truck. Clyde turned his head to the right, toward Methvin and his truck, away from the six guns that were aimed directly at his head.

“Hey,” Clyde said to Methvin.

Just then Methvin doubled over as if in pain and stepped away. Twenty feet to Clyde’s left, hidden in the brush, Sheriff Jordan was just about to put down his gun and yell something—halt, surrender—he wasn’t sure what. Just then Clyde took his foot off the brake for a moment, and the Ford began to ease forward.

The moment the car moved, Jordan’s deputy, Prentiss Oakley, fired. In a split second each of the five other posse members fired. Bonnie screamed “like a panther,” Jordan remembered. The first bullets tore into Clyde’s head and shoulders. His foot left the brake and the car began to roll forward. But the shooting didn’t stop. On and on it went, a never-ending barrage, bullet after bullet, more than 150 in all, tearing into the car and their bodies as the Ford rolled forward. The car came to a stop against the embankment thirty yards down the road.

And then, silence. Hinton ran up to the driver’s-side door. Inside was a scene he would never forget—“like a slaughterhouse,” he would recall. Clyde lay back against the seat, his hair matted in blood. Hinton tried to open the door but there was no room; the car was wedged against the embankment. He scrambled over the hood and opened the passenger’s-side door. Bonnie fell out into his arms. She seemed so tiny, still soft and warm. He caught a whiff of her perfume. Her right hand had been shot off. She was covered with blood. He laid her back on the front seat and grabbed a pistol from beside Clyde. It was cold to his touch.29 Neither Clyde nor Bonnie had gotten off a shot.

Ivy Methvin ran up. There was a blanket in the backseat. Something was under it. “You’ve killed my boy!” Methvin snapped. Sheriff Jordan leaned into the backseat and pulled back the blanket. Beneath it was a row of guns. “We haven’t killed your boy, Mr. Methvin,” he said.

The county coroner was called. By the time he arrived, word had spread of the deaths, and a long line of dusty cars and logging trucks thronged the gravel road as dozens of the curious ogled the death car and Bonnie’s and Clyde’s bullet-riddled bodies. As Ted Hinton passed through the crowd, filming the scene with a movie camera he had brought, Sheriff Jordan had to restrain a man who produced a pair of scissors and was attempting to cut off one of Clyde’s ears. He was unable to stop someone else from shearing off locks of Bonnie’s hair.

Soon a wrecker arrived, towing away the death car. By lunchtime the bodies had arrived at Conger’s Furniture Store in Arcadia, which doubled as the parish funeral parlor. A crowd, later estimated at sixteen thousand people, thronged the streets, struggling for glimpses of the fallen outlaws. When they loaded Clyde’s body onto a stretcher, someone cried out, “He was nothing but a little bitty fart!”

The next day family members arrived and carted the corpses back to Dallas for burial. Enormous crowds greeted Bonnie and Clyde on their return. Bonnie’s body was put on display at the McCamy-Campbell Funeral Home, and in a single day twenty thousand people passed in to stare at her. Amid crowds of newspapermen and photographers, she was buried in the Fishtrap Cemetery. Clyde was laid to rest beside his brother Buck in the Western Heights Cemetery, a mile away. At the funeral home beforehand, a drunk weaved in to view his body, dropped a cigarette butt on the carpet, ground it in, and said, “I’m glad he’s dead.”

In death Bonnie and Clyde proved far more newsworthy than in life. The story of their killings was splashed across the front pages of dozens of Northern newspapers, including the New York Times, the first and last time the couple would rate such coverage. That their profiles should rise so precipitously was a byproduct of the ongoing hysteria over Dillinger: the idea that there were other Dillinger-like desperadoes at work across the country’s midsection was an idea that appealed to editors eager to spot a trend. Within days, however, the story would ebb, in part because Frank Hamer, Sheriff Jordan, and other posse members refused to discuss the ambush in detail.

For the next thirty years Bonnie and Clyde would remain dimly remembered, the province of detective magazines and pulp writers, until a pair of  Hollywood screenwriters read of their exploits in John Toland’s 1963  Dillinger Days and created the 1967 movie that led to their rediscovery. Art has now done for Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow something they could never achieve in life: it has taken a shark-eyed multiple murderer and his deluded girlfriend and transformed them into sympathetic characters, imbuing them with a cuddly likability they did not possess, and a cultural significance they do not deserve.
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 NEW FACES

 

May 24 to June 30, 1934

We sure did run down a lot of bum leads and embarrass ourselves and innocent people a lot of times.

—SPECIALAGENT JOHNWELLES

 

The morning after Bonnie and Clyde were killed, Dillinger was still wandering the back roads of northwest Indiana in his red panel truck. He and Van Meter had been living in the truck three weeks now, and Dillinger knew they couldn’t do it much longer. The last time he had seen Art O’Leary, O’Leary said Louis Piquett had a cosmetic surgeon standing by who could render Dillinger’s face unrecognizable. As soon as he got the word, Dillinger was prepared to go under the knife.

That night, a little after eleven, two detectives from the East Chicago Police Department, Martin O’Brien and Lloyd Mulvihill, left their station house to check a Dillinger sighting. The two had investigated the East Chicago bank robbery that January and had been working the Dillinger case off and on ever since. Barely a half hour after they left their posts, the two detectives were found dead in their car on a lonely road outside town. They had been shot multiple times in the head and neck, apparently by a machine gun.

Dillinger later told O’Leary what happened. He said the two detectives had spotted the red truck, pulled alongside, and ordered Dillinger to pull over. Van Meter machine-gunned them from the passenger seat, raking the two men with his bullets as they sat in the car.

From Dillinger’s later remarks, it appears the killings were linked to protection money Dillinger was paying members of the East Chicago Police Department; the only cop Dillinger mentioned by name was a detective named Martin Zarkovich. Dillinger claimed at one point that the two detectives had been attempting to “shake him down” for more money. Another time he suggested the two were honest men who had become suspicious of Zarkovich’s relationship with Dillinger. Zarkovich, Dillinger said, had dispatched the two to find the red truck knowing they would be killed.

“Those two police should never have been bumped off,” O’Leary quoted Dillinger saying. “They were just trying to do their job and there’s nothing wrong with that. Their trouble was that they were getting to know too much and Zark was getting antsy. They were sent off to shake down a couple of suspicious characters who were driving around in a red truck. I think Van felt bad about it, too, but there was nothing else that he could do, and Zark knew what was going to happen.”1 Whether or not Martin Zarkovich played a role in the murders, it wasn’t to be his last appearance in the Dillinger drama.

The next morning the Chicago papers carried speculation that Dillinger was responsible. At the Bankers Building, Purvis studied the reports and decided to ignore them; when one of Hoover’s aides called and asked why, Purvis explained that “it would be practically impossible to determine the identity of those doing the killing in that there were no eyewitnesses except those who were killed.”2

Despite the FBI’s lack of interest, the May 24 killings appear to have convinced Dillinger that his nomadic life was no longer safe. That same night he and Van Meter drove into Chicago, where they reestablished contact with Baby Face Nelson and Tommy Carroll. Both were living in a cottage in Wauconda, northwest of Chicago, taking some meals at Louis Cernocky’s tavern in Fox River Grove. Nelson had spent much of May plotting ways to free his wife, Helen, who remained in custody in Madison, Wisconsin; he arranged for a lawyer instead.

Other than Piquett and O’Leary, Dillinger had no one he could trust in Chicago. But Nelson did. That night, after stowing the red truck in a friend’s garage, Nelson drove Dillinger and Van Meter to the Rain-Bo Inn, where he persuaded an old friend, a fence named Jimmy Murray, to shelter them in an attic room. Murray consented, but soon had second thoughts. The next night, Murray told Nelson things weren’t working out. Dillinger had broken his promise to stay hidden and, to Murray’s dismay, had come downstairs and circulated among his patrons, several of whom remarked how much he resembled John Dillinger.

Everyone involved—Nelson, Murray, and Piquett, who was drawn into the situation—realized they needed a place for Dillinger to hide. As it happened, Murray and Piquett had a mutual friend in Jimmy Probasco, a grimy little Italian who worked the fringes of Chicago’s underworld, fencing stolen goods and selling liquor.da The sixty-seven-year-old Probasco had his eye on a tavern he wanted to buy but needed money. On Sunday, May 27, Probasco got house guests.




Chicago, Illinois Sunday, May 27  

Jimmy Probasco’s weatherbeaten frame house stood beside a Shell station at 2509 Crawford Avenue, in an industrial area of Chicago’s North Side. It had a sickly green hedge in front and a board fence that extended around the back, where Probasco kept his two temperamental police dogs, King and Queen. From what the neighbors could hear, his favorite pastime appeared to be cursing at the dogs. The house had two stories. Probasco rented out the top floor.

Piquett and O’Leary were standing outside the Shell station at midnight when Dillinger appeared with Van Meter. Probasco was startled when he opened his front door and found Piquett and two strangers on his doorstep; in the interest of secrecy, no one had told him they were coming. “Jimmy, this is my famous client, John Dillinger,” Piquett said. “Have you got someplace we can all sit down and talk?”3

Dillinger and Van Meter stepped inside. There was a living room and two bedrooms, one in front, the other in back. Probasco shook their hands and led them into the kitchen. He was nervous.

“So this is it,” Dillinger said, looking around. “Have you worked out the price, Mr. Piquett?”

Piquett said $50 a day.

“Don’t you think that’s high?” Dillinger asked.

“Well, you’re pretty hot, you know,” Probasco said, “but I want you to be satisfied. What do you think is fair?”

“How about thirty-five a day?” Dillinger asked.

Agreed. Dillinger asked Piquett about the doctors. Everything was set. They would come to Probasco’s house the next night to perform the surgery. Dillinger took out his wallet and counted out $3,000. “You’ll get the rest after the operation,” he said.

Just then a stout woman with dark hair entered the kitchen. Dillinger looked annoyed. “Who’s the woman?” he asked. She was Probasco’s live-in girlfriend, Piquett explained, a nurse who worked during the days. When Probasco promised she was a great cook, Dillinger said she could stay.4 Afterward, Probasco showed Dillinger the front bedroom, pointing out the fold-out couch where the outlaws could bed down. Dillinger said it was fine. And then he went to sleep.




Monday, May 28

Art O’Leary brought the two doctors to Probasco’s house the following night. They edged into the front bedroom and looked around; Probasco had laid out a cot for the surgery. The man who was to lay his scalpel on Dillinger’s face was a tall, thin German named Wilhelm Loeser, who went by the alias “Ralph Robiend.” Loeser was already known to the FBI; the Bureau’s Oklahoma City office, looking for the doctor in an unrelated case, had alerted Chicago to watch for him that spring. The fifty-eight-year-old Loeser, a self-important type who had immigrated to America at the age of twelve, had studied medicine at the University of Kansas and Northwestern University. In the mid-1920s, he made his living selling illegal drugs out of his Chicago pharmacy; arrested and sentenced to a three-year term in Leavenworth in 1931, he obtained parole and promptly skipped it, fleeing to Mexico when it appeared he might be rearrested. Piquett was his attorney. When Loeser slipped back into Chicago as “Ralph Robiend” in early 1934, Piquett hired him to perform cosmetic surgery on a con man named William Elmer Meade.

Loeser’s assistant that night was a jittery thirty-two-year-old alcoholic named Harold Cassidy. He was Art O’Leary’s cousin. Seven years out of the University of Illinois medical school, the cash-strapped Cassidy had an ex-wife who was forever pestering him for alimony; Piquett was his lawyer, too. In his North Side office, located above one of Al Capone’s old speakeasies, Cassidy performed illegal abortions and anything else to make money. He had assisted Loeser in the earlier surgery and was to receive $600 for his work on Dillinger.

Standing in Jimmy Probasco’s front bedroom, Dillinger told Loeser what he wanted from the surgery; Loeser said he foresaw no difficulties. “Do you want a general or a local anesthetic?” he asked Dillinger.

“A general would put me completely out, wouldn’t it?” Dillinger asked.

“Yes, it would.”

“Are you going to be here, Art?” Dillinger asked O’Leary.

“I’ll stay if you want me, Johnnie,” O’Leary said.

“I want you to stay.”

Loeser asked what Dillinger had eaten that day. Only a grapefruit and some toast for breakfast, Dillinger said. It wasn’t true. Dillinger, in fact, had a full meal just an hour earlier, but he was anxious to get started. While Loeser washed his hands in a bathroom, Dillinger stripped off his shirt and lay on the cot. After assembling his things, Cassidy leaned over him, placed a towel over his face, and began dripping ether onto it.

“You there, Art?” Dillinger asked.

“I’m right with you, Johnnie,” O’Leary said.

After a minute or two Dillinger was still semiconscious. Frustrated, Cassidy emptied an entire can of ether onto the towel. Suddenly, he noticed a change in Dillinger’s complexion. He seemed to be turning blue. His breathing stopped. Cassidy panicked, backing up against the wall. “What is it?” O’Leary asked.

“He’s not breathing!” Cassidy yelped.

Dillinger’s food intake was causing a reaction to the anesthesia. Loeser darted into the room and furiously began pumping Dillinger’s chest. Behind him Probasco appeared in the doorway, a panic-stricken look on his face. “My God he’s dead!” he shouted. “Oh my God!”

As O’Leary opened a window to vent the ether fumes, Loeser continued pumping Dillinger’s chest. Finally, after a few more tense minutes, he began breathing. O’Leary and Probasco exchanged sighs of relief. They had no doubt what Van Meter and Nelson would do to them had Dillinger died; no one would believe they hadn’t betrayed him.

Once Dillinger was stabilized, Loeser leaned over his face and began. It was slow going. Dillinger vomited several times during the surgery and bled heavily, staining the cot. Loeser cleaned away the vomit and blood and pressed on. He first removed three facial moles. He then gave Dillinger a facelift, making slits beneath each of the outlaw’s ears, then pulling back the skin to eliminate wrinkles. With skin from the cheek incisions, he filled Dillinger’s chin dimple. Then he sutured the wounds and bandaged them.  When he was finished, Dillinger looked like a bloody mummy. In an hour he came to.

He was very groggy. O’Leary explained that he had almost died. Dillinger managed a tiny laugh. “It might just as well have been now as some other time,” he said.

Dillinger remained in the small bedroom, recuperating, for two days. On Thursday, May 31, Cassidy visited and took off the bandages. Dillinger stared at himself in a mirror. The telltale chin dimple was gone, as were the moles. He smiled. He looked like a new man.

 

 

All that May Hoover brooded on the disastrous course the War on Crime had taken. Little Bohemia had made the Bureau a national laughingstock. Dillinger had vanished. So had the Barkers. The mystery of the Kansas City Massacre remained unsolved, and there hadn’t been a reliable sighting of Pretty Boy Floyd in months. The Bureau received—and deserved—no credit for the killings of Bonnie and Clyde. Frank Hamer gave an interview saying he would hunt down Dillinger if the FBI asked. Hoover’s position was obvious: over my dead body.

Little Bohemia made several things clear to Hoover. More than anything it demonstrated how unprepared his men were for gunfights. Despite months of crash training, the College Boys remained hopeless with guns and utterly lost in anything approaching a combat situation. Hoover was determined that the next time the FBI shot it out with Dillinger, they would be ready. That meant one thing: bringing in the Cowboys. Hoover had Pop Nathan canvas the Southwestern bureaus in search of men with firearms skills. Several fit the bill, and that May they began trickling into Chicago.

Among the first to arrive was thirty-eight-year-old Charles Winstead, the craggy Texan who had chased Machine Gun Kelly and Bonnie and Clyde, and had taken part in the capture of Harvey Bailey. Winstead arrived on May 12, flying up from Love Field in Dallas. Arriving on the nineteenth floor, Winstead renewed acquaintances with another old Texan, the onetime Ranger J. C. “Doc” White, a wisecracking younger brother of Tom White, Hoover’s best man during the 1920s. At fifty-five, Doc White became the eldest member of the Dillinger Squad and a mentor to many younger agents.

Not all the new men arriving in Chicago were Texans. One of the best was thirty-one-year-old Herman Hollis, the resident agent in Tulsa, who  has been nosing around the Barker Gang’s old Eastern Oklahoma haunts for months. Hollis, known as “Ed,” was the rare College Boy who could handle a gun; a long-nosed lawyer from Des Moines, he earned a sharp-shooter’s medal with the Thompson submachine gun. Energetic and hardworking, Hollis was rated as one of the FBI’s top investigators.

But Hollis had issues. He had been the Detroit SAC until performance reviews questioned his administrative abilities. He was forever pestering the Bureau to transfer him to California or Arizona; his wife, Genevieve, had “a nervous condition” that doctors said would improve in a warmer climate. A lady’s man, chatty with the stenographers, Hollis was also vain. “He possibly takes an unusual amount of pride in the neatness of his attire,” Hugh Clegg noted in one memo, “particularly when passing mirrors.”5

But Hollis was a capable investigator, good with a gun, and Hoover didn’t have enough men like him. In fact, when Pop Nathan drew up a roster of agents “particularly qualified . . . for work of a dangerous character,” Hollis was one of only eleven names on the list. In desperation Hoover cast his eyes to Southwest police departments. From Dallas he hired the chief of detectives, R. L. “Bob” Jones. From Waco he brought a detective named Buck Buchanan. From Oklahoma City, Hoover lured two members of the department’s pistol team, a thirty-year-old detective named Jerry Campbell and the night police chief, Clarence Hurt, thirty-nine, who had taken part in the Underhill shoot-out; both men were destined for long FBI careers. Hurt’s earlier application to the Bureau had been turned down, Pop Nathan noting he “sees nothing in applicant to indicate the possession of any particularly constructive imagination.” But Hurt was good with a gun, and that was enough.

These men were to form the heart of a new and improved Dillinger Squad. The new hires were sent to Washington for a month of training. The day they finished, Clarence Hurt wrote a friend that he and his partner Jerry Campbell were the only men in the class who weren’t lawyers.6 That was the point; all the new men understood they were brought in not to capture the likes of Dillinger, but in all likelihood to kill them. “They hired me as a hired gun, no question about it; they were getting too many accountants and lawyers killed,” D. A. “Jelly” Bryce, an Oklahoma City detective hired later that year, told friends, according to Bryce biographer Ron Owens.

But importing gunmen alone wouldn’t find Dillinger, Hoover realized.  The problem was leadership. The problem was Purvis. In later years Purvis’s fall from Hoover’s favor would be attributed to jealousy. Hoover, a generation of writers concluded, couldn’t abide the attention his subordinate drew from the nation’s press as he pursued Dillinger. While this may have been true, the roots of Purvis’s demise lay less in his thirst for publicity than in his own yearlong series of blunders. Arresting the wrong suspects in the Hamm kidnapping and “forgetting” orders to capture Machine Gun Kelly were bad enough. Hoover stuck with his beloved “Little Mel” through it all, even defending his performance at Little Bohemia. But there was no denying Purvis’s ineptitude in the Dillinger hunt. Suspects were found then lost. His informants were hopeless. He raided the wrong apartments. He built no bridges to the Chicago police while annoying other departments. He’d had his car stolen from in front of his house.

Hoover’s doubts were mounting when Purvis was handed the best bait the Bureau had been served in months. On May 26 a federal judge in Wisconsin granted the Little Bohemia women—Helen Gillis, Jean Delaney, and Mickey Conforti—probation. Before being released, the three women were questioned at the Bankers Building. Purvis assigned a half-dozen men to shadow them. Conforti went to her foster parents’ home, while Gillis and Delaney went to the apartment of Nelson’s sister, Juliette Fitzsimmons, on South Marshfield Avenue. All three women settled into quiet routines. They knew they were being watched.

Purvis searched for a way to make his agents less noticeable. There was a gas station across from the Fitzsimmons home, and he pressed the owner to let an agent work there. On Tuesday, May 29, three days after Helen’s release, Purvis called on the man, and was stunned when he mentioned he had seen Nelson visiting his wife the day before. Nelson had circled the block four times, apparently looking for surveillance, then walked right up to the building and gone inside.7

This was too much for Hoover. He fired off an ominously worded letter to Purvis. “I am becoming quite concerned over some of these developments in the Chicago district,” Hoover wrote Purvis. “We have had too many instances where surveillances have not been properly conducted, and where persons under surveillance have been able to avoid the same . . . I cannot continue to tolerate action of investigators that permits leads to remain uncovered, or at least improperly covered. It is imperative that you exercise the proper supervision over the handling of this case.”8

Purvis’s position deteriorated further that same day when a Chicago newspaper reported that Eddie Green’s widow had arrived in the city and was talking with the FBI. When a Hoover aide questioned Purvis about the leak, Purvis said the reporter had probably “concocted” it. “It’s strange they should concoct the truth,” Hoover scrawled on a memo.9 Hoover had just sent a terse wire to Purvis requesting an explanation when a rash of articles the next morning quoted Purvis saying he thought Dillinger was dead. Once again Hoover demanded an explanation. Once again Purvis insisted it was all a product of reporters’ imaginations. “I would not have made such a statement to the effect that John Dillinger is dead because, primarily, I do not believe that he is dead,” Purvis wrote Hoover.10

For Hoover the turning point came the next night, Thursday, May 31, the same day Dillinger had his facial bandages removed across town. The agents watching Helen Gillis were staying in an apartment across the street. Purvis had put Ed Hollis in charge. It was a problematic stakeout from the outset, as “[Helen] is quite aware that she is being followed at all times,” Purvis wrote Hoover. Still, he assured him, “This matter is receiving my closest attention.”11

What was needed, Purvis decided, was someone who could gain Helen’s trust. His choice for the assignment was a poor one, a Michigan City parolee named George Nelson. A convicted swindler, Nelson claimed he had known Dillinger in prison; he further claimed Baby Face Nelson had “stolen” his name. Purvis agreed to pay Nelson $20 a day. That Thursday night he dispatched him to the building on Marshfield Avenue.

From their position across the street, Hollis and the other agents watched as George Nelson drove up. As he did, Helen and Jean Delaney emerged from the building. Nelson approached the women, saying he was a messenger sent by Dillinger and Baby Face Nelson. Neither woman knew him, however, and both would later say they assumed he was an FBI plant. Helen and Delaney then walked around a corner, where Helen disappeared into a movie theater. Nelson followed.

Rather than tail the women themselves, Hollis and his men decided to wait, assuming they would return shortly. When there was no sign of them after fifteen minutes, the agents scrambled down to the street and jogged around the corner. There they saw Nelson sitting in his car. To their surprise, Nelson recognized them and came over to talk. He said Helen was in the theater and assured them he had the situation in hand. He didn’t. Hollis and his men returned to their apartment and waited for the women to return. At dawn they were still waiting.12db

The women were gone. Purvis passed the bad news to Hoover in a phone call Saturday morning, June 2. Later that day Hoover took aside one of his top aides, an agent named Sam Cowley. It was time to make some changes, he said. Cowley, who had spent the last year riding a desk at FBI headquarters, was being sent to Chicago to assume command of the Dillinger case.

 

 

Samuel P. Cowley, who would emerge as the unlikely star in the third act of Hoover’s War on Crime, was everything Melvin Purvis was not: sad-eyed, quiet, stern, jowly, clerkish, the very face of the faceless Washington bureaucrat. Cowley came from a prominent Mormon family in Utah. His father, Mathias, was one of the international church’s twelve governing apostles until forced to resign in 1903, when Cowley was four. The problem was Mathias’s devotion to polygamy, which the church had outlawed. Growing up, young Sam Cowley belonged to one of four separate families Mathias created with four separate wives.

After graduating from high school in 1916, Cowley served as a Mormon missionary in Hawaii; he spoke fluent Hawaiian. Returning home in 1920 he attended Utah Agricultural College, played on the football team, and in the summers worked as a salesman peddling knit goods across Nebraska and the Dakotas. He wanted to be a lawyer, but at the time Utah had no law school. He was accepted instead at Hoover’s alma mater, George Washington University, in 1925.

On graduating in 1929, Cowley wanted to practice law in Utah, but couldn’t find a job. As a stopgap he applied to the FBI, telling his family he would return west when the economy improved. He was accepted as a special agent. He was twenty-nine. In the next three years Cowley was shuffled through FBI offices in Detroit, Chicago, Butte, Salt Lake City, and finally Los Angeles, where he met and married a Utah girl, Lavon Chipman. He was a solid, industrious investigator, nothing special, distinguishing himself mostly in clerical duties; he peppered Washington with suggestions to improve the Bureau’s filing system.

Impressed, Hoover transferred him to headquarters in October 1932, putting him on the new kidnap desk. At five-feet-nine and 170 pounds, with an oatmeal complexion and baggy suits, Cowley was often underestimated. “This employee is frankly rather umimpressive in certain personal characteristics, which is accentuated by his thoughtlessness or carelessness in the selection of his tailor,” a reviewing officer wrote of Cowley in early 1934. Still, the reviewer went on, he “has acquired considerable poise and self-confidence . . . This employee has a habit of consistently doing things right.”

Bland but hardworking, Cowley was at his desk early in the morning, late at night, Sundays and holidays. He was a memo-writing machine, capable of condensing a towering stack of files into a single crisp page; he was so deskbound, in fact, he never bothered to qualify on the Bureau’s new pistol range. Vincent Hughes, the director of investigations, noticed Cowley’s appetite for work and made him his assistant in late 1933. This drew Cowley into the thick of the War on Crime. He spent hours each day on the phone with the field offices, relaying their tips, leads, needs, and concerns to Hoover.

His work was so impressive that when Hughes dropped dead in January 1934—overwork, some said—Cowley inherited his job. His workload mushroomed, to the detriment of his young family. When his wife gave birth to their second son that March, Cowley couldn’t make it to the hospital; he was so busy, in fact, he couldn’t find time to name the boy. Lavon joked that if he didn’t come up with a name soon she would name the child “Junior.”13  By May, as Hoover was souring on Purvis, Cowley had emerged as one of the director’s most trusted aides; hundreds of calls from SACs in the Bremer and Dillinger cases passed through his typewriter on the way to the director’s desk.

No announcement about Cowley’s appointment to supervise Purvis was made, publicly or privately, which would lead to years of confusion over Cowley’s role; in the months to come, newspaper accounts would repeatedly refer to him as “Purvis’s chief assistant.” At least initially, Purvis was told that Cowley’s assignment to Chicago was a kind of inspection tour, a chance for Hoover’s main aide to assess the organization Purvis had built to apprehend Dillinger.

But the truth was obvious to everyone the moment Cowley arrived in Chicago. “No one said anything, but we all knew,” Doris Rogers remembers. “It was on the office grapevine, you know, just whispering and glances. ‘Cowley is coming.’ You just nodded. We knew what that meant. You knew it without being told.”

Cowley wasted no time taking charge. After a morning flight from Washington on Sunday, June 3, he was at the Bankers Building by noon. When he reached the nineteenth floor Purvis wasn’t there, so he busied himself debriefing the agents responsible for losing Helen Gillis. It was shoddy work, and Cowley said so. When Purvis arrived he tried to defend his men, but Cowley decreed the surveillance a failure. Of the fourteen agents assigned to the Dillinger case, four were watching Nelson’s sister’s home. Cowley immediately designated three for reassignment.

From all appearances, Purvis accepted his demotion without comment. But from the tone of their memoranda it’s clear there was little warmth between the two; in his 1936 book, American Agent, Purvis tellingly fails to mention either Cowley or his own demotion.dc “You could see the strain on their faces,” Doris Rogers recalls. “I felt sorry for Cowley. He was just doing his job. He was as ill at ease as Purvis. When you looked at Cowley, and you looked at Purvis, we all knew the fix was in. There was a sense Melvin had been betrayed. We all felt betrayed, defeated. You could see it by the way [Purvis] walked, by the way he wore his hat. A little hunched, a little bit shoulders. We all felt under siege. The enemy was moving in. The friends we had [in Washington] had all turned to enemies.”

On the nineteenth floor, morale sagged. It wasn’t just that Purvis’s men were exhausted, that their loyalty to Washington was shaken. The nature of their jobs had changed. Few sought a career in law enforcement. For most the FBI was to be a temporary job, a postcollege adventure, something to do till the Depression ended and real jobs beckoned. They hadn’t signed up to be killed. Doris Rogers was dating several of the agents, and many confided their doubts to her.

“When the feeling came that Purvis was being undermined, every agent in the office would have resigned if he could,” she remembers. “It wasn’t just loyalty to Melvin. By that time the agents were all tired, worn out. They wished they were home jerking sodas in a drugstore. They would have done anything to get out. They were being thrown into situations where they could get killed. None of them asked for that. It wouldn’t get them a Medal of Honor. It would only get them dead. They knew that. This was not their goal in life. The sense was, ‘What are we doing in this dreadful job?’”

Tension hung thick that Sunday afternoon as Cowley and Purvis drove to Fort Wayne to assess Purvis’s second major surveillance, at the Audrey Russ home. It, too, had degenerated into a fiasco. The three agents had actually moved from the Russ home to a hotel twelve miles away because the combative Mrs. Russ was expecting houseguests; she had graciously consented to telephone if Dillinger appeared. After an all-night debriefing, Cowley ordered the agents back to Chicago. He and Purvis returned to the Bankers Building at 5:15 A.M.14

Cowley, whose capacity for work appeared boundless, spent Monday reviewing the rest of Purvis’s apparatus, quizzing him on the efficacy of informants and getting up to speed on the Bremer case, on which six agents were working full-time. That night he drove to Indianapolis, where the next morning he toured the Mooresville area with Earl Connelley; Connelley had sixteen agents on the ground around Indianapolis, watching the Dillinger farmhouse and other family homes, two more men in Dayton and another in Columbus, Ohio. Cowley was skeptical Connelley’s stakeouts could accomplish anything. “[Cowley] remarked that they have had the covers there for a month or six weeks,” Hoover wrote in a memo that night, “and it is hardly believable that it is not known, and it is likewise hardly believable that [Dillinger is] going to contact [them] when they know this.”15

Still, Cowley told Hoover he could see no changes worth making. Hoover liked what he heard. For the first time in weeks, he seemed pleased. Two days later he phoned Cowley and, as he wrote in a memo, “advised that I was of the opinion that the [new] situation at Chicago would work out all right, and that I had told Mr. Purvis that until we complete the Dillinger investigation I wanted Mr. Cowley to take complete charge.”16

While Cowley assumed command, Purvis’s run of bad luck continued. Pete Pierpont’s old girlfriend, Mary Kinder, had gotten engaged, and Connelley had befriended her fiancé; the boy told him Kinder expected to meet Dillinger soon. That Tuesday, Purvis drove down to the town of Mishawaka, where agents had trailed Kinder to a shack where Pierpont’s parents were opening a barbecue stand. Purvis and his men watched the building until midnight when, to their dismay, a convoy of eight police cars drove up. Out spilled a dozen cops in bulletproof vests; rifles raised, they demanded to know who Purvis was. Sheepishly Purvis explained, apologizing for his failure to notify authorities he was in the area. Afterward he trudged to a phone to once again break bad news to Washington. “Mr. Purvis stated that of course the matter is ‘shot’ from our point of view,” an aide wrote Hoover, “and I approved his suggestion that it be turned over to the police to cover. I told him to caution the police, however, to give the matter no publicity.”17

 

 

On the Sunday Sam Cowley arrived in Chicago, Van Meter followed Dillinger into the brave new world of cosmetic surgery. He paid $5,000 for it. Once again Dr. Loeser came to Probasco’s house to perform the procedure, with Harold Cassidy assisting. This time everything went smoothly. Loeser slit open Van Meter’s nose, flattening a bump and removing tissue from the bulb. After cutting down the size of Van Meter’s upper lip, Loeser used acid to remove the “Hope” tattoo on his right forearm. Apparently, no one viewed this as a bad omen.

Two mornings later Loeser returned and used a hydrochloric acid solution to remove both Van Meter’s and Dillinger’s fingerprints. Dillinger endured the treatment in silence, grimacing, beads of sweat appearing on his forehead. Van Meter cursed loudly, dancing around the room, flapping his hands in an effort to fight the pain. Afterward Baby Face Nelson dropped by, plopping on a living room couch to smirk at his partners’ faces. “So you two decided to go out and buy yourselves a pair of new mugs,” he cracked. “Maybe you needed them.”

“At least I’ll be able to go out on the street and get around now,” Dillinger said.18

At one point, Piquett dropped by and told Dillinger he needed cash to pay attorneys who had helped represent Billie Frechette at her trial in St. Paul; as expected, she had drawn a yearlong sentence in a federal women’s prison. Dillinger sent O’Leary to his father for the money. On Wednesday night, June 6, O’Leary checked into the Claypool Hotel in Indianapolis. The next morning he found Hubert Dillinger at his filling station. Hubert cocked his head in the direction of Art McGinnis, the FBI informant who had been loitering around the station for over a month. “Be careful what you say,” Hubert said.

“What’s that rat doing here?” O’Leary asked.

“I want him around where I can keep an eye on him.”

“I have a note from Johnnie for your dad,” O’Leary said.19

Telling McGinnis that O’Leary was an FBI agent who wanted to see his father, Hubert drove him out to the Dillinger farmhouse in Mooresville. John Dillinger, Sr., met them at the roadside. O’Leary handed him the note. It read in part:Dad:

I got here all right and find I still have some friends that won’t sell me out. Would like to have stayed longer at the house. I enjoyed seeing your [sic] and the girls so much. I have been over lots of country but home always looks good to me . . . This sure keeps a fellow moving. I will be leaving soon and you will not need worry any more. Tell the girls hello. Hope everybody is well.

JOHNNIE20




“How is Johnnie?” Mr. Dillinger asked.

“He’s fine, Mr. Dillinger,” O’Leary said.

The elder Dillinger walked out to his barn. After a moment he returned with a package wrapped in newspaper. Inside, O’Leary found $3,000; it was the money Dillinger had given his father after the Fostoria robbery. “If you see Johnnie when you get back,” Hubert told O’Leary, “mention to him that Art McGinnis is at the filling station with me.”21 O’Leary promised he would.

There is no indication in FBI files that agents watching the Dillinger home noted O’Leary’s visit; if they had, they might have followed him back to Jimmy Probasco’s house in Chicago that night. Art McGinnis, however, had his suspicions. The next day, Earl Connelley called Washington to report “that some private individual endeavoring to locate Dillinger has represented himself as a Government Officer, in contacting John Dillinger’s half-brother, Hubert. Mr. Connelley states that he has an informant advising that an unknown person took Hubert away for several hours yesterday and talked to him.”22 The FBI never learned the person’s identity; presumably, this was O’Leary.

When he returned to Chicago that night, O’Leary found Dillinger at Probasco’s house, pacing from room to room in a foul mood. They had heard the news on the radio, he said. It was Tommy Carroll.




Waterloo, Iowa Thursday, June 7 

Carroll and his girlfriend Jean Delaney had taken a trip through Iowa, intending to end up at Delaney’s parents’ home in St. Paul. After spending the night outside Cedar Rapids, they were cruising through the town of Waterloo when they had car trouble and stopped at a filling station to have the car serviced. Afterward, about lunchtime, a Waterloo police detective named Emil Steffen took a call from the station’s mechanic, who said he had just worked on a bronze Hudson and had seen a rifle and a collection of license plates beneath a floor mat. He said the driver looked like a “tough customer.”

Detective Steffen grabbed another officer, P. E. Walker, and went cruising the streets of Waterloo, looking for the car. They couldn’t find it, and after an hour or so returned to the police station downtown. There, parked across the street, they saw the car. They pulled up beside it and waited. After a bit they saw a young man and a pretty blonde approach the car. As the detectives watched, Carroll opened the passenger door of the Hudson, allowing Delaney to slide in. Then he walked around to the driver’s-side door.

The detectives stepped out of their car. “Hey!” Officer Walker said. “Just a minute there. Who are you?”

“Who are you?” Carroll said.

“Police officers,” Walker said.

Carroll took a step backward and reached beneath his coat. Thinking he was going for a gun, Walker charged. Just as Carroll drew his pistol, Walker swung his fist and smashed him in the nose. Carroll fell onto his rear, by the curb. In an instant he was up, the gun in his right hand. He ran onto the sidewalk. Detective Steffen drew his revolver and fired. From a distance of about fifteen feet, his bullet struck Carroll beneath the left armpit. Delaney screamed.

Dropping his gun, Carroll stumbled away from the sidewalk, into an alley. Detective Steffen set his feet and fired three times; two of the bullets struck home. Carroll fell on his side in the alley.

Steffen ran up. Standing over the fallen man, he demanded to know his name. “Tommy Carroll,” he rasped. Carroll refused to answer any more questions. “I got seven hundred dollars on me,” he said. “Be sure the little girl gets it. She doesn’t know what it’s all about.”

They placed Jean Delaney under arrest and took Carroll to the hospital.  Two agents from the St. Paul office made it to the hospital that afternoon. Doctors said Carroll didn’t have long. The agents stood over his hospital bed and fired questions at him for forty-five minutes, but it was no use. Tommy Carroll died at 6:55 that evening.23

 

 

Closeted at Jimmy Probasco’s house, Dillinger and Van Meter had sharply different reactions to their friend’s passing. Van Meter swore he would never die like that, gunned down in some filthy alley, and the rest of his career he did his best to stay out of public view.

Not Dillinger. Once his wrappings were removed, he wanted nothing more than to taste life. The day after Carroll’s death, Friday, June 8, Dillinger decided to attend a Chicago Cubs baseball game at Wrigley Field. Piquett went with him, and later said he saw John Stege of the Chicago police’s Dillinger Squad there as well. “Fuzz,”24 Piquett whispered to Dillinger outside the ballpark. “Big fuzz.”

If Dillinger worried about being seen, he rarely showed it. By all accounts, he appeared intoxicated by his ability to circulate among the crowds without being recognized. Later, some would attribute this to his “new face,” others to his burgeoning ego. By that weekend Dillinger was feeling well enough to visit a Chicago nightclub, and he may have visited a whorehouse. By the following Monday, June 11, he had met a pretty waitress named Polly Hamilton and was thinking of seeing more of her.dd “That reminds me of Marie,” Van Meter remarked, mentioning his former girlfriend, Mickey Conforti, whom he hadn’t seen since abandoning her at Little Bohemia two months earlier.25

By Wednesday morning, June 13, Van Meter was feeling chipper enough to go in search of his old flame. He rose early, put on his best dark suit and white shoes, then added his latest bit of disguise, a set of delicate pince-nez eyeglasses, attached by a long black ribbon to his vest. Thus attired, he walked outside and slid behind the wheel of his maroon Ford sedan. Reuniting with Mickey Conforti, he knew, was a calculated risk. The FBI had been watching her for weeks.
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The death of Tommy Carroll gave Hoover’s men their first new batch of clues in weeks. None came from Jean Delaney; the morning after Carroll’s death, agents questioned her till 4:15 A.M., but she said little of use. Even the persuasive Hugh Clegg got nothing out of her. She was sentenced to a year and a day and shipped to the federal women’s prison in West Virginia.

The clues were in Carroll’s luggage, a black leather Gladstone bag. Two of the dead man’s dress shirts were still in wrappers from a laundry in suburban Niles Center.de When the owner was shown a photo of Carroll, she identified him as one of her customers; he’d only been in a few times. Shown photos of other Dillinger and Barker Gang members, she identified Baby Face Nelson as Carroll’s friend, “Mr. Cody,” a “nice young man” who had been bringing in his laundry since early May. Once, she remembered, when he arrived to pick up a load of shirts that wasn’t yet ready, he snapped his fingers and remarked that he had driven fifty miles to pick it up.

Despite some progress, Cowley still had a lot to learn. His worst mistake was taking his men off Mickey Conforti. Conforti knew she was being watched; Cowley thought it a waste of time to keep her under surveillance when she was unlikely to contact Van Meter. He was wrong. On the night of June 14 his office received a call from Conforti’s foster mother. Conforti had disappeared.

Cowley could kick himself. Van Meter had simply approached one of Conforti’s girlfriends, sending her to Conforti’s house with the message he wanted to reunite. She had thrown some things in an overnight bag, met him on a corner, and vanished. Two weeks to the day after Purvis had let Baby Face Nelson retrieve his wife—the debacle that prompted Cowley’s reassignment—Cowley had done the same thing. The last known link to the Dillinger Gang had slipped from his hands.

 

 

 

Losing Mickey Conforti was bad enough. But Cowley’s most inexplicable oversight in those sultry days of June was his failure to put a tail on Louis Piquett. Cowley’s men had investigated Piquett’s background, dredging up bits of dirt on his involvement in various stock swindles. They had interviewed his former secretary Esther Anderson, the woman who turned Dillinger away after his Crown Point escape; Anderson wasn’t asked about that day’s events and she didn’t volunteer anything. Through it all, Piquett was allowed to roam free.df

As a result, Piquett and Art O’Leary were able to continue tending to Dillinger’s needs right under the FBI’s noses. The two visited Probasco’s house every few days. Piquett was brimming with schemes to cash in on Dillinger’s notoriety. He offered a reporter for the Chicago American an interview with Dillinger for $50,000; the paper declined. Piquett and the paper also discussed the possibility of the American handling Dillinger’s surrender. Dillinger was game for anything short of surrender, even an autobiography; Piquett said he would bring in a tape recorder so Dillinger could record his memories.

Dillinger was most excited by the idea of a movie. Piquett proposed that they purchase cameras and recording equipment and have Dillinger and Van Meter filmed lecturing on the evils of crime.

“I’ll give out a message to the youth of America!” Van Meter enthused.

“No, that’s not the idea, Van,” Dillinger said. “We just want to tell them that crime does not pay.”

“Well,” Van Meter said, “you tell them that crime does not pay, and I’ll give my talk to the youth of America.”26

When he wasn’t discussing these and other pipe dreams, Dillinger spent much of his time in Probasco’s living room reading newspapers. Van Meter, who wasn’t a reader, spent hours hunched over the police band of Probasco’s radio, avidly relaying items he heard to Dillinger. They chuckled over the stream of bogus sightings the FBI and Chicago police were forced to pursue. There were reports Dillinger had been seen in Kentucky, in Wisconsin, even hiding in the Ozark Mountains with Pretty Boy Floyd. For the most part, Dillinger just laughed. He only lost his temper when the radio carried the spurious news that the attorney general had issued orders that he be shot on sight.

When O’Leary came by the house that night, Dillinger handed him a slip of paper. On it he had scribbled the home addresses of Melvin Purvis and Agent Harold Reinecke, who had earned Dillinger’s ire after newspaperreports that he had browbeat Billie Frechette while she was in FBI custody. “I want you to check up on these addresses and see that they’re right,” Dillinger said. O’Leary went to Piquett. Harboring was one thing, murder another. Piquett confronted Dillinger the next day. “Just what are you planning to do, Johnnie?” he asked.

“They’re out to kill me, aren’t they?” Dillinger said. “Why should I sit around and wait for it? We’re going to be parked outside their houses one of these nights and get them before they get us.”

“Don’t you realize what a stunt like this would mean?” Piquett said. “They’d call out the army and place the town under martial law, and hang me from a lamppost.”

Piquett won the argument, but in it lay the seeds of a rift between the two men. It widened when Dillinger and Van Meter playfully warned Piquett they were planning to rob “all the banks” in his Wisconsin hometown. Piquett didn’t get the joke. Losing his temper, he swore—as he did over the idea of assassinating Purvis—that if Dillinger went forward, “you and I will be through.”27

Nor was Piquett too excited about Dillinger’s forays into the streets of Chicago. He was going out almost every night now, days as well. He took in another Cubs game or two, revisited the World’s Fair, and apparently began regular trips to a North Side whorehouse. No one seemed to notice him. Dillinger further disguised his appearance by dying his hair black, growing a mustache, and buying a pair of gold-rim wire spectacles. After the dark weeks spent in the red panel truck, his confidence was growing. Van Meter, who had rented Mickey Conforti a room on the South Side, thought Dillinger was nuts for cavorting so openly and said so. “You’re going to get it one of these days, running around so much,” he chided.28

The subject arose again on June 23, when Homer Cummings announced a new $15,000 in rewards for Dillinger’s capture. Nelson warranted only $7,500. “Looks like my price is going up,” Dillinger joked to Van Meter. “Watch Jimmy burn when he finds the government put a cheaper price tag on him than on me. And you, Van, you don’t rate at all.”

“Nuts to you,” Van Meter said. “You just better watch out that someone doesn’t cash in on that reward.”

 

 

 

At the Bankers Building, Cowley had agents on half a dozen stakeouts. He asked Washington for more men and got them. Eight agents had been  added to the Dillinger Squad that month, bringing the total in Chicago to twenty-two. Still, by Wednesday, June 27, Cowley was no closer to catching Dillinger than when he arrived three weeks before. That day he held a strategy conference at the Bankers Building. Earl Connelley drove up from Indianapolis, Hugh Clegg came down from St. Paul, and a headquarters supervisor named Ed Tamm flew out from Washington.

They debated every lead and reassessed every stakeout. In Indiana, Connelley’s agents were watching a dozen places, while Connelley himself was keeping in regular touch with the informant Art McGinnis. Tamm argued they should increase the pressure on the Dillinger family. Clegg’s agents were launching raids all around the Twin Cities; that same day they had their first success, picking up Harry Sawyer’s bartender, Pat Reilly, who had been at Little Bohemia. Reilly prompted a flurry of news articles by stating he thought Dillinger was dead. Reporters flocked out to Mooresville to see John Dillinger, Sr., who assured them his son was still very much alive.

Cowley’s most promising stakeout was back at the Audrey Russ home in Fort Wayne; the Russes were insisting that Van Meter would return any day. Reversing himself, Cowley stationed four men there around the clock, including two of his best new marksmen, the Cowboys Charles Winstead and Clarence Hurt, who passed the days dodging the wrath of the combative Mrs. Russ.29 For the moment, Cowley was satisfied. They had agents working half the towns between Indianapolis and Chicago. Unfortunately, none were in the northern Indiana city of South Bend, which is where Dillinger struck that Saturday.

 

 

 

Dillinger’s robbery of the Merchants National Bank in South Bend was probably the most chaotic and confusing episode of his career. Among the few things known for sure is that the planning took place at a remote schoolhouse in Nelson’s territory, the northwest Chicago suburbs.dg Several nights that June, Van Meter and Dillinger drove out to the school to meet Nelson, who was usually accompanied by his growing band of acolytes, now including his California pal Johnny Chase; the rotund Bay Area bouncer Fatso Negri; his childhood friend, the racketeer Jack Perkins; and a Chicago mechanic Nelson knew from his racing days named Clarey Lieder. dh Only Negri was to give accounts of these meetings, and his versions changed over the years.di

To this day, no one is certain exactly who took part in the South Bend robbery. Eyewitnesses variously counted four, five, or six robbers; most versions put the number at five. Dillinger, Van Meter, and Nelson were confirmed participants. Jack Perkins was later tried and acquitted of joining them. It’s possible, if unlikely, that the fourth and fifth robbers that day were Johnny Chase and Fatso Negri.

The most intriguing theory about the other robbers’ identities has long centered on Pretty Boy Floyd and his sidekick Adam Richetti, whose disappearance had been so complete the FBI had not fielded a confirmed sighting of the pair in a year. One eyewitness firmly identified Floyd as the dark-complexioned “fat man” who worked alongside Dillinger in South Bend that day. Floyd’s involvement was suggested months later by Fatso Negri, who told the FBI he overheard gang members say they would be working with a “big-name Southwestern outlaw.” If it was Floyd, it’s conceivable he contacted Dillinger via Richetti, who served time in Indiana’s Pendleton Reformatory. It’s also possible Negri concocted the story to cover his own involvement.

Whoever accompanied Dillinger that day, it’s clear that tensions were rising between members of the gang. As usual, Nelson was the irritant. He thought Dillinger and Van Meter were living far too openly, and he repeatedly said so. This led to an angry confrontation at the schoolhouse one night between Nelson and Van Meter, after Nelson discovered Van Meter had reunited with Mickey Conforti, whom Nelson deemed untrustworthy. As Negri put it:Jimmie [Nelson] got into an argument with Van Meter, something about his living with a girl and he said the girl is no good and Van Meter said the girl is good, and Johnnie [Chase] said [to me], “Let’s take a walk,” and I take a walk because I expected [shooting] any minute. And so they settled it and after awhile Johnnie was telling me, he says that Van Meter promised Jimmie that he was going to hit his girl—bump her off . . . The argument got so hot that I could pretty near hear everything . . . [Van Meter] promised Jimmie that he was going to hit that girl and that if he didn’t, I think Jimmy will kill him . . . I thought there was going to be an awful shooting scrap there.30




The anecdote illustrates Nelson’s renowned volatility and the lengths Dillinger and Van Meter would go to humor him; there’s no suggestion Van Meter ever seriously considered killing Marie Conforti. It was in this emotional climate that the gang debated its next target. According to Negri, they studied several banks in Illinois and Indiana before eventually choosing the bank in South Bend. Van Meter had reconnoitered it that week, wearing his pince-nez. On Friday night, June 29, the gang made final plans at a meeting at the schoolhouse, checking their guns and bulletproof vests. They would need them.




 South Bend, Indiana Saturday, June 30  

It was a hot, bright summer morning when the gang’s car pulled up just past the intersection of Wayne and Michigan Streets in the heart of downtown South Bend at 11:30 A.M. Trolleys rattled up and down Michigan Avenue. The sidewalks were thronged with shoppers. Out in the intersection a twenty-nine-year-old policeman named Howard Wagner was directing traffic. An amateur boxer named Alex Slaby had just parked his car on Wayne Street when a brown Hudson pulled alongside him, double-parking. Slaby watched as four men jumped out. One looked familiar. He wore overalls, a straw boater, and a handkerchief over his right hand. As Slaby stared, trying to place him, Dillinger drew back the handkerchief and thrust a pistol toward him. “You better scram,” Dillinger said.

Slaby watched, stunned, as Dillinger and two of the others disappeared around the corner, toward the Merchants Bank. With a start, he realized the bank was about to be robbed. Slaby got out of his car, studying the waiting Hudson, whose engine was idling, and began to reach for the keys, which dangled in the ignition.

“What are you doing?” a voice said. Slaby turned and saw a young blond-haired man in front of the car, a machine gun barely hidden beneath his suit coat. It was Nelson. “Nothing,” Slaby said. He walked off unmolested, heading to a pay phone to summon police.

Around the corner, Van Meter pulled out a rifle and stationed himself at the bank’s front door while Dillinger and the unidentified “fat man” entered the bank. Dillinger wasted no time with niceties that day. Two dozen customers were in the lobby, lining up in front of the teller cages. Dillinger whipped out a Thompson submachine gun and shouted, “This is a holdup!”

Instinctively, most of the customers raised their hands and backed away, lining the walls and inching toward a rear wall. A bank vice president hid below his desk. A group of nine or ten people scampered into a conference room and locked the door. Ignoring them all, Dillinger stalked through a waist-high swinging door and began clearing stacks of cash off the counters. Suddenly another robber—probably the “fat man”—raised his submachine gun and fired a deafening volley into the ceiling. As bits of plaster rained into the lobby, he turned and grinned. Women screamed.

At the sound of gunshots, people on the sidewalks turned their heads. It sounded like firecrackers. Out in the intersection, Officer Wagner heard it, too. He strode toward the bank, his traffic whistle dangling from one hand. Van Meter saw him coming. He raised his rifle and fired. His bullet hit Wagner flush in the chest. The policeman staggered backward, slumping to the pavement even as he grabbed at his holstered pistol. He would be dead in half an hour.

Panic broke out. Everywhere, people were running and screaming. A few doors down Wayne Street, a jeweler named Harry Berg emerged onto the sidewalk carrying a pistol. Spying Nelson holding a submachine gun on the corner, he opened fire. His first bullet hit Nelson square in the chest; Nelson’s career might have ended there if not for the bulletproof vest he wore. Stunned, Nelson turned and fired a burst that sent Berg scurrying back into his store. Most of his bullets raked a parked car, shattering the windshield and wounding the man inside. Another man was struck in the stomach by a ricochet. He staggered into the jewelry store and collapsed, badly wounded.

Nelson swung the gun menacingly as people ran for cover. Just then a seventeen-year-old boy named Joseph Pawlowski ran across the intersection and leaped onto Nelson’s back. The two grappled for a moment before  Nelson swung his gun butt into Pawlowski’s temple, stunning him. The teenager fell to the sidewalk, then ran off.

Alone and vulnerable outside the bank, Van Meter stepped into the Nisley Shoes store and ordered a half-dozen people out onto the sidewalk, where he lined them up before him as a human shield. Three traffic cops, hearing the shots, hustled up Wayne Street and saw the group, their hands in the air. Van Meter fired, sending the cops running for cover behind parked cars.

Just then Dillinger and his unidentified partner emerged from the bank, carrying cloth sacks containing more than $28,000 in cash. With them were three hostages, including the bank president, Delos Cohen. From across the intersection the patrolmen opened fire. Cohen fell, hit in the ankle. Another hostage, a cashier, was hit in the leg.

“I’m shot!” he yelped.

“Keep going,” Dillinger said, shoving him forward.

As Dillinger, Van Meter, and the fat man herded the hostages toward the getaway car, a furious gun battle broke out. Shielded by parked cars, the three patrolmen fired again and again. Standing beside the waiting Hudson, Nelson swung his submachine gun, firing wildly, bullets striking store windows and the State Theatre’s marquee.

Suddenly Van Meter fell. Dillinger turned and saw blood gushing from his head. Abandoning the two hostages, he grabbed Van Meter beneath the armpits and dragged him into the Hudson. The car was riddled with bullets, and more struck it as it sped away.31 A half-dozen policemen claimed to have chased the car as it fled west out of South Bend. It was later found abandoned outside the town of Gibsland.

Van Meter was bleeding badly when the gang returned to their rendezvous point at the white schoolhouse that afternoon. Fatso Negri was called, and when he arrived he found Van Meter lying on the ground, covered with blood. As Negri later described the scene to the FBI, “Van Meter is lying down, he is in agony and I think he is dying.” Negri wanted to get a doctor, but Nelson said no. Someone suggested they “yaffle,” or kidnap, a doctor. Dillinger and Nelson got into a heated argument. Eventually, Dillinger decided to take Van Meter back to Jimmy Probasco’s. They could get a doctor there.

Dillinger drove the bleeding Van Meter back into Chicago, pulling up behind Probasco’s house after nightfall. Probasco tried to reach the anesthetist, Harold Cassidy, but couldn’t. In the doctor’s absence, Probasco  bandaged Van Meter’s wound. The next evening O’Leary and Piquett came by. They found Probasco stalking the apartment, cursing. “Where’s that damn Cassidy?” Probasco said. “I called him a dozen times yesterday to come over, and the son of a bitch never showed up. If we had to rely on him, Van Meter would be dead now. It’s just lucky I happen to be a pretty good doctor. Here, show them your head.”

Van Meter was sitting on a couch, recovering nicely. “I saved your life, didn’t I?” Probasco asked him. “Why, I was up all night picking hairs out of that wound.”

A little later Cassidy arrived. As Probasco and Van Meter cursed him, he cleaned the wound and rebandaged it. Dillinger regaled the group with the story of the wild shoot-out, dwelling on the story of the Jewish jeweler who had brazenly fired on Nelson. “You know, Johnnie,” Van Meter said at one point. “We’ll have to go back to South Bend in the next few days and take care of that little Jew.”

“Sure we will, Van,” Dillinger said, laughing. “Sure we will.”
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 THE WOMAN IN ORANGE

 

July 1 to July 27, 1934

 

By the weekend of the South Bend robbery, Dillinger had already made up his mind to leave Jimmy Probasco’s house. Probasco was a quarrelsome drunk, and Dillinger worried he might let something slip. According to one source, he and Van Meter overheard a telephone conversation in which Probasco had a heated argument with someone, telling him at one point, “I don’t care if you bring the cops. Go ahead and see what happens when they get here.” Dillinger was not amused. The final straw came on Wednesday, July 4, when he and Van Meter returned to the house and found Piquett and Probasco drinking heavily. Once the two left, the two outlaws packed their things, threw them in Van Meter’s car, and never came back.1

That same day, July 4, Dillinger moved into an apartment at 2420 North Halsted Street, in a German-immigrant neighborhood on the North Side.dj  Three other people lived in the apartment, two of them women, and in their shadowy relationships—with each other, with Dillinger, and with an Indiana police detective—lay the seeds of Dillinger’s demise. One of the women was Dillinger’s new girlfriend Polly Hamilton, a twenty-six-year-old divorcée who waitressed at the S&S Café on Wilson Avenue. The other was Ana Sage, a squat forty-two-year-old Romanian immigrant whose principal means of support since arriving in America in 1908 had been running a series of brothels.

Precisely how Dillinger came to know Hamilton and Sage has never been explained. For decades the accepted version of events, as advanced by Hamilton in a newspaper article after Dillinger’s death, was that she met Dillinger at a Chicago nightclub called the Barrel of Fun, where he introduced himself as a Chicago Board of Trade clerk named Jimmy Lawrence. In fact, it’s far more likely that Dillinger met Hamilton through the dowdy Ana Sage, who for years had been a prominent member of the northwest Indiana underworld, a milieu Dillinger knew well. They had at least two mutual friends.

The madame who would go down in criminal lore as “the woman in red” was born Ana Campanas in 1892, in the village of Komlos, Romania, outside the Black Sea port of Costanza. At seventeen she married a man named Mike Chiolek. They emigrated to Chicago, had a son named Steve, and separated in 1917, when Ana was twenty-five. Abandoned with an eight-year-old son, she moved into the Romanian-immigrant community in Indiana Harbor, the lakeside warren of row houses and tumbledown bars that was East Chicago’s toughest neighborhood. There she worked as a prostitute and a waitress, eventually landing at the Harbor Bay Inn, where the menu included prostitutes for two dollars a tumble.

When her boss drew a six-month sentence for running afoul of state liquor laws, Ana ran the place herself. She was good at it. Five-feet-seven and a stout 165 pounds, with a thick Eastern European accent, Ana was an imposing presence. With intermittent help from her boss, she turned the inn into Indiana Harbor’s preeminent den of inequity. She kept order by cozying up to East Chicago policemen. By all accounts her closest benefactor was a flamboyant, and flamboyantly corrupt, detective named Martin Zarkovich—the same Martin Zarkovich to whom, Dillinger hinted, he had paid protection money.

Zarkovich was a legend in the Harbor. “A fastidious, immaculate peacock,” as a latter-day Indiana columnist termed him, Zarkovich cruised the streets of East Chicago in a felt fedora and suits so sharp he earned the nickname “The Sheik.”2 A loyal soldier in a police force whose primary duty was keeping the peace in East Chicago’s gambling halls and whorehouses—he was named chief of detectives in 1926—Zarkovich was indicted for corruption three times during the 1920s and was convicted once, of violating Prohibition laws, in 1929. Half of East Chicago’s power  structure was convicted in the same case, so it was no surprise when “Zark” returned to the force; if anything, his conviction cemented his ties to the Lake County power structure. By the early 1930s, in fact, Zarkovich knew everyone who mattered in northwest Indiana politics and many who didn’t, from William Murray, Dillinger’s trial judge at Crown Point, to Louis Piquett’s investigator, Art O’Leary. O’Leary had known Zarkovich for years.

Ana Campanas came to know Martin Zarkovich in her earliest days in East Chicago. According to Mrs. Zarkovich’s divorce papers, filed in 1920, she apparently knew the detective a bit too well; Mrs. Zarkovich named Ana in her complaint, charging she had “overly friendly” relations with her husband. Zarkovich remained Ana’s protector after she opened her first brothel in neighboring Gary in 1921. By 1923 she was doing so well she rented an entire hotel, the forty-six-room Kostur. It was by all accounts a riotous place, hosting so many gun- and knife-fights that police dubbed it “The Bucket of Blood.” Ana, doing business as “Katie Brown,” became known as “Kostur House Katie.”

Zarkovich’s ties to the Lake County establishment helped Ana weather a half-dozen prostitution arrests. She was convicted on two occasions, but both were pardoned by the Indiana governor. Her luck finally ran out in 1932 when, after yet another conviction, the new reform governor, Paul McNutt, refused her request for a pardon. The “Bucket of Blood” closed down and Ana, ominously, was referred to federal immigration authorities for deportation.

Defeated, she withdrew to Chicago, where she had been commuting since at least 1928, following her marriage to a fellow Romanian immigrant named Alexander Suciu, who Anglicized his last name to Sage. Now Ana Sage, she had enough money saved to buy an apartment building in Chicago’s Uptown section, which may or may not have functioned as a brothel. When the Sages separated in 1933, the building was sold, and Ana, after shuffling through a series of apartments, washed up in the one on North Halsted in late June 1934, a part-time madame whose long-running deportation proceedings weighed on her mind.

One of her friends was Polly Hamilton, a girl from North Dakota who had moved to Gary during the 1920s, marrying and divorcing a local cop while working for Sage in some capacity at the Kostur Hotel. Hamilton’s role at Sage’s apartment on North Halsted is similarly unclear. Virtually every account of the Dillinger affair describes her as a waitress. But more than once, FBI records refer to Hamilton as a prostitute, suggesting that  Sage was using her apartment as a call house, and Hamilton was moonlighting as a whore; Dillinger, in fact, may have met her while procuring her services. Sage later admitted to the FBI she let prostitutes use the spare rooms of her various apartments, and had done so as late as that June. FBI documents suggest Hamilton kept a separate residence in a Chicago hotel, but from at least July 1 on, she lived with Ana Sage. The apartment’s third occupant was Sage’s twenty-three-year-old unemployed son, Steve.

How did Dillinger come to meet Ana Sage? Though there is no concrete evidence to back it up, the most plausible explanation is that they were introduced by Martin Zarkovich, who knew both Sage and Dillinger’s intermediary, Art O’Leary. There is considerable evidence Zarkovich knew Dillinger as well. In interviews after Dillinger’s death, Zarkovich portrayed himself as a gallant detective obsessed with bringing Dillinger to justice for the murder of his friend, Patrick O’Malley, during the East Chicago bank robbery that January. Zarkovich said he had taken time off his job to pursue Dillinger single-handedly.

That may be. But for months someone had been lending aid to Dillinger in East Chicago, securing the shack where he stayed briefly that May, among other things. Dillinger hinted to Art O’Leary that it was Zarkovich, calling him “Zark.” As we have seen, without explicitly stating that Zarkovich had helped him, Dillinger told O’Leary that Zarkovich had been responsible for the May 24 murders of the two East Chicago detectives.dk Yet as intriguing as the links between Dillinger and Zarkovich appear, there is no irrefutable evidence that Zarkovich was the outlaw’s contact in East Chicago, or that he arranged for Dillinger to stay in Ana Sage’s apartment. The FBI, the one entity that could have discerned the truth, never tried. For reasons that will soon be clear, the Bureau had no interest in investigating Zarkovich.

What is certain is that by late June, Dillinger was spending a lot of time with Ana Sage’s girlfriend, Polly Hamilton, who would later insist, despite considerable evidence to the contrary, that she never knew that her new boyfriend “Jimmy Lawrence” was the country’s most-wanted man. Dillinger fell hard for Hamilton, the first woman to take his mind off Billie Frechette. In those warm days of early July, theirs was an endless whirl of Cubs games, amusement parks, and movies by day, dinners and dance clubs by night. Dillinger was polite and flush with cash, though Hamilton thought it strange he always wore the same light-gray suit; Dillinger explained he simply wore the same clothes until he grew tired of them, then threw them out. When she asked about the fresh scars on his face, he said he had been in an automobile accident.

They took taxis everywhere. At Riverview Park, where Dillinger insisted they ride the same roller-coasters again and again, he would scream on the downslopes and kiss her on the curves; he was so adept at the shooting galleries, other customers lined up to watch him. At the Grand Terrace and French Casino nightclubs they were usually among the first on the dance floor; Dillinger liked dancing the carioca, and would ask the orchestra leaders to play him one. When his favorite songs were played—“All I Do Is Dream of You” or “For All We Know”—he would lean in close and sing lightly in Hamilton’s ear. He didn’t drink much, a gin fizz or two, and every night before retiring, he insisted they stop for a hot dog. Dillinger called Hamilton “Contessa” or “Countess” and on her birthday bought her an amethyst ring. She gave him a gold ring with an inscription inside—WITH ALL MY LOVE, POLLY—and a watch with her picture tucked in the back.

On Sunday, July 1, when Sage moved into the apartment on North Halsted, Hamilton moved in, too. Three days later Dillinger joined them. Sage gave him two keys, to his room and to a closet, where he stowed his guns and a bulletproof vest; Dillinger wrapped the keys in a rubber band and carried them in his pocket.dl The day Dillinger moved in, Hamilton telephoned her boss at the S&S Café and said she had been in a car accident and wouldn’t be in for several days; in fact, she took the next three weeks off, spending every available hour with Dillinger.

At the apartment, Dillinger proved an amiable tenant. He was just an Indiana farm boy, he told the two women, who took to making his favorite farm fare, baking-powder biscuits with chicken gravy, steak, strawberries, and, occasionally, frog legs. After dinner, just as he had with Billie, Dillinger would strap on an apron and help with the dishes. In off hours he played cards, usually pinochle, with Sage and her son, Steve. Several times he and Hamilton double-dated with Steve and his girlfriend, taking in the movies  Viva Villa, with Wallace Beery, at the Grenada, and You’re Telling Me with W. C. Fields, at the Marbro. Steve Choliak thought “Jimmy” was a swell guy.

For the first time in months, Dillinger seemed to relax. He liked the neighborhood around Sage’s apartment. He bought a new white shirt at the Ward Mitchell store, placed a few bets with the bookie who worked around the corner in a loft above the Biograph Theatre, and had his hair trimmed at the Biograph Barber Shop. Much later, the Chicago Daily News would report he felt safe enough to visit Chicago’s detective bureau four separate times. Hamilton was applying for a new waitressing job, and her prospective employer required she obtain a medical certification. The medical examiner was in the same building as the detective bureau; four times Dillinger waited for Hamilton outside the examiner’s thirteenth-floor office, while two floors below, the Chicago police busied themselves looking for him.

As he settled into his new routines, Dillinger remained in touch with O’Leary and Van Meter. On Tuesday night, July 10, the two bank robbers took their girlfriends on a double date to the World’s Fair, wandering through the crowds at the lakeside. Two nights later Dillinger met O’Leary, and the two drove south, into the suburbs, where they found Van Meter at a barbecue stand. The two talked for a half hour in Van Meter’s car, then returned to O’Leary’s. O’Leary listened as Van Meter began complaining about Nelson. Apparently the two were having a disagreement over the disposition of some bonds.

“I had it out with Jimmy,” Van Meter said. “I told him I wasn’t going to pay him any twenty-five hundred dollars. I never did care a hell of a lot for that guy anyway.”

“He was always complaining about you, too,” Dillinger said.

“We had it pretty heavy there for a while,” Van Meter said. “I thought we were going to draw guns on each other.”

“Forget it, Van,” Dillinger said. “We’re through with Nelson, anyway. He’s outta the gang.”

“I suppose that’s good,” Van Meter said. As he left, he told Dillinger, “Don’t forget about the ‘soup.’”

As they drove back into Chicago, Dillinger told O’Leary about their next job. It was to be a train robbery. In fact, it had been proposed by Nelson’s pal Jimmy Murray, who ten years earlier had masterminded the Newton Brothers’ Roundout robbery. Murray was claiming that this train too would be carrying millions.

“It’ll be one of the biggest jobs in the world,” Dillinger enthused. “Just me and Van. We’re not cutting anybody else in on this. We’ve got it spotted, we’ve been watching it for weeks, we know all its stops. We need the ‘soup’”—nitroglycerin—“to blow the door of the mail car. We know how much money it will be carrying, and it’s plenty. We’ll have enough to last us the rest of our lives, and right after it’s over we’re lamming it out of the country.”

Van Meter’s tightfistedness forced Dillinger to take yet another meeting with O’Leary two days later, on Saturday, July 14. Their surgical assistant, Harold Cassidy, was pestering Van Meter to be paid for tending him after the South Bend robbery. Dillinger, O’Leary, and Cassidy met that afternoon in a park at the corner of Kedzie and North avenues. Dillinger slid Cassidy $500, saying it was from Van Meter. In all likelihood it wasn’t. It was just Dillinger’s way of defusing a bad situation; the last thing he needed was someone feeling unsatisfied.

Dillinger spent Sunday with Polly Hamilton. At one point, while she and a girlfriend went bicycle riding, Dillinger spent several hours watching Steve Chiolek play softball. When she returned, Hamilton found Dillinger buying bottles of beer for both teams. He seemed without a care in the world. By nightfall they were back at the North Halsted apartment. The next morning they woke to find the newspapers reporting a vicious gunfight northwest of the city. It was Nelson.




Monday, July 16 2:00 A.M.  

That night Nelson held a meeting of “his” gang on a wooded side road deep in the northwest suburbs. Johnny Chase and Fatso Negri arrived first, followed by Jack Perkins. They parked their black Fords, turned off the headlights, and got out to talk. Helen sat in Nelson’s car, reading a magazine by flashlight.

The men were deep in conversation around two o’clock when a pair of state troopers, Fred McAllister and Gilbert Cross, passed by the entrance to the road, heading home after long days on duty. McAllister spotted the  three darkened cars back in the woods and decided to investigate. He turned into the dirt lane, stopped, and got out. Four men were standing in a ditch beside the cars.

“What’s the trouble here?” McAllister asked.

“No trouble at all,” a voice answered.

Then there came a burst of gunfire, almost certainly from Nelson’s submachine gun. McAllister was struck in the right shoulder and fell, but most of the bullets raked the squad car, hitting Officer Cross six times. He managed to open a door and roll into the ditch. The two troopers lay bleeding as the men leaped into the cars and drove off. McAllister, after emptying his pistol at the fleeing cars, was able to drive them to a hospital. Both he and Cross survived.3

The shootings were front-page news in Chicago the next day, and all the articles speculated that Dillinger was involved. Agent Arthur McLawhon was dispatched to the Des Plaines hospital to interview one of the wounded troopers. He showed him photographs of Helen Gillis and Marie Conforti, but he could identify neither. The trooper assured McLawhon the shootings were the work of a band of bootleggers tending a 2,000-gallon illegal still that troopers found inside a barn about 250 yards from the site of the shooting. After talking to several other officers, McLawhon wrote Sam Cowley that “they were quite positive that the Dillinger Gang were not involved in any way.”4

And so it went. Cowley was spending much of his time on Nelson. Agents picked up his mechanic friend, Clarey Lieder, but released him when Lieder said he hadn’t seen Nelson in years. The FBI’s most intriguing new lead surfaced on Monday, July 9. Several days earlier the Bureau had secured an informant inside Louis Piquett’s office; the informant’s name is blacked out in FBI files.dm Whoever it was, he or she suggested agents follow Piquett that day. When they did, they saw Piquett engage in a street-corner argument with an unidentified man. When the two parted, the agents followed the stranger, trailing him to a two-story house in Oak Park. The next day a check with the landlord revealed that the man was the mysterious “Ralph Robiend”—Wilhelm Loeser, Dillinger’s surgeon. An agent rented an apartment next door to Loeser’s building and settled in to watch him.5
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In hindsight, Homer Van Meter was right: Dillinger was a fool to be living so openly. By that third week of July, a dozen different people knew of his stays with Jimmy Probasco or Ana Sage, and Dillinger’s carefree new life-style constituted a bet that not one of them would be tempted by the $15,000 reward for turning him in. Given the realities of the Depression, it was a bet he could only lose. During the week of July 16, while Dillinger continued cavorting with Polly Hamilton and studying the train robbery, there were hints of no fewer than three separate conspiracies to betray him.

According to FBI records, the first involved Wilhelm Loeser. Loeser feared he would be returned to prison if his surgery on Dillinger became known. But he was too weak a man to turn himself in. Instead, in an apparent effort to cushion the blow should he be arrested, he sent two anonymous letters to the FBI. The first, mailed earlier that summer, detailed work Piquett had paid him to do in an unrelated case; there is no suggestion in FBI files this tip was acted upon. A second letter described the work Loeser did on Dillinger. Loeser, however, did not mail this letter until Monday, July 23, at which point it would have no bearing on Dillinger’s fate.

Art O’Leary became aware of a second, more worrisome, potential betrayal that Tuesday, July 17, when he swung by Probasco’s house to pick up a rifle and a radio Dillinger had left there. After swearing him to secrecy, Probasco told him that Piquett had come to him with a proposal to turn in Dillinger. Further, Probasco insisted that Piquett proposed to have O’Leary  murdered, thus eliminating the only man who could contradict whatever tangled yarn they concocted for the FBI.6

O’Leary left Probasco’s home badly shaken. That evening at six he kept a meeting with Dillinger in the park at Kedzie and North. Dillinger was sitting on a large white rock when O’Leary drove up. He rose and walked to the car, sliding into the front seat.

“Hello, Art,” he said. “Have you seen Probasco?”

“I was up there this afternoon.”

“Did he tell you about Piquett?”

So Dillinger knew.

“Yes,” O’Leary said. “But I don’t believe any of that bunk.”

“Well,” Dillinger said. “I believe it.”

“Oh, don’t pay any attention to Probasco. You know he’s drunk practically all the time. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

“Well . . . ,” Dillinger said, “Van Meter has also been warning me against him. He said he’s been talking surrender too much.”

Dillinger stared off into the distance for several moments. “Art, I want you to get out of town,” he finally said. “Take your family and go on up to the north woods or some place.”

“What do you think you’re going to do?”

“I’m going up to Piquett’s office and leave him my card.”

“You’re crazy, Johnnie,” O’Leary said. “You can’t get away with anything like that. Anyway, Lou isn’t going to double-cross you. He isn’t that kind [of person].”

“I’m telling you to get out of town for a week,” Dillinger said, “and then I’ll get in touch with you. How soon can you go?”

“I can leave tonight, I suppose.”

“That’s fine,” Dillinger said. “How are you fixed for money?”

“I’ve got enough.”

Dillinger flipped open his billfold. He handed O’Leary $500.

“That’ll take care of you for a while.”

And then Dillinger got out of the car and disappeared into the park. Afterward O’Leary drove back to his house, gathered his family, and drove to northern Wisconsin. Later he claimed Dillinger had telephoned Piquett in his absence. According to O’Leary, Dillinger told Piquett he wanted to discuss a surrender. The two men set a date, Monday, July 23, to discuss it.7 It was a meeting Dillinger would never make. There was a third conspiracy afoot, and this one was real.




Saturday, July 21

It was another hectic Saturday on the nineteenth floor of the Bankers Building. Cowley and a group of agents were busy running down tips the old yegg Eddie Bentz’s brother had given them on Dillinger; none led anywhere. Matt Leach, meanwhile, had dredged up an informant who said Dillinger was in Culver, Indiana, preparing to rob a bank there. Reporters picked up on it and were pelting everyone with calls.

Purvis was in his office a few minutes after four o’clock when a call came in from Captain Timothy O’Neil of the East Chicago police. Purvis knew O’Neil, but not well. The sergeant said he and one of his men, a detective named Martin Zarkovich, had “real” information on Dillinger’s whereabouts. He wanted to meet right away.

Purvis met them outside the Bankers Building a little after six. Together the three men drove to the Great Northern Hotel, taking the elevator up to Room 712, where Cowley was staying. In Cowley’s room, Zarkovich did most of the talking. He said he had an informant, a woman he had known for years, whose girlfriend was dating Dillinger. The three were going to a movie on the North Side the next night, Sunday. The informant was prepared to tell the FBI which theater they would be attending. The Bureau, Zarkovich said, could handle it from there. All O’Neil and Zarkovich wanted, they said, was the $15,000 reward.

Before he cut any deals, Cowley said he wanted to meet the informant. Zarkovich said it had already been arranged; Sage had agreed to meet them that night. A bit later the four men left the room and walked downstairs. Outside, Purvis and Zarkovich got into one car, Cowley and O’Neil into a second. With Zarkovich leading they drove into the North Side, and a half hour later parked across from the Children’s Memorial Hospital at 707 West Fullerton Street.

It was a sweltering night, the temperature in the low nineties; Chicago was in the midst of a record-setting heat wave. Out at the lake beaches, hundreds of people were still thronged, trying to catch a breeze. On the stoops and corners of the North Side, mothers fanned themselves with newspapers and children begged for ice cream. At about nine-thirty, as the four men sat in their cars waiting, Ana Sage appeared on the sidewalk beside them. She walked past, surveying the situation. After a minute she returned and got into Purvis’s car. They drove east, toward the lake, eventually pulling up in a secluded spot overlooking the water. Cowley remained in O’Neil’s car behind them.

Sage demanded Purvis show proof he was an FBI agent. Purvis took out his badge. Satisfied, Sage said she was prepared to tell everything she knew. She wanted only one thing: to stay in America. She asked if the FBI could make her deportation proceedings go away. Purvis said he had limited authority in such matters, but promised that if Sage helped apprehend Dillinger, he would do everything he could to help her.

It was enough for Sage. The following week she repeated the story she told Purvis for an FBI stenographer. At the very least she dissembled; she said only that Dillinger visited her apartment to see Hamilton, denying he actually lived there. “He did stay at my house while Polly was ill as a result of an automobile wreck about two weeks, and then only stayed there till about daylight, five or six o’clock in the morning,” Sage said in her statement.8 

According to Sage, who would always deny arranging to hide Dillinger, she first met him when Polly Hamilton brought him to her apartment in June, introducing him as Jimmy Lawrence.dn “He kept his head down but I looked at him and got a glimpse of his profile and immediately recognized him as Dillinger,” Sage said. “I told him immediately that his name might be Jimmy Lawrence, but he was John Dillinger. I made the remark in front of Polly and I called Polly out in the bathroom and told her that her boyfriend was John Dillinger. I told Polly that I was going to make that man, meaning Jimmy Lawrence, admit that he was Dillinger or he could leave.”

This account is unlikely on its face, and it contradicts everything Polly Hamilton later said about her unknowing courtship with Dillinger; in all likelihood both Sage and Hamilton were lying. In any event, Sage said she then returned to her living room and confronted Dillinger again. Again, she said, he denied he was Dillinger.

“I told him to wait a minute,” Sage went on, “and I went out in the other room and got several pictures which appeared in the newspapers and showed them to him and told him then that if he was John Dillinger he would have a gun on him and if he had no gun he was not Dillinger. He did have a gun in his pocket.”

According to Sage, the matter was left unresolved. It was not until the next night, she claimed, that Dillinger admitted to Hamilton who he really was. As Sage told it, Hamilton didn’t care if he was Dillinger or not; she loved him. Sage didn’t. She told Purvis she began thinking of ways to alert the police. If so, it took her several weeks to summon the courage. From all available evidence, it was not until July 13 or 14 that she made an effort to betray Dillinger. What Sage didn’t tell Purvis was that on July 12 she had received a letter from the U.S. immigration service. In it she was informed that her appeals to remain in America had been denied. A warrant was issued for her deportation. Almost certainly it was this letter that spurred Sage’s betrayal.9

At first, Sage said, she was unsure how to proceed. Initially she was inclined to approach her immigration attorney. She said she arranged a meeting, then backed out, unsure whether she could trust him. It was then, she claimed, she thought of Martin Zarkovich. “I called Martin Zarkovich and talked to him in a casual conversation and told him I wanted to talk to him sometime about something,” Sage said. Zarkovich promised to telephone on Sunday, July 15, the day Dillinger watched Sage’s son playing softball.

According to Sage, and this too contradicts Polly Hamilton’s statements, she kept Hamilton informed of her talks with Zarkovich. “I told Polly that Martin was coming to see me and Polly said not to tell John,” Sage said. “[She said] to tell Martin anything to keep him from coming to the house, and to meet him somewhere else.”

In any event, it didn’t matter; according to Sage, Zarkovich didn’t call that Sunday. Two nights later, on Tuesday, July 17, the evening he told Art O’Leary to take a vacation, Dillinger left Chicago. According to Sage, Dillinger said he was driving to Wisconsin on business and would return in two or three days. The next morning, Wednesday, July 18, Sage again telephoned Zarkovich. He said he would visit her apartment the next day, Thursday, and did, arriving at 3:00. According to Sage’s account, it was only then that she explained that Hamilton was dating Dillinger, who was scheduled to return the next day. “I told him that I would call him on Saturday and let him know definitely if John Dillinger had returned to Chicago and if he hadn’t, if Polly had heard from him and knew where he was located,” Sage said.

Friday morning Dillinger returned from his trip. In all likelihood he had been off with Van Meter, studying details of his train robbery; that same day, in fact, the two outlaws swung by Jimmy Murray’s Rain-Bo Inn, where they found Fatso Negri and told him to arrange a meeting with Nelson the next night. According to Sage, Dillinger spent the rest of the day playing cards with Hamilton. The next morning, Saturday, he went with Hamilton, Steve Chiolek, and two girls to the beach. The moment he left, Sage said, she telephoned Zarkovich and gave him the go-ahead to bring in the FBI.

Sitting in Purvis’s car, Ana Sage said she expected to attend a movie the following evening with Dillinger and Hamilton. They would probably go to the Marbro Theatre, on West Madison Street. As soon as she knew for certain, Sage said, she would telephone the FBI; Purvis gave her his private number, Andover 2330. Sage said she would wear an orange dress to help the agents spot her on the street.

It took only a few days for the FBI to poke substantial holes in Ana Sage’s story. If Purvis, sitting in the car beside the lake, had any doubts, he kept them to himself. All he wanted was Dillinger, and Ana Sage was handing him to them on a plate.
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The night Ana Sage cut her deal with Purvis, Dillinger drove out to the northwest suburbs to discuss the train robbery with Nelson; if he really was planning to exclude Nelson, he hadn’t told him. Nelson was enthusiastic about the job, and would remain so the rest of his life. As before, only Fatso Negri would ever give details of the meeting, and those were scant. Negri said he arrived late to find Nelson, Dillinger, and Jimmy Murray waiting impatiently for Van Meter. Nelson was cursing. At one point, as they stood waiting for Van Meter, it was mentioned that Negri wanted to return to California.

Nelson said it was fine with him. But Dillinger objected. “He knows too much,” Dillinger said, smiling as he turned to Negri. “Why not stay here and play ball? We’ll make a lot of money. Then you can go home and go about your business, and no one will find you. You’ll have some real dough in your pockets. I heard Johnny say your folks are poor. You can smother them in money when we’re finished. You can do that, can’t you, Fats?”

“Sure,” Negri said, “I can stay.”

When another hour passed with no sign of Van Meter, they decided to call it a night. As they left, Nelson’s last words to Dillinger were a suggestion that he find Van Meter and “kick his skinny ass.” They agreed to meet again two nights later, on Monday.10




Sunday, July 22

It was another steamy summer day. By late morning the temperature had reached the nineties and was inching toward one hundred degrees. Cowley and Purvis arrived on the nineteenth floor early. They telephoned most of the squad, telling them to stay in touch; something might break. After a bit the East Chicago cops, Zarkovich and O’Neil, showed up, along with two of their colleagues. Cowley and O’Neil went over their plans for the evening. O’Neil repeatedly told Cowley he didn’t think they had enough men to capture Dillinger; Cowley was planning a group of about fifteen. “Captain O’Neal [sic] was all for calling in the Chicago police,” an aide wrote Hoover the next morning, “but [Cowley] put his foot down . . . O’Neal told Cowley if it was a blunder, he could just forget about them; in other words, if they failed it was [the FBI’s fault] and if successful, then O’Neal would get the credit.”11

Cowley had decided against watching Ana Sage’s apartment or otherwise monitoring her; presumably he didn’t want to risk the chance of Dillinger recognizing a surveillance and fleeing. For the moment this was Sage’s show, and the FBI did nothing to interfere. All they could do was wait. The night before, after meeting Sage, Cowley had taken an agent and visited the Marbro Theatre, scribbling notes on entries and exits. Afterward Cowley had telephoned Hoover, who said he wanted Dillinger taken alive if possible.

Around two o’clock, Cowley and Purvis began calling the men and ordering them to come into the office by three. The agents came in ones and twos, sweat stains in their jackets. No speeches were made, no orders were given. But soon word spread among the men fanning themselves with newspapers out in the bullpen. They had a new informant, and this one might be real. Wilting in the heat, the men checked their guns, and waited.

 

 

Dillinger was a careful dresser, especially around Polly Hamilton. That morning he pulled on a fresh pair of white Hanes briefs, size 34, then slid into a pair of lightweight gray slacks, black socks, red Paris garters, and white buckskin Nunn Bush shoes. He buttoned on a white kenilworth broadcloth shirt and twisted on a red-print tie, then put the keys to Sage’s apartment in his front-right pocket along with a La Corona-Belvedere cigar and a money clip.

Dillinger probably spent the day with Hamilton, who wasn’t feeling well, playing pinochle at Sage’s apartment. That was what he was doing around five o’clock, when Sage began preparing dinner. They were having one of Dillinger’s favorites, fried chicken. As she began work in the kitchen, Sage announced she didn’t have any butter. She said she would run down to the store to get some. She slid out the apartment door, walked downstairs, and made her way to a pay phone.

Purvis took the call. Everything was going as planned, Sage said; she pointedly failed to mention that Dillinger was at her apartment as they spoke. After dinner they planned to see a movie. They would probably leave around eight. “I’ll call when I know something definite,” Sage said. She hung up the phone and hurried back to her apartment.

At the Bankers Building, Purvis and Cowley paced. By 6:00 Sage had not called. By 6:30, they had still heard nothing. By 7:00 Purvis was growing nervous. This was cutting things close. Then, a few minutes after seven, his phone rang. It was Sage.

“He’s here,” she said. “We’ll be leaving in a short while. I still don’t know if we’re going to the Biograph or Marbro.” She hung up before he could ask any questions.

Purvis was startled. No one had said anything about the Biograph. It was on North Lincoln Avenue, a narrow street just around the corner from Sage’s apartment. Immediately, Cowley sent two agents to reconnoiter the theater. This was not good. Cowley and Purvis discussed what to do. In the end, they had no choice. Both theaters would need to be covered, and quickly.

At 7:15 Cowley summoned the men into Purvis’s office; about two dozen crammed into the room.12 Cowley introduced Zarkovich, who did the talking. He said Dillinger would be attending a movie at either the Marbro or Biograph theater that night. Due to cosmetic surgery, Zarkovich said, Dillinger’s appearance was somewhat different than the photos printed on FBI Wanted posters. His face was rounder. He had removed the identifying moles. The telltale cleft in his chin was gone. He had dyed his hair jet black, Zarkovich said, and grown a full mustache. According to their informant, he would be wearing a gray checkered suit, white shoes, and straw hat. Without naming them, Zarkovich then described the two women who would be accompanying Dillinger. The older one, he said, was “heavily built,” about 160 pounds. She would be wearing a bright orange skirt.do

When Zarkovich was finished, Purvis stepped forward. He wore a single-breasted blue jacket, white slacks, and a straw boater.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “you all know the character of John Dillinger. If he appears at either of the picture shows and we locate him and he effects his escape, it will be a disgrace to our Bureau. It may be that Dillinger will be at the picture show with his woman companions without arms—yet, he may appear there armed and with other members of his gang. There of course will be an undetermined element of danger in endeavoring to apprehend Dillinger. It is the desire that he be taken alive, if possible, and without injury to any agent of the Bureau. Yet, gentlemen, this is the opportunity we have all been awaiting, and he must be taken. Do not unnecessarily endanger your own lives and if Dillinger offers any resistance each man will be for himself and it will be up to each of you to do whatever you think necessary to protect yourself in taking Dillinger.”

They went over the plan in the event Dillinger appeared. Five men were selected to make up the party that would physically apprehend him. Purvis was to lead this group. His two best gunmen, Charles Winstead and Clarence Hurt, would assist. Two East Chicago cops, Glen Stretch and Peter Sopsic, would complete the group. Purvis said he would stand outside the box office—at whichever theater Dillinger appeared—and keep watch. When Dillinger appeared, he would give the signal to move in by lighting a cigar. If Dillinger should elude these five men, Purvis said, the rest of the agents should do as they saw fit.

“What type of guns shall we take?” someone asked.

“Your pistols only,” Purvis said.

When the meeting broke up, Purvis took Agent Ralph Brown and drove to the Biograph. Cowley stayed behind to coordinate; Purvis promised to phone every five minutes. Zarkovich and Agent Winstead were sent to the Marbro. Sage’s inability to pinpoint a theater meant they wouldn’t be able to assemble in force until after Dillinger appeared—if he appeared. They would have to take him when the movie let out.

Purvis and Brown pulled up in front of the Biograph at 7:37. Brown stood by the car while Purvis walked up to the box office. The movie that night was Manhattan Melodrama, a gangster film starring Clark Gable and William Powell. The next showing was at 8:30. Purvis returned to the car and slid in next to Brown.

It was hot. Sitting in the car, shifting nervously in his seat, Purvis yearned to swing his gaze up and down the street, but was afraid he might be noticed; instead he willed himself to sit still, scanning those passing beside him on the sidewalk.13 By 8:15 people had already begun filing into the theater. Every five minutes, Brown jogged to a bar down the street and used a pay phone to check in with Cowley.

If Sage had done as she promised and left her apartment at eight, Dillinger would appear at any moment. Five minutes went by, then ten, then fifteen. There was no sign of Dillinger. Across town at the Marbro, Winstead and Zarkovich stood uneasily in front of the theater, waiting, watching. In Washington, Hoover sat in the library of his home, fielding updates every few minutes from Cowley. Between calls, Cowley paced. Out in the bullpen, agents checked and rechecked their weapons. No one had much to say.

Something was wrong. Purvis could feel it. By 8:25 he was beginning to feel the whole weekend had been wasted: another sweaty night, another deluded informant, another long week ahead. This was stupid. They never should have trusted the East Chicago police.

Then, at 8:36, Purvis glanced to his side and saw two women and a man walk by on the sidewalk. To his amazement, he realized that it was Ana Sage, a girl who had to be Polly Hamilton—and John Dillinger. Sage was wearing the orange skirt and tilted white hat, just as Zarkovich said she would. Dillinger wore a straw boater. Ralph Brown saw them, too. The moment the three passed, Brown got out of the car and trotted off to call Cowley. As he did, Dillinger walked up to the ticket booth and slid the girl behind the glass several bills. Stunned that he was finally laying eyes on the man he had sought so long, Purvis studied Dillinger in profile, the gray slacks, the clean white shirt, the dark glasses. He wore no jacket; that was good. It meant he had one gun at most. And he was alone. No Nelson, no Van Meter.

It was happening. As Purvis watched from the car twenty feet away, Dillinger bought his tickets and guided the women into the theater. Inside it was crowded, but Dillinger found two seats in the third row; Sage took a seat alone in the back. Dillinger snuggled up to Hamilton and in a stage whisper asked for a kiss; she obliged. Later she would say Dillinger was unusually amorous that evening.

Outside, Purvis stepped from the car, walked to the ticket booth, and purchased a ticket of his own. He shuffled in with the crowd. Inside the theater, Purvis scanned the seats. The place was jammed. If he could find three seats behind Dillinger’s, he thought, maybe they could grab him during the show. Purvis walked down one aisle, then another. He couldn’t see more than a handful of empty seats. He couldn’t see Dillinger. They would have to take him when he left.

Purvis returned to the car. Brown said Cowley’s men were on their way. The two agents began to get nervous. What if Dillinger left before the others arrived? What if he sensed something awry and left early? They would have to take him themselves. Purvis studied his watch. He got out and talked to the girl selling tickets. She said the movie lasted ninety-four minutes. With newsreels and trailers, it would let out in two hours and four minutes. If he stayed for the entire movie, Dillinger should exit the theater around 10:35.

Purvis grew more anxious as the minutes ticked by. Not for another twenty minutes did Purvis spy the first agents taking positions on the street around him. He and Brown exchanged relieved glances. When Cowley arrived, he and Purvis spoke in low tones, discussing how to position the men. They put the two East Chicago cops, Stretch and Sopsic, on the sidewalk north of the theater entrance. When Charles Winstead arrived from the Marbro, he and Clarence Hurt took positions on the south side, the direction Dillinger would take if he returned to Sage’s apartment. Cowley fanned the other men in pairs up and down the street. The Biograph had two side exits and one in the rear. The side exits opened into an alley that could be used as a shortcut to Sage’s apartment. Cowley put four men in the alley.

By 9:30 everyone was in place. Standing in a doorway beside the box office with Agents Winstead and Hurt, Purvis bit the end off his cigar and chewed it. His throat was parched, but he couldn’t go for a drink of water. When he stood in one place, he realized his knees were trembling. Ten o’clock came and went. No one left the theater.

Tension rose as the end of the movie neared. All along the street agents shifted their weight, keeping their eyes down, trying to look inconspicuous. It didn’t work. Suddenly, at 10:20, two sedans pulled into the alley beside the theater. Several men jumped out, guns in their hands. One of the men leveled a sawed-off shotgun.

“Police!” one of the men yelled. “Put up your hands!”

One of the agents, E. J. Conroy, flipped out his badge. Each of the three other FBI men did the same. “Federal agents,” Conroy said. Conroy explained they were on a stakeout. When one of the cops asked who they were after, Conroy refused to say. One of the officers explained they were responding to a report of suspicious men hanging around the theater. The cop asked if they could help. Conroy said no and asked the cops to leave. Grudgingly, they piled back into their squad cars and drove off.

Ten minutes passed: 10:30. The movie would be letting out any moment. Just then another car drove up in front of the theater. Two men got out. One stepped across the street and approached Agent Jerry Campbell, while the other accosted the two East Chicago cops, Stretch and Sopsic. They turned out to be plainclothes Chicago detectives, responding to the same call.dp Campbell and the East Chicago men tried to shoo them off, but they were suspicious and insisted on lingering.

The two detectives were still asking questions five minutes later when the first people began filing out of the theater. Purvis tensed. Leaving Hurt and Winstead in the doorway, he stepped to the box office, into the path of the exiting patrons. The cigar in his mouth was shaking. More people came out, forming a crowd on the sidewalk around him. Purvis noted the women and children. He tried to remain calm.

Then, at 10:40, there he was: Dillinger, shuffling out with the crowd, Polly Hamilton holding his left arm, Ana Sage inching forward on her left. Purvis strained to look nonchalant. Dillinger was barely five feet from him; with one step, he could reach out and touch his arm. Purvis glanced at Dillinger and for the briefest moment their eyes met. For a fleeting second Purvis thought he had been recognized.

But Dillinger dropped his eyes and moved forward. As he did, Purvis took out a matchbook, struck a match, and lit the cigar. Dillinger stepped to his left, guiding the women south, the way they had come, toward Hurt and Winstead. In the doorway twenty feet down the sidewalk, both agents saw the signal. Hurt whispered to Winstead, “That’s Dillinger, with the straw hat and the glasses.”

Directly across the street, Jerry Campbell saw Dillinger at the same time. “There they go,” he said to another agent. Both men edged south down the sidewalk, moving parallel to Dillinger.

Of all the agents outside of the Biograph that night, only a handful reacted to Purvis’s signal. According to FBI memos, in fact, no more than a half-dozen agents saw it. He was too far away and surrounded by too many people. Cowley, standing further down the block, did not see Purvis light the cigar. Nor did the two East Chicago cops, standing barely twenty feet north of Purvis; as Purvis watched, amazed, they continued talking with the curious Chicago detectives. Across the street, Martin Zarkovich recognized Dillinger himself. He began walking toward the East Chicago cops, hoping to rouse them.

Purvis was unsure what to do. He took a step or two to follow Dillinger. Then he took out a second match and once again applied it to the cigar, hoping to draw the attention of more agents. He couldn’t tell whether Winstead, Hurt, or anyone else knew what was happening. In frustration he mouthed the words, “Damn it! Come on!”

Ten feet down the sidewalk, Dillinger and the two women were inching forward in a knot of six or seven people. As the crowd loosened and Dillinger lengthened his stride, Purvis walked after them. As he did, Dillinger and the women strode past the doorway where Winstead and Hurt stood.  When the trio passed, Hurt stepped behind them, crossing the sidewalk, and turned to follow. Agent Ed Hollis, who stood in the gutter beside the FBI car, was right beside him. Dillinger glanced to his right, at Hollis. Winstead took a step forward. Dillinger half-turned and looked straight into Winstead’s face.

He knew it then. Standing across the street, a rookie agent named Jack Welles noticed that Dillinger “appeared to realize that he was trapped; there was a tense look on his face.” For years afterward the agents on the sidewalk would remember those next few seconds as if in slow motion. Turning forward, Dillinger appeared to lean into a crouch. At the same time, he slid his hand into his pants pocket, reaching for his .38. Behind him, Winstead pulled his .45. Hurt and Hollis drew their guns as well.

Dillinger broke from the women and took a step or two forward, as if to run for the alley that opened ten feet in front of him. He never had a chance. No one yelled “Halt” or “Stop” or identified themselves as FBI agents.dq It happened in a split second: The moment he saw Dillinger reach for his gun, Winstead fired his .45 three times; the sudden retort startled bystanders all around. Hurt fired twice, Hollis once. Four bullets struck Dillinger. Two grazed him. A third struck him in the side. But a fourth bullet hit Dillinger in the back of the neck, smashing a vertebra, severing his spinal cord and tearing through his brain before exiting through his right eye.dr

Dillinger pitched forward, bumped into a woman in front of him, then staggered a step or two before falling face first to the pavement at the entrance to the alley. Winstead was the first to reach him. Purvis hustled up and grabbed the pistol from Dillinger’s hand. The rookie, Jack Welles, ran up in time to see Dillinger’s lips moving.14 Someone said, “Don’t move,” but Dillinger lay still. He was dead.

Pandemonium erupted. Women ran screaming. A Chicago woman named Etta Natalsky was hopping about, shouting, “I’m shot!” She had been hit in the leg by a ricochet, as had a housemaid named Theresa Paulus, who was struck in the knee; she lay beside the alley, blood staining her dress. Neither woman was hurt seriously. When they realized the shooting had stopped, a number of people stepped forward to stare at the body. A circle formed, men craning their necks to get a glimpse. A dozen FBI agents ran up, urging the crowd to move back.

Within moments the name began surging through the crowd: Dillinger. They got Dillinger. An ambulance was called. Two cars of police rolled up, responding to a call of shots fired, and their occupants pushed back the crowd. Attendants arrived and lifted the body into an ambulance and took it to Alexian Brothers Hospital, where it was laid on the front lawn until a coroner came out and pronounced Dillinger dead. The body was then taken to the Cook County Morgue.ds

A mystery that bedeviled Dillinger enthusiasts for years was the disposition of $1,200 in cash Dillinger carried at the time he was shot. Agent Dan Sullivan found the money. According to a story that Sullivan told the FBI alumni newsletter in 1978, he was one of two agents who accompanied Dillinger’s body to the morgue. When the ambulance arrived a crowd formed, and at one point two men identifying themselves as Chicago detectives stepped forward. As Sullivan recalled, “One of them asked if that was really Dillinger in the wagon and when I said it was, he asked if they could climb inside and look at the body. They came out a minute later and left. When we got inside the morgue and they started stripping the body, they found something like fifty-seven cents on him. I sat there bug-eyed.”dt The actual figure was $7.70—a five-dollar bill, two singles, and seventy cents in change.

When word of the shooting hit the radio, hundreds of Chicagoans descended on the Biograph. Crowds thronged the alley’s entrance until nearly dawn. All that remained to be seen was a pool of Dillinger’s blood. Even that didn’t last long, as dozens of men and women pressed their handkerchiefs into it, taking home gruesome souvenirs to show their families. The bloodlust wasn’t limited to the crowds. The next morning a man showed up at the Bankers Building to offer Purvis cash for the shirt he had worn; it contained a drop of Dillinger’s blood.

Late that night a reporter brought news of his son’s death to John Dillinger, Sr. He collapsed into a chair at his farmhouse. “Is it really true?” he asked. “Are you sure there is no mistake?” Told there wasn’t, the elder Dillinger said, “Well, John is dead. At last it has happened—the thing I have prayed and prayed would not happen. I want the body brought back here. I’m so sick I can hardly talk.”15

In Washington, reporters confronted Hoover as he hurried into his office. He deflected entreaties to boast, emphasizing the Bureau’s hunt for Van Meter and Nelson. “This does not mean the end of the Dillinger case,” he said. “Anyone who ever gave any of the Dillinger mob any aid, comfort, or assistance will be vigorously prosecuted.”16

Attorney General Homer Cummings, tracked down at Washington’s Union Station, where he was boarding a cross-country train toward a Hawaiian vacation, put Dillinger’s death in the broadest context, making clear it was a product of New Deal-style federalist thinking. “This marks the end of the trail for John Dillinger, but it is not the end of the trail for the Department of Justice,” he said. “For us this is but one more episode in the carefully planned campaign against organized crime which we have been conducting for more than a year.” Without any hint of irony—given the lack of cooperation between the FBI and Chicago police—he added, “What has happened is an illustration of the success that can be accomplished by concentrated effort and fullest coordination between federal and local authorities. To bring about this sort of friendly and helpful cooperation is one of the cardinal points in our movement to suppress crime.”

The next morning Dillinger’s death was front-page news around the world, dominating headlines in New York, London, Moscow, and Berlin. The European papers played up the lack of warning Dillinger was given before being shot in the back. In Germany a Nazi newspaper used this as ammunition for a broadside against America. “Is a cop calling a man by his first name before shooting him down a sufficient trial?” an editorialist wrote. “Does a country in which this happens still deserve the name of a country of law and order?”17

American newspapers had no such doubts. Much of their coverage focused on Purvis, who while reading congratulatory telegrams gave interviews and posed for photographers in his office all day Monday. The caption beneath his picture in the Chicago Daily Times that evening—HE GOT HIS MAN—was typical. The New York Evening Journal printed a series of Dillinger photos arrayed like scenes from a movie, calling it “Underworld Melodrama—in Three Scenes—(A U.S. Production directed by Melvin Purvis).” Time printed a photo of Purvis shaking hands with Homer Cummings captioned, MELVIN PURVIS AND FRIEND. While Sam Cowley, whom the Tribune continued to identify as “Purvis’s chief assistant,” shunned the press, Purvis gave interviews in which his ego was vividly on display. Talking to a Daily Times reporter, he referred to the FBI’s as-yet-unnamed snitch as “my informant” and embellished the story of lighting his cigar.

“There was no response from my men,” Purvis said. “I’ll confess I was under a strain and extremely uncomfortable when Dillinger saw my signal and gave me a dirty look . . . Once I spotted him I knew him at once, because of those killer’s eyes of his.”18

This was not the way Hoover wanted FBI agents to behave, as Purvis would soon learn. There was much work still to be done, in fact, and Cowley excluded Purvis from almost all of it. Monday night, while Cowley grappled with an array of pressing issues, Purvis was sent to the railroad station to pose for photographs with Homer Cummings. The following evening he flew to Washington, where he posed for more photos with Hoover; Cowley apologized, saying he was too busy to go. Hoover announced both Purvis and Cowley were given raises. For the moment, it appeared Purvis had been freed from the director’s doghouse.

“The shooting and killing of John Dillinger by the Agents of your office under your admirable direction and planning are but another indication of your ability and capacity as a leader and an executive,” Hoover wrote Purvis the morning after the shooting. “[I]t again confirms the faith and confidence which I have always had in you . . . This would not have been accomplished had it not been for your unlimited and never-ending persistence, effective planning and intelligence . . .”19

The attention lavished on Purvis did not sit well with the East Chicago police. Zarkovich gave several interviews, trying hard to direct credit to the East Chicago police. Like Purvis, he freely embellished his story, telling reporters he had seen Dillinger attending movies at the Biograph several times. He also claimed the East Chicago police had Van Meter and Nelson under surveillance. It was no use. The press had annointed Purvis “the man who got Dillinger,” and nothing the East Chicago police said changed anyone’s minds. Later that week, Captain O’Neil told reporters he made a “big mistake” agreeing to let Purvis handle the initial publicity.

“This story that Purvis has put out about his office being tipped off Sunday afternoon about Dillinger planning to attend the show at the Biograph is all bunk,” O’Neil groused. “We merely played a strong hunch that Dillinger would show up at the theater Sunday night and turned that information over to Purvis to act on.”20

While Purvis basked in glory, Cowley mopped up. On Monday, after testifying at the coroner’s inquest—where he refused to identify the agents who shot Dillinger—he was forced to deal with a frantic Ana Sage, who was convinced Dillinger’s gang would hunt her down. The moment Dillinger was shot, she and Hamilton had run from the scene. Two days later, a boy swimming in Lake Michigan found a submachine gun, a pistol, and a bulletproof vest in shallow water off a pier near Lincoln Park. They were Dillinger’s; the Thompson was identified as one of the guns stolen from the Warsaw, Indiana, police department. Though it was never proven, the Chicago police told reporters they suspected Sage had run back to her flat and cleared it of Dillinger’s things, tossing the guns and the vest into the lake. Afterward Hamilton hid at a girlfriend’s. Sage locked herself inside her apartment.

By Monday afternoon, rumors began to swirl about the mysterious “woman in red” who betrayed Dillinger. Purvis and Zarkovich refused to comment, but the outlines of the conspiracy leaked anyway. DILLINGER DOOMED BY GIRL IN RED, read the Chicago Daily Times banner headline Monday evening. At her apartment, Sage panicked. Zarkovich drove her to the Bankers Building, where Sam Cowley found her “most hysterical.” In tears she begged him to hide her. Cowley said he would do whatever she wanted, then sent her home. The next morning he talked with Hoover. “[Cowley] thinks that if we don’t pick her up the newspapers will most likely find out who she is and cause a lot of publicity,” Hoover wrote in a memo that morning. “I asked Mr. Cowley if they could get her and hold her  inncommunicado [sic]. He thought they could, and I instructed him to take this action.”

That same morning Cowley telephoned Sage and asked to meet her at the Stevens Hotel. There he instructed her to go home, pack her things, leave town, and let him know where she was going. Returning to her apartment, Sage was throwing clothes in a suitcase when her doorbell rang. Through the peephole she saw men outside. Frightened, she phoned Purvis, who said he would send an agent over. The men turned out to be Chicago police detectives. They took Sage in for questioning.

At the Sheffield precinct house, Captain Thomas Duffy fired questions at Sage for several hours. Amazingly, he allowed a group of newspaper reporters to listen in. Sage proved a skilled liar, denying just about everything. Again and again, she insisted she was just on her way to the movies when FBI agents had burst out of nowhere and killed her girlfriend’s date. When Cowley learned Sage was in custody, he headed to the precinct house. Both Cowley and Sage acted as if they didn’t know each other. Cowley asked Detective Duffy if he was filing charges against Sage. Duffy said he only wanted to question her. Cowley left, telling Duffy to notify him when he was finished. Later, Cowley told Hoover he felt the police had detained Sage on the urging of friends at the Chicago Daily News, who wanted her story.

That night, when the evening newspapers identified Sage as “the woman in red,” Cowley telephoned the precinct to find Sage still there. Detective Duffy said he intended to hold Sage till the next day. “No you’re not,” Cowley said.21 He telephoned Chicago’s police commissioner, persuaded him to release Sage into the FBI’s custody, then dispatched two agents to remove her from the precinct house. Reporters followed them as they drove Sage to the Bankers Building, where they bombarded Cowley with questions. He firmly denied Sage was responsible for “fingering” Dillinger.

Behind closed doors, Cowley told Sage to call Polly Hamilton, whom the Bureau had been unable to locate. By 2:00 A.M. both women were secreted safely on the nineteenth floor. They were questioned all night. Hamilton steadfastly denied ever knowing “Jimmy Lawrence” was Dillinger, though this flatly contradicted Sage. Still, Cowley accepted her story. “He is positive she knows no more than the informant,” Hoover wrote in a memo after talking to Cowley the next day. “Mr. Cowley believes that she is telling the truth.”22

They decided to get both women out of Chicago. Wednesday morning, three days after the shooting, Cowley had a pair of agents drive Sage back to her apartment. Inside they encountered a crowd of reporters, ushered in by the helpful Chicago police. After Sage packed a suitcase, tossing a few choice epithets at reporters as she did, agents drove her and Hamilton to Detroit. They spent the next several days in a hotel.

While Cowley dealt with the women, his men began rounding up those who had helped Dillinger. The first was Wilhelm Loeser. Once the FBI confirmed that Dillinger had undergone cosmetic surgery, Cowley had no doubt who had performed it. Agents arrived on Loeser’s doorstep Tuesday morning. When no one answered the bell, a half-dozen men broke down the side door. Barging up the stairs, they heard a man’s voice ask, “Who’s there?” A moment later Loeser, shirtless, appeared on the landing. He was taken to the Bankers Building.

Downtown, Loeser told them everything. Charles Winstead led a raid on Jimmy Probasco’s house the next evening. By midnight Probasco was locked inside a conference room at the Bankers Building. When they searched Probasco’s house, agents found what was later described as a suicide note. Cowley ordered Probasco watched all that night. At 9:00 Thursday morning, a twenty-five-year-old rookie agent named Max Chaffetz took Probasco to be fingerprinted, then returned Probasco to the conference room. A few minutes later Chaffetz returned to find the room empty. A chair was propped beneath the window. Chaffetz stepped to the window and looked down. There, in the alley nineteen floors below, lay the splattered remains of Jimmy Probasco.du “Mr. Cowley [called and] stated that Probasco had just jumped out of a window at the Chicago office, which is on the 19th floor,” Hoover wrote in a memo that morning at 10:30. “I remarked that this was extreme carelessness.”23

Probasco’s demise led to rumors that he had been pushed from the window, or perhaps fallen while being dangled by interrogating agents. A crestfallen Cowley recommended to Hoover that both he and Chaffetz be suspended for two weeks. Hoover chose to suspend only Chaffetz. Given that Boss McLaughlin, who had passed the Bremer ransom money, had complained to reporters that agents had dangled him from a nineteenthfloorwindow, both Cowley and Hoover were concerned about bad publicity. For the most part the Chicago press ignored the story.

Louis Piquett, Art O’Leary, and Harold Cassidy were all rounded up in the following weeks. By that point, Cowley was deeply involved in the pursuits of Baby Face Nelson, Homer Van Meter, Pretty Boy Floyd, and the Barker Gang. The Dillinger case, however, was not quite closed.

 

 

As the FBI’s own reports make clear, the story of Dillinger’s betrayal told by Ana Sage and Polly Hamilton, though accepted by two generations of historians, made as little sense in 1934 as it does today. The two women told completely contradictory stories, and it was only a matter of time before someone questioned their veracity.

That Friday, July 27, someone did. It was Matt Leach. Leach came to the Bankers Building and met with Cowley behind closed doors. There was already tension between the FBI and the Indiana State Police, and the ill will only grew after this meeting.

Leach told Cowley he had an informant who said that Martin Zarkovich had sheltered Dillinger in East Chicago for at least two months, that Zarkovich had arranged the May 24 murders of two East Chicago detectives to cover this up, and that he had conspired to have the FBI kill Dillinger so that he could steal Dillinger’s money. Leach said a “serious investigation” was warranted, and suggested the FBI conduct it. Cowley was skeptical. He said the Bureau was investigating the possibility Hamilton and Sage had harbored Dillinger, but noted that since Zarkovich had participated in his killing, there was no way a court would convict him of harboring. If Zarkovich had arranged to have the detectives murdered, he went on, that was a state crime, over which the FBI had no jurisdiction.

When Leach left, unsatisfied, Cowley telephoned Hoover. “Mr. Cowley stated he believes this is a frame-up,” Hoover wrote in a memo that day. “I stated I am of the same opinion; that I believe they are jealous because they didn’t get him themselves . . .”24

The FBI had no intention of investigating Hamilton and Sage, much less Zarkovich; the mysterious trio had become the Bureau’s de facto allies, and Hoover’s attitude appears to have been that anything that reflected badly on them, reflected badly on the Bureau. In the weeks after Dillinger’s death, FBI agents took a single signed statement from Sage and none at all from Hamilton or Zarkovich. Two agents did interview Hamilton in Detroit on August 2, and from her evasive answers they believed she was hiding something.

“[I]t may clearly be seen that [her] information is very sketchy, and is in direct conflict with information furnished by Mrs. Anna [sic] Sage,” the two agents wrote Cowley afterward. “In this regard, it is the conviction of both agents that no information will be developed that Dillinger ever resided at the residence of Mrs. Sage, as she has cautioned Polly against furnishing any information concerning this matter, and she, Mrs. Sage, is very careful that no opportunity is had to question Polly out of her presence.”25

That was the last questioning of Hamilton the FBI ever did. Both she and Sage were released after their stay in Detroit. Hamilton vanished, hiding out with her parents in South Dakota. On Cowley’s urging, Sage fled to Los Angeles, where in October Cowley visited her and handed over her share of the Dillinger reward money, $5,000.

Rather than delve further into the conspiracy that Matt Leach alleged, the Bureau began asking questions about Leach himself. Earl Connelley nosed for dirt around Indianapolis, and in mid-August notified Cowley that Leach had been paying “considerable attention” to a lady—not his wife—who was staying at the Spink Arms hotel.26

Leach was not intimidated. “We want to get to the bottom of this whole mess,” he told the Chicago Tribune.27 He never would.

 

 

They buried John Dillinger in the sprawling Crown Hill Cemetery in Indianapolis, amid a sudden summer rainstorm and a symphony of heavenly thunderclaps. His father had brought the body back from Chicago, the hearse trailed by a line of cars packed with reporters. A crowd of five thousand people pressed against a high stone fence beside the gravesight. John Dillinger, Sr., stood by solemnly as his son’s coffin was lowered into the ground. The rain that ran in rivulets down his face looked like tears. Later that day he returned to his empty farmhouse. The reporters returned to their offices. The show was over.
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 THE SCRAMBLE

 

July 23 to September 12, 1934

 

Baby Face Nelson refused to panic, but he needed to get out of Chicago. The night after Dillinger’s death he met his friend Jack Perkins in a North Side restaurant and asked him to come west with him and bring his wife and three-year-old son, Jackie. The group would look less suspicious with a child along, Nelson explained, and he couldn’t bring his own; he assumed the FBI was watching them. Perkins agreed.

Two days later, Nelson’s little band left Chicago in two cars, driving west across Iowa. Sleeping at out-of-the-way tourist camps, they reached Reno two nights later. Skirting the city, Nelson drove to the Cal-Neva Lodge, rousting a gambler friend, Tex Hall. Nelson wanted a place to hide. “Can’t do it, Jimmy,” Hall said. “You’re too hot.”

Irritated, Nelson moved on, looking for refuge in his old Bay Area haunts. The two cars crossed into California separately on the theory that two cars with Illinois plates might arouse suspicion at the border agricultural checkpoint. The next morning everyone rendezvoused at a sprawling country inn, the Parente Hotel, in the wine-country town of El Verano outside Sonoma. The inn was owned by Louis Parente, a cousin of the bootlegger who had employed Nelson in Sausalito. Nelson wasn’t sure whether to trust Parente, but Negri, whose familiarity with the northern California underworld now made him Nelson’s de facto guide, assured him Parente was “all right.”

Parente was outside the hotel that morning when Nelson drove up,  wearing white flannel slacks and a straw boater. “Hello, Louis,” Nelson said. “How’s the chance to get rooms in the hotel?” Parente just stared. “Don’t you remember me?” Nelson asked. “I used to work for your cousin.” Parente pointed Nelson to the front desk, where Nelson muttered that Parente had given him “the cold shoulder.” The manager, Gus Zappas, assigned Nelson rooms on the first floor.

“Don’t you remember me?” Nelson asked Zappas.

“You’re Jimmy,” Zappas said.

“Haven’t I changed a lot?” Nelson asked.

“Not very much,” Zappas said.

After lunch Nelson sent Perkins to the post office to see whether their wanted posters were displayed; to his relief, they weren’t. He sent Negri into San Francisco to fetch his old bootlegging foreman, Soap Mareno. Mareno reluctantly agreed to drive up to El Verano, arriving around midnight. During a walk around the darkened hotel grounds, Nelson asked whether Mareno could arrange a hideout for the gang, preferably an isolated ranch. After an hour Mareno returned to San Francisco, leaving Nelson bitterly disappointed. “Can you believe that?” he told Negri. “Soap won’t do a thing for me.”

Any hopes Nelson had of hiding at the inn were dashed the next day after lunch. As they were leaving the dining room, someone yelled, “Hey, Fatso!” Negri turned and saw David Dillon, an officer with the San Francisco Police, eating with his wife. Negri stepped over to chat. “Who was that?” Nelson demanded when Negri returned. Negri explained that Dillon was a friend; he wouldn’t say anything. Nelson was irate. He walked straight to the front desk and checked out.1

Nelson lingered in the wine country while trying to coax a hiding place out of old friends. The next night, after dinner in the town of Agua Caliente, he had the first of two meetings with Louis “Bones” Tambini, a bootlegger up from San Francisco; Tambini also said Nelson was “too hot” to hide. That night the Nelsons camped in a field, while Negri went to a hotel in Napa. Homesick, he walked to a pool hall and called his mother.

The next morning, Negri mentioned the call and Nelson became irate. “Haven’t I told you never to use a telephone or write to anyone that you know?” he demanded. Nelson told Negri to go home to his mother and watch the Chicago Tribune classifieds; if they needed him, they would place an ad containing the word “Nondo.”

His old haunts closed to him, Nelson stayed on the move, flitting between tourist camps in towns all across Northern California, in Caspar, Scotia, Eureka, Weaverville, and Sacramento, before heading south, staying in motels outside Salinas and Stockton.2 Nelson saw that too many sets of eyes were seeing them at too many places; they needed a spot to settle down, even if it meant camping.

That’s what it meant. Crossing into Nevada the morning of August 9, Nelson’s band pulled up beside the Fallon Mercantile Store in Fallon, Nevada, east of Reno. Nelson stayed in the car while Perkins and the others shopped. They bought a $5.95 Coleman camping stove, a $5.95 Coleman lantern, an $18 Range Tent, camping utensils, groceries, and a Winchester rifle. Perkins paid for everything from a fat roll of one-dollar bills then, politely declining the owner’s offer to help, used a hand truck to wheel the gear out to the cars, where he piled it onto a trailer they had bought in Reno.3

The following day Nelson found their new home, the Mount Grant Lodge, fourteen miles south of Hawthorne, Nevada, on the shores of Lake Walker. It was little more than a sprinkling of cabins, but it had running water and electricity, and for the first few days that was all Nelson felt they needed. The problem was Johnny Chase. He was the only single man in the group, and he was, for lack of a better word, lovesick. He pined for his girlfriend, a San Francisco newsstand clerk named Sally Backman, and nagged Nelson to let her join them in the desert. Everyone was against it. Nelson didn’t trust new faces and said so, loudly.

Chase would not be dissuaded. One night he drove into San Francisco and arranged to see Backman. Negri picked her up at her newsstand by the Sausalito Ferry and drove her to a beach where Chase was waiting. They stayed that night in a hotel on Mission Street. In the quiet of their room, Chase explained he was traveling with someone who was “hot”; if Backman came with him, he couldn’t guarantee her safety. She asked for time to think about it. Chase returned to the desert. Two weeks passed.

The longer they remained in Nevada, the more Chase missed Backman. Finally, tired of his friend’s carping, Nelson relented. On Thursday, August 16, Chase got in his car and drove to San Francisco to get his girl. It was the worst decision Baby Face Nelson ever made.

 

 

On Wednesday, August 15, Ed Guinane, the San Francisco SAC, took a call from an Oakland detective who said he had a tip on Nelson. Guinane  drove across the bay to hear it.dv The detective’s wife was Louis Parente’s niece. The previous night Parente told the detective that Nelson had been at his inn three weeks before.

The next morning, Guinane convened a conference of FBI agents and detectives from the Oakland and San Francisco police departments. After briefings the group proceeded to the El Verano Inn to interview Louis Parente. Parente and his manager told them everything they knew. They identified Fatso Negri—the first time the FBI learned of him—and described Chase and the Perkins family. They also described Nelson’s Hudson, though they hadn’t noted the license plate number.

By Friday afternoon, Ed Guinane was dictating a memo to Hoover, laying out details of Nelson’s stay in Napa County. The Teletype crossed Hoover’s desk the next morning. “Take up with Cowley & I suggest he send by plane 4 or 5 agents familiar with Nelson to San Francisco,” Hoover scrawled on it. Five men from the Dillinger Squad boarded a flight to San Francisco that night.dw

Working with the San Francisco and Sausalito police, the new men quickly hit pay dirt. An informant reported that Chase had a girlfriend named Sally Backman. She had disappeared.4

 

 

On Saturday, August 18, the day the new FBI agents arrived in San Francisco, Chase drove up to the cabins on Walker Lake with Fatso Negri and Sally Backman. The desert heat was approaching one hundred degrees as Chase introduced Backman to everyone, giving only first names: Jack and Grace and their little boy, Jackie, and Helen, a quiet girl in a gingham house dress. Backman took an immediate dislike to the slender, cocky blond Chase introduced as “Jimmy,” and Nelson made no effort to hide his distaste for her: he made snide comments about how everyone should work hard to ensure that Backman was “comfortable.” The lodge’s owner, John Benedict, noticed the friction between the two. He found Nelson “surly” but liked the others. When Benedict remarked that Backman seemed ill at ease, Chase told him she was a “city girl” unaccustomed to desert camping.5

The gang occupied three cabins, the Nelsons in one, the Perkins family in another, Chase and Backman in the third. Negri slept on a cot in the open air. They were the camp’s only guests. Days they spent in idle pursuits. The women swam. Nelson slept for long periods. Sometimes he and Chase fished, though they rarely caught anything. Nelson, typically attired in faded tan corduroys and a wrinkled open-necked white shirt, liked to shoot rabbits and squirrels with his .22 rifle.

Most mornings Negri drove into Fallon or Hawthorne to buy food and newspapers. Nelson avidly scanned the papers or sometimes a copy of Field & Stream; he liked the articles on guns. Some evenings everyone but Nelson would drive into Hawthorne for dinner at a restaurant called the Oasis; Helen would bring Nelson back a tray of food. She usually found him sitting in the Hudson listening to news on the car radio. When they ate at camp, Helen handled the cooking and cleaning, consulting handmade recipe cards she carried in a little box.

Backman didn’t help and didn’t offer to, which raised tensions within the group. When she and Chase were alone, she constantly asked when they would leave. Chase said soon; they were “waiting for news.” Backman wasn’t dumb. She demanded to know who “Jimmy” really was. After a day or two of pestering, Chase told her the truth. Backman was startled. She began to nag Chase to leave the group.

Nelson was preparing to head back east. One morning the men took the Hudson into Reno to have it overhauled. Another day Nelson took the trailer into Hawthorne to have a tail light fixed; the last thing he needed was for a patrolman to pull him over. Then, on Thursday night, August 23, Nelson was slouched in the Hudson’s front seat, listening to the radio, when he heard the news. It was Van Meter.

 

 

The night Dillinger was killed, Homer Van Meter took his girlfriend Mickey Conforti and drove to St. Paul, where he hoped to find shelter with Harry Sawyer at the Green Lantern or his partner Jack Peifer at the Hollyhocks Club. But Sawyer had disappeared that spring, and Peifer wanted nothing to do with the FBI agents on Van Meter’s trail. In desperation Van Meter rented a room at a tourist camp outside the town of Walker, Minnesota. Nights he drove into St. Paul, trying to find someone who could hide him someplace safer.

For the next month, Van Meter and Conforti shuttled among tourist cabins in the pines north of St. Paul. The FBI suspected they might be in  the area, but could find no one with hard information. “About 75 percent of the gangsters and mobsters of the underworld have scuttled out [of town], had their telephones disconnected and have moved,” Cowley wrote Hoover at one point. “[E]verybody is on the hideout, knowing that they would be brought in for questioning.”

Just who betrayed Van Meter will never be known. According to a story an informant told the FBI five years later, it was probably Jack Peifer. On Thursday morning, August 23, according to this story, Van Meter visited the Hollyhocks, where he met with Peifer, who may or may not have been holding several thousand dollars of cash for him, just as he was still holding money for Fred Barker and Alvin Karpis. The informant told the FBI Peifer waited until Van Meter left before telephoning his old friend Tom Brown, the corrupt detective who had worked with the Barker Gang on the Hamm and Bremer kidnappings. Brown had fallen under intense suspicion in St. Paul and presumably welcomed the idea of bringing in a noted yegg to burnish his image.

At 5:00 that afternoon, a car dropped Van Meter off a car dealership near downtown St. Paul. He wore a blue suit with a matching tie, white oxfords, and a straw boater; apparently he was expecting to meet someone. When he walked out of the dealership’s front door at 5:12, he was confronted instead by Tom Brown, Police Chief Frank Cullen, two detectives, and their guns.

“Stick ’em up!” one of the officers yelled. Van Meter pulled a pistol from his waistband and sprinted across University Avenue, firing two shots over his shoulder; his straw boater teetered on his head and he grabbed it off, holding it in his hand as he ran. Brown and his men fired several shots and then, noticing a woman in their line of fire, ran after him. Dodging oncoming cars, Van Meter dashed down Marion Street, then ducked left into an alley.

It was a dead end. Van Meter stopped and turned to find the officers behind him. The first blast from Brown’s sawed-off shotgun knocked Van Meter two feet in the air, slamming his body into the brick wall of a garage. He struggled to stand, but all four men opened fire, riddling his body with fifty bullets. Homer Van Meter, who always said he didn’t want to die in some filthy alley, did just that.

When the news reached Washington an hour later, Hoover was incensed. “The Director is very upset over the fact that that thing could take place in St. Paul without our knowing about it,” a St. Paul agent noted the next day. No one mentioned the obvious: the local police were excluding the FBI just as it had famously excluded the Chicago police from Dillinger’s  death. “I think our St. Paul office has shown utter lack of aggressiveness,” Hoover scribbled on a memo.

Picked up several days later, Mickey Conforti told the FBI Van Meter had been carrying $6,000. The St. Paul police reported finding only $923. If Tom Brown took Van Meter’s $5,077, there was an eerie symmetry at work: when Alvin Karpis and the Barker brothers read of Brown’s involvement the next day, they unanimously decided to keep his $5,000 share of the Bremer ransom. The next day Homer Van Meter’s body was taken to his hometown of Fort Wayne, Indiana. No one but an undertaker and a handful of reporters awaited its arrival. He was buried without event in Fort Wayne’s Lindenwood Cemetery.

 

 

The morning after Van Meter’s death, Baby Face Nelson sent Fatso Negri into town for newspapers. Like the Barkers, Nelson was stunned to read of Tom Brown’s involvement. “The son of a bitch,” Nelson said. “He’s the fella that we paid a thousand dollars.”6

Nelson announced they were leaving for Chicago. They packed the trailer with five-gallon cans of gasoline and oil; Nelson wanted to travel without stopping at service stations. They left a pile of cleaned trout for the cabins’ owners, then drove across Nevada to Colorado and on into Kansas. Nelson allowed the group to sleep in auto camps, but was careful never to approach one before eleven at night.

Negri and the Perkins family rode in Negri’s Plymouth, while Johnny Chase and Sally Backman sat in the backseat of Nelson’s car. Packed into the tight confines of the Hudson, the simmering tensions between Backman and Nelson burst into the open. Nelson was a wild driver, the Hudson fishtailing across the dirt roads, and Backman asked him to slow down. He ignored her, starting in with comments about her “being scared” and asking if she was “comfortable.” In time Nelson became even more aggressive, telling Chase in front of Backman that he should leave her, that she would tire of him in six months and go home.

According to a story Negri told a detective magazine in 1941, the ill will between Nelson and Backman came to a head at a roadside stop somewhere in Nebraska. Helen had made lunch on their camp stove and was cleaning up when Nelson snapped at Backman, “Why don’t you get in there and help cook and clean up?”

“You go straight to hell!” Backman said. Negri described what he called  “an electric shock” that passed through the rest of the group when they realized someone had openly challenged Nelson, something no one else, not even Dillinger, had ever done.

According to Negri, Nelson stared at Backman, then walked off. They drove that afternoon in silence, stopping after nightfall outside another Nebraska town. Everyone but Nelson decided to drive in to a restaurant; according to Negri, Nelson asked him to stay behind. When they were alone, Nelson said, “I’m going to hit Sally.”7

Negri was struck by Nelson’s choice of words. “It was the deadliest word Nelson could use against Sally,” he recalled seven years later. “There was something about that word ‘hit’ when Nelson used it that struck me as the worst word any human being could utter against another. It was as cold as he was.”

“What for?” Negri asked.

“She knows too much. I’m afraid of her . . . She looks queer to me.” Nelson studied Negri’s reaction.

“Jimmy, this is an awful tough spot,” Negri said. “You know, Johnny would object. He’s nuts about her.” The gang, Negri suggested, would split apart. Chase knew too much to be an enemy.

Nelson thought a moment. “Well, if I hit her, I’ll hit Johnny too,” he said.

Negri was flabbergasted. “Jimmy, you wouldn’t kill a swell guy like Johnny over a girl, would you?” he asked. “She and Johnny are going together now, but that won’t last long. You and Johnny have been together a long time. He’s the loyalest guy on earth. You can’t find another [like him].” Negri went on, repeating himself for emphasis.

“Well,” Nelson said, “I’ll talk to Johnny about it.”

When the others returned later that night, it was clear Chase had told Backman to make amends. She took Nelson a tray of food. “Here, Jimmy, is some swell food for you,” she said.

Without a word Nelson kicked the tray out of her hand. Food and dishes fell to the ground. Chase stepped forward, startled.

“What’s the argument?” he asked.

“I don’t want nothing off that bum,” Nelson said, meaning Backman.

“I don’t talk to your wife that way,” Chase said.

According to Negri, who was known to inflate his stories, Chase and Nelson each drew guns. Nobody moved. Finally Helen reached a hand toward Nelson, as if to mediate. “Get away from here,” Nelson snapped.  “We’ll settle this.” For several long moments the two men stood facing each other, guns drawn. And then it passed. They lowered their guns, walked off into the darkness, and talked. The next day Backman and Chase rode across Iowa in Negri’s car.

That night, Wednesday, August 29, the group crossed the Mississippi River, stopping at East Burlington, Illinois; the Perkins family was anxious to get home and drove on to Chicago, taking Negri with them. For the next three days Nelson wandered Chicago’s western suburbs, stopping at road-houses to look up old friends, gauging the “heat” and sending out feelers to trusted contacts.

On Sunday afternoon, September 2, a hard rain was falling when Nelson pulled up in front of Hobart Hermanson’s tavern in Lake Geneva, Wisconsin; Nelson had spent several weeks that spring living in a cottage at Hermanson’s Lake Como Lodge, and wanted to do so again that autumn. Chase ran inside, returning a minute later to say they could probably find Hermanson or his handyman, Eddie Duffy, at Hermanson’s home outside town. They drove through the rain to Hermanson’s house. Duffy was home and welcomed them. Helen walked to the icebox and took out enough chicken for everyone. Nelson seemed relieved.

The tension between Nelson and Sally Backman remained, however, and Backman finally told Chase she couldn’t take it anymore. If he stayed with Nelson, she was going back to San Francisco. Chase talked it over with Nelson, and the two couples decided to split up. That night, Tuesday, September 4, Nelson dropped Chase and Backman on a corner in Elgin, Illinois. For three days the two young lovers slept till noon; at night they took the train into Chicago to dance. On the fourth day Nelson dropped by, handed Chase $3,500 in cash, and told how to reach him via a coded classified advertisement in the Reno paper. Chase promised Backman he would never work with Nelson again.

 

 

Despite the hysteria over Dillinger that summer, the Bureau continued its efforts to solve the mystery of the Kansas City Massacre. In March the belated identification of Adam Richetti’s fingerprint on a beer bottle found in Verne Miller’s basement had redirected the hunt for answers toward Pretty Boy Floyd. Sightings came in from every corner of the country: Montana, New Mexico, Miami, New York, New Orleans. Floyd’s estranged wife,  Ruby, was touring off and on with a vaudeville show, Crime Doesn’t Pay.  Agents bugged her hotel rooms but could find no evidence she was in touch with her husband.

Then, on May 16, Dwight Brantley, the Oklahoma City SAC, took a phone call from a seventy-six-year-old attorney in Pawhuska, Oklahoma, named A. W. Comstock. Comstock told Brantley he had been contacted by Floyd, who had asked him to negotiate a surrender. He said Floyd was broke and badly wounded, having been shot in the back by parties unknown. Comstock sought two assurances, that Floyd would not be killed and that he would receive medical treatment.8 The Bureau agreed. Hoover called and arranged to have prison hospitals at Leavenworth, Kansas, and Springfield, Missouri, ready to accept Floyd’s surrender.9

Talks with Comstock went on for one week, then two, as he sought information about reward monies and state charges Floyd faced in Ohio. Hoover grew impatient. “[T]his matter must be pressed, and pressed vigorously,” Hoover wrote Cowley on May 31. “This matter has now dragged along for several weeks, and we don’t seem to be any nearer toward the getting hold of Floyd than we were when the original negotiations were entered into.”10 Brantley stayed in contact with Comstock for two more weeks but eventually came to believe the attorney’s only contact had been Ruby Floyd, not her husband. Comstock “impresses me as being silly, inane and bordering on senility,” Brantley wrote Hoover on June 15. “[I]t is my best judgment that it is a waste of time, effort and money to deal with him further.”11

An ensuing set of negotiations, this time with a flamboyant Texas minister named J. Frank Norris, at first seemed a little more promising. Norris, pastor of the First Baptist Church in Fort Worth, was a fire-breathing radio preacher with a past—tried and acquitted of murder at one point, accused of burning his own church at another. Ruby Floyd was one of his listeners, and on Father’s Day, June 17, she arranged to have her son, Jackie, baptized at his church. The ceremony was broadcast before an audience of five thousand on Norris’s radio show; a four-minute film of the baptism was incorporated into Ruby’s vaudeville show, which was booked at Fort Worth’s Palace Theatre. Agents shadowed Ruby and her entourage throughout her ten-day stay in Fort Worth.

Afterward Norris telephoned the Dallas SAC, Frank Blake, and offered to negotiate Floyd’s surrender. Hoover, skeptical after the Comstock episode, took a hard line. “I told Mr. Blake I felt we would have to take the  attitude that we will agree not to kill Floyd” if he surrenders, Hoover wrote in a memo June 23. “I suggested, in this connection, that [Blake] make it clear that orders are out to kill Floyd on sight, and if he doesn’t surrender in short time, he will no doubt be killed by our men.”12 The same day, Hoover ordered Pop Nathan to concentrate exclusively on Floyd’s capture. “I think the time has come . . . when we should definitely concentrate upon the handling of this case,” Hoover wrote Nathan, adding in a separate memo, “we are going to kill him if we catch him.”13

Ruby’s run at the Palace Theatre ended on June 27 and she returned to Oklahoma. But the Reverend Norris would not give up. He pleaded with Pop Nathan to let him take an agent to Oklahoma to meet with Floyd’s mother. To the surprise of almost everyone at the Bureau, Norris was as good as his word, and on July 10 an agent accompanied the reverend to a meeting with Mrs. Floyd and Pretty Boy’s siblings. The scene devolved into a gripe session, with his family insisting Floyd had been hounded by police into a life of crime. Still, it represented the first time in nearly a year of investigation the Bureau was able to assemble the names and addresses of Floyd’s immediate relatives.

They were getting nowhere. Though agents combed the towns of eastern Oklahoma and northern Arkansas for months, there hadn’t been a confirmed sighting of Floyd since the previous summer. By July, four months after identifying Richetti’s fingerprint and a year after the massacre itself, the Bureau had a tentative theory of the case—that Floyd and Richetti had somehow teamed with Verne Miller—but other than a single fingerprint, they had no evidence to back it up. They talked to dozens of informants who claimed to know Miller or Floyd, but none produced anything suggesting the two outlaws knew each other.

The mystery of the massacre began to unravel only on July 10, when the Kansas City Mob boss Johnny Lazia was shot down as he stepped from his car outside the Park Central Hotel. The killing initially meant nothing to the FBI, which had no jurisdiction. Not until August 6, when a Kansas City newspaper reported that a hospitalized gangster named Jack Griffin had been one of Lazia’s assassins, did the Bureau stir. The Kansas City office had been looking for Griffin, suspecting—inaccurately—that he was a member of the Barker Gang. For the moment the Bureau had no clue that Griffin might be linked to the massacre.

Two agents visited Griffin in the hospital. He was suffering from multiple gunshot wounds, the result of a botched attempt on his life. He refused  to answer questions, but suggested the agents return a few days later, when he might have something to say. The agents waited seventeen days. When they returned to interview Griffin on August 23, he had disappeared. No one seemed to know where he had gone. For the moment, no one really cared. Griffin was just another yegg.

Then one of the bullets used to kill Lazia, sent for tests to a Kansas City ballistics laboratory, was found to match bullets fired at the massacre. With a start, the Kansas City office realized Jack Griffin might hold the key to the massacre case. The new SAC, Bruce Nathan, shared the news with Kansas City’s chief of detectives, Thomas Higgins. It was then, on August 24, six weeks after Lazia’s assassination, that Higgins told the Bureau what everyone in the Kansas City underworld already knew: Griffin and three of his pals had killed Lazia in a gambling dispute. Lazia’s men had been hunting them ever since. If the FBI thought Griffin and his men could solve the massacre case, they needed to find them before the Mob did.

Once again, the Bureau found itself in a race with the syndicate. Belatedly, the Kansas City office mobilized. They first tried to find Griffin. A little digging turned up the disquieting fact that he had been discharged from the hospital into the care of a notorious Kansas City detective named Jeff Rayan. Rayan was considered to be a mob enforcer; Griffin hadn’t been seen since. All three of Griffin’s partners, a St. Louis racketeer named Al O’Brien, a Kansas City nightclub owner named Nugent LaPlumma, and a skinny drug addict named Michael LaCapra, known as “Jimmy Needles,” had disappeared.

All that week the Kansas City office tracked leads on the four men. On Friday morning, August 31, they managed to pull in Griffin’s girlfriend. Agents had just begun to interview her when the Kansas City Journal Post  hit the streets. The newspaper reported that “Jimmy Needles” LaCapra was in custody in Wichita, Kansas, along with three Kansas City gangsters who had tried to kill him.

Two Kansas City agents, Harold Anderson and Walter Trainor, reached Wichita that night. A desk sergeant briefed them. LaCapra had been hiding in his hometown of Argonia, twenty miles southwest of Wichita. The night before, he had been out driving when a black Ford pulled alongside; three men inside opened up with submachine guns. LaCapra ducked, uninjured, and the Ford sped off. LaCapra scrambled to the Wichita police station for safety even as the men who tried to kill him had a traffic accident  and were arrested by the Kansas State Highway Patrol. All four men were now sitting in cells.

Anderson and Trainor first tried to talk to LaCapra’s would-be assassins, whose bruised faces gave vivid testament to the interrogation techniques of Kansas lawmen. “Each of these men sat mute throughout the interviews and all they would say was they had just been out for a little friendly ride,” Trainor wrote in his report. “It was evident from the appearance of the three . . . that they had undergone physical punishment, probably at the hands of the Kansas Highway Patrol.”14

Jimmy Needles was another matter. A jittery, emaciated career criminal in his early forties, LaCapra was ecstatic to see the two FBI men approaching his cell. The words came spilling out of him, so fast the two agents at first couldn’t keep his stories straight. “The statements of LaCapra were, of course, very jumbled and rambling and he appeared to be under a very great nervous strain, although he did not appear to be out of his mind in any manner,” Trainor noted in his report. “He asked the Agents to give him protection, stating that he might be killed at any minute by the mob . . . He said that he knows he has but a short time to live but that any help the Government may be able to give him would be reciprocated by him.”15

And then he said the words the FBI had waited to hear for more than a year: The massacre. Verne Miller. Pretty Boy Floyd. Johnny Lazia. He could tell them the whole story.




Cleveland, Ohio September 3  

Alvin Karpis lay on the warm roof of his Ford, watching the heavens. It was a glorious late-summer day, cotton clouds floating in a turquoise sky. Delores Delaney lay beside him. He could hear her breathing. She was pregnant, almost four months along and starting to show. Above them, the Cleveland Air Show was nearing its climax. Airplanes dived and spun. All around, hundreds of couples sat out on blankets, faces turned upward, watching.

It had been five months since the Barker Gang fled Chicago in the wake of George Ziegler’s murder, five blissfully quiet months without a hint the FBI knew where they were. Karpis had a new job and new friends. He hadn’t committed a notable crime since washing his hands of Ed Bremer in  February; he hadn’t robbed a bank in seventeen months. The gang had all but fallen apart. He had done everything he could to distance himself from the others. They were dumb and they drank and they took chances. He and Delores lived a quiet life, in bed most nights by eleven. They could almost relax.

Tensions inside the gang had risen after the move to Toledo. They kept low profiles; a local vice lord, Joe Roscoe, looked after them. Within weeks the money ran low. They still had $150,000 of the ransom money and covered their expenses passing bits of it in Chicago supermarkets. But after the drunken Dr. Moran’s money-laundering operation was uncovered, they could find no one to move the bulk of it. Dock Barker ran out to Reno, but friends there refused to get involved. All the Dillinger publicity had changed the public mood. Now even the gang’s old contacts shunned them. Karpis dwelled on the Syndicate. Dillingermania had brought unwanted heat on its operations, and Karpis wondered whether Frank Nitti wanted them dead.

So they had sat and waited and worried, passing the days drinking beer, fishing on Lake Erie, riding roller-coasters at the Willow Bay Amusement Park, and requesting their favorite songs at Toledo’s premier underworld hangout, the Casino Club. They were all regulars at the club, Karpis and the Barkers sitting in a corner booth, nursing their drinks, old Charlie Fitzgerald cursing the waitresses when they watered his bourbon. An errand boy they brought from Chicago, a onetime golf pro named Willie Harrison, kept everyone entertained, mock-directing the band. One night a singer, a Scottish crooner who performed in a kilt, didn’t take to direction, so Harrison slugged him, igniting a brawl that ended only when Fred Barker coolly placed a pistol to Harrison’s temple. Freddie didn’t like scenes. They drew attention.

The odd donnybrook aside, it was boring. They had little to do but drink. Fred’s girl, Paula Harmon, gulped whiskey all day every day, and she was a nasty drunk. Another gang member, Harry Campbell, bought his nineteen-year-old girlfriend Wynona Burdette an ill-tempered Pekinese. One day Karpis and Freddie were sitting in Barker’s apartment when they heard gunfire. “Did you hear what I heard?” Karpis asked.

“Yeah,” said Barker. “That’s a machine gun.”

A few moments later they heard running steps in the stairwell outside. The bell rang. Someone began kicking the door. Karpis darted into the bedroom, grabbed a submachine gun, and stood to one side of the door.  He motioned to Freddie to jerk the door open. Campbell tumbled into the apartment, a bloody towel wrapped around his arm. “What the hell happened?” Karpis demanded. “Is someone after you?”

“No, no,” Campbell said. He was in obvious pain. “That goddamn dog. He went in the neighbors’ yard and I sneaked up behind to grab him. He wouldn’t come when I called him and that son of a bitch spun around and got me right on the arm. He bit me two or three times.”

Karpis laughed. They unwrapped the towel and found deep, bloody teeth marks up and down Campbell’s arm. “I got to get some kind of shots for this,” he said.

“I’ll get hold of Joe Roscoe and find out if he’s got a doctor who can take care of this,” said Karpis.

Just then Dock Barker walked in. “Well, hell, that Doc Moran, he wants to come here and get away from Chicago,” Barker said. “Why the hell don’t we have him give the shots to Campbell? I’ll go to Chicago and get him and bring him up here.”

A few days later Dock returned with Moran, his assistant and their pal Ollie Berg, all eager to flee Chicago. The trio stayed in a hotel and spent their days drinking. Karpis began to get edgy. “I don’t think I’m gonna stay around here,” he told Fred in May. “There’s too many people and there’s too much drinking going on.”

Karpis’s concerns coincided with a job offer from a pair of new friends, a squat mobster named Shimmy Patton and his partner, a thin blond named Art Heberbrand. The two were opening a swank new casino called the Harvard Club in the Cleveland suburb of Newberg Heights and, worried about threats from a rival syndicate, they asked Karpis if he would handle security. Looking for anything to fill his days, and eager to distance himself from the rest of the gang, Karpis accepted. Fred sulked when he wasn’t asked as well. Within days Karpis packed up and moved with Delores to a brick bungalow near the Cleveland airport. It was a quiet neighborhood, green squares of lawn, children in the streets. Delores got busy buying furniture. Karpis liked it.

The casino job was a breeze. Most evenings Karpis threw on his new tuxedo, drove over to the club, and drifted among the gamblers, checking the dice, watching for trouble, and tossing out the occasional drunk. After midnight he propped himself against a wall and watched the accountants count the cash. It was good money, and in idle moments Karpis allowed himself to imagine his life if he had found such a job early on, before he set  to robbing banks. He made a list of the rival syndicates’ addresses and each of their children, then sent it to an intermediary with a blunt message: if the Harvard Club was harassed in any way, their houses would be burned down and their children roughed up. There was no trouble after that.

He drove down to Toledo every few days to talk with Fred. The situation there was deteriorating fast. The drunken Dr. Moran had performed fingerprint-removal “surgery” on Dock Barker and was now demanding a share of the ransom money as payment. He was spending evenings at a Toledo brothel, and its madame, Edith Barry, took Dock aside one night and told him Moran had been bragging about the surgeries. “Everything in general is getting bad with this guy,” Dock told Karpis. “I don’t know what the hell to do.” Actually, they did. A few nights later Fred and Dock forcibly removed Moran from the Casino Club, shot him in the face, and buried him in an unmarked grave in Michigan. The FBI would continue to hunt Moran for months and only reluctantly accepted the fact of his death. His body has never been found.

Moran’s demise did little to assuage Karpis’s concerns. Despite all his efforts, the others stuck to him like tar. Restless in Toledo, they followed him to Cleveland one by one. Freddie and Paula Harmon took a bungalow on West 171st Street. Harry Campbell rented an apartment on Franklyn Boulevard. Even Harry Sawyer and his wife, Gladys, came, taking over Fred Barker’s spare bedroom. The Sawyers had fled St. Paul one step ahead of the FBI that spring, and had been shuffling between Nevada tourist camps ever since. To Karpis’s dismay, they brought their five-year-old adopted daughter, Francine, with them. Karpis so detested their presence he moved to a new house on West 140th Street. He told only Fred his new address, and he forbade Delores from seeing the gang’s other women. They were trouble.

Matters came to a head when Volney Davis arrived from Chicago and began demanding his cut of the ransom. The money was an increasingly sore subject. Dock had kept it for a while, but eventually they decided to stow it at Bill Weaver’s lakeside cottage. It fit into two Gladstone bags, and Karpis gave it all to Weaver, but warned him never to leave it in the house unattended. Weaver wasn’t the brightest soul, however, and the next time they visited the cottage they discovered the house unlocked and empty. They found Weaver walking on the beach and roundly cursed him. After that Fred and Karpis took the money and buried it in the soft dirt beneath Karpis’s garage.

By mid-summer only Ma Barker remained in Chicago, lost in her jigsaw puzzles. Karpis drove over to visit her one weekend and found she was doing surprisingly well. He and Dock took her to see a movie. To their horror, the film was preceded by a newsreel warning moviegoers to be on the lookout for Dillinger, Nelson, Pretty Boy Floyd, Karpis, and the Barkers. Karpis scrunched low in his seat as their pictures flashed on the screen. “One of these men may be sitting next to you,” the announcer said. Karpis pulled his hat low over his forehead. Afterward he made the rounds of Cicero taverns, trying to deduce whether the Syndicate was after them. An old friend told him to beat it. Karpis got the message. He quickly returned to Cleveland.

Weeks crept by. Fred and Karpis talked about taking an Ohio bank, but until the money ran out there was no rush. Delores got pregnant and asked Karpis whether she should get another abortion; he didn’t have the heart to put her through it again, so he would soon be a father. Then one night in July, Karpis showed up for work at the casino and Art Heberbrand took him aside. “An hour from now, there’s going to be a couple of guys coming in, we want you to talk to ’em,” he said. Karpis asked if they expected trouble. “No, no, no trouble,” he said. They waited in the office until darkness fell, and Heberbrand rose from his chair. “Let’s walk out to the parking lot,” he said.

Karpis followed. Outside he sat on a car’s running board and wondered what all the mystery was about. Finally one of Heberbrand’s men materialized and said, “They’re here, boys.”

“Come on,” Heberbrand said.

Karpis followed him toward a Ford sedan. Inside were two men. Karpis immediately recognized the driver. He couldn’t believe it: it was Pretty Boy Floyd. Beside him sat Adam Richetti. Heberbrand made the introductions. The four men took seats in a shack at the back of the parking lot. Floyd was morose. “Chances are we’ll both get killed or get caught in the end,” he said. “But I’m hoping that we both get killed rather than get caught.” Karpis nodded. He knew the feeling.

Floyd hemmed and hawed a few minutes before coming around to the purpose of his visit. He wanted to take a bank with the Barker Gang. As he put it, “Us guys would like to make some money if you guys got anything that you’d like to take that you need more guys on.”

Karpis thought about a Cleveland bank Fred had been casing. “Well, we might have something in a few weeks, but I’m not too certain about it,” he said. “But you know how these things are. It may be good, it may be bad. If  you guys are willing to go on it and we need someone, how’ll we get ahold of you?” Floyd pointedly declined to reveal where he was hiding. “You can get hold of me through these guys here, they know how to get ahold of me,” he said. Afterward Karpis watched Floyd drive off. “I wish to Christ you hadn’t even let them guys know we’re around here,” he told Heberbrand.

“Hell, I thought all you guys stick together.”

“Don’t believe everything you read,” Karpis said. “We could have been with Dillinger, we could have been with this guy or that guy, but we didn’t want no part of ’em. These guys, they seem to get jumped up every week or so. Just any day now I expect to see where Dillinger’s been hopped up and maybe even killed. It won’t be long. These guys, I don’t know, they just seem to draw the heat wherever they go.”

Karpis never saw Floyd again, and a few nights later he emerged from a movie to hear newspaper vendors calling out news of Dillinger’s death in Chicago.dx Karpis considered it an assassination. It could just as easily have been him; just a few nights earlier, he and Delores had seen Manhattan Melodrama, the same movie Dillinger watched before his death. A month after that came news of Van Meter’s death in St. Paul. Karpis read of Tom Brown’s involvement and guessed that Van Meter had been betrayed. This was bad. Chicago and Reno were already closed to them. And now St. Paul. “You and I can expect that same goddamn thing from now on,” he told Fred. “No one wants us around.”

The more he stewed, the more antsy Karpis grew. He had been in one place too long. It was time to make a clean break from the rest of the gang. First they had to dispose of the remaining ransom money, about $100,000. In August they finally found someone to move it, a wealthy Detroit hoodlum named Cash McDonald. McDonald said he could fence it through gambling friends in Havana, who would disperse the money via banks in Mexico and Venezuela.

Karpis and Fred Barker received a rude surprise when they went to dig up the money. Water had seeped into the Gladstone bags. The bills were sopping wet. The day McDonald was to arrive for his trip to Cuba, the two spent several furious hours scattering wet bills around Karpis’s bungalow, erecting fans to dry it out. McDonald wasn’t happy when they gave him $100,000 in damp bills, but he took it. They sent Harry Sawyer and Willie Harrison along to keep an eye on him. McDonald promised he would return via Miami in several days.

As he lay on the roof of his car that afternoon, watching the planes overhead, Karpis had already decided to leave Cleveland when McDonald returned with the laundered cash. Sitting in the warm sun, his mind wandering, he became transfixed by a biplane flown by a German fighter ace from the Great War. It was odd to see a German pilot here in Ohio, a onetime American enemy now allowed to fly freely in the skies over a Midwestern city; just sixteen years before, the man had tried to kill American fliers, and they had tried to kill him. Now here he was, as free as the proverbial bird.

The German plane flitted about like a mosquito, zooming low over the trees, then climbing straight up toward the sun. At one point another plane came in so low Karpis sat up to follow. As he watched, the plane plunged directly into the ground. The pilot was killed instantly. Black smoke curled into the sky. Karpis stared. For reasons he didn’t entirely understand, he was overwhelmed with sadness.

 

 

Homer Van Meter’s death marked a turning point for the FBI. The Dillinger Gang was finished. As far as Hoover was concerned, what remained of the War on Crime was strictly a mopping-up operation. More than once, he said there was no place left for the “rats” to hide, and in large part he was right. One benefit of Dillingermania was the publicity given the other Public Enemies; their mug shots now scowled regularly from the pages of newspapers from Miami to Seattle.

Hoover had supreme confidence in Sam Cowley. On September 6 the Director formalized Cowley’s position as the Bureau’s wartime field general, handing him unrestricted power to hunt down Baby Face Nelson, Pretty Boy Floyd, Karpis, and the Barkers; he could go anywhere, mobilize any agent, assume command of any office. “I would like to have these three cases concluded within the next thirty or forty-five days if possible,” Hoover wrote Cowley on September 5.16

Cowley’s elevation came at Melvin Purvis’s expense. Since the Dillinger shooting, Purvis had fallen deeper and deeper into Hoover’s disfavor. Twice Hoover had fired off terse letters when he was unable to reach Purvis by phone. The smallest things set Hoover off; he sent Purvis one letter demanding to know why a delivery of Chicago newspaper articles had been delayed. For the most part, Purvis was removed from all investigative work. As his secretary, Doris Rogers, looked on with sympathy, he spent his days filling out personnel reports, interviewing job applicants, and shining his shoes.

Cowley knew Hoover was underestimating the difficulty of apprehending Nelson, Floyd, and the Barkers. He made the Barkers his new priority, switching a dozen agents from the Dillinger case and putting them to work on the Barkers. Unfortunately, there weren’t many leads to chase. Working at his desk in the Bankers Building late into the night, Cowley cranked out several thick reports listing every member of the gang, their girlfriends, family members, and relatives. He had precious little information on the gang’s inner workings, however. The Barkers seemed far more secretive than Dillinger. They made no contact with their families, as the FBI learned during several frustrating months watching Dock and Fred’s father, George Barker, putter around his Missouri service station. There were no girlfriends to interview; six months after debriefing Beth Green, she remained the only person who had given the FBI any firsthand insight into the gang.

A second had dropped into Cowley’s lap on August 18, when agents arrested a woman named Helen Ferguson at her Chicago apartment. Ferguson had dated a minor member of the gang who had been killed during a robbery in Nebraska; she gave agents chapter and verse on the gang. Unfortunately, she hadn’t seen any of the Barkers for more than a year. After a week of interrogation Cowley released her, but told her to stay in touch. She might prove useful down the line.

The clue that finally led the Bureau to Toledo had been moldering in the Chicago file room for four months. It was contained in a list of phone calls made from Dr. Moran’s office. In the heat of the Dillinger hunt, agents simply hadn’t enough time to track down all the numbers. Not until Dillinger’s death did the Detroit office discover that Moran had phoned a Toledo gambler named Ted Angus, owner of the Barker’s favorite nightspot, the Casino Club. On Tuesday night, September 4, the Detroit SAC, William Larson, took a risk and telephoned Angus at his club. Larson identified himself as a friend of “Dock’s” and said it was urgent he reach Dock Barker. “Well, you know Dock is a pretty hard man to get in touch with,” Angus replied.

Yes, Larson went on, Dock was hard to find, but it was urgent he know of some things developing in Chicago. “Where can I call you tomorrow?” Angus asked. Larson said he was at a pay phone and couldn’t be reached. He promised to call again the following night.

Larson put down the phone convinced that Angus knew where the Barkers were. Now he needed someone inside, someone who could gain Angus’s confidence. He telephoned Chicago and told one of Cowley’s men to send Helen Ferguson to Detroit as soon as possible.




Cleveland, Ohio Wednesday, September 5  

The morning after Larson’s ruse call to Toledo, a man walked into Cleveland police headquarters and asked if he could see a photograph of Baby Face Nelson. He thought he might know where Nelson was living. The man was taken to the Bureau of Identification, shown the picture and shook his head, saying it wasn’t the man he had seen. He asked to see other Wanted posters but was told the department didn’t keep such a file. Well, the man said, he was positive there was a fellow living at 4419 West 172nd Street in Cleveland who was a wanted criminal. Then he left. No one got his name.

A few hours later, at a bungalow at 4419 West 171st Street, three women were preparing for an afternoon on the town. Life as a fugitive was ponderous, and Paula Harmon, Gladys Sawyer, and Wynona Burdette had taken to coping the best way they knew. They drank. That afternoon, the three women put on their finest clothes and jewels and, along with Sawyer’s adopted daughter, Francine, drove downtown to the Cleveland Hotel, where they took seats in the hotel bar, the Bronze Room.

By five o’clock all three women were thoroughly and loudly drunk. When the manager asked them to leave, Harmon told him to go to hell. The manager called a house detective, who confronted the women and, as Harmon loudly cursed him, escorted them to the lobby, where Gladys Sawyer vomited impressively on the marble floor. The police were called. At 5:30 a policewoman named Mildred Wilcox arrived and told the women they were under arrest for disturbing the peace. Harmon took off a diamond bracelet and offered it to Wilcox if she would leave them alone.

Wilcox declined the offer. The women went quietly—at first. Gladys Sawyer was so drunk they had to cart her out in a wheelchair. It was when  they were being led to a waiting patrol car that the trio realized they were in trouble. Cursing and shouting, Sawyer swung at Officer Wilcox, hitting her beneath the right eye. Wilcox charged the three women and all four fell in a heap on the sidewalk, Harmon and Burdette cursing and kicking Wilcox in the ribs. The policewoman yelled for help. Two beat cops heard her cries. Harmon was trying to run off when they arrived. Together the three policemen dragged the struggling, cursing trio into a squad car. Little Francine came along, too.

The two male cops jumped onto the running board as they headed downtown. As they drove, Harmon opened a window and attempted to dump out the contents of her purse. The officers stopped the car and retrieved the things she dropped. At the Women’s Bureau of the Cleveland Jail, all three women gave false names and refused to answer any questions. Thrown into cells, Harmon screamed and cursed, demanding that someone call Shimmy Patton, the Harvard Club’s boss. Gladys Sawyer sat and cried, worrying about Francine. Wynona Burdette stood in a corner, brooding. “Keep a stiff upper lip,” Burdette hollered to Gladys at one point. “Don’t say nothing.”17




About 11 P.M.

Karpis sat down on the bed, his Thompson submachine gun on the side table, as Delores slid beneath the covers. Suddenly there was a loud knock at the front door. Karpis sprang to attention; no one but Freddie knew his new address. He put on his shoes and trousers and grabbed the Thompson. “You go to the door and if it’s anybody at all that we don’t know, just let them come on in,” he whispered to Delores. “I’ll take care of the rest of it.”

Delaney threw a coat over her nightgown, walked into the living room, and opened the door. Karpis heard Freddie’s voice. Freddie, Dock, and Harry Campbell walked in.

“What the hell’s going on?” Karpis asked.

“Go ahead get your clothes on,” Freddie said. “Things are real bad.” Karpis and Delores finished dressing, then sat in the living room. Freddie told them what had happened. He wasn’t worried about the women. “But they’re questioning that little girl and she’s gonna tell them everything,” Freddie said. “They’ve probably sent for the FBI.”

They hadn’t. The Cleveland Police Department, in fact, had no idea who the three drunken women hauled into headquarters that evening actually were. Harmon gave her name as “Mrs. Earl J. Matterson,” Burdette as “Wynona Walcott.” Only Gladys Sawyer inexplicably gave her real name. She even gave her address in St. Paul. None of it meant anything to the desk clerk who checked them into jail that night.

But the policewoman, Mildred Wilcox, suspected something was amiss. The jewelry, the screaming fight, the attempted bribe—she could tell the women were hiding something. She and a detective sat little Francine in a chair and gently questioned her.

What did her daddy do for a living? they asked.

“He runs a joint,” Francine said. In St. Paul.

And her daddy’s friends? “They never work and they have lots of money.” How did her mommy get to the Cleveland Hotel? “In the Packard,” Francine said. She mentioned the name of the garage where they had parked. “Do the men ride around in the Packard, too?” one of the detectives asked. “Oh, no!” Francine answered. “They go out in the little car they get in just outside town. They put blue license plates on it first.” And could she remember the license plate number?

“No, sir,” said Francine. “I am only a little girl and I can’t count higher than thirteen.”18

When another detective mentioned the man who thought he had seen Baby Face Nelson, his superiors smelled something big. Escorted by Francine, detectives descended on the garage she had mentioned and found the Packard. In it they discovered a .38 caliber pistol and a slip of paper with two addresses written on it. One was 4419 West 171st Street. It was one block away from the address of the supposed Nelson sighting. At 4:00 A.M. a squad car under the direction of Detective Lieutenant Kirk Gloeckner was sent to raid the house on West 171st Street.




Thursday, September 6

Midnight came and went as the gang clustered in Karpis’s living room, debating how long their homes would be safe. There was talk of leaving town immediately, but that made no sense. At the very least, they needed their guns. Between them the four men had a single machine gun and the pistols they carried. Freddie wanted his clothes.

They drove to Freddie’s house on West 171st Street, cruising by without seeing police. Freddie ran inside. He returned with several Gladstone bags filled with his guns. From there they drove to Harry Campbell’s flat, thinking they could retrieve another machine gun. From the street they saw three men inside.dy Karpis cursed. The machine gun was the one they had used in the South St. Paul robbery. If it was identified, there would be no doubt who they were. They returned to Karpis’s bungalow to debate their next move.

The squad car commanded by Lieutenant Gloeckner pulled up outside 4419 West 171st Street a little after four. Officers pounded on the door. No one answered. The cops forced their way in. Inside, Gloeckner and his men found papers indicating the occupants were Mr. and Mrs. Earl Matterson, Gladys Sawyer, and one other man. But what drew Gloeckner’s attention were the contents of a bedroom drawer. In it he found a notebook. The pages were covered with penciled notations. It was a route map between two locations. The FBI would later identify it as a getaway map.dz

Beside the notebook Gloeckner found a rolled-up piece of paper that turned out to be the fingerprint portion of a torn-up Wanted poster. On the back was a notation that “Fred Barker” was wanted for murder; later that day, a clerk at the police headquarters would identify the fingerprint as Fred Barker’s. Gloeckner’s boss, Captain Frank Story, realized the Barker Gang must be hiding in Cleveland. After the sun rose he hurriedly canvassed other detectives for any stories of suspicious new faces in town. One detective told him of a man his sister-in-law had mentioned. He lived on a bungalow on 140th Street. On a hunch, Story had the woman review photographs of the Barker Gang. Immediately she chose a picture of Alvin Karpis. Story dispatched a car to the 140th Street bungalow.19

As police closed in, the four gang members remained at Karpis’s bungalow in the hours before dawn, debating their next move. “The best damn thing we can do now is somebody leave and get into Toledo and get an apartment,” Karpis said. “First thing in the morning we’re gonna duck in some place till we decide what to do, but you can bet we’re gonna have to get the hell out of here.”

Dock and Campbell took one car and left for Toledo, promising to meet them by the Casino Club later that day. Karpis called his boss, Shimmy Patton, and asked him to check the women’s situation. Then he and Freddie switched off the lights and sat in the dark, waiting. Delores actually managed to go to sleep. At dawn Karpis was pacing in a back room when Delores materialized and said there was a car out front. Karpis peeked out the blinds. It was a Ford coupe. He recognized the men inside as Patton and Art Heberbrand. Karpis went out to the car, glancing down the street as he walked.

“You guys are gonna have to get out of here in the next half hour,” Patton warned. Patton had called a friend on the force. He said the women hadn’t talked. But little Francine had said plenty. One call to St. Paul would be enough. FBI men would arrive within hours.

“Just get the hell on out of town,” Heberbrand said. “In a few weeks, if you want, come on back and we’ll let you know how things stand around here.”

“How do things look now?” Karpis asked.

“Well, down the street a little ways from here, there’s a police car with two guys in it. But you don’t worry about them, they’re not gonna bother you. They just want to make sure you’re out of that house before they call in to get a raiding party.”

In minutes Karpis and others were on the road to Toledo. Around ten they rendezvoused with Dock and Campbell, who had already rented an apartment that Karpis quickly saw would not be suitable. It was a rundown room in a bad part of town. Karpis’s philosophy had always been to rent in the best areas of a city. Wealthy neighbors didn’t gossip like poor ones, he had found. “This ain’t gonna cut it,” Karpis said. “If we last here till night, we’ll be doing good.”

“What do you think we should do?” Freddie asked.

“What I think we should do is you and Dock go ahead to Chicago, get your mother out of that apartment, put her in a hotel, a nice hotel, for a week or so, or maybe not even that long. But get her out of there. Me and Campbell and Delores will get there this evening.”

What worried Karpis most was the prospect of Cash McDonald returning to Cleveland from Havana with the laundered ransom money and walking into a police trap. “We can just kiss all that money good-bye if that happens,” he said. Somehow McDonald had to be alerted. They split up the guns. The Barkers took a suitcase with two Thompsons. Karpis kept his favorite Thompson gun. Freddie and Dock left immediately for Chicago. Karpis followed that night, meeting them at Ma’s apartment. They had already moved her into a hotel. Ma was on the verge of panic. For the first  time she seemed to fully understand their plight. “What’s gonna happen now?” Ma asked. To Karpis she seemed small and weak. All the fight had gone out of her.

Karpis couldn’t get his mind off Cash McDonald. They had to warn him not to return to Cleveland. Then he had an idea. They would leave a message with the manager at McDonald’s Miami hotel, the El Commodoro, in hopes that he would return there after leaving Havana. They would tell McDonald to go straight to Detroit. Willie Harrison could come to Chicago when everything was set. Karpis walked over to a pay phone on 79th Street and made the call. After a few minutes he returned.

“They were in Havana, he’s expecting them back any minute,” Karpis told Freddie. “I explained to him that they were not to go to Cleveland, things had developed there that made it inadvisable for them to return there.” He left instructions for Harrison to meet them in Chicago when everything was set. Then they sat back and waited.




Cleveland, Ohio Friday, September 7  

The FBI didn’t learn of the Cleveland raids until Friday morning, when the news broke in the newspapers.ea By then police had firm identifications on all the gang members and had raided Karpis’s bungalow, finding nothing but dirty clothes strewn throughout. Sam Cowley flew to Ohio the next morning to interrogate the three women, who remained in a Cleveland jail. At first they gave bogus stories of having met each other in a nightclub. Paula Harmon threw a series of screaming fits, thrashing and biting at deputies who tried to control her. At one point, she actually defecated on an agent’s shoe.

But by Sunday, when the three women allowed themselves to be taken to Chicago, the fight was going out of them. All three gave long, detailed narratives of their months with the Barker Gang. A few days later Harmon even took agents on a driving tour of northern Illinois in a vain attempt to locate the house where Ed Bremer had been kept.

Karpis and the Barkers, meanwhile, had vanished. Cowley’s last hope of picking up their trail was their informant Helen Ferguson, but he told Hoover he had little confidence she could renew contact with the gang after so long. An agent took Ferguson to Toledo, where she visited the Casino Club and left a message for the Barkers. She was told to stand by; Ferguson took a hotel room, as did her FBI minder. Two days passed. On Sunday, September 9, the agent was called away. He told Ferguson to stay in touch. It looked like a washout. Cowley forgot about her.

 

 

For three days Karpis and the Barkers paced Ma’s apartment in Chicago, waiting for word that the money had been exchanged in Havana. Tuesday morning, Dock said to Karpis, “You want to take a look at something?” Karpis stepped to the window and glanced down. Outside, Willie Harrison was standing on the corner, a newspaper under his arm.

Freddie trotted downstairs to get him, and relief swept the group when Harrison walked into the apartment. Everything was fine, he said. The money had been exchanged in Havana. McDonald was waiting with the clean money in Detroit. Karpis and Freddie left immediately. They had only one stop to make, at the Casino Club in Toledo. They had received a message that Helen Ferguson needed to meet.

They should have been driving into an FBI trap. But by the time Ferguson was summoned to the Casino Club that night, she hadn’t talked with an FBI agent in two days. Inside, Bert Angus told her to sit and wait. According to a statement Ferguson later gave the FBI, she was then “contacted” by Fred Barker. Apparently it was a quick conversation. Ferguson asked for money. Barker said he didn’t have any. She asked to see him again. Barker told her to meet him in three nights, in front of the Sears store on East 79th Street in Chicago. Then Barker walked out to the car where Karpis waited and drove off. There wasn’t an FBI agent within fifty miles.20

 

 

As Helen Ferguson scurried back to her hotel to telephone her missing FBI handlers, Karpis and Barker left Toledo and drove through the night to Cash McDonald’s house in the Detroit suburb of Grosse Pointe. McDonald  was waiting with Harry Sawyer. The money, almost $66,000, was on a table; McDonald had taken a 15 percent cut. McDonald insisted that Karpis count it, and he did. “Are you sure now that this money is going to show up as you said, in Caracas and Mexico City?” Karpis asked McDonald.

“Yes, there’s no question about that,” McDonald said.

“I just wanted to know . . .”

“Why?” McDonald asked. “You figuring on going down to Cuba to live?”

“I don’t know where I’m going to go,” Karpis lied.

“Where you gonna go, Ray?” Sawyer asked.

“I really don’t know. What do you want to know for?”

“Well, just in case you wanted to get hold of me or I wanted to get hold of you.”

“You know something, Harry?” Karpis said. “You’d better not be planning on getting ahold of anybody. If I were you, I’d try to figure out where the hell to go to get out from under this heat. This thing is going to be real bad, and you might as well face it. You can forget every connection you had, everything. If you want to stay here, you’re going to have to stay away from everybody.”

They slept that night at McDonald’s. The next morning, they said their good-byes and drove back to Chicago. Karpis and Freddie looked up George Ziegler’s old sidekick, Bryan Bolton, gave him Ziegler’s share of the money, and told him to get it to his widow. Afterward they returned to Ma’s apartment. “I’m leaving tonight,” Karpis announced. “I’m not staying in this goddamn town no longer.” Karpis refused to say where he was heading. Dock volunteered that he and Campbell planned to return to Toledo; maybe they could learn something about the women’s situation. They left. When they were alone, Karpis told Freddie he was heading for Miami. He pointedly failed to mention where he was going from there.

“How can I get ahold of you?” Freddie said.

Karpis suggested they relay messages through the Miami hotel, the El Commodoro. The manager could be trusted. “But I don’t want nobody else to know where I’m going,” Karpis said. They drove on to Ma’s hotel, where Karpis told Delores to pack up. She didn’t understand. It was almost midnight. “We’re not coming back here,” he said. “We’re leaving tonight.”

“Well, am I going to see you again soon?” Ma asked.

“I don’t know,” Karpis said. “But right now I’m taking Delores with me and we’re going down to Florida. Now if you come down there, well and  good, I’d like to see you and Freddie, but I couldn’t care less whether I see any of the rest of them or not.”

Karpis shook Ma’s hand, then returned to her apartment, where he had left his Ford. He threw in a briefcase with his .45s and clips. Willie Harrison was there, and Karpis agreed to give him a lift to his wife’s house in Gary. After that, it was every man for himself.




Chicago, Illinois Friday, September 14  

That night Helen Ferguson stood on the corner by the Sears store, frightened and alone. Cowley had decided against watching or following her, apparently fearing it would tip the Barkers off or even place Ferguson’s life in danger. Once again, she was on her own.eb

At 10:00 a Chevrolet sedan approached at a high rate of speed, stopping suddenly in front of Ferguson. She stepped into the front seat and the car drove off. Cowley’s men didn’t hear another word from Ferguson for twenty-six hours, when she called the Chicago office. She had made contact, she said, but not with Fred Barker. For twenty-four hours she had driven nonstop through the streets of Chicago with Dock Barker and his friend Russell Gibson. As Ferguson told it, Gibson had driven while Dock Barker sat behind her, cradling a machine gun. The two men claimed Freddie had gone to Kansas City but were careful to reveal little else. At one point, Dock pointedly asked Ferguson about a rumor that she had been picked up by the government. She denied it.

Cowley wasn’t sure how much of Ferguson’s story to believe. She said she had a follow-up rendezvous the following week. When the appointed night came, Ferguson again stood outside the Sears store. This time no one showed up. It was the end of Helen Ferguson’s useful service to the Bureau. A month later Cowley approved her request to take half-ownership in a Toledo whorehouse.

As September gave way to October, the FBI was no closer to catching Karpis and the Barkers than it had been a month before.
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 A FIELD IN OHIO AND A HIGHWAY IN ILLINOIS

 

September 18 to November 27, 1934

“Fuck you.”

—PRETTY BOY FLOYD TO SPECIAL AGENT SAM McKEE

 

 

 

The story of the Kansas City Massacre as told by Michael “Jimmy Needles” LaCapra was everything Hoover could have wanted. Pacing a Wichita, Kansas, jail cell in the predawn hours of September 1, LaCapra told agents he had learned details of the massacre from his brother-in-law, one of the mob boss Johnny Lazia’s henchmen.

What happened, LaCapra said, was this:

Late on the night of June 16, 1933, barely two hours after learning FBI agents were bringing Frank Nash to Kansas City the next morning, Verne Miller had driven to Union Station. The FBI knew this much was true; they had traced calls Miller made from a pay phone outside the station around midnight. But surveying the ground for the rescue was only one reason Miller drove to the station, LaCapra explained. The other was to see Johnny Lazia, who held court at the station’s Harvey Restaurant. According to LaCapra, Miller asked Lazia for men to help him rescue Nash. Lazia demurred, saying he didn’t want the heat that would bring.

Instead, LaCapra said, Lazia had mentioned someone else, a man who had arrived in Kansas City with his partner that same evening: Pretty Boy  Floyd. Floyd was staying that night at the Sexton Hotel, where one of Lazia’s men ran a gambling parlor. According to LaCapra, Lazia had taken Miller to meet Floyd; short of money, Floyd agreed to help out, apparently after Miller emphasized that there would be no gunplay involved. LaCapra wasn’t certain whether a third man—a “little wop”—might have participated in the massacre. The agents assumed the “little wop” was Adam Richetti.

It was Floyd, LaCapra said, who had shouted “Hands up!” the next morning outside the station, a command that was greeted with a gunshot from the lawmen’s car. In the ensuing gunfire Floyd was wounded in the left shoulder, presumably by a ricochet. Afterward Floyd fled to a safe house, where a doctor had treated his wound. Miller, meanwhile, had returned to see Lazia and apologized for the heat the massacre would bring. Afterward Miller fled. Once his wound was bandaged, Floyd was smuggled out of the city by several of Lazia’s men.

LaCapra’s story was perfect. It explained almost everything: how Miller and Floyd, strangers to one another, could have teamed up, and why Adam Richetti would have stayed at Verne Miller’s home, leaving behind his fingerprint on a beer bottle. As far as Hoover was concerned, there was just one problem. A secondhand story told by a frightened junkie would do little to sway a jury. What they needed was confirmation, and there was only one person in custody who could furnish that: Verne Miller’s girlfriend, Vi Mathias.

Mathias had been languishing in the federal women’s prison in Milan, Michigan, since the previous November. She was to be paroled on Tuesday, September 18, a fact the Chicago office noted several days before her release. For months Kathryn Kelly had been trying to pry information out of Mathias, but to no avail. Now, with her impending release, Sam Cowley proposed a bold, if extralegal plan. Mathias should be released onto the steps of the prison with no guard present, Cowley suggested, and at a time when no buses or taxis were available. No one would be allowed to meet her.

Because Mathias would be isolated and alone, Cowley wrote headquarters, “there will be no attorneys or any other person present at the time she is released, and . . . she [can be] taken by Agents of the Division and held incommunicado in some apartment where she can be thoroughly questioned concerning the massacre case.” In effect, she was to be kidnapped. Given enough time, Cowley was confident he could break Vi Mathias. “Mr. Cowley pointed out that the success obtained at the Chicago office in questioning the women has been the result of holding them indefinitely and  breaking down their mental resistance and obtaining from them, piece by piece, the story of their activities,” an aide wrote Hoover.1

Cowley’s plan was approved. When Mathias was released that Tuesday evening, three Chicago agents took her into custody. They drove to Detroit, where they had rented an apartment for the interrogation. The agents started in on her immediately. But Vi Mathias, while alone and unsure of her legal status, was a tough woman. She admitted knowing the Barkers and a dozen other criminals, but as the week wore on she refused to answer questions about the Kansas City Massacre.




New Orleans, Louisiana Saturday, September 22  

For fifteen months Dick Galatas, the Hot Springs bookie who had taken Frank Nash’s wife Frances to Joplin on the eve of the massacre, had proven as elusive as Pretty Boy Floyd. Theorizing that Galatas was the true mastermind behind the killings, Hoover’s men had tracked down tips on his whereabouts from St. Louis, where he had gambling friends, to Los Angeles, where he owned some land outside the city. They had questioned and shadowed his relatives, an aunt and uncle in upstate New York, a brother in Chicago, still other family members in California. At one point, in an effort to eavesdrop on his college-age stepson, they had inserted an undercover agent into a University of Alabama fraternity house. For their efforts they had absolutely nothing to show. Galatas and his wife, Elizabeth, had vanished.

That Saturday morning, David Magee, the New Orleans SAC, took a call from the New Orleans U.S. Attorney, Rene Viosca. Viosca asked him to come to his office in the Federal Building; he had a citizen with a tip that Galatas was hiding in the city. At Viosca’s office, Magee was introduced to a man whom FBI files identify only as Confidential Informant Number One. The man said he had seen a photograph of Galatas in the September 15 issue of Liberty Magazine, which advertised a $1,000 reward for information leading to his arrest. Galatas, the man said, was a dead ringer for Edwin W. Lee, the southeastern distributor for a paint company, Liquid Celophane Corporation. Lee’s office was in the Stern Building downtown. He stayed there until 2:00 most Saturdays.ec

Agent Magee telephoned Washington and asked whether they should place Lee under surveillance. No, he was told. If Lee was really Galatas, they should arrest him immediately. At 1:00 Magee took two men and drove to the Stern Building, just across Canal Street from the French Quarter. Leaving one man in the car, Magee and a second agent proceeded to Room 503, the offices of Liquid Celophane. Three salesmen shouldered by Magee as he entered; they were heading out to lunch. A woman greeted them. Magee recognized her as Elizabeth Galatas. Without identifying himself, he asked for Mr. Lee. The woman showed him into an adjoining office. A man was hunched on the floor painting a sample board. He glanced up at the agents, then turned back to his painting.

“Are you Richard Tallman Galatas?” one of the agents asked. They drew their guns.

Galatas looked up. He gave the agents a long, appraising glance. “I knew this was coming,” he said. “But I never in the world would have surrendered.” Then he turned and continued painting.

 

 

Dick Galatas and his wife were taken to the Bureau office, then, on orders from Washington, held incommunicado in Agent Magee’s apartment. Like Vi Mathias, no court or attorney was notified of their detention. Hoover broke the news to Cowley. “I stated [to Cowley] that I intend to have Galatas held by our Division until we are able to obtain some information,” Hoover wrote an aide. “[W]e know he is the key man and he may clear up many doubts in our minds and may confirm some of the information already in our possession.”2 In a call to Dwight Brantley, the Oklahoma City SAC, Hoover said, “[I]n my estimation, this is the solution of the Kansas City Massacre case.”3

By the time of his arrest, Galatas was a broken man. Handcuffed to a chair at Agent Magee’s apartment, he answered questions in a listless monotone, freely admitting his role in the massacre conspiracy. At one point, when asked why he did it, Galatas sighed.

“Because I was crazy,” he said.4

He had been running ever since. St. Louis. Reno. Sacramento. Los Angeles. Finally, New Orleans. Galatas swore he had no idea who Verne Miller’s partners were. What he told the agents instead, though no one in the FBI especially cared, was the genesis of the events that led to the massacre, and thus indirectly to Hoover’s War on Crime.

It started after he purchased the White Front Cigar Store that spring, Galatas said. He took bets in the back, and it was common knowledge that he kept the proceeds at his home. For that reason, Galatas said, he was in constant fear of being kidnapped. That May two muscular men from Chicago paid him a visit and asked if he would help persuade city officials to let them distribute Blue Ribbon Beer in the town. Galatas demurred; he didn’t like the pair’s looks. A couple of nights later the men returned and strongly suggested Galatas accompany them to the Eastman Hotel. Galatas went along, but became frightened when he saw the men were carrying guns. When they stepped into the hotel elevator Galatas slipped out just as the doors closed, ran back to the White Front and hid. He thought the men wanted to kidnap him.

A day or two later one of the Chicago men appeared at the White Front. With him was Frank Nash, whom Galatas had met but barely knew. Galatas suspected Nash was the brains behind his would-be kidnappers. Frightened, he briefed his friend Dutch Akers, the Hot Springs chief of detectives, and suggested they find a way to turn Nash into federal authorities. It was Akers, Galatas assumed, who had called the FBI.ed Once Nash was arrested, Galatas explained, he feared “the mob” would suspect him of having set Nash up. He went out of his way to help Frances Nash, Galatas insisted, in order to avoid any such suspicion.5

An interesting tale, but it got the FBI no closer to Pretty Boy Floyd. Hoover ordered in reinforcements. On Monday, September 24, Agent R. G. Harvey in New York was dispatched to New Orleans. One of Hoover’s assistants, Ed Tamm, told Harvey to “go to work” on Galatas, because “he is yellow and, of course, there is a way to deal with people like that.”6 Tamm made it clear to Harvey that he would need to get rough with Galatas. “What we want,” Tamm told Hoover on September 24, “is a good vigorous physical interview.”7 To assist Harvey, Tamm called the St. Louis office and said “we need a substantially built agent in New Orleans for a few days.”8

Agent Harvey arrived in New Orleans on Tuesday; that night he and two other agents went to work on Dick Galatas. “Subject Galatas was brought to the office after dark and was kept there until shortly before daylight,” Harvey wrote Hoover the next morning. “The interrogation was continuous and vigorous.”9

In a motion his lawyer filed two months later to suppress Galatas’s statements, Galatas laid out what a “vigorous physical interview” with the FBI entailed. In daylight hours he was kept manacled to a chair in Agent Magee’s apartment. He was given little or no food. He was not allowed to lie down, much less sleep. At night he was taken to the Bureau office. First he was given warnings: “You are going to tell us what we want to know . . . You haven’t any rights and you are not going to have counsel until we finish with you . . . We are going to get the story one way or another.” Then came the threats. “I ought to kill you now . . . You could easily be found dead on the street and all we would have to say is you tried to run.”

Several days later, after he was flown to Chicago and chained inside the Bureau’s nineteenth-floor offices, Galatas said the threats became more vivid: “I’ll use the necessary tactics to get what I want . . . If you are found dead in the streets, the same as others were found, no one would ever make inquiries and they will think gangsters killed you.” At one point, Galatas was escorted to an open window. “You are a long way up,” an agent told him, “and you won’t bounce when you hit bottom.” Finally, Galatas said, the threats turned to beatings. Agents struck him in the face with their fists until he bled. His hair was pulled. He was beaten at the base of his neck until unconscious. He was beaten with rubber hoses and kicked in the ribs. Finally an agent standing outside the door entered and said, “That’s enough.”

No one paid much attention to Galatas’s claims when they were eventually aired at his trial. But Galatas was telling the truth. According to Melvin Purvis’s secretary, Doris Rogers, agents in the Chicago office were rarely physical with prisoners during the early months of the War on Crime. But as the pressure on them increased during mid-1934, Rogers says, the agents began beating certain prisoners in the nineteenth-floor conference room. “They had heard about the ‘third degree’ and tried to use it without knowing how,” she wrote in a 1935 article for the Chicago Tribune. “Their attempts were stupid and useless. They picked the wrong men to hit and got little information for their pain. These instances were isolated and few. The older and wiser heads in the organization quickly brought the men who had tried it, victims of misdirected enthusiasm, back into line.”10

What the FBI got for its “vigorous physical interview” was a stream of increasingly detailed statements from both Galatas and his wife—none of which shed any light on what role Pretty Boy Floyd played in the massacre. In Detroit, meanwhile, Vi Mathias’s reaction to the FBI’s tactics proved far  different. After eleven days closeted in an apartment where she was berated by a revolving roster of agents, she was brought to Chicago on September 30 to give a statement. In it, she confirmed virtually every detail of the story “Jimmy Needles” LaCapra had told the FBI. She identified photos of Floyd and Richetti as men Miller had brought to their house after the massacre. She said Floyd had some sort of wound in his left shoulder, and had left with Richetti within hours of arriving. She said she never saw either man again.

It was all Hoover needed. On October 10 he stepped before a crowd of reporters and announced the capture of Dick Galatas. He also revealed the Bureau’s theory of the case, naming Verne Miller, Pretty Boy Floyd, and Adam Richetti as the massacre assassins. The next day the headlines were large and bold in Oklahoma, Kansas, and Missouri, where Floyd was well known, smaller in Eastern cities, where Floyd was typically introduced to readers as “a Southwestern outlaw.” It is an indication of Floyd’s posthumous notoriety; during his day he was hardly a household name. His fame paled before Dillinger’s.

In a nondescript boarding house in a poor section of Buffalo, New York, a man known locally as George Sanders read the stories with a frown. Neighbors had noticed Mr. Sanders pacing his room for much of the previous year. Putting down the newspaper, the man turned to his girlfriend and sighed. “You wanna go home?” said Pretty Boy Floyd.

 

 

While the FBI turned up the heat on Floyd, Baby Face Nelson was camped in the Nevada desert, passing his days tinkering with cars and taking pot-shots at jackrabbits. After parting with John Chase outside Chicago, Nelson had taken his wife, Helen, and Fatso Negri and driven back to Reno. For a week they crisscrossed Nevada, searching for a tourist camp where they could hide. Nothing appealed to Nelson; the nicer places had too many people, the more isolated ones didn’t have electricity or running water. One day Nelson’s Hudson hit a bump going about eighty, damaging the car, so on the evening of September 21 they crept into Reno in search of a mechanic they knew named Frank Cochran.

They slid the Hudson into the garage behind Cochran’s home and transferred the guns and luggage into an aging Buick sedan he lent them; Cochran even installed a siren in the car at Nelson’s request. Nelson’s group returned to its nomadic existence, cruising the back roads of Nevada  as far south as Las Vegas. Sleeping in the open, they returned to Reno a week later. Searching for Nelson’s Hudson, they drove downtown and spotted it parked outside a movie theater. Nelson was apoplectic; the FBI might spot the car. When Cochran emerged from the theater, they returned to his house and switched their things back to the Hudson, paying Cochran $250 before driving off.

Finally, on October 1, Nelson found a place to live, a tourist camp at Wally Hot Springs, Nevada, fifteen miles south of Carson City. Helen rented a two-room cottage; she and Nelson slept in one room, Negri the other. Every morning Nelson sent Negri into town to fetch food and newspapers. They were looking for John Chase’s message in the personals section of the Reno Evening Gazette. On Thursday, October 11, Nelson saw the ad. Chase had returned. The FBI knew it, too.

 

 

All that September, Ed Guinane, the San Francisco SAC, built an intricate superstructure atop Nelson’s contacts in California. There were taps in place on the phones of Fatso Negri’s mother and Johnny Chase’s brothers, and extensions at Tobe Williams’s gangland hospital in Vallejo.ee Wanted posters were distributed up and down the California-Nevada border. Guinane felt certain Nelson was still in the area. He had been seen in Vallejo on September 26, by a man who had sold him a car the year before, and in a Reno tavern on September 29.

Guinane’s best lead was Johnny Chase’s missing girlfriend, Sally Backman. Agents had searched her apartment and questioned her family; everyone said it was unlike her to simply disappear. At some point, Guinane wagered, she would return to Sausalito. He was right. The Bureau’s first major break came on Saturday, October 6, when Manuel Menotti, Sausalito’s police chief, spotted Backman on the street. He took her into custody and called Guinane, who hurried to begin debriefing her that afternoon.

It was slow going. For days Backman refused to say anything about her travels with Nelson. Then Guinane decided to use her love for Chase against her. If Chase stayed with Nelson, Guinane said, he would almost certainly be killed. Chase’s only chance to live, he insisted, was to leave Nelson.Backman asked for a promise that FBI agents wouldn’t kill Chase when he was arrested. Guinane said they would do everything they could to bring Chase in unharmed.

It worked. By Monday, October 8, Backman was installed in a room at the Shaw Hotel in San Francisco, pouring out her story. After parting with Nelson outside Chicago, she said, Chase had taken her to New York City, where they checked into the St. Andrews Hotel at the corner of Broadway and 72nd Street as “Mr. and Mrs. John Madison.” For three weeks they melted into the crowds of Manhattan, two young lovers spending their days ogling Radio City Music Hall and the new Empire State Building. Their only scare came a few days after arriving when Chase walked into a barbershop and a man yelled, “Johnny Chase!”

It turned out to be an old bootlegging pal of Chase’s named Arthur “Fat” Pratt, who had left the Bay Area to join his family’s jewelry business in Helena, Montana. Pratt and his girlfriend, who were also on vacation, joined Chase and Backman for a trip to Coney Island, a few dinners, and a Mae West movie, Belle of the Nineties.

In quiet moments Backman begged Chase to leave Nelson permanently, and Chase seemed to be swayed. A simple man, he talked of buying a gas station somewhere and settling down, and Backman believed him. They couldn’t stay in New York forever. In bed at night, they discussed whether it was safe for Backman to return to Sausalito. Chase told her the FBI would pick her up for questioning. She promised she wouldn’t talk. He told her how to reach him, via a personal ad in the San Francisco Examiner.ef  Once she returned to Sausalito and got her things in order, Chase promised, she could return to him and they would go straight. On September 30, Chase put her on a bus to the Newark airport. Back in San Francisco, she flitted between friends’ apartments for five days before Chief Menotti arrested her.

Backman’s story represented a trove of new leads. In New York, agents descended on the St. Andrews Hotel, where they identified a car Chase had purchased as an Airflow DeSoto sedan. Teletypes listing the car’s license plate number were sent to FBI offices and police stations across the West. Just as promising was the discovery that Chase had mailed a parcel to an Arthur Pratt in Helena, Montana. This information was relayed to the FBI’s Butte office on Tuesday, October 9, which called the sheriff’s department in Helena and asked it to check hotels for a man using the name “John Madison.” Hours later came word from Helena: Chase, aka Madison, had left the city just that morning.

After picking up a package of money he had mailed to Pratt for safe-keeping, Chase drove south to Nevada, reaching Reno that afternoon, just as the FBI learned he had been in Montana. Chase left his car at Frank Cochran’s garage on Virginia Avenue, asked for some minor repairs, then walked downtown and checked into the El Cortez Hotel, again using the name “John Madison.” The FBI was right behind him. Reno police found Chase’s car at Cochran’s garage the next day, Wednesday, October 10. That night, Agent Guinane and a group of agents arrived in Reno. The next morning they interviewed Cochran, who said a man had brought the car into his garage for repairs on Tuesday. “I don’t know him,” Cochran lied. “I presume he is a tourist.”

Guinane set a trap. “I’m going to need several armed men in the garage,” he told Cochran. “Chase will be back for the machine and we will grab him.” Guinane had brought along the Sausalito police chief, Manuel Menotti, who had known Chase for years. “Your duty, Chief,” Guinane told Menotti, “is to walk up to Chase when he comes into the garage. You talk to him and I believe you can get him away from Nelson. We’ll make Chase put the finger on Nelson.”

Though the agents didn’t know it, their plan was stillborn. That morning, even as Guinane arrayed his agents around the garage, Chase walked out of his hotel to stretch his legs. He decided to stroll by Cochran’s garage to check on his car. A block from the garage, Chase noticed two men in suits, talking. He suspected they were plainclothes policemen or FBI agents. Slowing to eavesdrop, he heard the words “federal agents” and “car.”11

Keeping his head, Chase walked to the offices of the Reno Evening Gazette, where he placed an ad in the personals section. The next day Nelson saw it. That night he took Helen and Fatso Negri and drove by Frank Cochran’s house to find Chase. Cochran’s car was in the driveway, a prearranged signal that Cochran was “hot.” Helen pleaded with Nelson to leave. Instead Nelson drove out into the desert and stopped the car. “C’mon, let’s put on our vests,” he told Negri. Negri protested: hadn’t he seen the car in the driveway?

“To hell with the signal,” Nelson snapped. “You put on that bulletproof vest and go up to the front door.”

They drove back into Reno and Nelson parked down the street from Cochran’s house. Approaching the house was a risk Nelson was fully prepared for Negri to take. “Go ring that front door bell and ask Frank where Johnny is,” he repeated.

Negri was afraid. “Jimmy, it’s slaughter for me to go across this street and ring that bell,” Negri said. “The G-men are there, and they’d just riddle me. I can’t do [it].”

“Go ahead,” Nelson urged. “I’ll stay here, and if I see anybody, I’ll let ’em have it. I’ll have good aim from here.”

Negri was sweating now. “I know, Jimmy, but that’s murder for me,” he said. “They’ve probably got us spotted now. Have a heart, Jimmy. I wouldn’t do [this] to you.”

Nelson wouldn’t be deterred. “Go ahead, Fatso; it’s all right,” he said. “I can plug ’em first.”

“Well, let’s both go,” Negri said.

Nelson lost his temper. “No! Go ahead!” he said. “I’ll protect you.”

Negri got out of the car, trotted to Cochran’s front porch and rang the bell. Cochran opened the door, but only a few inches. “Get away from here,” he hissed. “Didn’t I tell you what that car meant? Get away from this door.”

“Where is Johnny Chase?” Negri asked.

“He’s walking down the highway,” Cochran said before closing the door. “Get away from here!”12

Negri hustled back to the car without incident; the FBI, which had no idea Cochran was secretly helping Nelson, wasn’t watching the house. Nelson drove out toward the town of Sparks, looking for Chase. After a while a red sedan passed them; inside was Cochran, along with Chase. Nelson yelled, “Follow us,” and led Cochran into the desert.

They parked in the sagebrush. Jackrabbits scampered about in the cool evening air. Cochran told Nelson about the FBI trap at his garage. “To hell with them G-men!” Nelson snapped. “I’m going back to the garage and fill them with lead. I’ll get Johnny’s car for him!”

Cochran pleaded with Nelson not to do anything rash. “I know how to handle one of these tommies,” Nelson said. “I won’t splatter up your garage too much!” Chase interceded, saying they had nothing to gain from killing FBI men. Nelson calmed down when Cochran promised to furnish him the license plate numbers of FBI cars. If he couldn’t shoot the agents in Cochran’s garage, he would get them someplace else.

On the drive back to Wally Hot Springs, Chase told Nelson all about his trip to New York. “The heat’s everywhere,” he said. “It’s in New York, Chicago, San Francisco, Reno, and all spots in between. In New York I contacted some of the boys in various rackets, and they all gave me the cold shoulder, in a polite way, but firmly.”

“Aw, those yellow racketeers back East,” Nelson snapped. “The G-men can’t bluff us. All we need right now is a little time for one or two more good jobs, like the Milwaukee train. And then we can beat it over to Europe and take it easy.” Negri recognized the familiar refrain: One more job, always one more job, and then retirement.

All that night Nelson, Chase, and Negri kept watch in shifts, anticipating an FBI raid that never came. As they stood out in the desert night, cradling their submachine guns, Sam Cowley arrived at the Reno airport, having just handed the $5,000 Dillinger reward to Ana Sage in Los Angeles the day before. All that next day, Friday, October 12, Cowley joined agents staking out Frank Cochran’s garage. Cowley was discouraged by Cochran’s failure to identify the photographs of either Chase or Nelson. In a phone call to Washington that afternoon, he reported “the situation does not look any too hopeful.”13

That night Cochran met Nelson in the desert outside Reno. He handed over the license plate numbers of several FBI cars and even furnished Nelson the address of the apartment house where several agents were staying. Nelson was all for driving into town and murdering every FBI agent he could find, but Chase calmed him down.

Neither Baby Face Nelson nor Sam Cowley ever learned how close they came to facing off that day. Cowley left Reno the next morning for Salt Lake City before moving on to Montana, where agents were questioning Chase’s friend, Arthur Pratt. No one knew it at the time, but the day Cowley would finally confront Nelson was coming, and sooner than anyone expected.




October 20 

When night fell, Pretty Boy Floyd, Adam Richetti, and their long-suffering girlfriends, sisters named Juanita and Beulah Baird, left Buffalo. In darkness they drove through Pennsylvania and crossed into Ohio, then turned south. Richetti had relatives in Dillonvale, across from Wheeling, West Virginia, and they may have been heading there. Floyd drove past Youngstown and around three A.M. reached the Ohio River at East Liverpool, where he turned onto Highway 7, the two-lane blacktop that ran along the west side of the Ohio. Rain was falling as fog rolled off the river, and just before the city limits of Wellsville, four miles below East Liverpool, Floyd lost control of the car on the wet pavement and skidded into a telephone pole.

Steam rose from the hood as Floyd stepped out to inspect the damage. Irked, he looked up and down the road. An abandoned brickyard stretched into the gloom to their right. Moonlight sparkled on the river to their left; a mile across the water they could make out the lights of West Virginia. They managed to get the car back on the road, but Floyd saw they wouldn’t make it far without repairs. He told the Baird sisters to drive into Wellsville and find a mechanic. The girls coaxed the car south, disappearing toward the dwindling river town.

Frost lay silver on the grass as Floyd and Richetti took some blankets and their guns and hiked up a wooded hill to await the girls’ return. From their position above the brickyard Floyd could see up and down Highway 7 and across a set of railroad tracks to the river below. A few dozen yards behind them, at the top of the hill, sat a row of darkened houses, several no more than shacks. It was cold, and they gathered some leaves and twigs, started a fire, and sat back to wait.

Hours passed. At dawn lights began flickering in the homes above them. By eight there was still no sign of the women. Around ten a man named Joe Fryman emerged from his hilltop home to check his riverside vegetable garden. He was standing near the highway with his son-in-law when his eye caught a flash of white on the hill below. He said they should investigate. Halfway down the hill Fryman stumbled onto Floyd and Richetti, sitting on their blankets. At first he thought they were tramps; a glance at their clothing—Floyd was wearing a navy suit with no tie—suggested otherwise. “We’re out taking pictures,” Floyd said. “We had a couple of girls and got lost. We’re waiting for them.”

Suspicious, Fryman climbed the hill to his home, where he found a neighbor named Lon Israel. “It looks kind of fishy to me,” Israel agreed. Israel walked to a store and phoned the chief of Wellsville’s two-man police force, a pugnacious little fellow named John H. Fultz. That Thursday a bank had been robbed in Tiltonsville, an hour’s drive south, and it occurred to Fultz the two strangers might be connected. Before leaving he deputized two local men, William Erwin and Grover Potts, and asked them  to come along. A few minutes later the three arrived on the hilltop. None wore a uniform. Only Fultz had a gun, a .38. “Do you know where these people are located?” Fultz asked.

“I don’t know exactly but I can tell you about the location, pretty near,” Israel said.

Israel led the group down a muddy path. About twenty-five feet down the hill, just as they rounded a clump of bushes, Floyd materialized before them. “What do you want?” Floyd demanded. Without waiting for an answer, he pulled out a pistol and leveled it at Fultz.

“Stick ’em up!” Floyd said.

Fultz tried to pass himself off as a worker on his way to the brickyard. “I won’t stick ’em up,” Fultz said.

“I said put ’em up,” Floyd said.

“I won’t put ’em up,” Fultz said. “I’m going down to the brickyard and I don’t see why I should put my hands up.”

Fultz took a step forward. “Don’t come another inch, fellow, or I will pump you,” Floyd said.

“You wouldn’t shoot a working man,” Fultz said. Floyd stepped forward and stuck his pistol into the chief’s stomach. Fultz brazenly pushed past him, followed by Lon Israel and the two deputies. Floyd let them walk by, then descended the path after them, his gun still aimed at Fultz. “Now don’t run or I will shoot you,” he said.

“There’s nobody going to run,” Fultz said.

They descended another hundred feet down the dirt path. They bickered all the way to the point where Fultz came upon Richetti, still lying on his blanket. “Hello, buddy, how are you?” Fultz asked. “You seem to be taking it pretty easy.”

“Yeah,” Richetti said.

Floyd had had enough. “Don’t let him kid you,” Floyd said. “Shoot him! He’s an officer!”

Richetti dutifully produced his .45, aimed at Fultz, and pulled the trigger. The gun misfired. Fultz pulled his .38, turned back toward Floyd, and snarled, “You big yellow son of a bitch.” He fired at Floyd, missing, then turned and fired toward Richetti. In the confusion the other men scattered into the trees. Fultz stopped to reload his gun. When he was finished, Floyd was nowhere to be seen. Fultz spied Richetti running through the woods. He ran after him.

Richetti raced through the trees across the hillside, leapt a fence, and  made for the back of a house. Fultz reached its yard just as Richetti reached the backdoor. Fultz fired once, the bullet striking the house about two feet from Richetti’s shoulder.

“I give up!” Richetti shouted.

While Chief Fultz handcuffed Richetti, Floyd stepped out of the trees and pulled a Thompson gun from beneath their blankets. Meanwhile, Lon Israel and the two deputies hustled up the hill, where Israel grabbed shotguns from his house. The three men had just stepped back into Israel’s yard when, to their left, they saw Floyd emerge from the woods. Floyd turned and fired a burst from his machine gun; then it jammed. One bullet struck Deputy Potts in the shoulder; he fell, wounded. Deputy Erwin got off one blast of his shotgun before diving for cover. Floyd dived into a ditch, then rose and ran across the hilltop into the trees on the far side, throwing his gun in the weeds.

The woods Floyd entered lay on the northern reaches of Appalachia. West of the river, the land bunched together in steep, rocky hills; the hollows between were creased with shallow brown creeks and pockmarked with tar-paper shacks and trash-strewn hillsides. On the far side of the hill, a thirty-one-year-old auto mechanic named Theodore Peterson and his brother William were standing outside their garage talking to a teenager, George McMillen, who had stopped to buy a vacuum tank for his Model T Ford. McMillen looked up and saw a mud-streaked man in a dusty blue suit scrambling down the hill into the Petersons’ yard.

Floyd walked up and asked if he could pay any of them five dollars to drive him to Youngstown.

“Why?” one of the men asked.

Floyd explained he had been out hunting when his car broke down. “What part broke?” one of the Petersons asked. “Maybe we can fix it for you.”

“The front axle,” Floyd said. He put his foot on the axle of McMillen’s Ford to show where the break had occurred. “I’ve got to get to Youngstown,” Floyd went on. “I’ve got business to attend to up there. I’ll give you ten dollars.” He pulled a wad of ones out of his pocket to show he had the money.

Ted Peterson turned to Floyd and said, “We’ll take you.” He and Floyd got into Peterson’s car. Peterson was backing out of the yard when his mother stuck her head out of the house.

“Where are you goin’?” she yelled.

“I’m takin’ this man to Youngstown,” Peterson shouted back.

“You can’t take this man to Youngstown and get across the river at one o’clock,” she shouted. It was 12:40; Peterson was due at another man’s house in twenty minutes.

“Sorry, buddy,” Peterson said.

“That’s all right,” Floyd said.

He turned to the teenager, George McMillen, and offered him the ten dollars. “Will you take me?” Floyd asked.

“I will,” McMillen said, taking Floyd’s money.

Once in McMillen’s Ford, Floyd said to stick to the back roads.

“I suppose you know who I am,” Floyd said at one point.

“Don’t believe I do,” McMillen said.

“My name’s Floyd. Pretty Boy Floyd.”

McMillen stared.

“The radios are flashing it all over the country, the papers are full of it,” Floyd said.

“I don’t know [anything about] it,” McMillen said. “I’m just back from Cannon’s Mill and haven’t been readin’ the papers except the funnies or to look through the paper for a job.”

Five minutes later McMillen’s car stalled. Above the road was a set of greenhouses owned by a florist named James H. Baum. Baum sold his flowers at his shop in Wellsville; his biggest customer was the local funeral home. He and a friend were stacking lumber when Floyd and McMillen walked up his driveway. “How about some gas?” Floyd asked, motioning down to the stalled Model T. “I’ll pay you for it.”

“I haven’t any gas,” Baum said.

Floyd eyed Baum’s Nash sedan. “How about draining some out of your car?”

Baum shook his head. “Can’t get it out,” he said.

Floyd asked if Baum would take them to a gas station, and Baum agreed. McMillen went, too. Climbing into Baum’s Nash, Floyd pulled his gun. “Now, Dad,” he told Baum, “I want you to do just what I say.”

He told Baum to drive north toward Youngstown, keeping to the back roads. They bumped along muddy dirt tracks for nearly two hours, eventually reaching the highway ten miles north. Just as they gained speed, they spied a roadblock. Two deputies had placed a railroad car across the road. A long line of automobiles was waiting to pass.

At the roadblock, Deputies George Hayes and Charley Patterson  watched the Nash stop and turn around. It looked suspicious. “Let’s go,” Hayes told Patterson. The two men hopped into their car and tried to give chase, but were slowed by the snarl of stopped cars.

Ahead, in the Nash, Floyd peered through the back window. “Here comes someone,” he said to Baum. “Step on it.” The mouth of a hilly dirt road—so swaybacked locals called it “Roller Coast Road”—opened to the left, and Floyd told Baum to turn onto it. The Nash roared into the little road and sped east into the woods north of East Liverpool. The deputies followed. A half mile down Roller Coast Road, they began honking their horn. At that point, James Baum decided he had had enough and stopped the car. The deputies’ car stopped about fifty yards behind it. From the backseat, Floyd rose and fired. His shot blew out the back window of the Nash, then struck the deputies’ windshield. The deputies ducked as Floyd scrambled out of the car and ran into the woods.

By nightfall Columbiana County was in an uproar. Farmers in black armbands, signifying their status in the gathering posse, spilled into Wellsville, milling around the riverside jail complex. Inside, Chief Fultz tried to question Adam Richetti. Locked in a cell, Richetti gave his name as Richard Zamboni. He said his partner was a Toledo gambler; inexplicably George McMillen had told no one that the “gambler” had identified himself as Pretty Boy Floyd.

Sunday morning the manhunt for the missing “gambler” continued. An overnight rain had erased any footprints Floyd left. He had disappeared into the wildest area of Columbiana County, a dim maze of steep wooded hillsides that lined Little Beaver Creek. Around one o’clock Sunday afternoon, Ray B. Long, the sheriff in Steubenville, Ohio, arrived in Wellsville to join the posse. Shown into the jail, he recognized Richetti from a Wanted poster. “That’s Adam Richetti,” he told Fultz. “He’s wanted in the Kansas City Massacre.” He called Richetti by his name, and Richetti admitted who he was.

Sheriff Long said they had to call the FBI. Fultz objected; he was enjoying his moment in the sun and apparently didn’t want to share it. Long called anyway. The switchboard at the FBI’s Cincinnati office forwarded the message to the senior agent in the area, who just happened to be Melvin Purvis.

 

 

 

Purvis was in Cincinnati with a team of agents hunting the kidnapper of a Kentucky woman. It wasn’t glamorous, but it beat writing memos, which  was all Hoover wanted him to do. Their relationship had gone from cool to glacial. In one bizarre letter in mid-September, Hoover had hectored Purvis for refusing to speak clearly over the telephone. “I have had the phone checked here, and found that our phone is technically satisfactory,” Hoover wrote. “It might also be desirable for you to speak in a little louder tone of voice.”14eg

That Sunday morning Purvis was in his hotel room when he received the call about Floyd. He telephoned Hoover in Washington, and the director grudgingly approved Purvis’s plan to charter a plane to Wellsville and supervise the manhunt. By 2:00 Purvis and his men were aboard a plane floating over the brilliant autumn foliage of southern Ohio. Looking down on the trees, Purvis let his mind drift back to the flight that had taken him to Little Bohemia. No one used words like redemption around Purvis, but its scent hung unmistakably in the air.

At the Wellsville jail, Purvis immediately butted heads with Chief Fultz. It was dusk and the posses had dispersed, heading home for warm dinners; there had been no sighting of Floyd for more than twenty-four hours. Purvis said he wanted the entire area cordoned off. Fultz said it couldn’t be done. To make matters worse, Fultz refused to release Richetti to the FBI. He said he had an “open and shut case” against Richetti for assault. Purvis telephoned Hoover and reported the situation was “impossible to control.”15

Leaving the jail, Purvis drove to East Liverpool and set up his command post at the Travelers Hotel. By 3:00 Monday morning, almost twenty agents from Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and Cincinnati had assembled in his room. Purvis split them into five squads of three and four men apiece. He decided to send two squads to raid the homes of Richetti’s relatives at Dillonvale, an hour’s drive south. The other three squads were to patrol Highway 7 and its spidery network of adjoining roads north of East Liverpool. Floyd was believed to be wounded, and other agents were put to work checking hospitals, doctor’s offices, and taxi companies. More than two hundred police and sheriff’s deputies, arriving from across the state, manned roadblocks at bridges up and down the Ohio River Valley.




1:00 P.M.

Early Monday afternoon, after two days with no news of Floyd, a reliable report came in. Three of Purvis’s men were checking farms north of East Liverpool when they were waved down by a constable, who reported Floyd had just been seen at a farm north of Little Beaver Creek. A farmer’s wife had fed him a sandwich and allowed him to wash up. The news was relayed to Purvis. Hoover telephoned just as he was leaving his room. The director told Purvis to depart at once.16 If Floyd was to be captured, Hoover wanted to make sure it was by the FBI.

Purvis rendezvoused with his men on a dirt road seven miles north of East Liverpool. He was willing to bet Floyd was heading north, making for Youngstown. They split into two groups and began checking farmhouses and outbuildings. In one barn, Purvis was rooting around in the loft when he heard a noise below. Purvis drew his gun. He heard footsteps coming up the ladder and aimed his .45, ready to fire—and felt silly when one of his own men popped up. They were all nervous.

Around three o’clock, as they cruised dirt roads watching the adjoining fields, Purvis and his men met a car driven by the East Liverpool police chief and three of his men. They decided to join forces.




2:50 P.M.

As they did, Floyd emerged from the woods north of Little Beaver Creek. His white shirt was streaked with sweat, his suit sprinkled with thistles and pine needles. He had covered eight miles, due east, since fleeing the sheriff’s deputies forty-eight hours earlier. Behind him the creek gurgled past a fallen-down gristmill and a set of long-abandoned canal locks, remnants of another century. The metaphor was lost on Floyd, who only wanted a warm meal and a ride out of Ohio. Ahead lay an isolated farmhouse. Beyond it, green fields.

Ellen Conkle, a widow who worked her fifty-acre farm with the help of in-laws, was cleaning her smokehouse when the stranger knocked on her backdoor. “Lady, I’m lost and I want something to eat,” Floyd said. “Can you help me out with some food? I’ll pay you.”

Mrs. Conkle knew nothing of Pretty Boy Floyd or the manhunt. “I look like a wild man, don’t I?” Floyd said. “I was hunting squirrels with my  brother last night and I got lost. The more directions I got, the more confused I became. I don’t know where I am now.”

Mrs. Conkle knew no one hunted squirrels at night, certainly not in a business suit and black oxfords, and said so. A sheepish look crossed Floyd’s face. “To be honest, I’ve been drinking,” he said. “I guess I got lost.” Mrs. Conkle, who for years afterward would be portrayed as a simple woman kindly helping a stranger, was not naive; in fact, she was frightened. As she told an investigating panel several days later, she was afraid what would happen if she denied the stranger food, so she agreed to make him something, hoping it would hurry him on his way. She asked what he would like. “Meat,” said Floyd. “All I’ve been eating is apples, and some ginger cookies. I’m hungry for meat.”

Floyd sat in a rocker on the back porch, reading the Sunday edition of the East Liverpool Review, while Mrs. Conkle walked to her smokehouse to fetch some spareribs, then disappeared into her kitchen. A few minutes later she returned with a plateful of ribs, fresh bread, and pudding. Floyd devoured it all, except for the pudding, then accepted the widow’s offer of coffee and a slice of pumpkin pie. Afterward he pronounced the meal “fit for a king.”

Floyd asked for a ride to Youngstown. Mrs. Conkle said she couldn’t take him, but her brother-in-law Stewart Dyke and his wife were out in her field picking corn. When they returned, maybe they would take him. Floyd climbed into Dyke’s Model A and waited. The keys were in the ignition, but he did not steal the car.

Around four o’clock Dyke and his wife walked up to the house. Floyd asked for a ride to Youngstown. He could pay. Dyke said he was too tired. “I’ll take you to Clarkson, though,” he said, where there was a bus to Youngstown. “Come on get in.” Dyke said.

Floyd climbed back into the car, borrowed Mrs. Dyke’s powder puff and began to apply it to his face, apparently in a feeble attempt to disguise himself. Dyke slid behind the wheel. As the car backed out of the yard, everyone waved good-bye to Mrs. Conkle.

Then Stewart Dyke saw the two cars coming up the road.




4:10 P.M.

The two cars eased around a wide curve and rolled up the rise toward the last farm on the Sprucevale Road, the Conkle place. One of the East Liverpool policemen, Glenn G. “Curly” Montgomery, saw Floyd first. “Stop!” Montgomery hollered. “That’s him!”

Floyd spotted the lawmen a moment before they saw him. He ducked down and drew his pistol. “Drive behind that building!” he ordered Dyke. “They’re looking for me.” Dyke did as he was told, pulling his car behind a corn crib—a fifteen-foot-wide raised wooden shed used to store corn. Dyke reached over and unlocked the car door.

“Get out, you son of a bitch,” he said. Floyd scrambled out of the car and behind the corn crib.

Officer Montgomery was the first man out of the East Liverpool patrol car as it entered the Conkles’ yard. Purvis’s car pulled up behind it, and the four agents scrambled out. “There he is!” one of the cops shouted. “Behind the corn crib!”

Everyone drew their guns. The corn crib was elevated about twelve inches off the ground; they could see Floyd’s feet as he scurried from one side to the other, obviously unsure what to do. “Floyd, come to the road!” Purvis shouted. “If you don’t we will shoot!”

Floyd left the shelter of the corn crib and darted across an open space, toward the Conkle’s garage. “Look out, he’s gonna run!” one of the policemen yelled.

“Halt!” Purvis shouted. Shouts of “Halt! Stop!” came from all directions. Floyd kept running. Behind the garage he raced into an open field. At the far end of the field, maybe two hundred yards away, was a stand of woods. Floyd ran for it, zigzagging across the open field.

“Let him have it!” Purvis shouted.

Gunshots rang out. The Bureau men had pistols and shotguns and a Thompson gun. Their bullets splintered Mrs. Conkle’s apple tree; leaves and limbs rained down into the yard. Floyd kept running through the field, looking back over his right shoulder, then his left. More shots rang out. Several officers fired where they stood, others ran after Floyd into the field. As he neared the crest of a rise, Floyd’s right arm flew up and he fell forward, landing heavily on his left side in the grass.

Three of the East Liverpool policemen were the first to reach him. As they did, Floyd swung his arm around to defend himself, his .45 caliber pistol poised to fire. Officer Chester Smith grabbed Floyd’s wrist and wrenched the gun from his hand as a second officer fell onto Floyd and pinned him to the ground. Floyd reached for a second pistol in his waistband, but the third officer, Herman Roth, took it first.eh

“Lay still! Lay still!” one of the men yelled as Floyd finally ceased struggling.

The East Liverpool police chief, Hugh McDermott, ran up.

“How bad are you hurt?” he asked.

“I’m done for,” Floyd rasped. “You’ve hit me twice.” He was right: A .45 slug had hit below the left shoulder blade and lodged in his chest. Another bullet had struck his right side and come to rest below his heart. His lungs, ribs, and heart had all been damaged.

“What’s your name?” Officer Montgomery asked. By then Purvis and the other FBI men had run up.

“Murphy,” Floyd said. “Where’s Eddie?” He was using Richetti’s alias.

“Eddie who?” Montgomery asked.

“Where’s Eddie?”

“I don’t know,” Montgomery said.

“Oh hell,” Floyd said.

“What’s your name?” Montgomery asked again.

“Murphy!” Floyd said. He spat the word.

“Your name’s Floyd!” Purvis said.

Floyd just stared.

“Is your name not Charles ‘Pretty Boy’ Floyd?” Purvis repeated.

Floyd’s mouth twisted into a half smile.

“Yeah, I’m Floyd,” he said.

Purvis trotted back to his car to call a doctor and notify Washington of Floyd’s capture; there was no phone at the Conkle farm, so Purvis took an agent and drove back to a store in the town of Clarkson. When Purvis left, Agent Sam McKee hunched down beside Floyd and began questioning him. He asked if Floyd had been involved in the Union Station Massacre. “To hell with Union Station,” Floyd said.

“You’re dying,” McKee said.

“I know I’m through,” Floyd said. He was weakening fast.

“Then do the decent thing and tell me what you know about the massacre at Union Station,” McKee said.

Floyd said nothing.

“Is it not true that you, Adam Richetti, and Verne Miller did the shooting at Union Station?”

Floyd’s eyes flashed. “I ain’t tellin’ you nothin’, you son of a bitch,” he said. A moment later Floyd seemed to lapse into a state of semiconsciousness. McKee gave up the questioning. Floyd’s condition deteriorated quickly. In minutes he seemed to be near death.

“Who tipped you I was here?” he asked in a lucid moment. Several times he tried to rise. The East Liverpool men held him down. Floyd was fading fast. “Fuck you,” he said at one point. At 4:25 he said, “I’m going,” and died.ei

 

 

 

Floyd’s body was brought into the Sturgis Funeral Home in Wellsville, which was soon mobbed with reporters and curious townspeople. Much to Hoover’s dismay, more reporters were drawn to Purvis than the body. He was mobbed when he showed up at the funeral home, where Hoover reached him about five-thirty, an hour after the shooting. “Purvis advised that he had his picture taken, that he had been receiving inquiries from newspapers, whereupon I instructed him to tell the newspapers [all] statements would have to come from Washington,” Hoover wrote in a memo. Purvis promised he would say nothing, saying “he did not want to face anything like he did before.”17

All evening, even as friends and reporters phoned in congratulations, Purvis remained uppermost in Hoover’s mind. Around nine Purvis and Sam Cowley, who had arrived from Chicago, telephoned Hoover to report that they expected to take custody of Richetti within an hour; when Purvis stepped away from the phone, Hoover told Cowley that he wanted Purvis out of Wellsville immediately. Purvis is “to leave tonight and the curtain pulled down on the publicity there,” Hoover wrote an aide. He repeated himself for effect. “I again stated [to Cowley] that I wanted Mr. Purvis and the men to get out of there tonight because if they stay over, there will be a lot of motion pictures and the like,” Hoover wrote.

But Purvis couldn’t help himself. After three months in Hoover’s doghouse he was once again a star, and when reporters asked what happened, he told them. The next morning’s newspapers uniformly portrayed Purvis—“the man who got Dillinger”—as the FBI hero who had now brought down his second major public enemy. PURVIS’ STORY OF U.S. TRAP, read the Chicago American headline. “Melvin Purvis, youthful attorney who turned sleuth, marked another notch on his gun [today],” wrote the  Chicago Tribune. “[A] normally mild-mannered southerner, who ‘sees red’ when dealing with criminals, Purvis today became the most dangerous nemesis of the desperado [element].”

In Washington, Hoover fumed. He wanted accolades to flow to the Bureau, not Purvis; if any one man was responsible for bringing in Floyd and Dillinger, he felt, it was Sam Cowley, whom the newspapers continued to portray as Purvis’s second-in-command. Two nights later a headquarters supervisor named Bob Newby reached Purvis at his home in Chicago and told him to stay away from the office; in fact, Newby told Purvis to tell no one he even was in the city. Purvis, who had taken a victory lap through official Washington after Dillinger’s death, asked if he could come east; Newby said he saw no reason to. What remained of the relationship between Hoover and Purvis was damaged beyond repair.18
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With Dillinger and Floyd dead, Sam Cowley focused on Baby Face Nelson. His files were thick with new intelligence: the work on Nelson outshone anything achieved during the Dillinger and Floyd manhunts. That the two earlier cases had been resolved at all was seen by cynics as dumb luck, the FBI capitalizing on an opportunistic snitch and a car wreck. Cowley was determined that Nelson’s capture would be different. The Nelson files were an indication of how sharply the FBI’s professionalism had risen in mere months; the Purvis-era embarrassments of Roger Touhy, Verne Miller, and Little Bohemia were fast receding into memory. War conditions honed many organizations into fighting shape, and the FBI was no exception.

Under Cowley’s direction, agents had rounded up almost every contact from Nelson’s early days, interviewed his partners in the 1930 crime spree, and staked out the homes of his and Helen’s siblings. Several family members were quietly cooperating with the FBI, including Nelson’s brother-in-law, Robert Fitzsimmons, whose wife had taken in the Nelsons’ son Ronald. On October 9, Fitzsimmons had called to tell Cowley his family was leaving to visit relatives in Bremerton, Washington. It took a week for the family to drive cross-country. Two of Cowley’s men followed the entire way.

Cowley’s best hope of finding Nelson was still John Chase’s girlfriend, Sally Backman, who remained in custody in San Francisco. Cowley was transfixed by a vague story she told of visiting a town in Wisconsin where Nelson said he planned to spend the winter. In San Francisco agents spent several days poring over maps with Backman, trying to identify the town, but it was no use. No matter how she tried, Backman couldn’t seem to remember its name.

The day after Floyd was killed, Tuesday, October 23, Cowley had Backman flown to Chicago in hopes that a tour of northern Illinois and Wisconsin might refresh her memory. Charles Winstead took two agents and drove her. They headed northwest out of Chicago on Highway 12, inspecting the Illinois towns of Crystal Lake, Harvard, and Woodstock, then crossed into Wisconsin to examine Delavan and Walworth. At Elkhorn, where Roger Touhy had wrecked his car the year before, Backman thought she recognized a tavern. But when Winstead took her inside, there was a lunch counter where Backman remembered a bar.

Winstead, realizing this could take forever, dropped by to see a deputy  sheriff he knew in Elkhorn. Winstead described the town Backman remembered. It had an inn, two small lakes, and an iron bridge. He also described a man named “Eddie” she recalled meeting. Luck was with them: without hesitation the deputy identified the resort town of Lake Geneva, where there was a character named Eddie Duffy who ran errands for the Lake Como Inn—an inn agents had inspected the previous summer after finding one of its pillow cases in Tommy Carroll’s luggage.

Winstead took Backman and drove to Lake Geneva. She immediately recognized the town, pointing out a tavern where she had eaten breakfast, then leading Winstead to a lakeside cottage where they had visited the man named Eddie. As luck would have it, Backman spotted Eddie Duffy on the street an hour later. She was certain the slender twenty-six-year-old was the “Eddie” she had met before.

On Friday, November 2, after putting Backman on a return flight to San Francisco, Winstead returned to Lake Geneva and confronted Duffy in his room at the Gargoyle Hotel. Duffy, described in Winstead’s subsequent report as “very nervous,” claimed he knew nothing about Nelson. He admitted he knew John Chase, but only as a guest at the Lake Como Inn. He insisted the agents talk to the inn’s owner, Hobart Hermanson. Duffy acted as Hermanson’s errand boy, driving a beer truck.

Cowley approached Hermanson directly. On Sunday night, November 4, Hermanson voluntarily appeared at the Chicago office for questioning. Confronted with the possibility of an indictment for harboring Nelson, Hermanson admitted everything, confirming Nelson’s visit to his home as well as the gangster’s plans to return to Lake Geneva for the winter. The next day Cowley, along with Winstead and Agent Ed Hollis, drove to Lake Geneva to inspect Hermanson’s home. Hermanson volunteered to let agents stay in a nearby cottage. Cowley chose Hermanson’s house itself. By the end of the week Winstead and two agents were camped out in a second-floor bedroom. If Nelson returned to Lake Geneva for the winter, they would be waiting.

 

 

 

All that October, Nelson remained in a drafty cabin at Wally Hot Springs, Nevada. By early November he was getting antsy. The nights were growing cold, and there was no heat. Money was running low, and he was increasingly irritable. Nelson rarely left the camp. He knew FBI agents were  combing Reno for him, but so far he had no indication they had expanded their search outside the city.ej One night in the desert, the mechanic Frank Cochran mentioned he had seen an FBI car that day.

“It was all dirty and muddy,” he said. “Looks like they been out visiting all the auto camps and traveling all the dirt roads in this part of the state.”

Cochran’s remark was the nudge Nelson needed to return east. They filled the back of the pickup with five-gallon cans of gasoline and covered them with a tarpaulin. In mid-November they left. Nelson drove the Hudson, Fatso Negri the truck. Outside Durango, Colorado, the Hudson’s transmission gave out. They took it to a garage, where a mechanic said parts would have to be ordered. Nelson wanted to abandon the car, but Negri volunteered to stay and bring it to Chicago once it was repaired. Nelson agreed. He took Helen and Chase and drove east in the truck.

Nelson reached the Chicago suburbs several nights later. As always, his hometown held everything he needed and everything he feared. Nelson trusted no more than a handful of men in Chicago; everyone else was a potential stool pigeon. The FBI was only one of his worries. As far as he knew, the Syndicate still wanted him dead. He and Chase prowled the small towns on Chicago’s outskirts, Nelson and Helen sleeping in their car every night, in pastures, behind service stations. They dropped Chase at a hotel each evening, in Morris or Elgin or Palestine, and picked him up the next morning. They drove all day every day, stopping in roadside taverns to make phone calls. Most nights they met Nelson’s friend, the mechanic Clarey Lieder, outside the city. If Nelson had a plan other than a vague idea of eventually escaping to Europe, he told no one. In the short term, he needed men and money. He had mulled Jimmy Murray’s train-robbery scheme for months, and Murray was among the first people Nelson saw upon his return.

Monday, November 26, Nelson and Chase braved a drive into the city, depositing Helen on a street corner on the North Side; she said she wanted to see a movie. Instead, without telling anyone, Helen wandered into their old neighborhood. She walked by the homes of her parents and siblings, hoping to see someone she knew. Helen was never the most complicated soul, and it’s easy to imagine what she felt when she peered into the warm, well-lit homes of her family. As Helen wandered the streets, Nelson and Chase stole a sparkling black V-8 Ford from a dealership. Afterward they drove to a clearing outside Chicago to meet Clarey Lieder and Fatso Negri, who had arrived with Nelson’s Hudson.

“Well boys, nearly all the gang’s dead,” Nelson said, “so the first thing we gotta do is organize a new gang. There are plenty of jobs for us to do, but we can’t charge on anything until we get some more members. I want good reliable men, fellas like Ray Karpis.”19

Nelson still wanted what he had from the start, to team up with Karpis and the Barkers. The problem was, he couldn’t find them. Negri suggested they enroll Chicago gangsters. “Not in a million years!” Nelson said. “I know those rats. I grew up in Chicago. Do you think the G-men would have to hunt for months to run down a bunch of rats like those? No, every one of ’em would turn tail and surrender.”

Later that evening Nelson picked up Helen on the North Side. That night they slept in their car, as always. Nelson needed his rest. The next day, Tuesday, he had people to see in Wisconsin, after which he hoped to drive into Chicago and talk to Jimmy Murray about the train robbery. With any luck, it would be an eventful day.




Lake Geneva, Wisconsin Tuesday, November 27, 2 P.M.  

Charles Winstead sat waiting in the upstairs bedroom of the Hermanson home, as he had done every day for three weeks. Cars came and went all day, many stopping on the way to the Lake Como Inn up the road. Agent Jim Metcalfe, the aspiring poet, was in the kitchen. They had sent a rookie named Colin McRae into town for groceries.

Around two, Winstead saw a big Ford V-8 coming up the road. “Get ready, here comes a car,” he hollered downstairs to Metcalfe.

Metcalfe wasn’t concerned: some days a dozen cars visited the Hermansons. He glanced out the window. The approaching car was caked with dust. It looked like the Hermansons’ Ford; they had left on a trip the previous Saturday, and he assumed they were returning.

“Everything’s okay,” Metcalfe yelled. “It’s Mrs. Hermanson.”

Metcalfe stepped onto the front porch to see if Mrs. Hermanson needed help unloading the car. The midday sun was glowing on the Ford’s windshield as it pulled into the yard; neither Metcalfe nor Winstead could see inside. Squinting, Metcalfe could just make out a woman sitting in the front seat. She was a kid, maybe twenty-one, wearing a dark coat with a fur collar.

From inside the car the driver asked if Hermanson was home.

“No,” Metcalfe said, “he isn’t here.”

“Well is Eddie here?” the driver asked.

“No.”

“Where is he?”

“He went downtown to do some shopping,” Metcalfe said.

The driver thanked him and backed out toward the road. Upstairs, Winstead took his rifle and, though he couldn’t make out a face, aimed it directly at the driver’s head. As the Ford drove off, Metcalfe caught a glimpse of the man behind the wheel wearing sunglasses and a flat cap. “Who was that?” Winstead yelled.

Metcalfe didn’t make the connection until the car had driven out of sight. “That’s Baby Face Nelson,” he breathed.

He leaped off the front porch and ran for the inn, where there was a telephone.

 

 

“Sure as hell that was a G-man, and we caught him with his pants down,” Nelson said as they drove away. He caressed a .38 caliber pistol between the legs of his light-gray suit; he’d been prepared to kill Metcalfe. All his senses on alert, Nelson drove into Lake Geneva, hoping to find Eddie Duffy. Instead Nelson was the one seen, by Agent McRae, who spotted his car as he returned to the Hermanson house with groceries. McRae jotted down the plate number, Illinois 639578.

Nelson nervously cruised through Lake Geneva, then drove back south. He had the feeling the town was alive with government agents. He reached the highway and turned southeast toward the Chicago suburbs.20

 

 

Cowley took the phone call from Lake Geneva at 2:45. It was a poor moment for a crisis; most of his men were out of the office. Cowley called in two agents and told them to head for Lake Geneva at once, watching for Nelson’s car. He then took a phone call from Agent Bill Ryan, who was  manning a phone tap with a rookie named Tom McDade.ek Cowley told Ryan and McDade to proceed to Lake Geneva as well.

Cowley thought a moment. If the driver in Lake Geneva really was Nelson, four men wouldn’t be enough. He spotted Ed Hollis; they would go as well. On their way out, Cowley passed Purvis’s office.

“Baby Face Nelson has just left Lake Geneva,” Cowley said.

“Let’s get going,” Purvis said, rising from his desk.

“It won’t be necessary,” Cowley said. “Hollis and I are just going to cruise around and see if we can spot the car on the highway. When we get set, I’ll phone you.”21 Purvis volunteered to call Washington. Cowley told him not to bother “as the information [is] rather vague.” Purvis called anyway, briefing one of Hoover’s aides.22

A half hour later, Agents Ryan and McDade were the first to reach Highway 12, parallel two-lane blacktops separated by a grassy median. They sped northwest toward the Wisconsin line, scanning approaching cars; Ryan had written down Nelson’s license plate number, 639578, and pinned it to the sun visor. McDade was driving their Ford coupe as they shot through Fox River Grove, where Ryan told him to pull over so they could check Louis Cernocky’s tavern. There was no sign of Nelson or his car, so they headed back toward Wisconsin.

Then, just as they left Fox River Grove, a black Ford raced past, heading southeast toward Chicago. Both agents peered at the plate.

“578!” they shouted in unison.

“Turn around!” Ryan snapped. He craned his neck to look at the passing Ford. “There’s two men and a woman in it,” he said; that met the description of the car in Lake Geneva. McDade eased into the median and completed a U-turn to follow the Ford.

Nelson watched the FBI car slow and turn. “What the hell is this?” he asked Chase, who was in the backseat, a Browning automatic rifle in his lap. “Let’s see who those birds are.”23

Nelson slowed the Ford, turned into the median and completed a U-turn of his own, pulling into the northbound lanes.

“They’re turning around!” Ryan snapped at McDade.

McDade and Ryan watched as Nelson’s car turned and drove north, passing them. A minute later, Ryan saw the Ford again head into the median and complete a second U-turn, reentering the southbound lanes.

“They’ve turned around again!” Ryan said.

Now Nelson was following the FBI car. “Let’s keep ahead of them,” McDade said.

“No,” said Ryan. “Let ’em come up and we can get a look at them.” Ryan slid his .38 between his legs.

Nelson stayed a few hundred yards behind the FBI car, going about 40 miles an hour. Both drivers kept their eyes on the other car. Then, without warning, Nelson slammed his foot on the accelerator, and the big Ford shot forward. Agent Ryan watched it approach.

“They’re right behind us!” he told McDade.

A moment later, Nelson pulled up beside the FBI car and honked his horn. “Pull over!” Nelson shouted.

McDade and Ryan glanced over and saw Chase pointing the automatic rifle at them. “We gotta get outta here!” Ryan shouted. McDade ducked, then hit the accelerator. The FBI car surged ahead.

“Let ’em have it!” Nelson shouted, pushing Helen down in the seat. Chase hesitated; he didn’t know who was in the car.

Agent Ryan didn’t wait. He aimed his pistol at Nelson’s car and fired, squeezing off seven shots, the shells ejecting into McDade’s face. Nelson, holding a pistol in one hand and driving with the other, fired back. Windows on both cars exploded. Chase still hesitated.

“What the hell are you gonna do, sit there?” Nelson screamed. “Can’t you see they’re shooting at us!”

As the FBI car pulled ahead, Chase began firing the automatic rifle; somehow his shots missed the FBI car. Ryan and McDade pulled ahead. Nelson couldn’t catch up. “They must’ve hit the motor!” he said. “We’re losing speed!”

Ahead, Agent McDade lost sight of Nelson’s car behind him.

“Where are they?” he snapped.

“They’re falling back!” Ryan said.

Just then Sam Cowley and Ed Hollis, heading northwest in a black Hudson sedan, drove past the gunfight in the southbound lanes. Hollis pulled a U-turn of his own. Ryan and McDade, meanwhile, scanned the traffic behind them for Nelson’s car. Unable to spot it, McDade veered into  a roadside field. Both agents jumped out, lay flat in the tall grass, and waited for Nelson to approach.

Nelson, whose car was fast losing speed, saw Cowley’s car make the U-turn. In the rearview mirror he watched as the FBI car approached. “There’s a Hudson,” Nelson said. “It’s gaining on us.” Nelson tried to pick up speed, but it was no use; his engine was failing. Cowley and Hollis drew closer. Suddenly, just as they approached a roadside park in the town of Barrington, Nelson spun the steering wheel hard to the right and veered off the highway. He stopped on a dirt road beside the park and yelled for everyone to get out of the car. Helen scrambled into a ditch.

Agent Hollis didn’t see Nelson’s car until he was abreast of it. He slammed on the brakes, which screeched loudly, enough to draw the attention of customers at a Standard Oil station across the highway and a Shell station about 750 feet further down the blacktop. The FBI car skidded to a diagonal stop in the right lane, 150 feet past where Nelson and Chase stood beside their car, readying their guns.

Nelson stood on the running board and opened fire with an automatic rifle before Hollis and Cowley got out of their car. Gunshots slammed into the back of the Hudson. Chase laid a rifle across the hood of the Ford and began firing as well. Then Nelson’s rifle jammed; he threw it to Chase, yelling for him to reload it. Nelson snatched up a Thompson and resumed firing.

Cowley leaped out of the FBI car, a submachine gun in his hands. A desk man his entire career, the squat, jowly Mormon was the last man Hoover would have wanted facing off with Nelson. Neither Cowley nor Hollis wore a bulletproof vest; Cowley complained they were too heavy. Nor had Cowley, despite the Bureau’s pleas, bothered to qualify on the pistol range. Nonetheless, crouching beside his car, Cowley fired a burst at Nelson, who returned the fire. At least six of his bullets struck Nelson in the stomach and chest, shredding his intestines.

Nelson doubled over in pain but, with adrenaline coursing through his body, somehow continued firing at Cowley. Two rounds hit Cowley in the midsection. He sagged to the pavement, rolling into a ditch beside the car. One bullet had torn through Cowley’s stomach, the other his chest. A bulletproof vest would likely have stopped both rounds.

Hollis jumped out the driver’s-side door onto the highway and fired blasts from his sawed-off shotgun, a blizzard of pellets that struck Nelson  up and down both legs. Nelson still would not fall. He staggered forward, now firing at Hollis, who retreated across the highway, seeking the slender cover of a telephone pole. After emptying the shotgun Hollis pulled his pistol and fired as he ran. A bullet from Nelson’s submachine gun hit him flush in the forehead. Hollis crumpled to the pavement just as reached the telephone pole.

Nelson staggered toward Hollis, badly wounded. Onlookers at the two gas stations watched in amazement as Nelson lurched over to the fallen agent. Several witnesses later claimed that Nelson fired into Hollis as he lay on the ground; he didn’t. Ignoring Cowley, who lay in the ditch, Nelson limped to the FBI Hudson and slid behind the wheel. He slipped it into reverse and managed to back it up to his car.

“Throw those guns in here, and let’s get going!” he rasped to Chase. Chase did as he was told, grabbing up guns on the ground and tossing them into the Hudson. He started to get into the front seat when Nelson said, “You’ll have to drive. I’m hurt.” Chase circled around the car, opened the driver’s door and pushed Nelson across the front seat. Blood was everywhere. “What’ll we do about Helen?” Chase asked as he slid behind the wheel.

“We can’t fool with her now,” Nelson said. “We’ll have to leave her.”

Just then Chase spotted Helen running toward the car. She hopped into the backseat with the guns and Chase drove off.

 

 

The first onlooker to reach the scene was William P. Gallagher, an Illinois state patrolman who happened to be selling tickets for an American Legion benefit at the Shell station down the highway. Hearing the shots, Gallagher had taken a rifle from the station and fired at Nelson’s fleeing car. As it drove away, Gallagher and another man, who had stopped his car upon seeing the gunfight, sprinted across the highway to Hollis. Hollis lay facedown beside the telephone pole, a gold badge pinned to his chest. The back of his head was blown off. Gallagher tried to speak to him. Hollis, who had minutes to live, managed only a heavy gasp. His eyes moved.

Gallagher then hustled over to Cowley, who lay in the ditch, his feet on the pavement, blood covering the right side of his face; there appeared to be a gunshot wound to the side of his eye. “Don’t shoot, government officer,” Cowley whispered. Gallagher leaned down.

“Was Hollis hurt?” Cowley asked.

Gallagher nodded.

“Look after him first,” Cowley said. He told Gallagher to call the Chicago office, Randolph 6226, and report what had happened. He also asked Gallagher to reach his wife and tell her he had been called out of town and wouldn’t make it home for dinner.

Traffic was backing up. A crowd was forming. Gallagher flagged down a car and loaded Hollis inside, directing the driver to Barrington Central Hospital. Hollis died en route; Gallagher lifted a rosary from the agent’s pocket and called a priest.el A few minutes later an ambulance arrived and took Cowley to a hospital in the town of Elgin.

Agents Ryan and McDade were still lying in a field further down Highway 12. They knew nothing of what had transpired; when Ryan ran to a pay phone and called Purvis with the news at 4:15, he reported only his own actions. Five minutes later Purvis was on the phone briefing Hoover when the police chief in the nearby town of Stamford called with news that Hollis was dead and Cowley had been shot.

Purvis left immediately for the hospital in Elgin. He arrived as Cowley was being rolled into surgery. Cowley asked a doctor whether he was going to die. Then he saw Purvis. Whatever tensions remained between the two men vanished for a few moments. “Hello, Melvin, I am glad you are here,” Cowley whispered.

“Rest quiet and you will be all right,” Purvis said.

“Do you have doubt about that?” Cowley asked.

“No,” Purvis said.

“I emptied my gun at them,” Cowley said.

“Who were they?”

“Nelson and Chase.”

 

 

Nelson was dying; even Helen could see it. He was bleeding from seventeen separate gunshot wounds. Five were in his stomach and side, two in his chest, and five in each of his legs where Hollis’s shotgun had done the damage; the worst injury was a wound to the left of his navel where one of Cowley’s .45 caliber slugs had struck and traveled sideways through his lower abdomen. Blood gushed from the wound, soaking Nelson’s gray slacks and trickling onto the seat.

From Highway 12 Chase turned east onto Highway 22, a two-lane blacktop that wound through dense woods into Chicago’s northern suburbs. They turned south when they hit Waukegan Road, where by one account they stopped at the Techny monastery. Nelson, who remained lucid throughout the drive, was looking for his old friend Father Coughlin. After driving south into the suburb of Wilmette, they found his sister’s house at 1115 Mohawk. The house, which stills stands, was a large two-story brick home with a tree-ringed rear driveway.

According to Father Coughlin, he was sitting in his sister’s home about four-forty-five when the back doorbell rang. A maid answered and called for him. It was Helen. She said “Jimmy” had been shot and needed help. Father Coughlin shrugged into his overcoat, threw on a hat, and followed her to the garage, where Chase had parked. Inside the garage Chase was supporting Nelson, who leaned against the car.

Coughlin said they couldn’t stay; his sister was due home from her bridge game at any moment. “He’s dying,” Helen pled. “He’s got to go someplace where he can lie down.” Coughlin said he would take them someplace safe; they could follow him in his car. “You wouldn’t fool with us, would you Father?” Chase asked.

Coughlin helped load Nelson into the front seat. Nelson could barely speak. He whispered in the priest’s ear, “Hello.”

Father Coughlin drove his car, and Chase followed. The priest later told agents he didn’t know where he would go. It didn’t matter. After following Coughlin for several minutes, Nelson suspected treachery. “Lose him; I think he’s wrong,” Nelson said. “Turn around and go the other way.” When Father Coughlin lost sight of Nelson’s car, he drove back to his sister’s and called the FBI office at 6:15. Agents were at his home within the hour.

On Hoover’s go-ahead, FBI agents began raiding all of Nelson’s gangland contacts that night. Three hustled into Cernocky’s roadhouse at Fox River Grove. Agent Ryan led two squads of Chicago police in raids on Clarey Lieder’s garage and home, taking Lieder into custody. Two more agents, accompanied by four squads of Chicago police, stormed into Jimmie Murray’s home, his parents’ home, and the Rain-Bo Inn; there was no sign of Murray. They also raided the home of Nelson’s sister on South  Marshfield Avenue. Another group of ten agents descended on Murray’s cottage in the town of Wauconda. There was no sign of Nelson.

As the raids progressed that night, Cowley was wheeled out of surgery. Doctors said his condition “was, of course, serious, but that he had a chance to pull through if peritonitis did not set in,” Hoover told Cowley’s brother Joe.24 In fact, Hoover confided to an aide, the doctors gave Cowley a 1-in-25 chance of making it through the night .25

Characteristically, even as Cowley lay dying, Hoover was preoccupied with publicity. It was Purvis—again. Hoover couldn’t understand it; it was as if reporters were a drug Purvis couldn’t kick. He had remained at the hospital and actually given an interview to a Chicago American reporter as they watched the unconscious Cowley in a hospital bed, his wife, Lavon, and her two little boys beside him.

“If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll get Baby Face Nelson—dead or alive,” Purvis whispered to the reporter, Elgar Brown. “Nelson ought to know he hasn’t a chance at eventual escape . . . We aren’t particular whether we get him alive or dead.”26

Hoover was beside himself. He cast about for anyone to rid him of Purvis. His deputies, Hugh Clegg and Pop Nathan, were delivering speeches in Pittsburgh and Tuscon, respectively, and Hoover ordered both to Chicago. Hoover wanted Purvis out of the hospital and away from any reporters; he told Clegg to “impress upon Mr. Purvis the necessity of staying away from the office and from any public place.”27 Clegg suggested that Purvis could work in a back room at the FBI office; Hoover refused even that. Within days word would leak to the American that Purvis “is incapacitated by overwork and is on sick leave . . . Insiders do not expect him to return to the command of the Chicago office.”28

As the night wore on, Cowley’s condition worsened. Just after midnight an agent overheard doctors say he wouldn’t make it till dawn. An hour later Purvis, who had returned to the office, called Washington to report “Mr. Cowley is sinking fast and is not expected to live more than two hours.” Purvis returned to the hospital. Cowley died at 2:17 A.M., November 28, the day before Thanksgiving. His wife, Lavon, collapsed in tears. Doctors gave her a sedative.

Five hours later, at 7:30, police in suburban Winnetka found the FBI car Nelson had stolen in a ditch. Then, as FBI agents descended on the area, an anonymous caller phoned the Sadowski Funeral Home in suburban Niles Center (now Skokie), telling the undertaker, Philip Sadowski, he could find a  body beside a local cemetery.em Sadowski passed the tip on to Niles Center police, who passed it to the FBI. Just before noon, police found blood-soaked pants, a shirt, underwear, and socks in a ditch near the cemetery. A half hour later, in another ditch at the corner of Niles and Long Avenues, they found the bullet-riddled nude body of a man wrapped in a blanket. It was Nelson.

 

 

Chase had driven the dying Nelson through the streets of Wilmette, following his mumbled directions. About six-thirty they turned into an alley behind a house on Walnut Street and parked in a covered garage. The home was owned by a man named Ray Henderson, who appears to have been an acquaintance of the fence Jimmy Murray. Chase carried Nelson inside and laid him on a bed. Helen stripped off his clothes and wrapped a towel around his midsection in a vain attempt to staunch the blood. Nelson faded quickly, lapsing in and out of consciousness. His last minutes, like his final gunfight, resembled a scene from one of the gangster movies he loved.

“It’s getting dark, Helen,” he whispered at one point. “Say good-bye to mother.” He recited the names of his brothers and sisters. When he asked her to bid farewell to their children, he began to cry. A few minutes later he said, “It’s getting dark, Helen. I can’t see you anymore.” He died at 7:35 P.M.

The next morning Chase laid Nelson’s body in the ditch, then fled. Helen, frightened and unsure what to do, took refuge with her family, where the FBI took her into custody two days later. She missed Nelson’s funeral. He was laid to rest beside his father, in the suburban Chicago cemetery where his grave remains to this day.

The bloodiest day in the FBI’s brief history was followed by two somber funerals. Herman “Ed” Hollis was buried in his native Des Moines, Sam Cowley in Salt Lake City. Cowley’s body lay in state beneath the capitol rotunda while thousands filed by in silence.

Pop Nathan gave Cowley’s eulogy. “We are bringing [Sam] back [to Utah] a national martyred hero,” Nathan said. “The columns of the press are replete with his exploits, and men, women and children in all parts of the country know him now. He is famous, and justly so. And yet Sam Cowley was one of the simplest men I ever knew. He was greatly simple. He was simply great. His was the simplicity of the saints, seers and heroes of the ages, the simplicity of true worth, of true dignity, of true honor. We, of the Division, are very proud of him. As generations of new agents come into our service they will be told of the life and death of Sam Cowley. He will become a tradition. He will have attained earthly immortality.”

Nathan was as good as his word. For decades to come, Hoover held up Cowley as the ultimate FBI man, quiet, hardworking, and dedicated. He remains the most senior agent ever killed in the line of duty.
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 THE LAST MAN STANDING

 

December 3, 1934, to January 20, 1935




Chicago, Illinois Monday, December 3  

That morning a somber group of FBI men began hauling files into a new set of offices in the New York Life Insurance Building, two blocks from the Bankers Building. The situation on the nineteenth floor had grown untenable. Reporters lingered around the clock, pestering Doris Rogers, straining to overhear phone calls and filing stories any time a handful of agents headed for the elevator at once. Before his death, Cowley had been agitating for a new “secret office” where he could finish the War on Crime free of scrutiny. After his funeral he got it.1

To replace Cowley, Hoover brought in Earl Connelley, the taciturn Cincinnati SAC who had overseen the Indiana theater of the Dillinger hunt. Connelley found morale in the old Dillinger Squad—now known as the Flying Squad—low. The men were on their last legs. Three were now dead. No one wanted to be next. A few agents were sending out feelers to hometown law firms, hoping for a new, safer job.

That morning Connelley convened a staff meeting to go over leads on the Barkers. Since the gang fled Cleveland in September, there had been no sign of them, but the Cleveland raids had shaken loose a torrent of information on the gang, much of it from the Barker women. Cowley left behind dozens of promising tips. They were close. Connelley could feel it. In late September they had missed capturing Ma Barker by only a week; agents  had raided her apartment on South Shore Drive after learning her address from Shotgun George Ziegler’s widow, who had suffered a nervous breakdown and washed up in a Chicago sanatorium.

Just before his death, Cowley’s hottest tip had come in Miami, where on November 16 a car Karpis had registered under an alias in Ohio was suddenly reregistered in Florida. Cowley and three of his best men flew down to investigate. Together they found the car and quickly deduced that the man driving it was not Karpis. His name was Duke Randall. He was a gofer at the El Commodoro, a hotel Miami police characterized as “a joint for racketeers and undesirables.” Cowley decided to keep Randall under surveillance. Three weeks later, two agents were still living in the hotel, waiting and watching.




Havana, Cuba 

That same Monday, as Connelley and his men moved into their new offices, an agent named Loyde E. Kingman arrived in Havana.en In his pocket he carried photos of Willie Harrison, the Barker Gang gofer whose passion for horse racing had spurred Cowley to have his photo posted at every racetrack between New Orleans and Miami. That day Kingman showed Harrison’s photo to officials of the International Racing Association, who agreed to circulate it at the Cuban tracks. The rest of the week Kingman planned to check the expatriate hangouts, Sloppy Joe’s Bar, Donovan’s Bar, the Eden Concert Night Club, the Habana-Madrid Jai Alai Fronton. At the end of the day, Kingman trudged to the Parkview Hotel and took his place in line at the front desk.

A man in front of him lingered, talking with the clerk.

“Excuse me sir,” Kingman finally said. “Would you allow me to register?”

The man turned.

“No,” said Alvin Karpis. “Not at all.”2

 

 

Karpis had told no one, not even Fred Barker, of his plans to hide in Cuba. After dividing up the ransom money in Chicago that night in September, he had confided only that he could be reached through the El Commodoro in Miami. Karpis and the pregnant Delores Delaney had driven two hundred miles that first night, staying over in a drafty tourist camp in southern Indiana. They reached Birmingham, Alabama, the following evening. They hit the Atlantic Coast just as a tropical storm struck, the high winds jostling their Ford. Just past Fort Pierce the skies cleared. It was a warm night. Karpis allowed himself to relax. Delaney threw her head out the window, luxuriating in the tropical breezes, marveling at the palm trees. Karpis didn’t see the squad car until its lights filled his rearview mirror. He was doing eighty-five.

Karpis pulled over. He watched a trooper in rain gear approach his car. “Are you in a big hurry?” the trooper asked.

“Well, not necessarily,” Karpis said. “I’m trying to get down to Miami.”

“You’re going pretty fast.”

Karpis said he didn’t think Florida had a speed limit yet.

“Well,” the trooper said. “If you’re going too fast, we can get you on a charge of reckless driving. When you’re going eighty-five, ninety miles an hour on a night like this, I’d say it’s kind of reckless. But I can see you’ve got Illinois tags and you’re coming down for a vacation, so I’m not going to spoil it for you.”

“I’ll drive a little slower,” Karpis said. He let the man go.

The next morning Karpis and Delaney cruised into Miami and drove to the El Commodoro, where Karpis checked in and introduced himself to the manager, Joe Adams, who had friendly ties with the South Florida underworld. Karpis left his car with Adams, along with his machine gun and a pair of bulletproof vests, all of which Adams volunteered to dispose of. (It was Adams who lent the car to his gofer, Duke Randall.) At Adams’s suggestion, Karpis and Delaney scampered through a rainstorm to the Bur-dine’s department store, where they bought the silk shirts and bathing suits they would need in Cuba. At nightfall Adams sent champagne and New York strip steaks to their suite for dinner.

The next morning, Adams dropped Karpis and Delaney off at the train station. By noon that Saturday, September 15, the two were in Key West, shuffling through the queue waiting to board the S.S. Cuba for the six-hour cruise to Havana. Delaney was transfixed by a suntanned young man who dived for coins the tourists threw. In fact, she was thrilled at everything, the aquamarine sea and the palm trees and the piña coladas. She was seventeen and pregnant and in love with the world. Karpis looked at her and thought,  God it’s great to be a criminal.
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Havana in September 1934 was a city barely twelve months removed from the revolution in which a thirty-two-year-old sergeant named Fulgencio Batista had seized control of the government. American tourists had flocked to Cuba’s pristine beaches and sophisticated casinos during the 1920s, but the sporadic violence that littered the wake of Batista’s coup scared many away. Havana’s two casinos had begun a decline that wouldn’t be reversed until a little-known operator named Meyer Lansky arrived in 1938 to institute professional controls.

In the harbor, Karpis and Delaney descended the gangplank and were at once overwhelmed by the chaos of the Havana docks. Porters clamored to carry the gringos’ suitcases. Karpis had never seen such confusion. At the Parkview Hotel a bellhop took their bags. Karpis left a message for the owner, Nate Heller, a man Joe Adams said could be trusted. After washing up, Karpis went to scout the streets. He stopped at another place Adams had recommended, George’s American Bar, and introduced himself to the owner, who gave him two rum-and-Cokes on the house and briefed him on police customs. Karpis, never much of a drinker, found his knees weak when he left the bar.

At his room he found a message from Nate Heller. They met downstairs. “I’m going to live here awhile and I don’t think I care much for Havana,” Karpis said. “I thought maybe you might point out some place up the coast that would be suitable for me. I want a quiet place and I want to be away from everybody, the police and everybody else.”

Karpis watched for Heller’s reaction, but Heller only smiled. “We’ve got a lot of people here that don’t want to talk to the police,” he said. “You know, we’ve had some trouble here.”

“Yeah, I understand that.”

“Batista’s got control, but not like people think he has,” Heller continued. “You’ll hear shooting tonight. But don’t get excited about it because he’s only been in for a little while and things aren’t very stable. If anyone tries to talk about politics with you, just don’t get into a conversation with them. You understand?” Karpis nodded. Heller promised to find him a secluded beach house, and they agreed to meet the next day.

Afterward Karpis stood out on the sidewalk, soaking up the humid night air. “Excuse me,” a voice said. Karpis turned and saw another tourist. “Do you know where a drugstore is?” the man asked.

A bellman overheard the question and pointed out a drugstore down the block. “Hell, I’ll walk down there with you,” Karpis volunteered. “I’ll buy a deck of cards.”

Inside, Karpis bought a box of Bicycle cards, then stepped onto the sidewalk with the other American. Karpis was going to say something about the weather when suddenly there was a deafening explosion. A block to his left the Prado was filling with smoke. A bomb had exploded. “Come on!” the tourist yelled, running toward the smoke.

“Hell no!” Karpis said. He ran for the hotel, worried that police would soon be on the scene. In the lobby the clerk suggested Karpis stay in his room. Snipers would be on the rooftops soon. “Jesus Christ,” Karpis said, “I thought I was getting away from crime.”

Karpis wasted no time getting out of Havana. Heller arranged for him to rent a six-room beach house down the coast outside the town of Veradero. It was as beautiful a spot as Karpis had ever seen. The sand was white as snow, the water alive with glints of blue and green. The house came with a fourteen-foot motorized skiff that Karpis used almost every day to fish in the Gulf of Mexico. He hired a maid and a houseboy and a Korean cook, none of whom could speak English. It was heaven.

A month passed. They did nothing but fish and walk the beach, collecting seashells. One evening at dusk, Karpis was sitting on his veranda when a pack of children approached to tell him there was a call for him at the town switchboard. It was Nate Heller with a message: Ma was on her way to Varadero for a visit; she had learned from Joe Adams where they were staying. Later that night Karpis was listening to Amos ’n’ Andy on the radio when he realized he was late to pick her up. He drove to the bus stop and found a red-faced Ma involved in a manic tug-of-war with a Cuban boy who was intent on helping her with her baggage. When Karpis walked up, Ma turned her anger on him, yelling that he was late. Karpis laughed and handed the boy a peso.

For three days, Karpis took Ma beachcombing and fishing, a peaceful interlude marred only by an afternoon when Ma failed to catch a fish and accused Karpis of sabotaging her fishing line. Karpis just rolled his eyes; that was Ma. When it came time for her to leave, Karpis drove her to Havana and put her on the flight to Miami.

While in Havana, Karpis dropped by George’s American Bar, where he was known as “Mr. Wagner.” The proprietor’s wife, whose hobby seemed  to be drinking rum-and-Cokes from dawn to dusk, showed him a detective magazine. She opened it to a photograph of the Barker Gang.

“Why Mr. Wagner,” she slurred. “If I didn’t know you so well, I would swear this was you.”

“It does look a little like me, doesn’t it?” Karpis said.

She wouldn’t let it go, prattling on about what an uncanny resemblance the photograph was. Karpis forced a chuckle and offered to buy the magazine from her for thirty-five cents. “No, no, no” the woman said. She wanted to show it to her friends. At this point, the owner stepped from behind the bar and angrily snatched up the magazine. “Take the thirty-five cents!” he snapped. He winked at Karpis.

When he returned to Varadero the next day, Karpis could see Delores was growing restless. “Why don’t you go over to Miami for a few days?” he suggested.

“Would you let me?”

“Sure,” Karpis said. “Check into the El Commodoro and maybe if you want, you can go up there where Freddie and his mother are. While you’re over there, look around and maybe you’ll find someplace maybe you’d like to live ’cause we may not stay here much longer.” Karpis, too, was growing restless. Cuba was too violent for his tastes.

Delores spent a week in Miami and returned with a bulldog pup. She and Karpis fell back into an easy rhythm of eating, fishing, and sunbathing, until one night Karpis was listening to Lowell Thomas’s newscast and heard that Pretty Boy Floyd was dead.

“Jesus Christ!” he snapped. “They’re knocking everybody off!” He felt nothing. Better him than me, he thought.

Then, on a trip into Havana a few days later, he changed a one-thousand-dollar bill at a branch of the Royal Bank of Canada. Some of the bills he received in exchange, he noticed, were discolored. He checked the Federal Reserve numbers. They were from Minneapolis. He realized with a start that it was some of the Bremer kidnap money—money that was supposed to be in Caracas and Mexico City. Karpis felt double-crossed. This could mean FBI men streaming into Cuba.

He was still stewing a few weeks later when the radio carried news of Baby Face Nelson’s death. After a few days he drove into Havana. He needed to gauge whether Cuba was still safe. At the Parkway Hotel he took a room and asked for Nate Heller. He tarried a moment, talking to the  clerk. It was then the pleasant-looking American asked if he would step aside so he could register.

 

 

Karpis watched the young man closely. He could tell from his felt hat and his winter suit he was American. Karpis was immediately suspicious. He watched as the man filled out a registration card, giving his name as Kingman and an address in Jacksonville.

Karpis walked to the elevator. To his alarm, Kingman followed him. The door closed. They were alone. As the elevator rose, neither man said anything. Karpis got off at his floor. In his room he turned the episode over in his mind. After a moment he told himself to forget it. This was stupid; the man was probably a salesman.

That evening Karpis kept a dinner appointment at George’s. Just as he sat down a car began honking outside. Karpis glanced out and saw it was Heller’s Model A Ford. He excused himself and walked out to the car. Heller was excited. Kingman was an FBI man. He had been to see him, seeking an introduction to the Associated Press bureau chief. They’d had drinks. “Well, I see according to the radio and the newspapers, you’ve just about wiped out all the gangsters over there,” Heller had told Kingman, as he related the conversation to Karpis.

No, Kingman said, they hadn’t. “Here’s the son of a bitch we really want,” the FBI man said, placing a photograph on the table.

Heller looked at Karpis. “Who the hell do you think it was?”

“Who?” Karpis asked.

“You.”

Afterward, Heller had taken the agent to see the AP man. The two had disappeared into a back room, leaving Heller outside. When the meeting was over Kingman emerged and, in Heller’s presence, asked the reporter, “What time can I get a bus for down there?”

The reporter turned to Heller. “What time can he get a bus in the morning for Matanzas?”

Matanzas was the capital of Varadero province.

Karpis kept his head. He drove through the night to Varadero, arriving around three the next morning. He and Delaney left at dawn, telling the servants nothing. They drove straight to the Havana airport, where Karpis put Delaney on a flight to Miami.

As he had in Cleveland, Karpis stayed behind to assess the situation,  promising to take the boat to Key West the next morning. That afternoon he spoke to Heller, who had debriefed the AP man. Agent Kingman had given the impression that a horde of FBI men were on their way to Havana, lured by reports of Bremer money circulating in Cuba.

The next morning Karpis showed up at the dock for the steamer to Key West. He studied the crowds. Finally he took a deep breath, ascended the gangplank, and found his stateroom. Minutes ticked by. He was sweating. Finally he felt the throb of the engines and heard whistles blowing. The boat was casting off. He was safe.3

 

 

The break came in Toledo. On Monday, December 3, the day the Flying Squad moved into its new offices in Chicago, a Detroit agent was sitting in the office of the Toledo district attorney, Frazier Reams, when Reams brought up something odd his brother had told him. Dr. Glen Reams was a Toledo surgeon. One of his patients said a woman he knew named Mildred Kuhlmann, a twenty-four-year-old from Liepsic, Ohio, had married Dock Barker that summer. After what one imagines was a jarring double take, the agent recognized it made sense; one of the Barker girls had mentioned that Dock dated someone named Mildred.

Eleven days later, on the morning of Friday, December 14, as agents scrambled to locate Mildred Kuhlmann, Frazier Reams called the Detroit SAC, Bill Larson, and asked to meet at Toledo’s Commodore Perry Hotel. When Larson arrived, Reams told him Kuhlmann was in Chicago. She had just telephoned one of her girlfriends, a woman named Mrs. J. A. Ranlow. After swearing Mrs. Ranlow to secrecy, Kuhlmann had spoken of how thrilling it was living with the Barkers, how Dock had bought her a five-hundred-dollar mink coat, how she was driving around with an actual submachine gun between her legs. She invited Ranlow to come join the fun. Mrs. Ranlow had left on a train before dawn, but not before leaving a forwarding address: Room 3121 at Chicago’s Hotel Morrison.

Larson called Earl Connelley in Chicago. Two agents, Sam McKee and the little poet Jim Metcalfe, walked up to the Hotel Morrison’s front desk an hour later. There were no Kuhlmanns or Ranlows registered at the hotel. But in Room 3121 there was a Mrs. A. R. Esser. They checked her phone records. All the calls were to Toledo.

A half-dozen agents kept the lobby under surveillance all that day. At 7:15, the two women came downstairs and announced they were checking  out. Connelley stood by, watching. The women returned upstairs and a half hour later emerged from the elevators, a bellman carrying their luggage. With them was a short, heavyset man wearing a derby hat. The agents took note; they hadn’t seen him before.

Outside all three suspects filed into a Ford coupe. Agent Ray Suran followed in a Bureau car as the Ford swung out onto Lake Shore Drive and headed north, then turned left into a side street. The car stopped in front of one apartment building, then another, each time one of the women scurrying out to check something, as if looking for an address. The procession pulled onto Broadway and then to Melrose, where Suran’s car got caught in traffic. In frustration he watched as the two women who were their best leads on the Barker Gang drove out of sight.

 

 

It took four days to find them again. Armed with its license plate number, agents tracked the car to a local dealership, where a salesman identified a photo of Dock Barker’s friend Russell Gibson as the man who had bought the car. Meanwhile, a check of phone calls the women made from the Hotel Morrison led to the Hotel Commonwealth on Pine Grove Avenue. The room they called was occupied by a man named John Borcia, who the manager described as five-six, heavyset, and typically wearing a dark overcoat and derby hat. It matched the description of the man at the Morrison.

Hoover approved a tap on Borcia’s phone. Agents traced one of his calls to a North Side apartment house where, four days later, they spotted Mildred Kuhlmann on the sidewalk, her arms full of Christmas packages. Two of Connelley’s men tailed her into a neighborhood of luxury apartment buildings off Lake Shore Drive. As they watched, Kuhlmann disappeared into the Surf Lane Apartments. The next day agents found the name A.R. ESSER on Apartment G-1; it was the false name Kuhlmann had used at the Hotel Morrison. The manager said “Mrs. Esser” had rented her apartment two weeks earlier. For several days, he added, “Mr. Esser” had lived there, too, but he was now traveling. Downtown, Connelley was willing to bet “Mr. Esser” was Dock Barker.

Connelley arranged to rent a surveillance apartment at the Surf Lane and sat back to wait for “Mr. Esser” to return. Agents followed Kuhlmann through her routines, leaving her apartment most afternoons and returning after nightfall, always alone. One day they followed one of her visitors to a  building at 3912 Pine Grove Avenue. Connelley rented yet another surveillance flat, installed a set of agents, and sat back and waited for the Barkers.

 

 

The day Karpis boarded the steamer in Havana, December 5, the waves were unusually high and he got seasick. At Key West he boarded a train for Miami, where he found Delores waiting at the station as they planned. With her, to his surprise, was the gang’s gofer, Willie Harrison. Harrison drove them into Miami and briefed Karpis on the gang’s whereabouts. Freddie and Ma were living in a house on Lake Weir in Central Florida. Another gang member, Harry Campbell, had driven to Oklahoma and reunited with his teenage girlfriend Wynona Burdette. They were at Lake Weir, too. Karpis was suspicious. The last Karpis had heard of Burdette, she was in FBI custody in Cleveland.eo

In Miami they checked into the El Commodoro; as luck would have it, agents watching the hotel had returned to Chicago the previous week. Delaney was in the eighth month of her pregnancy, and she asked Karpis if she could give birth in Miami. Karpis said sure. The hotel’s manager, Joe Adams, hardly recognized Karpis his tan was so deep. Karpis asked about a house to rent, and Adams said he knew a place, an old bootlegger’s bungalow on 85th Street. Karpis told him to hold off. He needed to get a sense of how hot he was in Miami before he decided to stay.

The next morning, Karpis went downstairs and found Adams in his office. He needed a car, so Adams dispatched Duke Randall to buy him a Buick sedan. Adams also sent a telegram to Fred at Lake Weir, asking him to come to Miami. The next morning Fred arrived at the hotel. He and Karpis hadn’t seen each other in almost three months. Barker told Karpis all about the excellent fishing and deer hunting in central Florida. He said Ma was dying to have Delaney come visit. “Well wait a minute,” Karpis said. “Is that Yona Burdette up there?”

Barker laughed. “Yeah, Campbell’s got her there.”

“How the hell did she get away from the FBI?” he asked. “And how come your mother is letting her stay there with you and her?”

Again Barker laughed. “It’s kind of a long story,” he said. “You know when you left Chicago and went to Cuba, why, Campbell came down to Florida when my mother and I did and he was living with us. And he finally decided that he wanted to get Yona again. He decided he’d drive all the way to Oklahoma to get her.”

They talked for hours. Barker asked if he might be interested in returning to Cleveland to rob an armored car. Karpis begged off. “By the way,” Karpis said. “Where’s Dock?”

“He’s living in Chicago now,” Barker said. “He’s living with some guys around there, Rusty Gibson and some guys.”

It went without saying that neither man wanted much to do with Dock Barker. He was an unreliable drunk. Karpis suggested they look at banks in Georgia and Alabama. The only reason nobody hit Southern banks, Karpis knew, was the notoriety of Southern prisons. There were plenty to rob. When Barker returned north, he took with him Karpis’s promise that he would visit as soon as he got settled.

The next day, Karpis took Delaney to look at the house Joe Adams recommended on 85th Street. They liked it, and Karpis handed over $1,000 to rent it for the winter. Adams arranged a nurse who would double as a maid. They moved in a few days later and settled into their quiet routine, listening to the radio, turning in early. Delores’s little bulldog took to doing battle with the coconuts that dropped like bombs onto their lawn. Karpis hated the falling coconuts. The dents they made in the perfect green grass offended his sense of order.

The following week Freddie and Ma appeared at the El Commodoro, and Karpis accepted their invitation to go deep-sea fishing. On the drive back, Freddie again suggested they make a run to Cleveland. This time Karpis agreed. Delores pouted at the news, reminding him that the baby could come any day, but the following Monday, Karpis followed the Barkers to central Florida anyway. He found Freddie and Ma’s lake house outside the hamlet of Oklawaha, thirty miles south of Ocala. To his surprise, it lay just a stone’s throw off the main road. It was a far more accessible site than he would have chosen; when they walked in the yard, Karpis noticed, they could be seen by anyone driving by.

The next morning they headed north. In Cleveland they received a hearty welcome from Karpis’s old boss, Shimmy Patton, who briefed them on the FBI’s investigations in the city. Cleveland, Karpis decided, was still far too hot for their return. He returned to Miami, relieved.

New Year’s came and went quietly. Then, in the first week of January, Freddie drove up to Karpis’s house. With him were Dock Barker and Russell Gibson. Irritated, Karpis took Freddie aside.

“What the hell are they doing down here?” he hissed.

Dock had wanted to pull a job in Cleveland, Freddie explained. But Shimmy Patton had insisted that Freddie and Karpis be brought in. No one wanted to do business with Dock by himself. Karpis sighed. There seemed no way to get rid of Freddie’s brother.

A few days later Karpis returned to Lake Weir to discuss the Cleveland job with Freddie. Dock was packed and ready to drive back to Chicago when Karpis arrived. Everyone sat around the kitchen table planning how to get in touch once everything was set for the Cleveland job. Dock would send word, but he wanted to be certain he could remember how to find Freddie’s lake house. He hunched over a road map. “Well hell, I know, I’ll just circle it right here,” Dock said, “and I’ll know this is the town you want me to send the word to. I’ll send it in a letter. Is that the way you want it?”

“Yeah,” Freddie said, “just send a letter down here. Say anything in it, that my brother’s sick or anything, we’ll know they want us in Cleveland.”

Dock stuffed the map into his suitcase.




Chicago, Illinois Tuesday, January 8, 1935 11 A.M.  

Earl Connelley stared out the window of the cramped second-floor apartment at 3920 Pine Grove Avenue, one of the two apartment buildings agents had been watching for a week. The night before, “Mr. Esser,” the man they suspected was Dock Barker, had returned to the other building, the Surf Lane Apartments. Below, in the Pine Grove apartment, two couples were living. The agents suspected one of the men was Dock’s pal Russell Gibson. The other, tall and thin, they couldn’t place. An hour earlier they had seen one of the women take her brown Chow tinkling in the alley. A little after that they had seen the thin man on the back porch in his bathrobe.

Connelley studied the ground. The apartment had a single rear entrance, up a flight of wooden stairs from a scrubby backyard. Twenty feet behind the stairs a four-foot fence fronted the alley. Along the walls of the surrounding apartment buildings and garages, Connelley saw, he could station twenty agents. He was satisfied. If all four occupants were inside the apartment, they would raid the building at nightfall. After that they would hit the Surf Street address.

Downtown, Doris Rogers watched the men assemble for the raids. She was struck by the transformation they had undergone these last few months. The nervousness and unsteadiness she had seen in the Verne Miller and Dillinger raids were gone; in its place was a cool professionalism, men comfortable with their guns, jaws set, eyes confident. All that afternoon FBI agents filtered into the two surveillance apartments. Connelley would wait until all the occupants were inside. Then they would move in.




Surf Lane Apartments 6:30 P.M.  

It was a mild January evening, the temperature in the upper thirties. Old snow, gray and gritty, clogged the gutters and lined the sidewalks. A dozen agents lingered at spots all around the building. Connelley had left orders to await the raid at 3920 Pine Grove unless the man they believed was Dock Barker attempted to leave.

Jerry Campbell, the marksman Hoover had hired from the Oklahoma City Police Department, was sitting in a car outside the Surf Lane with a rookie named Alexander Muzzey when they saw Mildred Kuhlmann and Dock Barker emerge into the apartment’s courtyard and begin walking toward them. Campbell, a veteran police officer, reacted immediately. Tucking a Thompson gun beneath his overcoat, he stepped from the car. Muzzey got out, too. As the couple strolled out onto the sidewalk and turned west, away from Lake Michigan, the two agents fell in behind them, about twenty feet back.

“Are we gonna take them?” Muzzey whispered.

“Yeah,” said Campbell.

They walked a few more feet. Barker glanced over his shoulder. Kuhlmann kept walking. When Barker turned around once again, Campbell took out his machine gun, Muzzey his pistol. They could see other agents converging all around.

“Stick ’em up!” Muzzey hollered. “We’re federal agents!” Three agents in front of the couple drew their guns.

Barker froze. He made a whimpering noise. He began to raise his hands, then wheeled and stepped between two parked cars into the street. He had  barely begun to run when he slipped on the ice, pitched forward and fell facedown in the muddy slush. The agents were on him within moments. Jerry Campbell dragged Barker to his feet while another agent applied the handcuffs. Other agents pinioned Kuhlmann.

Someone asked Barker his name.

“You know who I am,” he spat.

As agents began to haul Barker toward their cars, he sighed. “This is a helluva time to be caught without a gun,” he said.




3920 Pine Grove Avenue 11:00 P.M.  

The night stretched on. The occupants of Apartment One North hadn’t been seen since 6:45. Finally, at 11:00, agents saw a man stroll down the back alley. He slid into the darkness behind the apartment. A moment later the kitchen light clicked on. At the same time, agents saw the tall man and the two women walk up the front sidewalk and into the lobby. It was time.

Connelley, stationed with ten agents next door, walked out into the night air in front of the building. He strode to a waiting car and ordered the four agents inside to proceed to the back alley to reinforce the ten agents already there. He took a moment to arrange other men around the front of the building. When he was satisfied, Connelley took three agents into the lobby. There was no doorman; the apartment was up a flight of stairs and down a hallway. Standing in the lobby, Connelley pressed the call button for Apartment One North.

“Hello?” A woman’s voice.

“Is Mr. Bolton in?” Connelley asked. It was the name on one of the suspect car’s registrations. A pause. Then the woman said, “No, he’ll be back at the end of the week.” Connelley identified himself as an agent of the United States Department of Justice. “The building is completely surrounded,” he said. “All of you come downstairs, one at a time, with your hands up, and no one will get hurt.”

Connelley glanced at Agents Sam McKee and Ralph Brown, cradling Thompson submachine guns at the foot of the stairs. A third agent drew his service revolver. There was no response from the woman upstairs. Again Connelley pressed the call button. “All persons occupying the apartment come down immediately or the place will be gassed,” he said.

Nothing. The agents traded glances. A minute ticked by. Then two.

“All persons occupying the apartment come down immediately,” Connelley stated a third time. “Do not attempt to escape through the rear. The apartment building is completely surrounded, and anyone attempting to escape will be killed.”

A moment later a woman shouted down the stairs, “We’re coming down!” Clara Gibson, who was married to Russell Gibson, stepped down the stairs into the lobby, her brown Chow in her arms. Behind her came a woman the agents later learned was Willie Harrison’s wife. Connelley ordered both women to lie on the lobby floor. A few moments later Shotgun George Ziegler’s sidekick, tall, thin Bryan Bolton, walked down the stairs, hands in the air. He too lay on the lobby floor. Connelley demanded to know the first woman’s name. “Clara Gibson,” she said.

“Are there any others in the apartment?”

“My husband.”

The words had scarcely escaped her lips when gunshots rang out behind the building. “Ooooooh!” Clara Gibson wailed. “They’ve shot my husband!”

 

 

A dozen agents were arrayed at the rear of the apartment, hiding behind fences and garages. Nearest to the backdoor were the old Cowboy Doc White and an agent named Al Barber. They crouched in the darkened alley, no more than twenty feet beyond the steps. The rookie agent Jack Welles peeked from behind a garage on the far side of the alley, forty feet from the kitchen window.ep At 11:30 he heard a woman’s voice, apparently talking to someone in the lobby.

As the woman spoke, Welles saw a second woman peek from behind the kitchen blinds. With his service revolver he drew a bead on her head. The woman disappeared behind the blind. A second later a man attempted to open the kitchen window. Welles put the man’s head in his sights. The man gave up after several moments, then moved to a second window, beside the backdoor. He tried to raise it but failed.

The kitchen light went off, throwing the back porch into deep shadow. The agents waited several long moments. There was the sound of a door closing. Then came what one agent would later describe as “soft noises” on the back stairs. In the darkness Agents White and Barber saw the outline of a man step carefully down the outside stairs. When he reached the bottom, White saw the rifle in his hands.

“Stop!” White yelled.

The man raised his gun and fired. The bullet struck the fence in front of the two agents and ricocheted into a brick wall. White fired, six shots in all, and the man in the shadows fired again, and again. Agent Barber raised his gas gun and fired a shell into an apartment window. Tear gas hissed inside. The agents heard what sounded like a body hitting the pavement. A second later, another group of agents racing up the side of the building saw a man in silhouette, staggering into an adjacent vacant lot. “Halt!” someone yelled.

The man turned and fell. Agent John T. McLaughlin was the first to reach him. He was bleeding heavily from gunshot wounds in his head and chest. He was wearing a bulletproof vest, but not a good one; at least one bullet had blasted right through it.

“Are you Alvin Karpis?” McLaughlin demanded.

“No,” the bleeding man mumbled. “Russell Gibson.”

It was over. In minutes agents stormed the empty apartment. Gibson was loaded into a Bureau car and taken to the American Hospital on Irving Park Boulevard. Doctors in the emergency room summoned a surgeon. A bullet had entered Gibson’s back and blown through his stomach. He didn’t have long. Two agents peppered Gibson with questions. Did he know the Barkers? Karpis? Volney Davis? Gibson shook his head. The doctor told Gibson he was on the verge of death. He urged him to answer the agents’ questions.

Just before dying at 1:40 A.M., Russell Gibson rasped his last recorded words: “Tell you nothing.”4

 

 

By Wednesday morning, January 9, Dock Barker was locked away at the Bankers Building. Several newspapers, including the Chicago Tribune, carried unattributed comments from police castigating the FBI for failing to notify them of the raids. Hoover blew up. “Well if they cleaned up their own dirty mess and ran out of town this underworld mouthpiece, The Chicago Tribune, the Federal Govt wouldn’t have to do so much work in  Chicago,” he scrawled on a memo. “There must be a good reason why most criminals gravitate to Chicago.”

But it was what the papers didn’t say that excited Earl Connelley. While all carried news of the shoot-out at Pine Grove Avenue, none had learned of Dock Barker’s capture. That gave Connelley’s men an opportunity: maybe, just maybe, they could persuade Dock to divulge the rest of the gang’s whereabouts before the others learned he was in custody. His capture wouldn’t stay a secret long, Connelley suspected. That afternoon a reporter called to inquire about a rumor that another suspect was in custody. An agent named Mickey Ladd denied it. But from Connelley all the way up to Hoover, the FBI realized it was in a race against time. They gave Dock a code name, “Number Five,” to ensure that no one would hear his name mentioned in the office. For the plan to work, however, Dock had to talk, and for the moment he wasn’t.

“Mr. Nathan stated that Barker is a tough one and is not going to talk,” an aide memoed Hoover Tuesday night. “They are going to work in shifts during the night.”

By the next morning, Dock had still said nothing. As the hours wore on, Hoover grew convinced that Chicago wasn’t working hard enough. One of his top men, Ed Tamm, told Connelley to use “vigorous physical efforts” to break Dock.5 Just what those efforts were, the FBI never disclosed. But in later years one agent, Ray Suran, reportedly bragged that he had broken two telephone books over Dock’s head. Whatever tactics agents employed, Barker still wouldn’t talk.

Bryan Bolton was no Dock Barker. Connelley’s men initially had no idea how much Bolton knew, dismissing him in one memo as a “minor member of the gang.” Friday morning, after more than fifty hours in custody, Bolton suggested otherwise. If the Bureau would put him back “on the street,” as he put it, he would tell them everything: who committed the Hamm and Bremer kidnappings, what became of the money and, best of all, where Freddie and Karpis were hiding.

Pop Nathan briefed Ed Tamm, who wrote Hoover that he “advised [Nathan] that we must consider the possibility that in making the complete statement about the case [Bolton] may implicate himself. Consequently we should be careful in making inducements to him, that no promises be made to him to hold him free of any of his own activities. Mr. Nathan advised that we have nothing against [Bolton] now, and I stated that you had suggested, in questioning him, we not show how little we know about the facts in the case.”6  Connelley sat down with Bolton and made the proposal that policemen have made since the beginning of time. He could make no promises, Connelley said. But if Bolton produced information that helped the FBI, it would be taken into account at his sentencing.

Bolton talked. To Connelley’s amazement, the man was a geyser of information. Bolton laid out every detail of the Hamm and Bremer kidnappings, naming every participant and identifying the location of the long-sought safe house in Bensenville. Best of all, Bolton said Fred Barker and Karpis were staying at a lake house in central Florida. He had visited in December, but couldn’t remember how to get there. He said it was south of Ocala, a six-hour drive from Macon, Georgia. Nor could Bolton remember the name of the lake. But, he went on, it was locally famous as the home of a gigantic alligator named Big Joe. At one point, Freddie had towed a pig behind a motorboat in a vain attempt to catch him. That was all Bolton knew.

Then they found the map. Why it took three days to discover Dock Barker’s map to his family’s Florida hideout is a mystery. It wouldn’t be the last time agents overlooked an important item during a search, a phenomenon that never failed to drive Hoover to apoplexy. When the map was handed to Connelley that Thursday, it had a ring drawn around the area of Lake Weir, twelve miles south of Ocala.

There were probably dozens of houses around the lake, Connelley could see, as well as several smaller lakes nearby. They had to narrow down the search area, and fast. It was only a matter of time before reporters figured out they had Dock Barker, and when that hit the papers, the Barkers would be gone.

Saturday, January 12, Connelley and three agents boarded a 1:00 P.M. charter flight that got them to Jacksonville by nightfall. Ten more agents, toting trunkloads of machine guns and rifles, took an overnight train and arrived Sunday morning. Everyone gathered at the Marion Hotel in Ocala. Connelley was in a touchy position. The area south of Ocala was sparsely populated, dotted with tiny towns where strangers would be noticed. He knew only that the Barkers were in the area. Already the arrival of fifteen men in dark suits was attracting notice.

Connelley moved gingerly. He sent agents to check the maternity ward at Munroe Hospital in Ocala to see if Delores Delaney had been there; she hadn’t. Meantime they needed to find the lake with the alligator, Old Joe. Connelley dispatched two of the Cowboys, Jerry Campbell and Bob Jones,  twenty miles east to check out Lake Bryant. Connelley took another agent to look at Lakes Weir and Bowers. Neither group came up with anything, and both felt they had been noticed. Connelley realized they needed help. Monday morning he contacted a deputy sheriff named Milton Dunning and described the story of Old Joe. Dunning said it sounded like Lake Warburg. But when he called a friend on the lake, he found Lake Warburg’s Old Joe had died in 1925.

Connelley decided to forget about the alligator; every lake in Florida seemed to have an Old Joe. The more he mulled Dock Barker’s map, the more he became convinced the Barkers must be hiding on Lake Weir; it lay at the center of the ring Dock had drawn. BELIEVE WE HAVE SPOT LOCATED, IT BEING LAKE SIX MILES LONG FOUR MILES WIDE WITH MANY HOUSES AND COTTAGES IN VICINITY, he telegraphed Hoover Monday night. EXPECT COVER FURTHER TOMORROW IN EFFORT TO LOCATE ACTUAL HOUSE.

In Washington, Hoover paced his office. Already rumors were flying in Chicago that Dock Barker had been arrested. They had days, maybe hours, before the story broke. Tuesday morning, as Connelley’s men set out to study Lake Weir, a reporter from the Chicago American called the Bankers Building and was again passed to Mickey Ladd. “What can you tell me about Dock Barker?” the reporter asked.

Ladd denied Barker was in custody. But the reporter wouldn’t give up. “Where are you holding Dock?” he asked in a second call. After the second call, Ladd called Washington. If they kept Barker in Chicago, Ladd warned, the story would get out.7 Hoover ordered Barker moved to the Detroit office, which had a gun room with bars on the windows. Ladd promised to move him at nightfall.

As Chicago jousted with the inquisitive reporter that morning, Agent Bob Jones climbed into a motorboat with the deputy sheriff, Milton Dunning, and cruised the shoreline of Lake Weir. While the two inspected lakeside cottages, Connelley took a gamble on the postmaster in the village of Oklawaha, on the north bank of the lake. The postmaster couldn’t identify photographs of Barker or Karpis. But when Connelley asked if any strangers had moved into the area, he mentioned a Mr. Blackburn, who was renting a nice lakefront house with a dock. He received several out-of-town newspapers. The postmaster suggested they approach Mr. Blackburn’s neighbor, a man named Frank Barber, who had once worked as a guard at Leavenworth. Connelley drove to Barber’s house and immediately received  the confirmation they needed. Barber identified a photo of Fred Barker as his new neighbor Mr. Blackburn.

Connelley studied the Blackburn house through the trees. It lay on the south side of Route 41, the area’s main road, and as he cruised past it at 11:00, he caught a glimpse of a small man and an aged woman in the yard. It was Fred Barker and his mother.

Back in Ocala, Connelley called and briefed Washington. The situation looked ideal. The house sat a hundred yards back from the road, maybe ten from the lakeshore. There were no natural obstructions around it, only what appeared to be a guesthouse, a garage, and some chicken coops. They could use these buildings as cover. Connelley was determined to avoid another Little Bohemia. He sat down with his men later that day, drew detailed maps of the Blackburn house, and outlined every man’s position in the raiding party. Weapons were checked, then double-checked. They would move in before dawn.




Oklawaha, Florida Tuesday, January 15  

The inky tropical night still enveloped the hamlet of Oklawaha as the FBI cars slid to a stop and extinguished their headlights out on Highway 41. Fifteen agents stepped from the cars into a primeval scene of lush woods dominated by ancient oak trees dripping with Spanish moss. Deep in the shadows they could just make out a smattering of darkened houses and outbuildings. There was no movement, no light, no clue anyone knew they were coming.

The Barker house, a two-story white clapboard with green trim, sat a hundred yards off the road, facing south toward the lake. There was a screened-in porch facing the water in front, a long dock out to a boathouse, and two grassy lanes on either side of the house. Connelley positioned cars at the end of each lane. At 5:30 they moved in and surrounded the house. Connelley took five men and crept down the west side of the property, jogging through a grove of spindly orange trees to the lakefront; they took shelter behind a small guesthouse, which sat thirty paces from the front porch. It was a strangely intimate setting for a potential shoot-out; Connelley’s position was so close to the porch he could underhand a softball and hit it.

A group of the Cowboys—Charles Winstead, Jerry Campbell, and two  other marksmen—took positions behind the stone wall at the roadside, covering the back of the house. Two more agents trotted down the east side of the yard, hunching behind Frank Barber’s home. The last two agents were placed on the highway to block traffic.

The sun was to rise at seven, and Connelley planned to wait until daylight to make his move. In the meantime they waited. Crouching behind a tree beside Connelley stood Agent Johnny Madala, the onetime office boy, fighting his nerves. This wasn’t Dillinger or Floyd; they wouldn’t be catching the Barkers by surprise. Inside the shadowy house were gang members no doubt armed with Thompson submachine guns. They couldn’t get away, and they probably wouldn’t surrender. His mind drifted to Sam Cowley and Ed Hollis.

Finally, when the first rays of dawn seeped over Lake Weir, Connelley emerged from behind the guesthouse and took two steps toward the front porch. “Fred Barker, come out!” he shouted. “We are Department of Justice agents, and we have the house surrounded.”

Silence. Connelley repeated the command. If they came out with their hands raised, he announced, no one would get hurt.

Connelley stood in the yard. No sound came from the house. Minutes crept by. Another agent shouted for the Barkers to come out and surrender. A few men thought they saw furtive movements behind the window screens, but they couldn’t be sure. The only sound was the lake water, lapping against the dock. In the orange grove, Agent Bob Jones took a block of concrete and laid his rifle across it.

After a period of time he later estimated to be fifteen minutes, Connelley repeated his challenge: “Fred Barker, come out with your hands up! We have the house surrounded.” Once again, silence. Connelley glanced at Doc White, the smiling Cowboy who had shot Russell Gibson. White stood behind an oak tree to his left.

Five more minutes passed, and still there was no sign of life. Back in the trees, a few men wondered if the Barkers had already fled town; their car, a black Buick, was parked in the wood-frame garage beside the house, but that meant nothing. Connelley motioned to a pair of rookie agents, Alexander Muzzey and Tom McDade, to fire tear-gas guns. Both men raised their guns and fired, but the gas projectiles missed the windows, thumping against the side of the house and falling to the ground, where gas escaped and began filling the yard.

“Fred Barker! Kate Barker!” Connelley shouted once again. “Come out now with your hands in the air!”

Hiding behind a mossy oak to Connelley’s side, Doc White thought he heard a woman’s voice from inside the house.

“What are you gonna do?” the voice asked.

There was no answer he could hear. But a moment later the woman’s voice rang clear across the yard: “All right, go ahead!”

Lying on the ground beside the guesthouse, Connelley glanced at White. Both interpreted this to mean the Barkers were coming out to surrender. Connelley shouted, “Come ahead! Fred, you come out first!”

Just then a machine gun fired from a second-story window. Bullets chopped the sandy grass all around where Connelley lay and whizzed through the limbs of the orange grove, tiny green leaves fluttering down everywhere. Connelley rolled behind the guesthouse as Doc White fired his .351 rifle. The morning exploded in gunfire. All around the yard agents opened up on the house. White crouched behind his oak tree as bullets struck all around him. He was pinned down.

Seeing White’s predicament, Connelley rose and raced around the guesthouse, emerging on the far side, closer to the front porch. He raised his shotgun and fired, hoping to draw the fire from White. It worked. Machine-gun bullets chattered against the side of the guesthouse. Connelley dived for cover. So did White. Beside them three agents retreated into the trees.

For five minutes the gunfight raged. Shots seemed to be coming from all over the house, from bedroom windows at the north and south, and from the front door. And then, as suddenly as it began, the firing stopped. Connelley peered at the upstairs windows. He guessed the gang was conserving ammunition. He needed gas canisters. He sent an agent back to the cars to get more and ordered a second tear-gas attack. Again the canisters thudded against the window screens and fell to the ground. Gas drifted aimlessly into the trees.

By this time, there was a commotion behind Connelley, in the trees down at the lakefront. The woods were filling with teenage boys.

 

 

Within minutes of the first shots, many of Oklawaha’s three hundred or so residents were peering out their windows and standing in their yards, asking what the sound was. By eight o’clock, crowds of people were milling  out on the highway, barred from advancing by two agents. The more curious, many of them teenagers, crept into the woods, where they could make out the figures of FBI men firing at the house. A sixteen-year-old named Harry Scott watched in awe as shots ricocheted through branches above him. “The agents were firing all over the place because Fred was running all around from room to room,” Scott remembered sixty-seven years later. “They must have thought they had the whole gang inside.”

Across the grassy lane to the east of the Barker house, Mrs. A. F. Westberry was asleep when the shooting began. Bullets seared through the walls of her thin frame house, striking the headboard of her bed. Panic-stricken, she crawled to a window and saw men in dark suits firing at her neighbor’s house. She had no idea who they were, but she was so close she could see flames spouting from gun barrels. Not wanting to see any more, Mrs. Westberry grabbed her daughter’s hand and jumped out a window. Once to the ground the two women began running.

Fifty yards away, Agent Ralph Brown saw the women take off. He had no idea who they were. For all Brown knew it was Ma Barker making a getaway. He yelled “Stop! Halt! Federal officers!,” but the women kept running. He began firing over the women’s heads, stopping only when they reached another house.

The outside world, including Hoover, learned of the unfolding gunfight from an Associated Press reporter in Ocala, who received a call from a local hotel wondering what all the shooting was about. On a hunch, the reporter phoned the FBI’s Jacksonville office at 10:45, where the SAC, Rudolph Alt, passed news of the gunfight to Washington.eq Hoover, worried that Connelley might run out of ammunition, told Alt to charter a plane and take extra bullets to Oklawaha.

Back at the Barker house, intermittent gunfire continued for the next hour. It was an odd, stop-and-start affair. When shots seemed to come from one window, agents fired at it. They were never able to get a tear-gas canister inside. Around ten, firing from the house ebbed. By 10:30 it had gone silent. Connelley watched the windows. There was no way to know if the Barkers had run out of bullets or were waiting to ambush agents storming the house.

At one point Connelley turned to see a pair of agents bringing up Willie Woodbury, the home’s twenty-five-year-old caretaker. Woodbury and his wife had been asleep in the guesthouse when the first shots rang out, and had crawled under their bed as bullets flew through their windows. Eyeing the house, Connelley asked Woodbury if he would be willing to check inside. Woodbury looked petrified. Connelley assured him the Barkers wouldn’t shoot him. If they were still alive, maybe he could talk them out. Reluctantly Woodbury agreed to try.

Woodbury scampered to the front porch and tried the screen door. It was locked. He ran back to where Connelley stood by the guesthouse. “That door’s shut,” Woodburry said. The gas was getting to him; he was beginning to cry. Someone handed him a pocketknife.

“Go back and cut the screen and kick it down,” Connelley said.

Again Woodbury ran to the door. He cut the screen, shoved the door open, and, pressing a handkerchief over his mouth against the drifting tear gas, stepped across the porch to the front door. Inside, the house was still. Beer bottles were scattered around the dining room. “It’s okay, Ma, it’s me!” Woodbury announced. “They’re makin’ me do this!” There was no answer.

He saw blood on the stairs. In tears Woodbury crept up the staircase to the second floor. The house was silent. Upstairs, there were four bedrooms. He stepped to the door of the southeast bedroom, Ma’s room, and looked inside. It was empty. The door to the southwest bedroom, where Fred usually slept, was ajar. Woodbury stepped to it.

Outside, Connelley and his men waited. There was a minute of silence, maybe two, then Woodbury’s face appeared at a bedroom window. Tears were streaming down his face. It was a sight that would stay with several of the agents for years afterward.

“They both up here!” Woodbury shouted.

“What are they doing?” Connelley replied.

“They all dead!”8

Connelley led a group of agents into the house. They found Ma Barker dead on the bedroom floor, a single bullet hole in her forehead. Fred lay beside her. It was impossible to know how long they had been dead. There was no sign anyone else lived in the house. But a search uncovered an assortment of hotel bills, business cards, and receipts from the El Commodoro Hotel in Miami, the same hotel where Sam Cowley had found a man driving Karpis’s car in November. Several receipts were made out to a “Mr. D. Wagner,” an alias Karpis was known to use. The conclusion was inescapable: Karpis was in Miami. Connelley ordered Ralph Brown and three  agents onto the first available flight south. They would hit the ground in Miami at 3:30.

 

 

When Hoover stepped before a Washington press conference that afternoon, he was in a delicate position. There was little chance the Bureau would be criticized for killing Fred Barker; he was a stone-cold killer who had fired on agents with a machine gun. Ma was another matter. Hoover had to explain to the nation’s press just why his men had killed a grand-mother with no criminal record. Rather than wait for the question, he took the offensive, taking advantage of the fact that the Barker-Karpis Gang was the least known of the public enemies.

As reporters scribbled into their notebooks, Hoover announced that Ma, who none of the newspapers or their readers had ever heard of, was the “brains” of the gang. He said she had been found dead with a machine gun in her hand, which was flat-out untrue. To advance the idea that the elderly woman had been an active participant in the morning’s gunfight, Hoover described a dramatic scene in which Earl Connelley approached the Oklawaha house and talked with Ma, who slammed shut the door and yelled to Fred, “Let ’em have it!” Needless to say, there is no evidence of any such incident in agents’ reports of the gunfight.

History is written by the victors, they say, and there was no one alive who would come forward to dispute Hoover’s fabricated story. Never mind that there was no indication whatsoever in Bureau files that Ma Barker had ever fired a gun, robbed a bank, or done anything more criminal than live off her sons’ ill-gotten gains. According to Hoover, Ma Barker was “a criminal mastermind.” Reporters ran with it.

As vivid a portrait as Hoover painted, their stories did not immediately produce anything like the public fascination with Dillinger. It took time for reporters to embroider the FBI myth. Not for six weeks would the notion of Ma Barker’s criminal genius be explored in any detail, in a multipart feature distributed by the King Features Syndicate. The FBI cooperated with the piece, which was headlined MA BARKER: DEADLY SPIDER WOMAN. “[T]he withered fingers of spidery, crafty Ma Barker,” it read, “like satanic tentacles, controlled the skeins on which dangled the fate of desperadoes whose activities hit the headlines on an average of once a week.”

“In many ways they were the smartest outlaws we’ve encountered,” Hoover was quoted saying. “And Ma was the mind behind the operations.  She was so smart that we never got anything on her—although we knew plenty. We had to kill her to catch up with her.”9

Hoover never deviated from that line. It became one of his favorite stories; he made the tale of Ma’s “criminal genius” the centerpiece of his 1938 book, Persons in Hiding, which is chock-full of dramatically imagined scenes inside the Barker Gang. Hoover’s demonization of Ma Barker, much like that of Kathryn Kelly, went beyond the need to defend the facts of her death. It neatly fit into themes he had been airing in interviews since the 1920s. The root causes of crime, he argued, were not poverty and economic disparity. Crime was the result of a widespread deterioration in family values, of parents who did not teach their children right from wrong. In time, Ma Barker became Hoover’s favorite symbol of all that was wrong in American families. It was far more than she had ever been in life.

 

 

Ralph Brown’s four-man detail arrived at the El Commodoro Hotel in Miami around five that afternoon. After checking in, one of the agents, who had stayed at the hotel two months before, motioned to a clerk he knew, L. E. Grey, to join him in his room. There they showed Grey a collection of Barker photos. Nervous, Grey identified photos of the Barkers as frequent guests. More important, he pointed to a picture of Harry Campbell as a man who had just checked in that Sunday, leaving the next morning. The agents emphasized that anything Grey could do to locate Campbell would be an enormous help to the government.

As the FBI descended on the El Commodoro that afternoon, Karpis and Campbell were wrapping up a long day of mackerel fishing off Ever-glades City. They tossed their rods into Karpis’s Ford around five o’clock and reached the bungalow on 85th Street after dark. Delores Delaney and Wynona Burdette were waiting in their car a block away from the house. The moment Karpis pulled to the curb, Delaney ran to him. She was frantic.

“You should have come home sooner!” she said.

“Take it easy,” Karpis said. “What’s the matter?”

Delaney took several deep breaths. “The FBI shot up Freddie and Ma’s place. Freddie’s dead. Ma’s dead.”

Karpis was stunned. He made Delaney repeat everything she knew. He had to think fast. There was no time to grieve. He knew what this meant. They had to get out of Miami. Delaney’s advanced pregnancy, however, meant they couldn’t hide just anywhere. They would need a safe, clean  place, and a doctor. He thought of going to Joe Adams at the El Commodoro but wisely judged it too risky.

That night at 11:30 Adam’s errand boy, Duke Randall, was working his usual shift at a window at the Biscayne Kennel Club, a dog-racing track. A dark-haired girl he would later identify as Wynona Burdette appeared and asked him to join her in the parking lot. There Randall found Karpis waiting in a car. Karpis said he was heading north fast and needed a safe place to stay. Randall suggested a hotel he knew in Atlantic City, the Dan-mor. Karpis wrote it on a card. He told the girls to go with Randall. They could head north on a train the next morning. Karpis and Campbell would go that night. It was too risky for Delaney to ride with them. The FBI was everywhere.

As Karpis spoke, agents flooded into Miami. By midnight they had staked out the Pan American and Eastern Airlines terminals, and were checking every hospital and maternity ward in search of Delaney. But as they fanned out across the city, Karpis was already speeding up Dixie Highway, the lights of Miami growing dimmer behind him.




Atlantic City, New Jersey Saturday, January 19  

Just after midnight Karpis and Campbell drove up to the Dan-mor Hotel on Kentucky Avenue, three blocks from the boardwalk. They had driven all day, bypassing the major cities, and were dead tired. The night clerk, Daniel Young, noticed they smelled of liquor. Young assigned them to Room 403, just across from where Delores and Burdette waited in Room 400; the women had taken a train and arrived the previous day. Upstairs Karpis tipped the bellhop a quarter and told him to run out and buy them a pint of whiskey.

The next morning at 8:45 Karpis walked out into the streets. He wandered near the boardwalk for fifteen minutes, glancing around warily. Back in the lobby, he slipped the bellhop a twenty-dollar bill and asked him to fetch some shaving cream and Listerine. Karpis had arranged for a doctor to attend to Delaney, and at 11:30 Dr. Carl Surran, who happened to be the official surgeon of the Atlantic City Police Department, examined Delaney in a downstairs room. She was due any day.

Karpis invited the manager, William Morley, to his room, offered him a shot of rye, and inquired about renting a furnished home or apartment in the area; Morley promised to look into it. Around lunchtime Karpis, escorted by the hotel’s handyman, walked up to Sloteroff’s, a men’s store on Arctic Avenue, and bought winter clothes, a black box-shouldered overcoat and two suits, a banker’s gray single-breasted model and a double-breasted oxford, both of which needed to be altered. Karpis took the overcoat, arranged to pick up the suits at five, then went with the handyman to a veterinarian’s office, where he waited while the vet explained why the handyman’s dog had just died.

Outside, Karpis noticed a man and woman in their forties he had seen earlier. He thought he was being followed. All that afternoon Karpis, Campbell, and their girlfriends meandered through stores buying winter clothes, dresses, and slips for the women, and a second overcoat for Karpis, which he paid for with a bill he peeled from a roll of fifties. Campbell also thought they were being followed. Karpis arranged to have the car oiled. They would leave the next morning.




Miami, Florida That afternoon  

The maid thought it strange that her employers at the house on 85th Street, the Greens, had disappeared. Ever since the pregnant Mrs. Green had bolted from the house with her luggage Wednesday afternoon, she hadn’t heard a word. The maid had stayed alone in the house two nights, then returned to her parents’. Saturday she found the house still empty. Unsure what to do, she phoned the landlady, Grace Thomas. Mrs. Thomas said she suspected the Greens wouldn’t be coming back. In fact, she thought they might be connected to the shoot-out at Lake Weir. Mrs. Thomas picked up the phone and called the Miami Police Department.

On Saturday afternoon two detectives arrived to see Mrs. Thomas. They interviewed her, then spoke with the maid. The description of the Greens matched that of Alvin Karpis and Delores Delaney. Inside the rented house the detectives found dozens of papers left behind when the Greens left. Among the papers was a description of the black two-door Buick the Greens had purchased at the Ungar Buick Company. The detectives passed the information to the FBI’s Miami office.

Just after nightfall the news was relayed to Earl Connelley, who had remained in Ocala, cleaning up loose ends. After checking with Washington, Connelley ordered a description of the car broadcast to police departments up and down the Eastern Seaboard.




Atlantic City Sunday, January 20  

At 2:30 that morning an urgent message spit out of the Teletype machine at the Atlantic City Police Department: INFORMATION WANTED BY FLORIDA POLICE ON A SERIOUS CRIMINAL CHARGE WHITE MAN FIVE FOOT TEN DARK COMPLEXION DARK HAIR DARK EYES VERY SLENDER BUILD ACCOMPANIED BY WOMAN WHO WILL BECOME MOTHER IN FEW DAYS DRIVING NINETEEN THIRTY FIVE BUICK SEDAN D5306 . . . HE IS ARMED WITH 45 CALIBRE AUTOMATIC AND RIFLE REPORTED TO BE DANGEROUS USE EXTREME CAUTION IN APPREHENSION.

At 3:25 Officer Elias Saab was walking his beat near the Atlantic City boardwalk when he checked in from a phone box and was notified of the alert. He strolled into the Coast Garage on Kentucky Avenue and walked through, glancing at license numbers. To his amazement he found the Buick mentioned in the Teletype. He called his captain, who dispatched three detectives to the garage. The attendant told the men the car belonged to someone staying at the Dan-mor Hotel.

The detectives crossed the street to the Dan-mor and woke the manager, William Morley. Morley stonewalled. The police wouldn’t explain why they wanted to question his new guests, and Morley later said he assumed the matter involved the pregnant girl who wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. He didn’t want to cause a commotion over such a trivial matter. But the police wouldn’t leave. One took a bellboy to headquarters while the others continued questioning Morley.

At dawn Morley’s wife, Elizabeth, who an FBI report dryly noted “does not appear to be gifted with a pretentious amount of intelligence,” stirred from her bed. She came downstairs to see her husband, discussed the situation privately with him and decided to try to defuse the matter. Without telling the detectives, she walked up to Room 403 and tapped softly. Karpis came to the door, wearing only long underwear. She asked him to follow her. The two walked ten feet down to Room 404, a vacant room, and slipped inside.

“The law is downstairs,” Mrs. Morley whispered, “looking for someone from Florida who has gotten a girl in trouble.” If he was guilty, Mrs. Morley went on, he should give himself up. Karpis’s eyes widened. He went to hide under the bed, but Mrs. Morley objected. He opened a closet and  found a suit he tried to put on, but Mrs. Morley again objected. She pushed him toward the door, which was ajar.

Just then the door opened. In stepped an Atlantic City cop. Karpis, caught unaware, allowed himself to be pulled into the hallway. “All right, put up your hands,” the officer ordered. Karpis saw two more cops outside his room, where Campbell was sleeping. The cop pointed a pistol at Karpis and demanded to know his name.

Karpis, shivering in his long underwear, mumbled something inaudible. It took a moment to gather his thoughts. “What is all this?” he asked. He raised his voice, hoping Campbell would overhear. “Don’t point those guns at me. I haven’t done anything.”

Mrs. Morley pointedly didn’t tell the policemen Karpis was one of the men they wanted. Instead she stepped between them and announced she would be able to persuade “the men in 403” to surrender quietly. She stepped to the door of Room 403 and knocked. There was no answer. One of the policemen took out a key and began fiddling with the lock. “Come out of there,” he ordered. “Come out with your hands up.”

There was no answer. Karpis stepped forward and volunteered to try. “He’s probably a little hung over,” he said. “We had a party last night and he drank too much. Is that why you’re here? Did we make too much noise?” The policemen said nothing. “Look, I’ll go in there and get the guy out,” Karpis continued. “He’s probably still drunk. He doesn’t realize that you guys are policemen. I’ll get him.”

Karpis stepped to the door. Just then it opened and he ducked inside, closing the door behind him. The detectives began pounding on and kicking the door, demanding that the men inside surrender. Mrs. Morley jumped forward to stop them, saying she didn’t want the door broken. She took out a passkey and inserted it into the lock.

Just then the door was yanked open from inside. Campbell opened up with a .45. The first bullet sawed off the key in Mrs. Morley’s hands, sending the ring of keys jangling to the floor. She dived for cover, as did the detectives. More bullets erupted from the doorway; one pierced the wall of Room 400 and struck Delores Delaney in the right leg. She screamed. The officers later claimed they emptied their guns in the resulting firefight, but only one policeman’s bullet was subsequently found. In fact, the officers ran for their lives.

Karpis took Campbell and grabbed the women, quickly tied a strip of  bedsheet around Delaney’s bleeding leg, and raced down the rear staircase to a back alley. Delaney did her best to keep up. In the vestibule Karpis told the girls to wait while they retrieved the car. Barefoot and shivering, they did as they were told.

Karpis and Campbell circled around the side of the hotel, emerging across from the garage. They glanced to their right and saw policemen milling around the hotel entrance. The two men had just stepped off the sidewalk toward the garage when an attendant began shouting, “Hey! Hey! Here they are! Down here!”

Karpis and Campbell ran for the garage. Campbell stopped at the entrance, raised his pistol, and began firing toward the policemen, who scattered. Inside, Karpis searched in vain for his Buick. He couldn’t find it. Instead he hopped into a pea green Pontiac, whose keys dangled from the ignition. Karpis gunned the engine and Campbell jumped into the backseat. Emerging onto Kentucky Avenue, they turned away from the hotel, trying to find the alley where the women were waiting.

Karpis hated this, hated driving through streets he didn’t know and hadn’t mapped. It was careless. The first street he turned into was a dead end at the boardwalk. He looked back and saw policemen running around the corner behind them. They were trapped. Karpis wheeled the car into a 180-degree turn and drove straight at the officers. “We’ll run right through!” he told Campbell. “Get the gun ready!”

At that moment Karpis spied an alley. As the police opened fire, he swung the steering wheel to the right and the car skidded into the alley. The Pontiac shot down the narrow space between buildings. One exit was blocked by a mail truck. More shots echoed behind them. Karpis tried another exit and emerged onto a side street, then took several more random turns. To his surprise, he found himself in the alley where they had left the women. The women weren’t there.

“Maybe the cops got ’em,” Campbell said. In fact, the girls, cold and frightened, had returned to their rooms, where Delaney got back in bed and Burdette called her a doctor.

“They’ll get us if we hang around here,” Campbell said.

Karpis was torn. But not that torn. He mashed the accelerator, and the Pontiac shot forward. He never saw Delores Delaney again.
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 PAS DE DEUX

 

January 1935 Until . . .

I made Hoover’s reputation as a fearless lawman. It’s a reputation he doesn’t deserve . . . I made that son of a bitch.

—ALVIN IN KARPIS

 

 

 

Karpis steered the Pontiac toward the Atlantic City causeway, expecting to find a roadblock. Instead he spotted a car full of police parked at the roadside. As they sped by, Campbell aimed the tommy gun. The cops either failed to notice or lost their nerve; they ignored them. Once across the causeway Karpis turned onto a dirt road, then bumped along a set of train tracks until he found a glade where they waited, hungry and cold, till nightfall.

Rain was falling that night when they inched back onto the highway. Spying no roadblocks, they drove west until they reached a gas station at Camden. Karpis thought the attendant recognized them, but the man handed them a road map and said nothing. As the rain changed to snow they crossed into Pennsylvania, where they began looking for a new car. Outside Quakerstown Karpis spotted a Plymouth sedan and began to honk, waving for it to pull over. When the car, driven by a thirty-one-year-old Philadelphia psychiatrist named Horace Hunsicker, coasted to a stop, Karpis got out, pointed his machine gun at the doctor, and slid in back. Campbell got in front and told Hunsicker to drive.

It snowed heavily as the startled Dr. Hunsicker guided the Plymouth west  across Pennsylvania. They drove all night and the next day, keeping to slippery back roads, stopping only for gasoline; Hunsicker was too frightened to attempt an escape. Karpis and Campbell said little, keeping their comments to the roads. They crossed into Ohio on a dirt road and at 9:30 that night stopped in the town of Guilford Center, outside Akron, where they led Hunsicker into a vacant Grange Hall and used a pair of pajamas to tie him to a radiator. Hunsicker struggled free twenty minutes later and walked to a farmhouse. Within an hour an alert was broadcast for his stolen car.

The fugitives continued west, passing Toledo, then turned north into Michigan. Outside Monroe, south of Detroit, they stopped at a filling station, and Karpis called their old hangout, Toledo’s Casino Club, where he spoke to a friend named Coolie Monroe. Monroe arrived with a cab driver about two-thirty the next morning. Karpis and Campbell, collars turned up, hats tugged low, tossed their guns into the backseat and abandoned their car, its headlights still on and its engine running; Karpis hoped police would guess he was heading for Canada. They drove to the Casino Club, but the owner, Bert Angus, waved them away. “You’re too hot,” he said.1

Eventually Karpis found their old protector, the vice boss Joe Roscoe, who arranged for them to stay in Edith Barry’s whorehouse on the edge of downtown. The FBI was right behind. Police found the abandoned getaway car that morning at 5:30 and identified it four hours later. Even before the car was found, agents guessed Karpis was heading to his old haunts in Cleveland or Toledo. The Flying Squad was scattered between Chicago and Florida, and Connelley could spare only two men. The Cleveland and Detroit offices didn’t have the manpower or the mission to physically search for Karpis, so they got to work establishing surveillance and phone taps on the Harvard Club in Cleveland, and in Toledo at the Casino Club and Joe Roscoe’s home. Within days an informant confirmed that Karpis had returned to Toledo.

The Detroit SAC, William Larson, begged for more men. Hoover asked for more proof Karpis was in the area. Larson came up with only raw intelligence, nothing concrete. Still, on the night of February 1, Connelley arrived to lead a raid on a cottage owned by Bert Angus. There was no sign of Karpis. In the ensuing days the tone of FBI memoranda suggests Hoover’s enthusiasm for pursuing Karpis had ebbed. After all, he was the last major figure of the War on Crime still at large. He had stumbled onto police in Atlantic City. It was only a matter of time, Hoover wagered, before it happened again.

Karpis, meanwhile, was safely hidden in an upstairs room at Edith  Barry’s brothel. He had escaped the FBI’s dragnet for now, but the world around him was changing, and Karpis knew it.

 

 

The killings of Fred and Ma Barker marked the end of the active phase of the War on Crime, and as such presented an opportunity for the nation to appraise what the FBI had wrought. After all it had achieved, one might presume Hoover and his “G-men” were acclaimed national treasures. At least initially, they weren’t. What glory flowed to the FBI that winter flowed largely to one man, Melvin Purvis, whose tenuous position inside the Bureau was lost on the public; a magazine poll that winter named Purvis the seventh-most-respected person in the country.

If that galled Hoover, he wasn’t yet in a position to change it. Historians make much of the FBI’s vaunted public-relations apparatus, which at its height in the mid-1930s churned out a blizzard of Bureau-sponsored comic strips, newspaper articles, and books, but that winter it remained in its infancy. During the War on Crime, Hoover did surprisingly little public-relations work. The decision to publicly promote the FBI, in fact, had not been Hoover’s; it was Homer Cummings’s. In August 1933, at a time Cummings was attempting to publicize the War on Crime, he had met with the Washington columnist Drew Pearson, asking how best to broadcast his message. Pearson and others suggested playing up the FBI, and Cummings hired a Brooklyn newspaperman named Henry Suydam to do just that.

Suydam, in turn, brought in a flamboyant freelancer named Courtney Ryley Cooper, a specialist in pulp crime stories. In a series of sixteen articles in American Magazine beginning in late 1933, Cooper placed Hoover at the nexus of the War on Crime, describing him in one article as “the master detective who simply does not conform to any picture of the average crime chaser.” Hoover liked Cooper’s articles so much they began collaborating on a book. Cooper was given a desk at headquarters and widespread access to agents and their reports.

It wasn’t Hoover or even Courtney Cooper, however, who created the G-man legend. It was Hollywood. Just days after the Barker killings, word reached Hoover that Warner Brothers was developing a script called  G-Men. The studio billed it as “The First Great Story of the Men Who Waged America’s War on Crime.” Neither Hoover nor Homer Cummings was wild about the idea. Cummings actually issued a statement refuting the  studio’s claim that the film was an official record of the War on Crime. Inside the FBI, Hoover’s men debated whether even to embrace the term “G-Man”; in the end, they did.er

Courtney Cooper’s book on the War on Crime, Ten Thousand Public Enemies, was still weeks away from publication when G-Men was released that April with a massive publicity campaign. The movie, starring Jimmy Cagney as a young FBI agent battling a vicious band of kidnappers modeled on Dillinger, Floyd, and Nelson, was a smash. In just days it did what reality hadn’t, enshrining Hoover as the symbolic head of the nation’s crime-fighting forces. G-Men was so successful it spawned seven more FBITHEMED movies by the end of the year, from Public Hero Number One to Let ’em Have It. Whatever qualms Hoover had about relinquishing his image-control efforts to Hollywood fell away. He sat for scores of interviews and even posed for photos with Pat O’Brian, the star of Public Enemy’s Wife.  The Bureau was inundated with fan mail. Overnight, Hoover and the FBI were crowned the nation’s supreme symbols of justice and strength.

Ten Thousand Public Enemies, released that May, rode the crest of this wave onto bestseller lists. It told Hoover’s version of the War on Crime as a single seamless narrative, promoting the FBI’s clean-cut agents as the mirror image of the criminals they fought. All but forgotten in the hoopla was Hoover’s boss Homer Cummings, who had launched the War on Crime. “After 1935,” the historian Richard Gid Powers has noted, “the attorney general faded from the public’s image of federal law enforcement. Hollywood had done something Hoover would not have dared, something that Cummings could not prevent—it had turned the top G-Man into a star and it had demoted the director’s boss to an offscreen nonentity.”2

At least Cummings still had his job, which was more than Purvis could say. Purvis resigned from the Bureau that June after months of harassment from Hoover and his aides. Feted as a national hero, Purvis wrote a book,  American Agent, which was published in 1936. The book, a primer on the FBI and the War on Crime, tellingly made no mention of either Hoover or Cowley. In response Hoover declared Purvis persona non grata. He began amassing scurrilous gossip on him. In time Purvis’s FBI file grew as thick as that of the criminals he had hunted.

The FBI’s rise to prominence, coming as it did on the backs of public enemies, was generally greeted with favor by the press. Only a handful of liberal organs raised red flags. In a November 1934 article entitled “The American National Police: The Dangers of Federal Crime Control,”  Harper’s magazine asked the question, “How many persons know that there is at this moment a national police force, or, if they know it, realize what this implies?” Citing the new criminal-enforcement powers Congress had bestowed on the federal government at the height of the Dillinger hysteria, Harper’s opined, “Never had legislation been enacted which was more unnecessary or dangerous despite all the glowing propaganda in its favor.”3 The magazine worried about the potential for abuse. It was a concern that would not be shared by other leading voices for decades.

The pursuit of Alvin Karpis lagged that winter because the Bureau was stretched thin. Members of the Flying Squad were already furiously compiling evidence for the trial of Dock Barker and other gang members. Others were building files for the trial of Johnny Chase, who had been arrested in northern California a month after Baby Face Nelson’s death, of Louis Piquett and of those who harbored Nelson in Reno. Still more men were needed to track down the remaining members of the Barker Gang.

It was a riotous roundup. On February 6, 1935, two weeks after Karpis’s escape from Atlantic City, Volney Davis was arrested in St. Louis and packed onto a charter flight for Chicago. When the plane refueled in Yorktown, Illinois, Davis joined two agents drinking beer at a local bar. When one agent went to make a phone call, Davis smashed the other agent in the face with a beer mug, jumped out a window, and disappeared. The same day, Davis’s girlfriend, Edna Murray, and another gang member were arrested after a running shoot-out in Kansas. Davis wasn’t rearrested until June 1, in Chicago.es

Harry Sawyer was next. The FBI had concentrated its search for the mastermind of the Hamm and Bremer kidnappings in New York. They had put Sawyer’s picture in Jewish newspapers, hoping someone of “that race” would turn him in, as an FBI memo put it. In the end, a motorcycle cop arrested Sawyer. He was captured in his car at the seawall in the Gulf Coast town of Pass Christian, Mississippi. He had been running a bar in a poor section of town. Police found his wife in a nearby tourist camp. Sawyer went without a fight, and was extradited to St. Paul for trial. Three months later the FBI tracked the Barker Gang’s last member, Bill Weaver, to a farm in northern Florida. Weaver was arrested when he went to feed his chickens.

Those who survived the War on Crime were paraded through court-rooms all through 1935. In January the Kansas City Massacre conspirators—Deafy Farmer and company—were each convicted in a trial at Kansas City; all received light sentences. The same month twenty-three people, including members of both the Barrow and Parker families, were put on trial in Dallas for harboring Bonnie and Clyde; all but one were convicted and received prison sentences. Three months later Clyde’s one-time partners Raymond Hamilton and Joe Palmer were executed. In March, Delores Delaney and Wynona Burdette received five-year sentences for harboring Alvin Karpis and Harry Campbell.

The Dillinger trials began in Chicago that same month. Johnny Chase received a life sentence for the murders of Sam Cowley and Ed Hollis. Helen Gillis received a one-year sentence for harboring her husband. That summer Louis Piquett received a two-year sentence for harboring; his investigator, Art O’Leary, received a suspended one-year sentence. Another set of trials, for those indicted for harboring Baby Face Nelson, were held in San Francisco. Everyone involved, including the mechanic Frank Cochrane, drew brief sentences. In two trials in St. Paul members of the Barker Gang were convicted of the Bremer kidnapping. Dock Barker, Harry Sawyer, Volney Davis, and Bill Weaver all drew life sentences and were sent to the new federal “super prison” on Alcatraz Island in San Francisco Bay.

In June, Pretty Boy Floyd’s sidekick, Adam Richetti, went on trial for the Kansas City Massacre.et From an analysis of the FBI’s own files, the proceedings were a travesty. Each of the agents who survived the massacre—Frank Smith, Reed Vetterli, and Joe Lackey—took the stand and identified Floyd and Verne Miller as the shooters; this despite the fact that all three agents had repeatedly told their superiors they could not identify any of them. Lackey went one step further, identifying Richetti himself. Richetti’s attorneys put up a hapless defense. Richetti was convicted and sentenced to death, and died in the gas chamber at Jefferson City, Missouri, on October 7, 1938.

So who were Verne Miller’s confederates that morning in Kansas City? Historians have debated their identities for seventy years. Many, including Floyd’s biographer, Michael Wallis, have come to the conclusion that Floyd was not involved.eu He almost certainly was. Research for this book identified three people who discussed the massacre with Floyd or Miller before their deaths; two of these witnesses gave detailed, nearly identical statements to the FBI—statements that, tellingly, were not introduced at Richetti’s trial. Nor are they included in the FBI’s massacre files. Instead, they are located in the Barker-Karpis files; the statements were given by Volney Davis and his girlfriend Edna Murray, who spoke with Miller two days after the massacre, when he visited their Chicago apartment. According to Davis and his girlfriend, who had no reason to implicate Pretty Boy Floyd, Miller said his partner that morning was in fact Floyd. According to Miller, Richetti wasn’t with them. He had been too hungover to go.

In the only known occasion where Floyd told what happened at Union Station, he related an almost identical story. The source of this conversation is none other than Alvin Karpis, who discussed the massacre with Floyd when the Oklahoma outlaw visited him in Cleveland during the summer of 1934. According to unpublished interviews Karpis gave his biographer, Bill Trent, in 1970, Floyd admitted he had carried out the massacre. He did not mention whether Richetti was involved.

 

 

An era had passed. There would be no more of this sort of American outlaw for the simple reason that there was no more outdistancing the law; the FBI could go anywhere. Moreover, the harboring trials sent exactly the message Hoover intended; one by one, the yeggmen’s havens were closing down. St. Paul’s days as a crime center were passing; the Green Lantern had closed. In Chicago the Syndicate wanted nothing to do with the heat yeggs brought. Louie Cernocky was already gone, felled by a heart attack in September 1934. Miami, Reno, and Cleveland were shutting down.

No one felt the winds of change more acutely than Alvin Karpis. Pacing a Toledo whorehouse that winter, Karpis tried to make sense of the new world he faced. He thought about putting together any number of bank jobs, but finding partners was difficult. All the good yeggs were gone. He was lonely; he missed Freddie. He passed the days reading newspapers,  Reader’s Digest, Time, Field & Stream, The Saturday Evening Post. He read that Delores had given birth in a Philadelphia hospital. He was now the father of a son named Raymond. He read that his parents had taken the boy when Delores drew a five-year sentence in Milan, Michigan. She was put in a cell near Kathryn Kelly.

After a few weeks, Karpis stirred. The Toledo police were still launching periodic raids around the city. A friend from his Harvard Club days, a slender, stuttering blackjack dealer named Freddie Hunter, found him a new place to live, at the Youngstown home of a sheet-metal worker named Clayton Hall; Hall’s house was so small that for a time Karpis was obliged to sleep with Hall’s teenage son. In time his money ran low. Hunter suggested robbing a payroll shipment bound for Hall’s employer, the Youngstown Steel & Tube Plant in Warren. Hunter couldn’t go; Warren was his hometown, and he feared he would be recognized.

Karpis studied the job and felt he needed three men in total; with Harry Campbell, who had remained in Toledo, as his partner, he needed one more. Karpis and Campbell drove to Tulsa on a recruiting trip. They could find no one to join them; they were too hot. Karpis returned to Ohio and, at wit’s end, hired one of Freddie Hunter’s pals, a heroin addict named Joe Rich who lived with a whorehouse madame in Canton. Karpis joked that he would have hired the madame at that point.

On the afternoon of April 24, 1935, Karpis drew up to the train station at Warren. The mail truck was already parked, waiting for the train to arrive. Campbell and Joe Rich got out, guns beneath their overcoats. Karpis thought they looked too conspicuous on the empty platform. Apparently the station master thought so, too. He watched them intently. Campbell returned to the car, worried.

“Do you realize we’re gonna have to kill a lot of people to take this payroll?” he asked. Karpis sighed and said everything would be fine. Suddenly a cat darted in front of the car.

“That was a black cat,” Campbell said.

“Forget it,” Karpis said. “The cat had white marks all over its chest.”

“That cat was black as coal,” Campbell said.

Karpis sighed: here they were, ready for their first job in over a year, and they were arguing about black cats. A whistle sounded; the train was coming. When it arrived, they watched the couriers load the payroll bags into  the truck. As the truck pulled away from the curb, Karpis eased in front of it. He stayed abreast of the truck for several blocks, until it came to a stop at a railroad crossing. Campbell and Joe Rich jumped out of the car, .45s in their hands. The driver took one look at them and tossed his pistol into the street.

Campbell and Rich climbed into the cab, took the driver hostage, and followed Karpis to the outskirts of Warren, where they found their way to an abandoned shed they had rented. There was no pursuit; they had gotten away clean. In the truck Karpis found what he was looking for, a burlap sack packed with bricks of cash. They counted it on the floor of the shed, all $72,000. Joe Rich was so excited he took out a syringe, drained water from the radiator, boiled his morphine, and shot up. Within minutes he was telling Karpis they should rob the Cleveland Federal Reserve. They returned to Toledo safely, where Karpis’s luck held; the next day two local hoods were arrested for the robbery.

Flush with cash, Karpis and Campbell loitered in Toledo the next month, posing as gamblers. Campbell, who was blessed with an uncluttered mind, paid $10 one night to have sex with an eighteen-year-old girl, proposed to her two days later, and married her a month after that, settling into a trailer behind her mother’s house.ev But Karpis was restless. With Campbell idled by domestic bliss, he hit the road with Freddie Hunter. They took a drive through New York State into New England, stopping at tourist camps as far north as Maine. In Saratoga Springs, Karpis thought a man recognized him, and he was right; news of the sighting made the local papers the next day, by which time Karpis had returned to Ohio. They drove on from there, passing through St. Louis and Tulsa, finding none of their old friends happy to see them.

In June they wandered into Hot Springs. Hunter knew the resort town from a visit in 1929, when he sought treatment there for gonorrhea. Karpis liked the feel of the place, and for good reason. Reform may have been sweeping other cities, but Hot Springs was operating exactly as it had in 1933. Six months later it would welcome another criminal vacationer, Charles “Lucky” Luciano, who would seek its shelter to avoid extradition to New York, where Thomas Dewey was hounding him.

It was somehow fitting that Karpis, the last survivor of the War on Crime, should end up where it all began. The White Front Cigar Store, where Frank Nash had been picked up, was still there, as were the casinos, the Belvedere and the Southern Club. Even Dick Galatas was still in town, awaiting an appeal of his sentence in the massacre case. Dutch Akers, the corrupt detective who had collected the $500 reward for betraying Nash, was still in office. Most evenings he could be found lounging around the town’s newest whorehouse, the Hatterie, next to the towering Arlington Hotel, Al Capone’s onetime hangout.

At the Hatterie, Akers enjoyed the favors of the brothel’s madame, a plumpish, sharp-eyed thirty-two-year-old named Grace Goldstein. Goldstein’s real name was Jewel Laverne Grayson; her family in Texas thought she owned a hat shop. Goldstein entertained the cops because it was smart business; they ran the town. But once Karpis began appearing, she later told the FBI, she “made a play for him.” He wasn’t much to look at, but the roll of cash in his front pocket was a Depression-era whore’s dream. Freddie Hunter, meanwhile, fell hard for one of Goldstein’s prostitutes, a teenage runaway from Oklahoma named Connie Morris.

In July, Karpis and Hunter took another long drive, lazing through Texas and along the Gulf Coast all the way to Florida. They returned to Hot Springs in August, renting cottages on Lake Hamilton outside town. Posing as gamblers named Fred Parker (Hunter) and Ed King (Karpis), they spent their days swimming and fishing, Karpis sitting at the lakeside for hours in khakis and a white T-shirt, casting for bass. Evenings they spent at the Hatterie or dining with their girls. In September Harry Campbell, tiring of life in his mother-in-law’s backyard, arrived and was soon squiring one of Goldstein’s girls. He was followed by another of Karpis’s old Oklahoma pals, a McAlester parolee named Sam Coker.ew At midmonth Hunter left for New York City, where he attended the heavyweight title fight between Joe Louis and Max Baer.

Among the other ninety thousand spectators that evening was J. Edgar Hoover. Their juxtaposition that night was symbolic: While Hoover was off winning accolades and attending prize fights, the hunt for Karpis lagged. There hadn’t been a confirmed sighting of him since he had vanished in Toledo eight months before. The truth was, while the Oklahoma City office was still poking around Tulsa, no one was looking that hard. Earl Connelley admitted as much when he sat down with one of Hoover’s aides, Ed Tamm, after the Barker and Richetti trials in August. Tamm tried to put a positive spin on it for the director.

“Mr. Connelley and I believe that the lack of concentrated activity upon known contacts of the Karpis mob for the past two months will have a beneficial effect in that it has allowed these contacts to ‘cool off’ to such a point where the members of the mob will be more careless” in contacting them, he memoed Hoover on August 1.4 Connelley decided to assign four members of the Flying Squad to hunt Karpis full-time, concentrating the search on Toledo and Chicago. Picking up rumors that Karpis had been seen at Edith Barry’s whorehouse, they rented a surveillance flat and installed wiretaps.

Meanwhile, Karpis was once again growing restless. In early September, he and his three-man gang checked out of the cabins at Lake Hamilton. After a two-day party at the Hatterie, they left Hot Springs, heading north. The day they departed, the corrupt detective Dutch Akers called in a group of reporters and announced his discovery that Karpis had been staying at Lake Hamilton. He telephoned the FBI’s Little Rock office and furnished the gang’s license plate numbers and aliases. The news made headlines around the country. It must have seemed a canny move. In one fell swoop Akers had not only covered himself, he had all but assured that Karpis would not return to Hot Springs and bring attention to Akers’s enterprises.

To the FBI, Akers’s announcement appeared to be just one more supposed sighting, the kind of Chinese fire drill agents had endured in spots as disparate as Grant’s Pass (Oregon), Sarasota Springs, Atlantic City, Dallas, Houston, Chicago, New Orleans, and half the towns in Oklahoma and Missouri. An agent named B. L. Damron drove down from Little Rock and chatted with Akers, who emphasized he had never seen the suspects himself. Damron drove to the lake and searched the cabins. He found three bottles of gonorrhea medicine. The doctor’s records listed the patient as Freddie Hunter. The name meant nothing to the FBI, and when no one at Dyer’s Landing seemed able to identity photos of Karpis, Damron wrapped up the investigation.5

Because Karpis had been posing as a gambler from Ohio, the gang’s aliases were sent to the Cleveland office, which checked them with police.  No one had ever heard of gamblers named Fred Parker or Ed King; unfortunately, agents neglected to ask for information on Freddie Hunter. Afterward, Hoover’s men took the Hot Springs articles, threw them in a file and forgot about it.

 

 

Drinking, whoring, and bass fishing were pleasant pastimes, but they weren’t why Karpis had become a criminal. In the balmy days of September, sitting out on the shore of Lake Hamilton in his khakis and white T-shirt, he found himself yearning to take a big score, something exciting, something to get his adrenaline up. He was bored. Hunter suggested a target, a mail train that ferried bags of cash from the Cleveland Federal Reserve to Youngstown to fill the payroll needs of eastern Ohio’s sprawling steel mills. The idea of a train robbery appealed to Karpis’s sense of history. Jesse James robbed trains. Butch Cassidy robbed trains. Now Alvin Karpis would rob a train.

They drove to Toledo, visiting Edith Barry’s brothel just days after the FBI abandoned surveillance and phone taps on the house. After hearing rumors the FBI had been nosing around, they relocated to the steelworker Clayton Hall’s home outside Youngstown. Karpis decided to hit the train at Garrettsville, north of the city. Fearing the FBI, he decided to bring train robbery into the modern age and escape by air. Hunter knew a pilot in Port Clinton named John Zetzer, who had flown bootlegging missions during Prohibition, ferrying Canadian whiskey into northern Ohio. Zetzer no longer had a plane, so Karpis bought him one, a red four-seat Stinson; it cost $1,700. Zetzer was just one of several new men Karpis brought in to handle aspects of the job. He had four for the robbery itself: Hunter, Harry Campbell, Sam Coker, and an aging yegg named Ben Grayson.ex He also brought in a twenty-one-year-old Oklahoma kid named Milton Lett who was sweeping floors at the Harvard Club.

Preparations went smoothly until October 19, when Lett and Clayton Hall bought the getaway car at an Akron Ford dealership. The roll of cash they flashed attracted attention. Later that day Akron detectives arrested the two at a local hotel as “suspicious persons.” They were released on bail, and Karpis decided against allowing the incident to derail his plans. He should have; the brief detention of his new partners would come back to haunt him. Two weeks later, on November 2, Karpis gathered the men at Edith Barry’s brothel to go over their assignments. There was a snag. Sam Coker had come down with gonorrheal rheumatism. Karpis called one of his oldest friends, a Tulsa fence named Burrhead Keady, and had him send up his bartender to substitute.ey

Finally, on the morning of November 7, they were ready. At 2:00 that afternoon Karpis, driving a new Plymouth sedan, cruised into the station lot at Garrettsville. There were about sixty people milling about on the platform. The men took their positions. At 2:13 the train appeared, coasting to a stop just where Karpis knew it would. The engine exhaled. Stepping to the mail car, Karpis saw the new man, Ben Grayson, climb into the cab. Fred Hunter was standing in the parking lot, making sure no one left. The mail-car door opened, and Karpis whipped out his Thompson gun, startling a pair of clerks. Before he could say a word, they disappeared inside. Just then he was distracted by a commotion in the parking lot. He turned and saw Hunter chasing two men, taking his attention off a couple who were starting their car.

Karpis stalked to the car, opened the door and, as the terrified driver froze, grabbed the car keys and threw them across the parking lot. In a moment he was back to the mail car. The clerks were nowhere to be seen. He tossed in a stick of unlit dynamite. “I’m gonna heave another stick in there,” he hollered, “and it’ll be burning. You’ve got five, and I’m counting now. One, two . . .”

A moment later the clerks appeared, hands raised.

“You can’t do this, man,” one of them said.

Karpis set the Thompson gun to single-shot and aimed it over the clerks’ heads. It jammed, but the clerks got the message. He jumped into the car and followed them to the mail bags. Karpis asked for the payroll to Warren. A clerk lifted one padlocked sack and handed it to him. When he asked for the Youngstown payroll, the clerk said it wasn’t on the train. Karpis aimed his Thompson gun at the man’s chest. Just then Harry Campbell climbed into the car. “Look out, Harry,” Karpis said, “I’m gonna shoot this guy.”

The clerk, on the verge of tears, produced a ledger and pointed to it, trying to show Karpis the Youngstown payrolls weren’t on the train. Irate, Karpis told him to snatch up several bags of registered mail instead. Then he ordered the clerks to load them into the back of the waiting Plymouth. It was all over in five minutes.

The getaway went smoothly. They followed Karpis’s git to the Lake Erie town of Port Clinton, where they emptied the money bags in the pilot John Zetzer’s garage. Karpis was disappointed. The take came to only $34,000; he was expecting five times that much. The next morning they were airborne by 10:30, but it was a short flight; the plane ran out of gas over southern Indiana, forcing them to land outside Evansville. Zetzer hitchhiked into town, bought forty-seven gallons of gasoline at a Standard Oil station, and they were soon airborne once more, only to run out of gas a second time, forcing a landing in a field in Missouri. Once again Zetzer was obliged to trek to a filling station. They slept in the plane that night, reaching Memphis the next morning. By noon the next day they were safely back in Hot Springs.

The FBI had no idea Karpis was behind the Garrettsville job. Karpis and Hunter picked up their girlfriends and drove into Texas, where they spent several days relaxing at the home of Goldstein’s brother. They then took a drive along the Gulf Coast, fishing and sunbathing. After three weeks they returned to Hot Springs, where they shuttled from flat to flat, never staying in one place too long.

Karpis sent for Clayton Hall in January, handing him $1,100 to buy him a new car. Afterward, believing it was safe to arrange a more permanent home, Karpis rented a lake house. They passed the days fishing, the nights at the Hatterie. Fred Hunter was gone much of the time, driving through Florida and Texas with his girlfriend. In March, Karpis moved once more, renting a farmhouse south of Hot Springs. A genteel, two-story affair, with trellises flanking the front door, it stood on a wooded hill overlooking the Malvern Road. Karpis liked it. If the FBI staged a raid here, he decided, he would see them coming.

 

 

For the Bureau, the story of the Karpis manhunt is one of the least flattering chapters in the War on Crime. There was an air of lethargy and anticlimax about it from the start; none of the agents could get too excited about risking their lives in one last battle of a war they had already won, and it showed.

After ten months of work, following tips from Boston to Havana to Los  Angeles, at the moment Karpis robbed the Garrettsville train the FBI had no serious leads on his whereabouts. The Bureau had no jurisdiction for the Garrettsville robbery, and thus performed no investigation. But Garrettsville triggered the entry of another force into the manhunt, an intrepid squad of federal postal inspectors whose dogged pursuit of Karpis quickly eclipsed the FBI’s search. Working from Youngstown, the inspectors needed only twenty-four hours to finger Karpis and Campbell for the Garrettsville robbery; eyewitnesses easily identified photos of both men.ez  Keeping this to the postal inspectors, the lead inspector, Sylvester J. Hettrick, reached out to the Kansas State Highway Patrol, which already had a detective named Joe Anderson pursuing rumors Karpis was involved in several Kansas robberies.

Anderson would have made a first-rate FBI agent. Within weeks, working his contacts in the Tulsa underworld, he had identified Sam Coker as a participant in the Garrettsville job; Coker had disappeared in the days before Karpis struck, stupidly telling friends he was heading east to participate in a mail robbery. At first Anderson and the postal inspectors freely cooperated with the FBI, passing on tips about Coker and others. When Connelley heard the rumor Karpis had robbed the Garrettsville train, he asked the Cleveland office to investigate; agents there simply chatted up the inspectors, who happily shared their leads. For the most part the FBI ignored them.

Through December and into January the inspectors’ investigation gained momentum. They traced the car used in the robbery to Akron, where a salesman identified Milton Lett as its purchaser.fa They soon identified the steelworker Clayton Hall, and then Freddie Hunter. Connelley ignored it all. From all appearances the FBI simply couldn’t bring itself to believe a rival agency had mounted a more credible investigation than its own. Despite the obvious progress the inspectors were making, Connelley was dismissive.

“[T]he Post Office Inspectors have themselves all worked up to a heat, and think they are going to catch Karpis and Campbell in a short time,” an aide wrote Hoover after a talk with Connelley. “Connelley said that he does not believe they have half as much as they would have you believe; that they have a few leads here and there, and when these are exhausted they will probably let us have the information.”6

Instead the Bureau stepped up its surveillance of the Karpis and Campbell families. In Chicago agents had the Karpis family apartment thoroughly bugged, going so far as hiring a Lithuanian man to translate conversations between Karpis’s parents. All they learned was how much his mother and father bickered over who was more responsible for their son’s life of crime. In Tulsa they kept watch on Karpis’s friend Burrhead Keady, even as rumors flew that the inspectors would arrest him. Connelley demanded regular updates on the inspectors’ progress. “[W]e should protect our interests in this,” he wrote the Oklahoma City office on February 17, “to see that nothing is done which will interfere with [our] investigation.”7

The FBI learned of Keady’s arrest only when the Cleveland Plain Dealer  announced it on February 27. When agents demanded to know if the report was true, the senior inspector, Sylvester Hettrick, denied it. Arguments broke out between Hettrick’s men and the Cleveland office; the inspectors, openly resentful of the adoring publicity lavished on the Bureau, finally stopped sharing leads with Hoover’s men. Pop Nathan, who shared Connelley’s contempt for the inspectors, ordered agents to ignore them and concentrate on breaking the case on their own. Two weeks later the inspectors picked up Keady’s bartender.

Many of the same leads flowed to the Bureau, but Hoover’s men repeatedly failed to follow them up. Joe Rich, the heroin addict who had robbed the Warren payroll with Karpis, washed up in a Canton, Ohio, jail, where he attempted to swap knowledge for freedom; FBI agents who debriefed Rich simply didn’t believe his tale of robbing the Warren train with Karpis, terming it “quite a fanciful story.” Nor were they all that interested in Clayton Hall. The FBI fielded tips on Hall’s involvement with Karpis from at least three sources. Still, it wasn’t until March 1, six weeks after hearing the first of these tips, that two agents drove out to Hall’s home outside Youngstown. They watched it a few hours, then left. The idea that Karpis might be employing a sheet-metal worker was apparently too far-fetched for the agents to pursue. They left Clayton Hall for the inspectors.fb

In Chicago, Connelley wearily took stock of their investigation. They 

On Wednesday, March 25, Connelley telephoned the Cleveland SAC and asked him to find Hall. An agent named E. J. Wynn drove to Youngstown that day and discovered him at home. Hall conceded that he had known Freddie Hunter for years. He identified a photo of Karpis as Hunter’s pal “Ed King,” and admitted the two men had visited him as recently as January. It was the best lead the FBI had uncovered in more than a year. Agent Wynn gave Hall $5 and told him to be at the Bureau’s Cleveland office for a debriefing the next day at 1:00.

Connelley hurried to Cleveland for the meeting. But at 1:00 Hall didn’t show. When he hadn’t appeared by nightfall, Connelley drove to Youngstown to look for him. His wife said he had left that morning. She thought he was going to the FBI. The next morning two more agents visited the Hall home. Mrs. Hall said her husband had come home late the previous night, but had left again that morning. Suspecting Hall was trying to avoid them, the two agents parked nearby and watched the house. A few minutes later a Ford drove by. One of the two men inside could be seen jotting down their license plate number. They were postal inspectors; the agents were sure of it. Irked, the agents drove to the Youngstown post office, where the inspectors were based. They saw the Ford parked outside. From an upstairs window, the inspectors saw them.

A little bit later, the phone rang in the Cleveland office. On the line was  Sylvester Hettrick, the lead postal inspector. He wanted to meet. Agent Wynn drove to the Youngstown post office and found himself in a room with eight irritated inspectors, their point man, Joe Anderson, and two members of the Ohio State Highway Patrol. Inspector Hettrick announced that they had detained Clayton Hall. After being threatened with prosecution for the Garrettsville robbery, Hall was now claiming he could produce Karpis. But he insisted he would divulge all details only if an FBI agent was in the room.

The next morning Connelley sat down in the Cleveland office with one of the inspectors, who reluctantly agreed to let him talk to Hall. Just before noon Connelley phoned Pop Nathan in Washington to break the news. Nathan was palpably unimpressed. His lack of enthusiasm was attributable to the humiliating fact that the Bureau was piggy-backing on the inspectors’ work. “[I]f this goes through,” Nathan told Hoover, “this incident is going to break into the newspapers.”8

The next morning Connelley drove to Youngstown and spent several hours closeted with Hall. Afterward he called Washington to say the frightened steelworker had given them everything, including the location of the house Karpis was renting seven miles south of Hot Springs. Connelley was already arranging a charter flight to Arkansas. With luck, he said, he could be on the ground there by noon the next day. He was obliged to take a group of inspectors along, he admitted, “for the reason that the informant [Hall] is theirs, and it was only through their cooperation that we have the information at all.”9

Connelley’s group didn’t arrive in Little Rock until 4:35 on Sunday afternoon, March 30.fc A reporter caught wind of their arrival. G-MEN HERE ON MYSTERIOUS MISSION, read the next morning’s headline in the Arkansas Gazette. Realizing he had only hours before that news broke, Connelley hurried to Hot Springs at nightfall and found the house Hall had told them of; it stood alone on a wooded hill overlooking the Malvern Road seven miles south of town. Lights blazed inside. Someone was there.

“Examined place designated by informant Clayton Hall and it checks in every way,” Connelley notified Hoover in a coded telegram at 3:05 Sunday morning. “House fully lighted and party apparently there . . . at about daybreak will arrest party at place above indicated.”10

Connelley had fourteen men for the raid, including Clarence Hurt, one of the agents who shot Dillinger; Rufus Coulter, who had traded gunfire with Homer Van Meter in St. Paul; and Loyde Kingman, who had shared an elevator with Karpis in Havana. In the predawn darkness they crept into positions around the house. In Washington, Hoover waited by the phone. He wanted Karpis, but just as important he wanted the FBI and not the postal inspectors to get credit for his capture; he had told Connelley to “spare no expense” to make certain he received the news first so that he could make the announcement. In Little Rock agents phoned Washington every fifteen minutes, just to say they hadn’t heard anything.

By 8:00 Connelley’s men were ready to move in. It was quiet; it appeared they had achieved total surprise. Connelley called for Karpis to come out with his hands up. There was no answer. With a wave of his hand Connelley signaled for the tear-gas guns. Canisters whistled through the air, crashing through windows into the house. As tentacles of gas began to waft through the shattered panes, Connelley again called for Karpis to surrender. He called again, and again, but there was no answer. When the FBI stormed the house, they found it empty.fd

 

 

Karpis and Hunter had fled Hot Springs four days earlier, after learning of the inspectors’ presence in town. It was a stupid thing: one of the inspectors had approached a taxi driver who was sweet on Fred Hunter’s girlfriend, Connie Morris, and the man had gotten drunk and lectured Morris that agents were prepared to arrest her. Grace Goldstein warned the men. They were gone within minutes, leaving behind their clothes. After the raid agents marveled at how much weight Karpis had lost. The pants they discovered had a twenty-six-inch waistline.

Karpis drove west into Texas. He dropped a suitcase containing his machine guns at the home of Goldstein’s brother, then headed to Corpus Christi, where he met Hunter and Morris and took rooms in a tourist camp. They spent several days fishing in the gulf, until Karpis picked up a newspaper and read of the Hot Springs raid. Hunter bought a new car, and when he walked into a police station to register it, he overheard a police scanner broadcasting details of the red coupe Karpis was driving. Karpis abandoned the car and drove to Mississippi, where on April 2, he rented a pair of rooms outside Biloxi. A week later they moved into New Orleans. Karpis rented an apartment on St. Charles Avenue. Hunter and Morris took rooms in a building on Canal Street.

The FBI was one step behind. Connie Morris was naïve enough to mail a letter to her mother from Corpus Christi. Agents were on the Texas coast within hours, but Karpis was gone. Connelley, meanwhile, had Grace Goldstein picked up. She confirmed that Karpis had visited the Hatterie, but said little else. Connelley, unaware how well she actually knew Karpis, released her and returned to Ohio. He didn’t think her important enough to place under surveillance.

Karpis was gone, but agents lingered in Hot Springs. Everyone they contacted pointed them to Grace Goldstein. In Youngstown, Clayton Hall said he thought he could get her to confide in him. Connelley approved the plan, and on Tuesday, April 10, Hall arrived in Hot Springs, escorted by Agent John Madala. The two checked into the Majestic Hotel, and at 2:00 Hall telephoned the Hatterie. He was told Goldstein had left town, and wasn’t expected back for two weeks. News of Goldstein’s disappearance triggered a frantic scramble to find her; agents now assumed she had run off with Karpis. When Clayton Hall said Karpis had once mentioned visiting Goldstein’s family in East Texas, agents poured into the area trying to locate them.

It was notable that Washington politics had seldom interfered with the War on Crime. The day of Goldstein’s disappearance produced a moment when it did. That morning Hoover walked into a Senate hearing room to seek a doubling of the FBI’s budget. He was expecting trouble. All the hoopla over the War on Crime—the fawning press, the movies, the radio serials—was generating a backlash against the Bureau, especially among supporters of other law-enforcement arms. The budget subcommittee’s chairman, a Tennessee senator named Kenneth McKellar, was an old Hoover enemy, his animus dating to Hoover’s refusal to hire a pair of Tennessee men the senator had endorsed. When McKellar complained, Hoover had promptly fired three Tennessee agents.11

That morning Hoover made his case with an array of statistics, charts, and graphs, pointing out that the FBI had all but eliminated kidnapping as a national threat. When he finished, McKellar attacked.

“Is any money directly or indirectly spent for advertising?” he asked.

“There is not,” Hoover said. “We are not permitted in any way to engage in advertising.”

“Do you take part, for instance, in the making of any moving pictures?”

“That is one thing that the Bureau has very strongly objected to. You have seen several of the G-men pictures, I believe.” Hoover had in fact objected to some of the movies, but only because he wanted the FBI, not Hollywood, to produce them and reap the profits.

“I have,” McKellar said. “They virtually advertised the Bureau, because your picture was shown in conjunction with them frequently . . . I think they have hurt the Department [of Justice] by advertising your methods.”

McKellar was just getting warmed up. He pressed Hoover whether any writers or publicists were on the FBI payroll. Another senator asked why the Bureau didn’t cooperate more with local police. Hoover insisted it did, when they weren’t corrupt.

“It seems to me that your department is just running wild, Mr. Hoover,” McKellar said. “I just think that, Mr. Hoover, with all the money in your hands you are just extravagant.”

“Will you let me make a statement?” Hoover interjected.

“I think that is the statement,” McKellar said.

They proceeded to quibble over how many cases the FBI had solved. “How many people have been killed by your department since you have been allowed to use guns?” McKellar asked.

“I think there have been eight desperadoes killed by our agents and we have had four agents in our service killed by them.”

“In other words the net effect of turning guns over to your department has been the killing of eight desperadoes and four G-men.”

Now clearly seeking to embarrass Hoover, McKellar pressed for his qualifications to run the Bureau. Hoover pointed out he had been with the Department of Justice nineteen years.

“I mean crime school,” McKellar said.

“I learned first-hand,” Hoover said.

“Did you ever make an arrest?”

“No sir; I have made investigations.”

“How many arrests have you made, and who were they?”

Hoover mentioned several cases he had handled as a Justice Department prosecutor. “Did you make the arrests?” McKellar asked.

“The arrests were made by . . . officers under my supervision.”

“I am talking about the actual arrests,” McKellar said. “You never arrested them, actually?”12

Afterward, Hoover returned to his office, as angry as he had been in his life. It was galling that after everything the Bureau had achieved—Dillinger, Kelly, Floyd, Nelson, the Barkers—he was still subject to petty politics. He got on the phone with Earl Connelley. His message to Connelley was clear: he wanted Alvin Karpis arrested, he wanted it done immediately, and he wanted to do it himself.

 

 

By the time FBI agents realized Grace Goldstein was missing she was already in New Orleans, strolling through Audubon Park at Karpis’s side; he had slipped into Hot Springs unnoticed and picked her up himself. After reuniting with Freddie Hunter and Connie Morris, they took a vacation, stopping in Biloxi before heading to Florida. Along the way Morris got sick; she had a bad case of syphilis. The couples returned to New Orleans and Morris began treatments. Karpis ferried Goldstein back to Hot Springs. The FBI was waiting for her.

By now the town was teeming with both postal inspectors and FBI men, each group determined to reap the credit for capturing Public Enemy #1. Hoover’s desire to personally arrest Karpis only increased the pressure on his agents. Agent John Madala kept out of sight, babysitting Clayton Hall at a tourist camp. The moment Goldstein returned, Hall was certain he could get her to divulge Karpis’s whereabouts. The FBI men spent as much time watching the inspectors as they did the Hatterie. Connelley had assigned Frank Smith, the old Cowboy who had survived the Kansas City Massacre, to work alongside the inspectors and their point man, Joe Anderson; Agent Smith’s sole duty, an aide wrote Hoover, was “to keep an eye on [Anderson] and find out what he is doing and why at all times.”13

Finally, on Friday, April 24, one of the Hatterie whores told an agent that Goldstein was expected back any day. Hoover’s men were beside themselves. Somehow they had to eject the inspectors from Hot Springs. That day the Little Rock SAC, Chapmon Fletcher, “instructed Agent Smith to use his best efforts to get [the inspectors] out of Hot Springs using any  excuse that he might think best in order.”14 Somehow Smith pulled it off. That afternoon, via a ruse undisclosed in FBI files, all the inspectors were pulled out of Hot Springs.

And just in time. The next day, Saturday, April 25, Goldstein returned to the Hatterie. But before FBI agents could move in, she was picked up by Detective Dutch Akers and the Hot Springs police chief Joe Wakelin, who spent three hours haranguing her to turn over Karpis; the two corrupt cops promised Goldstein she could split the $12,000 reward with them if she did. That night, after Goldstein returned to the Hatterie, John Madala sent in Clayton Hall. For once an informant was as good as his word; Hall and the unsuspecting Goldstein talked for hours. At 4:00 A.M. agents saw Hall emerge from the brothel and walk to the Southern Grill restaurant. Hall was jubilant: Goldstein had told him everything. She said Karpis and Hunter were now renting apartments in New Orleans, where Connie Morris was taking syphilis treatments. The only thing she failed to mention was Karpis’s address.

Connelley needed that address. He left Ohio that afternoon, after telling John Madala to send Hall back to the Hatterie that night. Hall talked with Goldstein again that evening, but was unable to learn the address. Connelley couldn’t wait another night. Monday morning he boarded a train for New Orleans. They would find Karpis themselves.

Everyone involved realized they were close. In Washington, Hoover was already busy lining up a national audience for his moment on the stage. On Monday, April 27, the morning Connelley arrived in New Orleans, Hoover met with executives from the NBC radio network. NBC was proposing to broadcast two separate programs on Karpis’s capture, both of which would highlight the director’s personal involvement.15 Hoover’s memo to Clyde Tolson afterward was entitled “Proposed broadcast of the capture of Alvin Karpis.”

There was just one hang-up: the FBI still wasn’t sure where in New Orleans Karpis was hiding. Connelley told Hoover he planned to check every doctor in the city until he found the one treating Connie Morris. Their only hope of a faster conclusion was Grace Goldstein. Agents arrested her on the street in Hot Springs Monday afternoon. Whisked away to Little Rock, she was subjected to intense questioning. For the moment, Goldstein refused to reveal Karpis’s address.

The next day, as Connelley’s men began canvassing doctor’s offices in New Orleans, Goldstein continued to hold out. She said she didn’t want to  end up a pariah like Ana Sage. The FBI’s leverage was her family. Agents had tracked her siblings to their homes in Texas. They made clear to Goldstein that they could be indicted for harboring Karpis. It worked. The next day, Wednesday, April 29, Goldstein agreed to a deal: If the FBI promised not to prosecute her family, she would hand over Karpis’s address—but only to Connelley himself.

That night agents drove Goldstein to Jackson, Mississippi, and checked her into a motel. Connelley hurried up from New Orleans and debriefed Goldstein for three hours, winding up at 3:00 A.M. As it turned out, she didn’t know Karpis’s address. But she knew Freddie Hunter’s, and she said Karpis ate most of his meals there. By daylight agents in New Orleans had Hunter’s apartment building under surveillance. It was right on Canal Street, on the busy corner with Jefferson Davis Parkway. Two of the Bureau’s most reliable shooters, Clarence Hurt and Jerry Campbell, flew down to join the raiding party.

Now all they needed was Hoover. A charter flight, a DC-3, was arranged via Trans World Airlines; Hoover and Tolson arrived in New Orleans that evening at 9:30, taking rooms at the Roosevelt Hotel. Connelley told Hoover there would probably be no raid until morning. He had two men in a vacant house across from Hunter’s apartment building, but there had been no sign of Hunter or Karpis.

By daylight the next morning, Friday, May 1, the situation remained unchanged. In his hotel room, Hoover paced. Then, at 9:45, from his position in the vacant house, a rookie agent named Raymond Tollett spotted a red Essex Terraplane coast to a stop in front of Hunter’s apartment. A man got out. Tollett lifted his binoculars to study his face. It was Karpis. He entered the building, then emerged with another man. Both got into cars. When they drove off, Tollett trotted to a drugstore to telephone Connelley.

 

 

Karpis had been in Mississippi several days, studying a pair of possible jobs, a construction-company payroll and a train score in the town of Iuka. He had returned just that morning, dropping his things in his apartment on St. Charles Avenue before swinging by to pick up Hunter. They headed to a deserted street near Lake Pontchartrain, where Karpis transferred his guns to Hunter’s car. Then they dropped Karpis’s car at a garage to be serviced. While they waited, they drove idly around the city. Hunter was nervous. He had seen strangers around his building. At one point, Hunter  thought a maroon coupe was following them. Worried, they drove back to the apartment.

In the vacant house across the street, Connelley watched them pull up. Everything was in place. Leaving two men behind, he headed downtown to the FBI office. Hoover was waiting. Connelley gathered the raiding party and drew a diagram of the neighborhood on a blackboard. He had fourteen men. Two would remain in the vacant house. Two groups would guard the rear of Hunter’s building. When they were certain both Hunter and Karpis were still inside the apartment, the raiding party itself—Connelley, Hoover, Dwight Brantley, and the Cowboys Clarence Hurt and Buck Buchanan—would go in the front door.

At 4:30, as Connelley finalized his plans, Connie Morris asked Karpis and Hunter to run to the grocery to buy strawberries for dinner. Karpis and Hunter exchanged glances. As Karpis stood by the window cradling a submachine gun, Hunter stepped onto the sidewalk, testing the air. He walked to the car; everything seemed fine. Karpis put the gun down and followed. At the grocery Karpis remained in the car. He watched as a DeSoto sedan pulled behind him. Hunter came out a minute later and said he had seen the DeSoto the day before. Karpis said they were imagining things. They had to calm down.

They returned to the apartment. It was a muggy day; the temperature had risen to eighty-seven degrees. In the kitchen Morris had changed into a white halter top and shorts. Karpis tried to relax but couldn’t. He walked to a drugstore—the same one the FBI agents were using—and bought a pack of Chesterfields and a Reader’s Digest. He walked back to the apartment, studying every man on the street. Karpis willed himself to relax, and in time he did. His car was to be ready at 5:00, and a few minutes after that he stood, announcing it was time to pick it up. He put on his straw boater. It was too hot to wear his suit jacket, so he slid his pistol beneath a sofa cushion.

As Karpis rose to leave, the five-man raiding party was sitting in two parked cars across the intersection of Canal and Jefferson Davis. Connelley and Clarence Hurt were in the lead car, Hoover and the others behind them.16 A few minutes after five, word was relayed that the other groups were in position. The two cars slid away from the curb and began to cross the intersection. Their plan was to park beyond the building and return on foot. Just then, Karpis and Hunter emerged onto the sidewalk and stepped toward their waiting Plymouth. Karpis slid behind the wheel, rolled down  the window, and popped the lock for Hunter. Connelley saw them and reacted immediately; he swerved his car in front of the Plymouth and jammed on the brakes to block it. In the second car Hoover saw a boy on a bicycle veer between him and Karpis.17 The boy was just moving past when Connelley and Hurt leaped from the car, guns drawn.

What happened next is in dispute. According to Hoover’s version of events, recounted in dozens of articles and books in subsequent years, he jumped from the second car and rushed to the driver’s-side door while Connelley took the passenger door. Before Karpis could reach for a rifle on the backseat, Hoover said he grabbed Karpis by the collar.

“Stammering, stuttering, shaking as though he had palsy,” a reporter briefed by Hoover wrote the next day, “the man upon whom was bestowed the title of public enemy number one folded up like the yellow rat he is.” Karpis offered no resistance, raising his hands as he stepped from the car. “Put the cuffs on him, boys,” Hoover said.18

Hoover’s story of the arrest, as told to reporters the next day, was flat wrong in several details. He said, for instance, that Connie Morris had been in the car when Karpis was arrested. “We nabbed the three after they had entered their car,” Hoover told the Associated Press. “Hunter and the woman stepped from the car with their hands over their heads.”19

One possible explanation for Hoover’s confusion was raised in 1971, when Karpis published his autobiography. According to Karpis, at the moment he was arrested, Hoover was nowhere to be seen. He didn’t reach for a rifle on the backseat, he claimed, because the coupe had no backseat. An agent from the blocking car, apparently Connelley, jumped out and aimed a gun at him. “All right, Karpis,” Connelley barked, “just keep your hands on that steering wheel.”20 It was only after he surrendered, Karpis claimed, that one of the agents began yelling, “Chief, we got him!” It was then, Karpis said, that Hoover emerged from behind the apartment building and helped arrest him.

“The story of Hoover the Hero is false,” Karpis wrote. “He didn’t lead the attack on me. He waited until he was told the coast was clear. Then he came out to reap the glory.” Hoover’s reaction to the allegation was to be expected. On a 1971 memo summarizing Karpis’s book, the last of the hundreds of comments he scribbled in the margins of reports on the War on Crime’s major figures, Hoover wrote, “Karpis or/and his coauthor must be on dope.”

FBI files, perhaps unsurprisingly, suggest Hoover’s version is closer to the truth. Both Connelley’s report on the arrest and an aide’s memo detailing a conversation with Hoover the next morning make clear that Hoover was in the raiding party, not behind the apartment building. But neither source—nor any other report in the massive Barker-Karpis file—says anything about Hoover approaching Karpis’s car, much less grabbing him by the collar.fe According to FBI files, Connelley and Clarence Hurt made the arrest, with Hoover arriving almost simultaneously in the second car. In the end it made little difference. The next day’s front-page headline in the  New York Times read: KARPIS CAPTURED IN NEW ORLEANS BY HOOVER HIMSELF.ff

However it happened, Karpis and Hunter gave up with no resistance. Within minutes a crowd began to form. All around people hung out of apartment windows, trying to see what the commotion was about. None of the agents had a pair of handcuffs handy, so one took off his tie and wrapped it around Karpis’s wrists. They loaded Karpis into a Bureau car and headed to the FBI office downtown. Clarence Hurt was driving, and he got lost. “Does anyone know where the Post Office Building is?” Hurt asked at one point.

“I can tell you,” Karpis said.

“How do you know where it is?” asked Clyde Tolson, who sat in the backseat with Hoover.

“We were thinking of robbing it,” Karpis said.21

In the end, it took a circuitous twenty minutes to bring Karpis into a holding cell at the Post Office Building. It was a triumphant moment for Hoover. The odd Congressional critic aside, the Karpis arrest cemented Hoover’s position as a national hero, celebrated in newsreels, movies, and comic books. The spotlight shone only on him, not on the disgraced Melvin Purvis or the all-but-forgotten Homer Cummings, and certainly not on the dozens of anonymous FBI agents who had risked and in some cases given their lives ending the careers of John Dillinger, Pretty Boy Floyd, Baby Face Nelson, Machine Gun Kelly, Fred Barker, and Alvin Karpis. The FBI was now America’s preeminent national police force, the Bureau of Hoover’s dreams, a department whose unchallenged resources would make Hoover a power in American government for the next four decades. Three years after it began with the deaths of five men in a Kansas City parking lot, the War on Crime was over.fg





EPILOGUE

In the years since the War on Crime, critics have questioned almost everything about it: Was it necessary? Was it real? Were rural bank robbers the public menace the FBI said they were? A number of historians have argued that the War on Crime was little more than a public-relations ploy, a federal giant stomping out criminal insects, a dovetailing of Hoover’s ambition with the needs of the Roosevelt administration’s New Deal policies. This line of thinking suggests that the events of 1933-34 were all sound and fury, signifying nothing.

It’s certainly true it wasn’t much of a “war.” In the narrowest sense, the War on Crime constituted only four groupings of criminal cases: Machine Gun Kelly’s kidnapping of Charles Urschel, the Barker-Karpis kidnappings of Edward Bremer and William Hamm, the Dillinger manhunt, and the Kansas City massacre; there were no broader drives on the Chicago syndicate or Italian mafias, no war on counterfeiting or other crimes. Nor can one argue that the public enemies of 1933-34 could have been extinguished only by the federal government; Frank Hamer’s work suggests otherwise. Bank robbery was a problem in 1933, but one that didn’t require federal intervention.

Still, it’s baseless to argue that the War on Crime was some kind of ploy. Though he reaped its benefits, Hoover didn’t create the war. It sprang from  real events. Its immediate cause was the Kansas City Massacre; few would question the FBI’s decision to pursue the killers of its own men, never mind that it technically had no jurisdiction. The underlying cause was the Lindbergh Law, which made it the FBI’s job to track down kidnappers. For the Bureau, the only “elective” segment of the War on Crime was the decision to pursue Dillinger. Here Hoover was indeed hemmed in by his own ambitions. But Hoover didn’t “create” Dillinger, as some have argued; Dillinger was already a national figure when the FBI entered the case. He was precisely the type of interstate criminal a national police force should attempt to apprehend.

No one involved in the War on Crime believed it would end criminality or capture every major criminal. It didn’t. More than anything, the War on Crime was a war on the idea of crime, the idea that too many Americans had come to tolerate crime. When judged on this basis, it’s difficult to say it wasn’t a success. Once the FBI became involved, kidnapping rates fell immediately and precipitously. Hoover’s emphasis on indicting those who harbored criminals gradually eliminated safe havens such as St. Paul and Hot Springs. (The FBI helped clean up Hot Springs itself; the detective Dutch Akers and several other corrupt city officials served jail terms after trials in 1938.)

The War on Crime’s legacy was deep and enduring. In the short term, it served as powerful evidence of the effectiveness of the Roosevelt administration’s New Deal policies, boosting faith in the very idea of an activist central government. On a broader scale, it reassured a demoralized populace that American values could overcome anything, even the Depression. Despite the crowds of theatergoers who applauded them in life, in death John Dillinger and his peers were seen as symbols of all that was wrong in America. Coming as the worst of the Depression was passing, their defeat was the Depression’s symbolic defeat; overnight their pedestals were reoccupied by clean, upstanding symbols of moral rectitude, the first being Melvin Purvis.

“The country seized on Melvin Purvis,” the historian Richard Gid Powers has noted, “with his squeaky voice and diminutive build as a kind of Frank Capra hero, proof that ordinary citizens, provided they stuck together, could lick anything and anybody, even John Dillinger, the age’s chosen symbol of social disintegration.”

In short order Purvis was replaced in the pantheon of American heroism by the Bureau itself. Indeed, the most important legacy of the War on Crime is the modern FBI. Everything the Bureau has achieved since, every  crime it has solved, every abuse its overzealous agents committed, sprang from the powers it accrued during the War on Crime. The manhunts for Dillinger and his peers introduced America to an idea that we take for granted today: that the federal government bears the ultimate responsibility for the nation’s law and order.

The War on Crime not only enshrined Hoover’s FBI as the bearer of this responsibility, it made Americans comfortable with its existence. It created a public trust so enduring that the Bureau’s later abuses were only belatedly questioned. As Claire Bond Potter notes, “[T]he War on Crime produced lasting changes in the ways Americans would come to understand crime as a national problem, police power as socially positive, and crime control as a federal responsibility.”1

But while the FBI’s “socially positive” role was on public display during 1933 and 1934, so too can the seeds of the FBI’s later abuses be seen: the beating of suspects; the “kidnapping” of Verne Miller’s girlfriend, Vi Mathias; the conviction of Adam Richetti on perjured FBI testimony; and the arrest and trial of Roger Touhy for the Hamm kidnapping. The War on Crime bestowed upon Hoover’s FBI something close to absolute power, and the day eventually came when Hoover’s FBI was corrupted absolutely by it. The Bureau wrestles with its legacy to this day.

 

 

 

Few of the FBI agents who fought the War on Crime ever received any public credit for their work. A number enjoyed long careers in the Bureau before retiring in the 1960s and 1970s. Others left the Bureau as soon as they could, bolting in 1935 and 1936 to join hometown law firms or to become corporate executives. The last surviving member of the Dillinger Squad, the rookie agent Tom McDade, died in 1996.

Frank Smith, who survived the Kansas City Massacre, resigned from the FBI in 1939 to become Oklahoma City’s police chief. He died in 1953. Reed Vetterli, the Kansas City SAC, became Salt Lake City’s police chief. He died in 1949. Despite his statements to the contrary in FBI files, the massacre’s third survivor, Joe Lackey, insisted until his death that he was able to identify Richetti, Floyd, and Miller.

Gus Jones, who led the Urschel investigation, retired from the FBI in 1940. He died in 1963. Bill Rorer, the agent who arrested Machine Gun Kelly and exchanged gunfire with Dillinger at Little Bohemia, left the FBI in 1937. He was CEO of a Georgia dairy until his death in 1967. The agent  whose bullets felled Dillinger, Charles Winstead, retired from the FBI in 1943. He died at the age of eighty-two in 1973. His partner, Clarence Hurt, retired in 1955 and was a sheriff in his native Oklahoma for several years. He died in 1975. Jerry Campbell, the FBI marksman who captured Dock Barker, died in Palo Alto in 1991.

Hugh Clegg, the assistant director who nominally headed the agents at Little Bohemia, founded the FBI Academy in 1935. After his retirement, he served as a special assistant to the chancellor at the University of Mississippi, where he was a pivotal figure in the school’s acceptance of its first black student, James Meredith. Likewise, Earl Connelley remained a top FBI administrator for two decades after the War on Crime. He retired in 1956 and died a year later. Pop Nathan, often called “the grand old man of the FBI,” retired from the FBI in 1945. He died in 1963.

After working as a public spokesman for several companies during the 1930s, Melvin Purvis faded from public view. He served as a colonel in World War II, then returned to South Carolina, where for several years he ran a radio station. Hoover never forgave Purvis for his hubris in the wake of the Dillinger and Floyd cases. He repeatedly frustrated Purvis’s attempts to return to the public eye, blocking his chance for a federal judgeship in 1952. Hoover, in fact, did everything possible to destroy his onetime protégé’s legacy; Purvis’s name did not appear once in the Bureau’s 1956 authorized history, The FBI Story.

On February 29, 1960, Purvis was found dead in his study, a single bullet wound to the head. The gun in his hand had been given him by fellow agents upon his retirement. Some called it suicide, others an accident. Hoover made no public comment and sent no note of condolence. “We are honored that you ignored Melvin’s death,” his widow wrote Hoover. “Your jealousy hurt him very much but until the end I think he loved you.” At the time of his death, Melvin Purvis was fifty-six.

For the rest of his life Hoover remained obsessed with the War on Crime era. As the FBI sank into controversies over its handling of civil rights and other cases, his fascination with Dillinger and his peers only grew. “Hoover had a thing about Dillinger,” the FBI assistant director William Sullivan once said. “If he were alive today and you went to see him, he’d tell you about Dillinger. The older he got the more he talked about John Dillinger, Ma Barker, and all those old cases of the thirties. He would talk on and on about this stuff.”2 One senses in Hoover’s reveries a longing for  the clear-cut distinctions of good versus evil the War on Crime afforded the FBI. In a way, Dillinger became Hoover’s “Rosebud.”

J. Edgar Hoover died in his sleep on May 1, 1972.

 

 

 

Of those the FBI captured, many became the earliest inmates at Alcatraz, which opened in January 1935. When Alvin Karpis arrived as its 325th inmate on August 7, 1936, he quipped that it was like Old Home Week. On his first day on The Rock, Karpis, as Prisoner AZ-325, renewed acquaintances with Machine Gun Kelly (AZ-117), Kelly’s partner Albert Bates (AZ-137), and their old mentor Harvey Bailey (AZ-139). In the cafeteria he saw Dock Barker (AZ-268), Harry Sawyer (AZ-299), Volney Davis (AZ- 271), and Elmer Farmer (AZ-299). He later came to know Dick Galatas, Deafy Farmer, John Chase, and many others.

Those who avoided Alcatraz, and those who chased them, met a multitude of fates. The man who betrayed Bonnie and Clyde, Henry Methvin, was run over and killed by a train, apparently while sleeping, in 1948. Frank Hamer died in 1955. W. D. Jones lived long enough to watch the 1967 movie Bonnie and Clyde and wrote an article in Playboy about the gang. Jones was killed during a fight in Houston in 1974. Clyde Barrow’s last sibling, Marie Barrow Scoma, died in 1999.

The Urschel mansion still stands in Oklahoma City; a historical society plaque is the only reminder of that warm night in July 1933 when Kelly paid his only visit. Ed Weatherford, the Texas detective who brought Kelly to the FBI’s attention, never received credit outside Fort Worth for his work on the case; he died in 1949. Kathryn Kelly’s father, Boss Shannon, was paroled from prison in 1944; he died in 1956. Albert Bates died of a heart attack at Alcatraz in 1948. Kelly died, also of a heart attack, at Leavenworth six years later.

Kathryn Kelly outlived her husband. In 1958, after years of begging Hoover for her release, she persuaded an Oklahoma judge to grant her a new trial. The Bureau, caught off guard, scrambled to reassemble its twenty-five-year-old case. It was all but impossible. Frank Blake, the Dallas SAC, had retired in 1942 after a heart attack and died six years later. Ralph Colvin, the Oklahoma City SAC, died in Tulsa in 1947. The Urschels’ bridge partner, Walter Jarrett, died in Midland, Texas, in 1947. The Bureau spent months trying to locate the Luther Arnold family, the sharecroppers  who figured prominently in the Kellys’ capture. At one point agents pursued rumors that twelve-year-old Geralene Arnold had changed her name and become a famous movie actress. The Arnolds were never found. When the FBI was unable to provide evidence to reconvict her, Kathryn was freed. She worked in an Oklahoma hospital for many years before her death in 1985.

The bit players of the Dillinger case died in obscurity. Harold Cassidy, the doctor who assisted in Dillinger’s surgery, committed suicide in Chicago in 1946. The FBI paid reward money to Ana Sage, the “Woman in Red,” but it couldn’t prevent her deportation; she died of liver failure in Romania in April 1947. Patricia Cherrington died two years later, apparently of natural causes, her body discovered in a Chicago flophouse. Louis Piquett became a bartender after his release from prison. He died of a heart attack in Chicago in 1951. Pete Pierpont and Charles Makley attempted to escape from Ohio’s death row in September 1934, using fake guns carved from soap. Makley was killed; Pierpont was later executed. The last surviving member of the Dillinger Gang, Russell Clark, was released from prison in August 1968, having served thirty-four years. He had inoperable cancer and died four months later.

Billie Frechette married a Wisconsin man named Arthur Tic, bore him children, and died in January 1969. Dillinger’s last girlfriend, Polly Hamilton, lived quietly in Chicago for years as a salesman’s wife. She died a month after Frechette. Nine months later, in October 1969, Martin Zarkovich died. Whatever secrets he harbored about the East Chicago Police Department’s ties to Dillinger went with him to the grave. John Chase was paroled from Leavenworth in 1966. He became a janitor in Palo Alto and died there in 1973. Baby Face Nelson’s widow, Helen Gillis, lived out her years working in a Chicago factory and raising the couple’s children. She died in 1987. The fates of Fatso Negri and Chase’s girlfriend, Sally Backman, are unknown.

Friends say William Hamm was never the same after his kidnapping by the Barker Gang. Though he continued as chairman of Hamm Brewing until his retirement in 1965, he tended to brood, and he surrounded himself with bodyguards. He died in 1970. Roger Touhy, the gangster who was acquitted in the Hamm case, was wrongfully convicted of the kidnapping of the syndicate con man Jake Factor. He served more than twenty years in prison before his release in November 1959. Touhy was shot and killed on  the front porch of his sister’s home less than a month later, presumably by old enemies in the syndicate.

Edward Bremer died of a heart attack following a swim at his Florida home in 1965. His father, Adolph, had met the same fate in a Seattle hotel in 1939. Tom Brown, the corrupt detective who conspired with the Barkers, was never prosecuted. He was fired after a civil inquiry and died in 1959 in Ely, Minnesota, where he ran a liquor store.

Dock Barker was shot and killed attempting to escape from Alcatraz in January 1939. Ma Barker’s last living son, Lloyd, who never joined the Barker Gang, was released from Leavenworth in 1947 and was shot to death two years later by his wife at their Denver home. The Barker Gang’s Bill Weaver was felled by a heart attack in Alcatraz in June 1944. Charles Fitzgerald died seven months later, at Leavenworth. Harry Sawyer was released from prison in February 1955 after doctors diagnosed him with inoperable cancer. He died four months later.

Harry Campbell was still in a federal prison hospital in Missouri in 1958; his fate is unknown. Volney Davis was paroled from Alcatraz in the 1950s; according to one source, he died in Oregon in 1978. Wrongfully convicted of taking part in the Urschel kidnapping, Harvey Bailey was finally released from federal custody in 1961 but was immediately rearrested for an old Kansas bank robbery. Released for good in 1965, he married Deafy Farmer’s widow and settled down to a quiet life of carpentry in Joplin. He died in 1979 at the age of ninety-one.

The Barker Gang’s girlfriends and wives faded from public view. Paula Harmon was last seen living with her parents in Port Arthur, Texas, in the late 1930s. Wynona Burdette disappeared, as did Delores Delaney and Harry Sawyer’s wife, Gladys. Mildred Kuhlmann, the Toledo girl whose dalliance with Dock Barker led to the demise of the gang, returned to Ohio, where she married a Sandusky man named Joseph Auerbach; the couple operated a lounge for years. The Auerbachs had two children; today their daughter is married to one of New York’s most prominent criminal-defense attorneys. According to family members, Mildred Kuhlmann Auerbach never spoke of the role she played in the FBI’s war against the Barkers. She died at the age of eighty-five in a Sandusky nursing home on December 10, 1993.3

Then there was Alvin Karpis. After thirty-three years behind bars, Karpis was paroled from the federal prison at McNeil Island, Washington, in January 1969 and deported to Canada. He authored two ghostwritten  books, including an autobiography, before moving to Spain in the early 1970s. He died in Torremolinos, Spain, apparently from an accidental overdose of sleeping pills, on August 26, 1979.

 

 

 

So much has changed in seventy years, and so little. Many of the War on Crime’s battle sites remain as they did then, out-of-the-way spots, now dusty and cobwebbed, of interest only to the middle-aged crime buffs who come with their cameras and trivia questions. In northern Wisconsin Little Bohemia still sits on the shores of Star Lake. It’s bigger now, with a new bar and lacquered wooden tables in the dining room, the kind of sturdy place where tourists can grab a cheeseburger before an afternoon swim. The foyer walls are lined with cuttings about that night in 1934, but the simplest questions draw friendly shrugs from the bartenders. On a bright August afternoon in 2002 Emil Wanatka’s son was there, visiting from his Florida retirement; the poor man couldn’t get away fast enough when someone asked what it was like playing catch with Baby Face Nelson.

The Barker deathhouse in Oklawaha, Florida, still sits amid silent oaks dripping with Spanish moss on the shores of Lake Weir. Abandoned for years now, it’s filled with an absentee owner’s garbage, empty boxes, and a child’s yellowing hobby horse; close your eyes and you can almost see Earl Connelley scrambling across the grass to escape Freddie Barker’s bullets. There’s a historical marker beside the field where Pretty Boy Floyd died in far eastern Ohio. Ellen Conkle’s home was torn down years ago, and the area is being reclaimed by the surrounding woods. On a cold December day the wind blows leaves across the yard where Purvis shouted for his men to “Fire!” There’s not another farm in sight. It’s an eerie, barren place.

A concrete marker was erected on the country road not far from where Bonnie and Clyde were killed in northwest Louisiana. It’s a sad, forgotten spot, hard to find, littered with green-glass shards of broken beer bottles and used condoms. The Biograph is still there, despite periodic attempts to tear it down; there’s no marker where Dillinger fell, just a cracked stretch of concrete, pockmarked with black splotches of ancient bubble gum. In the summer of 2003 an office building was going up in the rear parking lot where Chicago detectives accosted the Dillinger Squad that night.

People still live in Dillinger’s flat on Lexington Avenue in St. Paul, in the Joplin apartment where Bonnie and Clyde killed two policemen, in the Dillinger farmhouse outside Mooresville, and in the small frame house  where Baby Face Nelson died. Some occupants know their home’s history; others, like the family living in the Italianate home Alvin Karpis rented at the Indiana lakeshore, are startled to learn that a murderer once laid his head in their master bedroom.

Jimmy Probasco’s place is gone. So is Louis Cernocky’s; the ladies at the local historical society look skeptical when told one of the area’s leading citizens was a welcoming host for John Dillinger. The Green Lantern is gone, too; not even photographs remain. So is the house in suburban Chicago where the Barkers held William Hamm and Edward Bremer. The Crown Point jail sits abandoned. There’s a faded pink marker on the building where Frank Nash was snatched off Central Avenue in Hot Springs. On a blustery January day, a man and his teenage son linger a second to read it, then shrug, then walk on.

They don’t know the stories. So many people don’t. More than two dozen sons and daughters of the Dillinger Squad’s men were interviewed for this book; only a handful fully understood what their fathers had lived through. By and large, relatives of the outlaws and their “molls” knew even less or didn’t care to know more. The dark side of their heritage has split more than one of these families. The sons of Frank Nash’s widow do not speak to this day. One beseeched the author to tell him more about his mother. His half-brother hung up the phone.

You can still find the public enemies, if you know where to look. Their graves lie, mostly unnoticed, in remote country cemeteries and along the busy avenues of twenty-first-century Middle America. In the Crown Hill Memorial Park in Dallas, Bonnie Parker is buried beside a budding hedge, a Bally Total Fitness in view to her left, an H&R Block and a Hollywood Video to her right. Three bundles of artificial flowers wreath her headstone and its jarring inscription: AS THE FLOWERS ARE ALL MADE SWEETER BY SUNSHINE AND THE DEW, SO THIS OLD WORLD IS MADE BRIGHTER BY THE LIKES OF FOLKS LIKE YOU. Clyde lies across town in a padlocked, weed-strewn graveyard in west Dallas. He is buried in a corner with his brother Buck, next to their parents, about thirty feet from the white-concrete side wall of Many’s Transmission Service. The headstone’s inscription reads, GONE BUT NOT FORGOTTEN.

That’s more than one can say about Machine Gun Kelly and the Barker family. An hour northwest of Dallas, in the tidy country cemetery at Cottondale, Texas, Kelly molders in a pauper’s grave. The only marker is a six-by-eight-inch brick with his name misspelled: GEORGE B. KELLEY, 1954. The  Barkers couldn’t afford that much. Their graves lie in a row in a windswept graveyard outside the town of Welch in far northeastern Oklahoma. For decades several of their resting places were unmarked. Recently someone adorned them with tiny steel markers inscribed with Biblical verse. LET US NOT FORGET, Fred’s reads. HE WHO GAVE US LIFE, UNDERSTANDS ALL THE REASONS.

Two hours south, Pretty Boy Floyd is buried in the Akins Cemetery beside his parents, in a quiet field dotted with Floyd family tombstones; there is a comforting, familial quality here, as if Floyd were welcomed back into the bosom of his kin. By contrast, Baby Face Nelson’s grave feels cold and functional. Buried beside an access road at the St. Joseph’s Cemetery in the River Grove section of Chicago, Nelson lies between his wife, Helen, and his mother, beneath a string of five identical blue-gray markers. The Gillis family tombstones have the look and feel of discarded paving stones; standing among the graves, one is distracted by the distant roar of jetliners at O’Hare International Airport a few miles north. LESTER J. GILLIS, Nelson’s marker reads. DIED NOVEMBER 27 1934. AGE 26 YEARS.

Fittingly, only Dillinger’s grave retains a dash of flair. He is buried in a meadow of thick grass in Indianapolis’s vast Crown Hill Cemetery. His tombstone, a four-foot obelisk that looms over neighboring graves, has a single word, DILLINGER, flanked on both sides by an ivylike decorative flourish. Tourists come to see it all the time. In 1991 the children of a woman named Maude A. Grubb asked the cemetery to bury her near Dillinger. She lies a hundred feet away, the words JOHN D. carved in a corner of her headstone. “They said she always had a thing about Dillinger,” a cemetery official says.

It’s a peaceful place, in the way cemeteries are. Squatting in the damp grass, surrounded by the graves of grocers, lawyers, and farmers, you hear no echoes of machine-gun fire, no ghostly screams of dying men, no reminder at all of Dillinger’s fourteen months of fame. Like his peers, Dillinger was not Indiana Jones or Luke Skywalker. He was a man, five-feet-seven, 145 pounds. It’s startling to realize he’s actually still there, just an arm’s length beneath the grass. You can sit beside Dillinger’s grave with the morbid knowledge that, given a shovel and a few hours, you could literally touch the man’s body. You won’t do that, of course. Instead you run your hand over his tombstone. It is nothing more and nothing less than polished granite—smooth, hard, cold. Real.




BIBLIOGRAPHICAL ESSAY

The primary source materials for this book are the FBI’s files on the War on Crime’s major cases, which have been released in bits and pieces since the mid-1980s. The files themselves line a series of shelves in a basement reading room at FBI headquarters in Washington. You can leaf through them there or, if you’re hardheaded (like me), you can buy them outright, several hundred thousand pages of internal reports, telegrams, correspondence and witness statements, at a cost of ten cents per page. My copies fill a half-dozen file cabinets. I’ve cited a sampling of the documents I used for this book in the Notes. (The codes in the Notes refer to the FBI cases: “BKF” is the Bremer kidnapping file; “UF” is the Urschel kidnapping; “Jodil” is the John Dillinger file; and so on.)

The main areas where I’ve relied on published sources are the background sections on the FBI and the criminal gangs. There are several good biographies of J. Edgar Hoover. Probably the best remains Curt Gentry’s  J. Edgar Hoover: The Man and the Secrets. Also helpful were Fred J. Cook’s  The FBI Nobody Knows; Ralph de Toledano’s J. Edgar Hoover, the Man in His Time; The Bureau: My Thirty Years in Hoover’s FBI, by William Sullivan with Bill Brown; the salacious but well-researched Official and Confidential: The Secret Life of J. Edgar Hoover, by Anthony Summers; The FBI Story: A Report to the People, by Don Whitehead; and two books by Richard Gid Powers, G-Men: Hoover’s FBI in American Popular Culture and Secrecy and  Power: The Life of J. Edgar Hoover. An outstanding analysis of the War on Crime’s sociological context can be found in Claire Bond Potter’s War on Crime: Bandits, G-Men, and the Politics of Mass Culture. Also worth reading is David E. Ruth’s Inventing the Public Enemy: The Gangster in American Culture, 1918-1934.

Many books were helpful in understanding Depression-era America. Among the best were The ’30s: A Time to Remember, a collection of articles edited by Don Congdon; and two books by T. H. Watkins, The Great Depression: America in the 1930s and The Hungry Years: A Narrative History of the Great Depression in America.

For background on Pretty Boy Floyd’s early career, I relied on FBI files, newspapers in Tulsa and Oklahoma City, and Michael Wallis’s outstanding The Life and Times of Charles Arthur Floyd. Wallis enjoyed extensive access to Floyd’s family, and it shows. Curiously, he made no use of the FBI’s Kansas City Massacre file, which was released during the 1980s to a dogged Kansas City newspaper-reporter-turned-professor, Robert Unger. A book that does is Jeffrey King’s The Life and Death of Pretty Boy Floyd,  which suffers from a lack of firsthand sources and feels colorless by comparison. For anyone interested in the Kansas City Massacre, I heartily recommend Unger’s The Union Station Massacre: The Original Sin of Hoover’s FBI.

The story of Bonnie and Clyde has been told in more than a dozen books. One of the best remains the first, Fugitives: The Story of Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker, by Emma Parker and Nell Barrow Cowan. I also recommend Running with Bonnie and Clyde: The Ten Fast Years of Ralph Fults, by John Neal Phillips. Phillips did a good deal of original research for his book, including interviews with Blanche Barrow.

Background on Melvin Purvis can be found in Purvis’s FBI file, which is available via Freedom of Information Request. Purvis told a sanitized version of his life story in the book he published after leaving the FBI, American Agent. For personal detail, I am deeply indebted to Purvis’s son Alston, who is writing a biography of his father, and to Purvis’s former secretary, Doris Lockerman. The story of how Purvis was hoodwinked into arresting Roger Touhy was pieced together from FBI files, Touhy’s 1954 appeal at the Federal Archives in Chicago, and Touhy’s own book, The Stolen Years.

Details of Machine Gun Kelly’s early life can be found in multiple articles that appeared in various Memphis newspapers, and in an odd little book his son Bruce Barnes published in 1991, Machine Gun Kelly: To Right  a Wrong. While accepting a number of canards his father passed on, Barnes does an admirable job of filling in gaps in Kelly’s life story. The Urschel ransom negotiations are chronicled in FBI files and in a florid 1934 book written by E. E. Kirkpatrick, Crimes’ Paradise: The Authentic Inside Story of the Urschel Kidnapping.

I found background on Baby Face Nelson’s early career in a series of 1930 and 1931 Chicago Tribune articles pointed out by that indefatigable researcher, Tom Smusyn. The first biography of Nelson, Baby Face Nelson: Portrait of a Public Enemy, written by Steven Nickel and William J. Helmer, was issued during my research. I found this a disquieting book, laden with all manner of unsourced information, including a story of Nelson meeting with Dillinger in the summer of 1933. After finding no one in the field who could substantiate these stories, I ignored them.

Conversations within the Barker Gang are derived almost exclusively from the Karpis transcripts, more than a thousand pages of unpublished interviews Karpis gave to his biographer, Bill Trent, in 1969 and 1970. Background on John Dillinger’s upbringing and early career can be found in John Toland’s Dillinger Days, as well as in contemporary newspaper and magazine articles and in Dillinger: A Short and Violent Life, by Robert Cromie and Joseph Pinkston. For the portrait of Alvin Karpis’s last years in Spain, I am grateful to Robert Livesey, who spent many hours there with Karpis compiling their book, On The Rock: Twenty-five Years in Alcatraz.

Material in the latter half of this book is drawn almost exclusively from FBI files. A prominent exception is material drawn from Dillinger: The Untold Story, by Russell Girardin, with Bill Helmer. I strongly recommend this book. Most of the conversations Dillinger had with Louis Piquett and Art O’Leary were drawn from Girardin’s long-lost manuscript.

I reserve the final mentions for my two favorite books on Depression-era outlaws. I kept both on my desk at all times. One is Paul Maccabee’s  John Dillinger Slept Here: A Crook’s Tour of Crime and Corruption in St. Paul, 1920-1936. This is local history at its very best, and a must-read for anyone interested in the War on Crime period. The other is probably the most comprehensive reference available, Public Enemies: America’s Criminal Past, 1919-1940, by Bill Helmer and Rick Mattix. These two men probably know more about Depression-era outlaws than anyone alive, and they have poured their passion into this fine book.
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Barber, Frank

Barce, Edward

Barclay, Tom

Barker, Arthur “Dock”

arrest of

background of

Bremer kidnapping and

death of

in Federal Reserve robbery

Hamm kidnapping and

manhunt for

Moran killed by

Barker, Fred

background of

Bremer kidnapping and

cosmetic surgery of

death of

description of

in Federal Reserve robbery

grave of

Hamm kidnapping and

in Lake Weir shoot-out

manhunt for

Moran killed by

Barker, George

Barker, Herman

Barker, Kate “Ma”

background of

death of

FBI and myth of

Karpis and

in popular culture

Barker, Lloyd

Barker-Karpis Gang map

Barnes, Bruce

Barnes, George, see Kelly, George “Machine Gun”

Barnes, John

Barr, W. E.

Barr, Mrs. W. E.

Barrow, Blanche

Barrow, Clyde

attempted ambush of

Bienville Parish sojourn of

Bonnie’s meeting with

Bonnie’s relationship with

in Commerce, Okla., shoot-out

death of

description of

in Dexfield Park shoot-out

Dillinger as model for

film on

gang of

grave of

Hamer’s ambush of

Hamer’s pursuit of

Hamilton breakout plot and

map

notoriety of

personality of

in Platte City shoot-out

in popular culture

in Reeds Spring shoot-out see also Parker, Bonnie

Barrow, Cumie

Barrow, Ivan “Buck”

Barrow, Nell

Barry, Edith

Bates, Albert

Batista, Fulgencio

Baum, Carter

Baum, James H.

Benedict, John

Benedict, William

Bentz, Eddie -31n

Beresford, Bob “Brassy”

Berg, Harry

Berg, Izzy

Berg, Ollie

Birch, Tyler M.

Bitzer, Ernest

Blake, Frank

Bloody Mama (Corman)

Blunk, Ernest

Boetscher, Charles II

Bogue, Meyer

Boisneau, Eugene

Bolton, Bryan

Bonnie and Clyde (film)

Borcia, John

Boyard, Chester

Boyd, Percy

Brady, “Big” Bob

Brantley, Dwight

Bremer, Adolph

Bremer, Edward

Bremer kidnapping

Bremer’s release in

evidence discovered in

FBI and

Karpis and

police corruption and

ransom money laundering in

ransom negotiations in

ransom paid in

underworld connections in

Brenner, Lottie

Brining, Mary

Brock, John

Brooks (bank customer)

Brown, Elgar

Brown, Ralph

Brown, Tom

Bryant, Win

Bryce. A. “Jelly,”

Buchalter, Betty

Buchalter, Louis “Lepke”

Buchanan, Buck

Buchanan, James

Burdette, Wynona

Bureau of Investigation:

powers of see also Federal Bureau of Investigation

Burke, Fred “Killer”

Bush, George H. W.

Bush, Harold

Bybee, Hilton



Caffrey, Ray

Cagney, Jimmy

Cahoon, Sam

Campanas, Ana, see Sage, Ana

Campbell, Cal

Campbell, Charles

Campbell, Harry

Campbell, Jerry

Capone, Al

Carroll, Tommy

death of

description of

in First National Bank robberies

in Fostoria robbery

in Little Bohemia episode

in Security National Bank robbery

Carter, James Earl

Cartwright, Gladys

Cartwright, Lonzo

Casey, Will

Cassidy, Butch

Cassidy, Harold

Catfish, Maggie

Catfish, Ole “Ollie”

Catlett, John

Central National Bank robbery

Central Park Gang

Cernocky, Louis

Chaffetz, Max

Chase, John Paul

Cherrington, Arthur

Cherrington, Patricia

Cheyne, Herbert

Chicago American 

Chicago Daily News

Chicago Daily Times

Chicago Herald

Chicago shoot-out

Chicago Times

Chicago Tribune  

Chiolek, Mike

Chiolek, Steve

Christiansen, Carl C.

Christiansen, Carl J.

Clark, Bernice, see Long, Opal

Clark, Russell

Clegg, Hugh

Beth Green interrogated by

in Little Bohemia debacle

Cleveland Plain Dealer

Cochran, Frank

Coffey, Daisy

Coffey, Holt

Cohen, Delos

Coker, Sam Cole, John

Cole, Otis

Coleman, Cass

Collier, Rex

Collier’s

Colvin, Ralph

Commerce, Okla., shoot-out

Comstock, A. W.

Conforti, Mickey

Congress, U.S.

Conkle, Ellen

Connelley, Earl

Barker manhunt and

Cowley replaced by

Dillinger manhunt and

fate of

Gibson shooting and

Karpis manhunt and

in Lake Weir shoot-out

in Little Rock raid

Conroy, E. J.

Conroy, Ted

Cooney, Dennis

Cooper, Courtney Ryley

Copeland, Harry

Copeland, Royal

Corman, Roger

Corry, George

Coughlin, Philip

Coulter, Rufus

Cowley, Lavon Chipman

Cowley, Mathias

Cowley, Samuel P.

death of

Dillinger ambush and

Dillinger manhunt and

eulogy for

Hoover’s promotion of

in Nelson manhunt

Purvis’s demotion and

Cox, J. W.

“crime corridor”

Crime Doesn’t Pay (vaudeville show)

Crosby, Lydia

Cross, Gilbert

Crown Point jail break

Crowson, M. H.

Cuba, S.S.

Cullen, Frank

Cullen, Thomas

Culp, Frank

Cummings, Henry

Cummings, Homer S.

Cunningham, Miles



Dahill, Thomas

Daily Argus-Leader

Daily Oklahoman

Dallas Times-Herald

Dalton Brothers

Damron, B. L.

Davis, Ed

Davis, Volney

Deaderick, Kelly

Deandre, Phil

Deere, Father

Delaney, Delores

Delaney, Jean

Detective

Devereaux, W. J.

Dewey, Thomas

Dexfield Park shoot-out

Dickman, Lillian

Dillinger, Audrey

Dillinger, Hubert

Dillinger, John

in American Bank and Trust robbery

Audrey Dillinger’s correspondence with

background of

in Central National Bank robbery

in Chicago shoot-out

Dayton arrest of

death of

in East Chicago bank robbery

in escape from Crown Point jail

in escape from Lima jail

Estill’s photograph of

fame and legend of

family visit of

first bank robberies of

first murder of

in First National Bank robberies

Florida sojourn of

in Fostoria robbery

Frechette’s arrest and

Frechette’s relationship with

in gang reunion

grave of

Green’s capture

gunshot wound of

Hamilton’s death and

homosexual experience of

legacy of War on Crime and

manhunt for

map

media and

in Merchants National Bank robbery

as Navy deserter

Nelson’s envy of

Nelson’s partnership with

O’Brien-Mulvihill killing and

Piquett as attorney for

Piquett’s rift with

plastic surgery of

Polly Hamilton and

popular perception of

at Probasco hideout

Purvis on

Purvis-Sage conspiracy against

as role model for Clyde Barrow

in St. Paul shoot-out

in Security National Bank and Trust robbery

in South St. Paul shoot-out

Tucson arrest of

Dillinger, John Wilson

Dillinger, Mollie

Dillinger Days (Toland)

Dillon, David

Dirty Dozen Gang

Dodd, Christopher

Dodd, Thomas

Donegan, T. J.

Doolin, Bill

Dowd, Ed

Doyle, Earl

Doyle, Jess

Duffy, Eddie

Dunkel, Helen

Dunlop, Albert

Dunn, William

Dunning, Milton

Durham, Clarence

Durkin, Martin

Dyer Act

Dyke, Stewart



East Liverpool Review

Eberle, Walter

Engel, Frank

Erwin, William

Esser, Mrs. A. R.

Estill, Robert

Eye, Charles

Eyman, Frank



Factor, Jake “The Barber”

Fanning, Mike

Farland, A. E. “Gyp”

Farmer, Elmer

Farmer, Herbert “Deafy”

Fashions of 1933 (film)

Fay, Frank X.

FBI Story, The (Whitehead)

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)

abuse of suspects by

Dillinger manhunt of

early history of

Frechette arrested by

G-man team and

Green confession and

Hanni’s criticism of

Hollywood depiction of

Hoover’s reorganization of

Kansas City Massacre investigation of

Kansas City Massacre and transformation of

Kelly captured by

Kelly pursued by

Little Bohemia debacle and

Ma Barker myth and

Mathias pursued by

public relations by

Scotland Yard as model for

secret office of

Underhill arrested by

Urschel kidnapping and

Van Meter’s death and

weapons-trained agents hired by

Federal Reserve robbery

Feeney, Al

Feller, Marvelle

Ferguson, Helen

Ferguson, Jim

Ferguson, Mildred “Ma”

Field & Stream

Fields, W. C.

First National Bank robberies

Fisher, Chuck

Fisher, Harry

Fitzgerald, Charles

Fitzgerald, Maurice

Fitzsimmons, Juliette

Fitzsimmons, Robert

Fletcher, Chapmon

Floyd, Bradley

Floyd, Charles Arthur “Pretty Boy”

background of

death of

description of

final hours of

grave of

Kansas City Massacre and

Karpis’s visit with

Killingsworth kidnapped by

media and legend of

in popular culture

Floyd, Jackie

Floyd, Ruby

Ford, Dallas

Fortenberry, S. L.

Fort Worth Star Telegram

Fostoria robbery

Francis, Roy

Francis, Mrs. Roy

Frankfurter, Felix

Frechette, Evelyn “Billie”

arrest of

background of

Dillinger’s relationship with

fate of

interrogation of

Freemuth, Frank

Fritsch, Roy

Fryman, Joe

Fultz, John H.



Galatas, Dick

arrest and interrogation of

Galatas, Elizabeth

Gallagher, William P.

Garrettsville train robbery

Gault, Manny

Geraghty, J. L.

Gibson, Clara

Gibson, Russell

Gilbert, Dan “Tubbo”

Gillespie, Robert G.

Gillis, Helen

Gillis, Joseph

Gillis, Lester, see Nelson, “Baby Face”

Gillis, Mary

Girardin, Russell

“gits” (getaway maps)

Gloeckner, Kirk

Glynn, Jack-35n

G-Men (film)

Goetz, Fred, see Ziegler, “Shotgun George”

Goldstein, Grace

Good, Margaret

Goodman, Leona

Graham, Harold

Graham, William

Grapevine, The

Grayson, Ben

Great Crime Wave of 1933-34

“gits” used in

professionalism in

technology and

see also War Against Crime; specific criminals

Great Depression

Green, Beth

Green, Eddie

capture of

in First National Bank robbery

Green, Edward

Grey. E.

Griffin, Jack

Griffith, Walter L.

Grisso, Horace

Grooms, Bill “Red”

Gross, Charlie

Gross, George

Grossman, Reuben

Grubb, Maude A.

Guinane, Ed

Gunn, Joe



Hall, Clayton

Hall, Mrs. Clayton

Hall, Tex

Hamer, Frank

Hamilton, Floyd

Hamilton, Joe

Hamilton, John “Red”

in American National Bank robbery

in Central National Bank robbery

death of

in East Chicago Bank robbery

in First National Bank robbery

in Little Bohemia episode

in visit to Anna Steve

Hamilton, Polly

Hamilton, Raymond

Hamm, Theodore

Hamm kidnapping

Kansas City Massacre investigation and

Karpis and

police corruption and

Purvis and

ransom negotiations in

ransom payouts in-10n

Touhy trial and

Hancock, Audrey, see Dillinger, Audrey

Hancock, Emmett

Hancock, Fred

Hancock, Mary

Hancock, Norman

Hanni, Werner

Hansen, Wilbur

Harder, Howard

Hardy, Sam

Hardy, Tom

Harmon, Paula

Harper’s

Harrison, Mrs. William

Harrison, Willie

Hartman, Al

Harvey, R. G.

Hauptmann, Bruno Richard

Hayes, George

Heberbrand, Art

Heller, Nate

Helmer, William

Henderson, Ray

Hermanson, Frank

Hermanson, Hobart

Hermanson, Mrs. Hobart

Herron, James

Hettrick, Sylvester J.

Higgins, Thomas

Highfill, George

Hillyard, Frances

Hinton, Ted

in Bonnie and Clyde ambush

Bonnie and Clyde pursued by

Hiss, Alger

Hoffman, John

Hole-in-the-Wall Gang

Holley, Carroll

Holley, Lillian

Hollis, Genevieve

Hollis, Herman “Ed”

death of

Homer, Leslie

Hoover, J. Edgar

after-the-fact memos of

appointed Bureau director

background of

Bremer kidnapping investigation and

Cowley promoted by

Dillinger manhunt and

Dock Barker’s arrest and

fate of

FBI reorganized by

firearms competency upgraded by

Floyd manhunt and

Kansas City Massacre investigation and

Karpis’s arrest and

legacy of

Little Bohemia debacle and

Little Rock raid and

Ma Barker myth and

management style of

preeminence of

public relations and

Purvis demoted by

Purvis’s relationship with

Roosevelt administration and

Senate testimony of

sexual orientation of

Urschel kidnapping investigation and

Van Meter killing reaction of

Houk, Kenneth “Butch”

Hovious, Beryl

Howe, John

Howe, Louis

Hudak, John

Hudiberg, Joe

Hughes, Charles Evans

Hughes, Vincent W.

Hull, Henry

Hunsicker, Horace

Hunter, Freddie

Huntington, Forrest

Hurt, Clarence



Indianapolis News

Indiana State Police

Internal Revenue Service

Irey, Elmer

Israel, Lon



Jackson, Lucy

James, Frank

James, Jesse

James, R. L.

James, Thomas R.

Jarrett, Walter

Jarrett, Mrs. Walter

Jenkins, Jim

Jenkins (prison inmate)

Johnson, Margaret

Johnson, Robert L.

Jones, Gus T. “Buster”

career of

Kansas City Massacre investigation and

Shannon raid and

Urschel kidnapping and

Jones, R. L. “Bob”

Jones, W. D.

Jordan, Glenn

Jordan, Henderson

Joyner, John

Justice Department, U.S.

Kansas City Journal Post

Kansas City Massacre

Comstock episode and

convictions in

FBI investigation of

Floyd and

Galatas’s arrest and

Hamm kidnapping and

Hoover and

immediate aftermath of

Karpis linked to

Kelly as suspect in

LaCapra’s confession and

Nash’s arrest and

police corruption and

shoot-out in

transformation of FBI and

Underhill’s arrest and

witnesses to

Kansas City Star

Kaplan, Abe

Karpis, Alvin “Ray”

arrest of

in Atlantic City shoot-out

autobiography of

background of

Bremer kidnapping and

Bremer ransom money and

cosmetic surgery of

Cuba sojourn of

Karpis, Alvin “Ray” (cont.)

fate of

in Federal Reserve robbery

first bank robbery of

Florida sojourns of

Floyd’s visit with

as fugitive

in Garrettsville train robbery

Hamm kidnapping and

Kansas City Massacre and

Little Rock raid and

Ma Barker and

Nitti and

in Warren payroll robbery

Karpis, Raymond

Keady, Burrhead

Keenan, Joseph

Keith, Hale

Keith, John

Keller, Art

Kelley, Erv

Kelly, George, Jr.

Kelly, George “Machine Gun”

arrest of

background of

death of

“G-man” term and

grave of

Kansas City Massacre case and

map

Urschel kidnapping and

Kelly, Kathryn Thorne

Kelly, Pauline

Kendale, Lester

Kidder, Bernice

Kidder, Ted

Killingsworth, Jack

Kinder, Mary

Kingman, Loyde E.

Kinkema, Edward

Kirkpatrick, E. E.

Klemperer, Otto

Koerner, Alvin

Krock, Arthur

Krueger, Fred

Krupp, Paul

Kuhlmann, Mildred

Kunkleman, H. C.



LaCapra, Michael “Jimmy Needles”

Lackey, Joe

Ladd, Mickey

Lake Weir shoot-out

Lamm, Herman K.

Lange, George W.

Lange, Mrs. George W.

Lansky, Meyer

LaPlumma, Nugent

LaPorte, George

LaPorte, Lloyd

LaPorte, Louis

Larson, William

Lazia, Johnny

Leach, Matt

Lee, Edwin W., see Galatas, Dick

Leibman, Heinie

Lesly, Harry

Lester, Pres

Let ’em Have It (film)

Lett, Milton

Lewis, Harry

Liberty Magazine

Lieder, Clarence

Lima News

Lindbergh, Charles

Lindbergh kidnapping

Lindbergh Law

Link, Samuel

Little Bohemia episode

Dillinger’s Gang’s arrival in

Dillinger’s Gang’s escape in

FBI in aftermath of

FBI mobilization in

shoot-out in

women captured in

Lives and Times of Bonnie and Clyde, The (Milner)

Lockerman, Allen

Lockerman, Doris

Loeser, Wilhelm

Long, Opal

Long, Ray B.

Longnaker, Mary

Luciano, Charles “Lucky”



McAllister, Fred

McArdle, Fred

McCarthy, Joseph

McCord, Roy

McCormack, Dwight

McDade, Tom

McDermott, Hugh

McDonald, Cash

McGinnis, Art

McIntire, Kenneth

McKay, James

McKee, Sam

McKellar, Kenneth

McLaughlin, Jack

McLaughlin, Jimmy

McLaughlin, John “Boss”

McLaughlin, John T.

McLaughlin, Mrs. John

McLawhon, Arthur

McMillen, George

McNutt, Paul

McRae, Colin

Madala, John

Magee, David

Magee, Walter W.

Maginnis, Art

Makley, Charles

Manhattan Melodrama (film)

Manning, Joe

Manson, Charles

maps

Mareno, Soap

Martin, R. N.

Mason City Globe Gazette

Master Detective

Mathias, Betty

Mathias

arrest of

FBI’s pursuit of

interrogation of

Mattern, James

Matterson, Earl

Matterson, Mrs. Earl

May, Clayton

Meade, William Elmer

Means, Gaston

Melvin, T. G.

Menotti, Manuel

Merchants National Bank robbery

Meredith, James

Metcalfe, James J.

Methvin, Ava

Methvin, Henry

Methvin, Iverson

Mikus, James

Miller, George

Miller, Verne

background of

Halloween escape of

Kansas City Massacre and

manhunt for

Milner, E. J

Milwaukee Sentinel

Mitchell, Edward J.

Monahan, Freddie

Monroe, Coolie

Montgomery, Glenn G. “Curly”

Moore, Bobbie

Moore, Vincent, see Miller, Verne

Moran, Bugs

Moran, Joseph

murder of

Morgan, Frank

Morley, Elizabeth

Morley, William

Morris, Connie

Morris, John

Mortenson, Nels

Mullins, Jimmy

Mulloy, Frank “Fritz”

Mulvihill, Lloyd

Murder, Inc.

Murphy, H. D.

Murray, Edna “Rabbits”

Murray, Jimmy

Murray, William

Murray, William “Alfalfa Bill”

Muskogee Daily Phoenix

Muzzey, Alexander



Nalls, Rosser L. “Rusty”

Nash, Allanna

Nash, Frances

Nash, Frank “Jelly”

Natalsky, Etta

Nathan, Bruce

Nathan, Harold “Pop”

Bremer case and

Cowley eulogized by

Hammi’s criticism of FBI and

Kathryn Kelly case and

retirement of

Neff, Richard

Negri, Joseph “Fatso,”  

Nelson, “Baby Face”

background of

Backman’s betrayal of

Backman’s personality conflict with

in Chicago suburbs shoot-out

Dillinger envied by

Dillinger’s partnership with

film on

final hours and death of

first bank robbery of

in First National Bank robbery

grave of

Kidder murdered by

in Little Bohemia episode

manhunt for

map

in Merchants National Bank Robbery

nickname of

in popular culture

in Security National Bank and Trust robbery

Van Meter’s confrontation with

Nelson, Darlene

Nelson, George

Nelson, Ronald

Newby, Bob

New Deal

Newman, Jay

New Orleans Times-Picayune

Newton Brothers

Newton Gang

New York Evening Journal

New York Times 

Nichols, Lew

Nippert, H. T.

Nitti, Frank

Nixon, Richard

Noonan, Frank

Noonan, Roy T.

Norris, J. Frank

Northrop, Vernon W.

Notesteen, Edward

Nye, Henry



Oakley, Prentiss

O’Brian, Pat

O’Brien, Al

O’Brien, Bobby

O’Brien, Joie

O’Brien, Martin

O’Dare, Gene

O’Dare, Mary

O’Donnell, Klondike

O’Leary, Arthur

Olson, Floyd

Olson, Leo

O’Malley, Patrick

O’Neil, Timothy

Owens, Ron

Palmer, Joe

Parente, Louis

Parker, Billie

Parker, Bonnie

background of

Bienville Parish sojourn of

burn injuries of

Clyde’s meeting with

Clyde’s relationship with

death of

in Dexfield Park shoot-out

film on

grave of

Hamer’s ambush of

Hamer’s pursuit of

Hamilton breakout and

map

in Platte City shoot-out

in popular culture

in Reeds Spring shoot-out

see also Barrow, Clyde

Parker, Mrs. (mother)

Parker, Paul “Lefty”

Parquette, Paul

Parsons, M. W.

Patterson, Charley

Patton, E. J.

Patton, Shimmy

Patzke, Anna

Paulus, Theresa

Pavlak, Leo

Pawlowski, Joseph

Pearson, Drew

Peifer, Jack

Pendergast, Thomas J.

Perkins, Grace

Perkins, Helen

Perkins, Jack

Perkins, Jackie

Perrin, H. C.

Persons in Hiding (Hoover)

Peterson, Theodore

Peterson, William

Pfauhl, Russell

Phillips, John Neal

Piehm, Minnie

Pierpont, Harry “Pete”

Pinkerton Agency

Pinkston, Joseph

Piquett, Louis

arrest and conviction of

in conspiracy against Dillinger

as Dillinger’s attorney

Dillinger’s flight and

Dillinger’s rift with

fate of

Pittenger, Judd

Platte City shoot-out

Portley, Ed

Potter, Claire Bond

Potts, Grover

Powers, Homer

Powers, Richard Gid

Pratt, Arthur “Fat”

Pritchard, Steve

Probasco, Jimmy

Prohibition Bureau

Public Enemy (film)

Public Enemy’s Wife (film)

Public Hero Number One (film)

Purvis, Alston

Purvis, Melvin

background of

Chicago office of

demotion of

on Dillinger

Dillinger ambush and

Dillinger manhunt and

fate of

Floyd’s demise and

Hamm kidnapping and

Hoover’s relationship with

Kelly pursuit and

Little Bohemia debacle and

media and

Nelson’s demise and

resignation of



Ramsey, Geneva

Ramsey, Langford

Randall, Duke

Randall, Stanton J.

Raney, William

Ranlows, Mrs. J. A.

Rayan, Jeff

Reagan, Ronald

Reams, Frazier

Reams, Glen

Reed, Otto

Reeds Spring shoot-out

Reich, Paul

Reilly, Pat

Reinecke, Harold H.

Reinhart, Lloyd

Reno Evening Gazette

Reppert, Eugene

Rice, Julius

Rich, Carroll

Rich, Joe

Richetti, Adam

capture of

Kansas City Massacre and

Killingsworth episode and

trial of

Richetti, Joe

Richter, Charles M.

Roberts, S. X.

Robiend, Ralph

Rogers, Doris

Rogers, Stanley

Rogers, Will

Roosevelt, Franklin D.

inaugural address of

Roosevelt administration

Rorer, William

Roscoe, Joe

Roth, Herman

Russ, Audrey G.

Ryan, Emmett

Ryan, Joseph

Ryan, William



Saab, Elias

Saager, Edwin

Sadowski, Philip

Sage, Alexander

Sage, Ana

St. Paul Daily News

St. Paul Pioneer Press

St. Paul shoot-out

St. Valentine’s Day Massacre

Sanders, George, see Floyd, Pretty Boy

San Francisco Examiner

Sarber, Jess

Sarber, Lucy

Sawyer, Francine

Sawyer, Gladys

Sawyer, Harry

Sayers, Sam

Schmid, Smoot

Schmidt, Jacob

Schroeder, Dorothy

Scoma, Marie Barrow

Scotland Yard

Scott, Harry

Sells, Melvin L.

Security National Bank and Trust robbery

Senate, U.S.:

Hoover’s testimony to

Racket Investigating Committee of

Shanahan, Ed

Shanley, William

Shannon, Armon

Shannon, Ora

Shannon, Robert “Boss”

Shannon raid

Sharp, Wilbur

Shaw, William

Sherman, Chet

Shipley, John C.

Shouse, Ed

Silvers, Al

Silvers, Irwin

Simmons, Lee

Sinatra, Frank

Singleton, Ed

Slaby, Alex

Slick, Betty

Slick, Tom

Smith, Chester

Smith, Douglas O.

Smith, Edward

Smith, Frank

Smith, Zane

Sopsic, Peter

South St. Paul shoot-out

Spark, Welton

Spear, M. C.

Spencer, Walter

Springfield Press

Starr, Henry

Steffen, Emil

Stege, John

Stephenson, R. L.

Steve, Anna

stock market crash of 1929

Stone, Harlan Fiske

Story, Frank

Stretch, Glen

Strong, Larry

Sullivan, Daniel P.

Sullivan, William

Sundance Kid

Suran, Ray

Surran, Carl

Suydam, Henry



Tambini, Louis “Bones”

Tamm, Ed

Ten Thousand Public Enemies  (Cooper)

Tewksbury, Merle

Thomas, Grace

Thomas, Lowell

Thompson, Edwin R.

Thompson, Mary Walker

Thompson, Tommy

Thompson, William “Big Bill”

Tic, Arthur

Time

Toland, John

Tollett, Raymond

Tolson, Clyde

Touhy, Roger

Trainor, Walter

Travelers Insurance Company

Trent, Bill

True Detective

True Detective Adventures

Truman, Harry

Tyler, Ethel



Underhill, Wilber

arrest of

Unger, Robert

Union Station Massacre, The (Unger)

Untouchables (television show)

Urschel, Berenice

Urschel, Charles F.

Urschel kidnapping

debriefing of Urschel in

FBI and

hunt for Kelly in

Kelly and

ransom negotiations in

ransom paid in

Shannon raid and

Urschel released in

Utah, U.S.S.



Vande Houton, Albert

Vande Houton, George

Van Meter, Homer

background of

cosmetic surgery of

death of

in First National Bank robberies

gunshot wound of

in Little Bohemia episode

in Merchants Bank robbery

Nelson’s confrontation with

in St. Paul shoot-out

in Security National Bank robbery

Vetterli, Reed

Vidler, William

Viosca, Rene

Von Beulow, Count

Voss, Henry

Voss, Ruth LaPorte



Wagner, Howard

Wakelin, Joe

Walker, P. E.

Wallis, Michael

Walsh, Thomas

Walters, Tom

Wanatka, Emil

Wanatka, Emil, Jr.

Wanatka, Nan LaPorte

Warner Brothers

War on Crime

assessment of

end of

in FDR’s inaugural speech

final roundup in

Hollywood version of

in Hoover’s Senate testimony

Kansas City Massacre and

legacy of

origins of

public reaction to

public relations effort in

Roosevelt administration and

Warren payroll robbery

Washington Post

Wawrzyniak, Helen

Weatherford, Ed

Weaver, William

Webb, Walter Prescott

Welles, John R. “Jack”

West, Lottie

West, Mae

Westberry, Mrs. A. F.

Weyland, Grover

Wheeler, E. B.

White, George

White, James “Doc”

White, Thomas

White, Willie “Three-Fingered”

Whitson (FBI agent)

Wilcox, Mildred

Wiley, Ralph

Wilgus, Hobart

Williams, Joseph W.

Williams, Tobe

Wilson, Jimmy

Winchell, Walter

Winkler, Gus

Winstead, Charles

Bailey captured by

in Dillinger ambush

in Lake Weir shoot-out

Nelson’s demise and

Winters, Shelley

Wollard. A.

Woodbury, Willie

Woolverton, Howard

Worley, Ollie

Wynn, E. J.



Yeaman, John

Young, Daniel

Youngblood, Joel



Zappas, Gus

Zarkovich, Martin

Zarkovich, Mrs. Martin

Zetzer, John

Zieger, William

Ziegler, “Shotgun George”

Zwillman, Longy




[image: 030]


a For simplicity’s sake, it will be referred to as “FBI” throughout this book.



b Nell Barrow said Clyde had later attempted to rob another Missouri bank by himself but failed. The bank had been closed for weeks.



c Crime historians have long speculated that bribery was behind Dock Barker’s release. According to FBI files, it was. In 1934 an FBI agent interviewed Jack Glynn, a private detective in Leavenworth, Kansas. A local fixer who specialized in securing paroles for federal prisoners, Glynn admitted he had been approached by Freddie’s friend Jess Doyle, who wanted to know how much it would cost to get Dock Barker out of prison. They met at Leavenworth’s National Hotel. Glynn said it would cost between $150 and $300 to get Barker out of prison. Doyle gave him $200 and told him to try. Glynn visited Barker in prison, and on the way out asked a guard the best way to “spring” him. The guard suggested he contact a state senator named Pres Lester. Lester was an old Okie pol; as the senator for McAlester’s district, he had tremendous pull at the prison.

According to Glynn, Lester said $200 would get Barker paroled. Glynn deposited the money in a McAlester bank, payable to Lester. It worked so well Glynn tried it again a month later to free Dock Barker’s old friend Volney Davis. With a bribe paid to Pres Lester, Davis too was furloughed.



d Seldom did the worlds of syndicate hit men and rural bank robbers like the Barkers cross, but in Ziegler they did. A rarity among Capone’s gunmen, Ziegler moonlighted as a bank robber, driving out from Chicago to hit banks in rural Illinois and Wisconsin. His claim to fame, however, was the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre of 1929, in which he was believed to have been one of the gangsters dressed as policemen who machine-gunned seven associates of gang boss Bugs Moran in a North Side garage. The identities of the shooters have never been proven, but the FBI and Ziegler’s friends believed the story.

No one knew how Ziegler entered Capone’s orbit. He had been a varsity football player at the University of Illinois and served as a second lieutenant during World War I. But in 1925, while working as a lifeguard on a Chicago beach, he had been arrested for attempting to rape a seven-year-old girl. He jumped bail and soon surfaced as a creative hit man for the Capone mob. Among Ziegler’s inventions, it was said, was a time bomb with leather straps that could be tied to a kidnapping victim; it did wonders for extorting money from the target. Ziegler was known for his unfailing courtesy to strangers. “His character was one of infinite contradictions,” one FBI agent wrote. “Well mannered, always polite, he was capable of generous kindness and conscienceless cruelty.”

Ziegler’s partner, Bryan Bolton, was a weak link, and everyone except Ziegler knew it. At forty Bolton had worked as a carpenter, a car salesman and a golf pro before emerging as a driver for another of the St. Valentine’s shooters, “Killer” Fred Burke. Bolton too, the FBI later learned, played a role in the massacre. It was Bolton, two sources told the Bureau, who as a lookout that day in 1929 had given Capone’s gunmen the premature go-ahead to begin shooting, a mistake that allowed Bugs Moran himself to escape. Irate, Capone was said to have ordered Bolton’s execution, a fate he avoided only after Ziegler’s intervention. Bolton’s loyalty to Ziegler was unquestioned.



e For decades St. Paul historians have debated what role, if any, six-foot-three-inch, 280-pound “Big Tom” Brown played in the Hamm kidnapping. There were always rumors, but not until FBI files were opened in the late 1980s would the extent of his involvement become clear. According to FBI files, the forty-four-year-old Brown agreed to keep the gang fully updated on what police were doing. In return he was to receive a full quarter of the $100,000 ransom, a cut three times larger than any of the actual kidnappers. The files even raise the possibility that it was Brown who initiated the scheme.



f Akers was to play a recurring role in the War on Crime. Though the identity of the informant who tipped the FBI to Nash’s appearance in Hot Springs has never been disclosed, the Bureau’s files strongly indicate that it was Akers who later claimed the $500 reward on Nash.



g The raid was conducted by Joplin’s chief of detectives, Ed Portley, who would later write a series of magazine articles about his pursuit of Bonnie and Clyde in the wake of the murders they committed in Joplin that spring.



h No one dwelled on the fact that the Bureau had no jurisdiction whatsoever to investigate the massacre. Even though one of its own men had been murdered, it was not yet a federal crime to kill a federal agent. Such a law would not be passed until the following spring.



i Jones achieved prominence inside the Bureau with his role in the case of the first FBI agent murdered in the line of duty, Ed Shanahan. Shanahan was a tall, slender I agent in Chicago who one evening in October 1925 stepped up to a car blocking his path in a downtown garage and tapped at the driver’s window. Unfortunately for Shanahan, the driver turned out to be a car thief named Martin Durkin. When Shanahan produced his Bureau identification card and asked him to move his car, Durkin brandished a pistol and shot him through the chest.

Hoover declared Durkin’s apprehension the Bureau’s top priority, and in the ensuing three months, with agents across the country working nights and weekends, Durkin was tracked to New York, then to Los Angeles and San Diego. From California Durkin and his wife drove east across Arizona and New Mexico until a deputy sheriff in Pecos, Texas, spotted a pistol on his front seat. Durkin drove off, but not before the sheriff called the Bureau office in El Paso. A search was launched, and Durkin’s car was found abandoned nearby, at the height of a January blizzard. It was Jones who discovered Durkin had boarded a train to Chicago. Agents arrested him outside of St. Louis.



j Nash had visited the Barkers in St. Paul a week before the kidnapping, a fact the Bureau would not learn for months.



k A native of North Carolina, Dwight Brantley served in the FBI from 1924 to 1950. In 1957 he was named Kansas City’s police commissioner. He died in 1967 at the age of sixty-eight.



l Under questioning William Shaw admitted participating in several Indianapolis robberies. He received a sentence of ten years in a state reformatory for the Bide-a-Wee robbery. Twenty-five years later, Shaw became the principal source for writers researching Dillinger’s early months as a bank robber. He gave extensive interviews to John Toland, Dillinger historian Joseph Pinkston, and a writer named Allanna Nash. In and out of various Midwestern prisons for all but seventeen months of his next forty-four years, Shaw burned to death in a Chicago hotel in 1977 after falling asleep holding a lit cigarette. His body lay unclaimed for a week.



m Purvis’s son Alston, now a professor at Boston University, speculates that Hoover’s infatuation with his father was romantic in nature. If so, it was unrequited. Purvis was a dedicated lady’s man who would later marry.



n Another sign of Purvis’s Southern heritage: he called black people “darkies.”



o Born in 1883, Frank Blake attended Vanderbilt University, where upon graduation he briefly coached the football team. After five years as a rancher, he joined the Bureau in 1919, moving up through the ranks to become the Dallas SAC in 1930. Small and wiry, with a soft Texas drawl, Blake served in the FBI until a heart attack forced his retirement in 1942. He died at his home in suburban Dallas in 1948.



p As Depression-era ransom notes go, this one was commendably free of melodramatic threats. It included only one: Remember this—if any trickery is attempted you will find the remains of Urschel and instead of joy there will be double grief—for some-one [sic] very near and dear to the Urschel family is under constant surveillance and will likewise suffer for your error.



q Born in Illinois in 1905, Dwight L. McCormack served in the FBI from 1929 to 1944. In later years he served as a juvenile court judge in Dallas. He died there in 1959.



r One year later the Majestic would figure prominently in the Lindbergh kidnapping case, when a German-born carpenter named Bruno Richard Hauptmann said he couldn’t possibly have kidnapped the Lindbergh baby because he had been working at the Majestic.



s Kelly D. Deaderick, a World War I veteran born in Jonesboro, Tennessee, served in the FBI from 1927 to 1951. In later years he was a prosecutor in Yakima, Washington. He died there in 1970 at the age of seventy-one.



t Two other Lansing escapees, “Big” Bob Brady and Ed Davis, had arrived at the Shannon Ranch the previous night with Bailey but had left after dinner. Had FBI agents staged their raid the previous night, as planned, they might have faced a major shoot-out.



u For years afterward, Hoover allowed writers chronicling the Urschel case to report that the FBI had apprehended Bates. In fact, as case files make clear, Bates was arrested following an exhaustive investigation by an unlikely source, the American Express Company. Company investigators had been after Bates since he passed traveler’s checks stolen in the Tupelo, Mississippi, robbery in 1932. In the end, his arrest was pure luck. According to an FBI report, an American Express operative was riding a train to Denver from Omaha that Friday, August 11, when he saw Bates aboard the train. The AmEx man alerted Denver police, who made the arrest.



v According to an excellent 1992 article in Serb World USA magazine, Leach’s real name was Matija Licanin. His family came from the Serbian town of Kordun.



w Dillinger cased and may have robbed at least one bank in northern Kentucky. He was suspected but never charged with the August 11 robbery of a bank in Gravel Switch, Kentucky.



x The home still stands, at 2000 Golden Gate Drive, in Long Beach, Indiana.



y It was probably through the garage owner that Nelson made his first contacts in Roger Touhy’s gang. According to Touhy’s 1959 biography, Nelson worked briefly as a “torpedo” in the labor struggles between the Touhy and Capone outfits; the assignments did not last long, but Nelson’s association with the Touhys would cause him trouble in later years.



z In a 1953 article for Argosy mgazine, Bentz recalls being introduced to Nelson by an Indiana tavern owner. While possible, he was more likely to have befriended Nelson with the endorsement of a fellow yegg like Karpis.



aa The establishment was Art’s Army Store at 3318 Michigan Avenue, a retailer of military clothing whose back room was a gathering spot for local hoodlums. Bentz and Nelson were known to have frequented the store in June 1933, as were John Dillinger and Homer Van Meter. Nelson and Dillinger may have met there.



ab “Cleaning a street” refers to the job of keeping armed citizens and law officers away from a robbery in progress.



ac Fred Barker and his girlfriend Paula Harmon had spent the summer at a rented house in Long Lake, Illinois.



ad According to a gang member who was debriefed by the FBI in 1935, the largest share of the Hamm ransom, $25,000, had gone to the corrupt detective Tom Brown. Jack Peifer received $10,000. The six men who actually carried out the kidnapping—Karpis, the Barker brothers, Shotgun George Ziegler, Charles Fitzgerald, and Bryan Bolton—each received $7,800. The gang also gave its old friend Deafy Farmer $2,500 to cover legal expenses for his defense in the Kansas City Massacre case.



ae Weaver, an Arkansas-born prison pal of Dock Barker’s, had been with Karpis and the Barkers since their first bank robbery in southern Missouri in early 1931. He had a rap sheet dating to 1918 and had been paroled for murdering an Oklahoma policeman. Weaver would work alongside Karpis and Barker for the rest of their careers.



af The name is a pseudonym; the maid’s actual name is blacked out in FBI files.



ag This brief conversation, reported verbatim in an October 3, 1933, FBI memo, is curious. It suggests the FBI tapped Sayers’s phone, though approval for such a tap is mentioned nowhere in FBI files. The FBI memo further indicates that Sayers went to Waco in search of Kathryn that day but failed to locate her.



ah Luther Arnold’s sadsack story about the Oklahoma farm was true, but he pointedly failed to mention his two arrests for passing bad checks in Los Angeles.



ai Both “Mae” and “Hilda” are pseudonyms; the women’s actual names are blacked out in FBI reports.



aj Afterward Kelly would claim he had stayed up all night, watching for the possibility of a raid. Given the half-dozen gin bottles in his bedroom, and the ten more empty bottles of Old Log Cabin bourbon on the back porch, that’s unlikely. Whether he slept or not, Kelly had risen early, waiting for the newspaper’s delivery. Around seven he heard a thump on the front porch, the sound of the paper being delivered. He walked out and grabbed it, then returned inside, failing to relock the front door.



ak All those involved in harboring Kelly, including Lang Ramsey, drew brief prison sentences.



al Pierpont was the kind of inmate who seemed at war with the world. His problems began at nineteen, when he tried to steal a car; when the owner intervened, Pierpont drew a gun and fired at him four times, missing. He drew a term in a reformatory, until his mother told the superintendent he had been mentally unstable since he’d been hit on the head with a baseball bat as a boy. He was released to a hospital for the insane, then paroled, then sent to Pendleton for the Kokomo robbery. Pierpont cursed the guards, launched innumerable escape attempts, and drew the respect of other inmates as a result. The superintendent wrote his mother’s lawyer that he was “a mustang and must be curbed.”



am An unidentified Michigan City inmate later told the FBI that the gang initially hid at a Syndicate-operated hangout called the Steuben Club. According to this source, Dillinger was greeted personally at the club by Frank Nitti, who gave the gang free run of a gun room nicknamed “The Arsenal.” This would seem unlikely, especially given the gang’s subsequent armaments raid in Peru, Indiana, several days later.



an In the lone major operation where his men had been prepared to fire their weapons, things had gone even worse. It happened in August, when the syndicate-connected con man Jake Factor reported someone was trying to extort him. A meeting was arranged with the extortionists at a 22nd Street park, and Purvis, commanding an army of two hundred Chicago cops and FBI agents—the largest such strike force in memory, the Chicago American reported—prepared to move in when they appeared. When the extortionists arrived, the police moved. In the confusion, their quarry managed to get away. The American  dubbed it “a huge fiasco.”



ao Seventy years later, Doris Rogers (now, in 2004, Doris Lockerman) is the only denizen of the nineteenth floor who remains alive, an alert, gregarious ninety-four-year-old living in Atlanta.



ap Purvis brought Smith, known as “D.O.,” to Chicago from Oklahoma City to be his number two, or ASAC. A popular mentor to many young agents during his distinguished FBI career, Smith had been married the week before the Sherone Apartments stakeout; he had been introduced to his wife by Frank Smith, the agent who survived the Kansas City Massacre. A native of Fort Smith, Arkansas, D. O. Smith served in the FBI from 1928 to 1958. In later years he taught in the Fort Smith schools. He died in January 1977 at the age of seventy-nine.



aq Edward N. Notesteen, a graduate of the University of Minnesota Law School, served in the FBI from 1930 to 1956. He died in San Diego in 1970 at the age of seventy-one.



ar Allen Lockerman married Purvis’s secretary, Doris Rogers. He retired from the FBI in the mid-1930s and went on to a career as a successful attorney in Atlanta.

Julius H. Rice was in the third year of a distinguished forty-one-year FBI career. In later years Rice emerged as a favorite of Hoover’s; they called each other by their first names. Born in 1904, Rice was another George Washington graduate, joining the Bureau in 1931. He was based in Portland, Oregon, from 1946 until his retirement in 1972. He died there in 1975, at the age of seventy.



as The FBI’s subsequent review of Miller’s escape, written by Assistant Director Vincent W. Hughes, was scathing. Hughes found that “the plan to take Miller was far from perfect and the execution of the plan even more to be criticized.” Among the “vital errors” Hughes cited: The lack of a single supervising agent and the absence of cars in position to give pursuit. Hughes suggested that Miller’s apartment should have been raided, a rare if indirect criticism of Hoover, who had ordered the agents to hold off. Miller’s escape underscored the FBI’s lack of experience in fundamental law-enforcement techniques.



at FBI agents in Chicago, Detroit, and Cincinnati actually did do some poking around on the Dillinger case that autumn, writing a half-dozen reports and attending a conference or two. But, by and large, the Bureau ignored the case, just as Hoover wished.



au According to some stories it was a ringworm infection.



av The gang’s exact lineup at Racine has long been in dispute. Witnesses uniformly counted five robbers that day. A man named Leslie Homer later confessed and was convicted of taking part. If so, that means one of the others, probably Russell Clark, did not come along.



aw There’s a chance Ted Hinton’s car stories, especially the gravel truck episode, were apocryphal. He told them in a 1978 book, Ambush, published shortly after his death.



ax Today the site lies just outside the Dallas-Fort Worth Airport.



ay Touhy would be convicted the following February of the Jake Factor kidnapping.



az These conversations are taken from the Karpis transcripts.



ba After his parole, Van Meter lingered around East Chicago. He met Nelson in Indiana Harbor, and FBI files indicate he bunked with both Dillinger and Nelson for periods that summer. Eager to flee Indiana, where he felt police knew him, Van Meter followed Nelson to St. Paul and signed on for anything he planned.



bb Nelson had visited the Texas city twice already that summer to buy guns from a gunsmith named Heinie Leibman. Eddie Bentz had introduced them.



bc Chuck Fisher gave the San Antonio police nothing. “All I got out of him you could put in your eye and not get hurt,” the city’s police commissioner told reporters. Fisher was sent to Leavenworth on an outstanding robbery warrant, where he told the FBI nothing, too. Not for four more months would anyone realize Nelson had been in San Antonio.



bd Born in Falls Church, Virginia, in 1901, Tyler M. Birch joined the Bureau just two months before the Underhill shooting. He resigned from the FBI in 1938, fought in World War II and the Korean War, and died in December 1981 at the age of eighty.



be Dillinger’s cross-country drive may not have been uneventful. According to FBI files, he received a traffic ticket in Albuquerque.



bf Bremer’s note to Dickman read,

Dear Lil: As my old standby I am calling on you to do something for me that it seems no-one else can do. I must get the enclosed letter to my father—unopened—& I know if I intrust it in your case it will be done. I suppose you know that my father has made a special appeal to everybody police & government officers included to lay off for three days so that he can make his own arrangements to get me back. Now the next thing is—is to get the instructions to him—& your old pal will not fail me I know . . .

Please girl hurry—but don’t loose your head—I know you wont & I’m sure you’ll do just as I ask you to do. We always did understand each other.

It’s a living hell here & the time I’ve been here seems like ages. Please do your part & I’m assured I’ll be home soon. Please hurry & be careful

As always 
ED



bg The role Piquett and O’Leary played in Dillinger’s story was not fully understood until the 1990 discovery of an unpublished manuscript written by a Chicago advertising man and would-be novelist named Russell Girardin. The manuscript’s unveiling was a story in itself. In late 1934, Girardin secured the cooperation of both Piquett and O’Leary for a book he hoped to write about Dillinger. They told him everything, supplying dates and affidavits to back up their assertions, but Girardin was never able to publish more than a series of truncated magazine articles. His manuscript lay forgotten on a shelf in his Chicago home for five decades until, at the age of eighty-nine, he was tracked down by two Dillinger enthusiasts, William Helmer and Joseph Pinkston. The Girardin manuscript sheds a swath of new light on Dillinger’s story; many of its key points can be confirmed in newly released FBI documents.



bh Hoover’s New York friends may be an allusion to his friend Walter Winchell.



bi Born and raised in Oregon, Harold E. Anderson served in the FBI from 1927 to 1943. He later served as an investigator for the National Board of Fire Underwriters and the State Gaming Control Board in Nevada. He died in Las Vegas at the age of seventy-five in 1975. flattery. “I think that’s a very nice jail you have here,” he said to Mrs. Holley. “What makes you think there’s anything wrong with it?”



bj Few books on Bonnie and Clyde include the Rembrandt robbery, perhaps because its only mention comes in the handwritten notes Lee Simmons took of Joe Palmer’s debriefing. The notes are included verbatim in Simmons’s 1957 memoir, Assignment Huntsville. Contemporary news accounts report the bank’s robbery on January 25.



bk Some authors, including E. J. Milner in The Lives and Times of Bonnie & Clyde (Southern Illinois University Press, 1996), have put this incident several weeks later. However, according to Simmons’s notes, Palmer clearly said it occurred “about the 1st of February,” putting it immediately after the Rembrandt robbery. Milner does not mention the Rembrandt robbery.



bl O’Dare’s husband was Gene O’Dare, the man who had been arrested with Hamilton at a Michigan ice-skating rink in late 1932.



bm Worley’s 1984 version differs from the story he told newspapers fifty years earlier. The day of the robbery, he told Dallas reporters he thought it was Hamilton who had returned his money, which he said was $3.00, not $27.00.



bn The sole source for this discussion is the Karpis transcripts, and his chronology is clearly confused. Karpis puts the meeting in late March. In all likelihood it occurred in late February.



bo Youngblood was killed in a police shoot-out in Michigan two weeks later.



bp Seventy years later, the questions that swirled in the wake of Dillinger’s spectacular escape from Crown Point’s “escape-proof” jail still prompt debate among historians of American crime. Two loom largest: Did Dillinger really use a wooden gun, as he claimed? And what, if any, help did he receive from allies in and out of the jail?

As for the gun, many still refuse to believe Dillinger was able to escape using only a wooden replica. Ernest Blunk and others would later insist Dillinger had used a real pistol. Some writers, including John Toland, agree; Toland posited that Dillinger had used a wooden gun and a real gun. But FBI files make clear Dillinger, at least initially, had only the wooden gun. Agents took statements from everyone involved that morning, and several, including Warden Baker, saw it up close. Some, including Sam Cahoon, insisted Dillinger had whittled the gun himself from shelving in his cell. In fact, as the Girardin manuscript makes clear, the wooden gun was smuggled in from outside. Art O’Leary did it. After reading of a Wisconsin man who had escaped a local jail using a toy gun, O’Leary asked a Chicago gunsmith to whittle him one.

The second and far thornier question surrounds what, if any, help Dillinger received from allies in Crown Point. Ernest Blunk and Sam Cahoon were later indicted for helping Dillinger; both were acquitted after perfunctory trials. Afterward, an assistant state attorney general named Edward Barce was tasked with investigating the escape. Eight months later, in November 1934, Barce produced a secret report for Governor Paul McNutt, a copy of which survives in FBI files. On its face, the Barce report was a bombshell. In it, Barce alleged that Art O’Leary held two meetings with Warden Lew Baker, one at a barbecue stand on the outskirts of Crown Point, and handed Baker $1,800 to help Dillinger escape. Barce quoted employees of the barbecue stand and a Crown Point tavern, who claimed that Piquett boasted that Dillinger had promised him $50,000 if he could arrange his freedom. Barce even uncovered a series of letters O’Leary had supposedly written to a corrupt East Chicago politician to further the conspiracy.

It was stirring stuff, but almost certainly untrue. The Barce report had a single glaring flaw. Its sole source of information was Meyer Bogue, the slender con man who had briefly functioned as Piquett’s gofer; not long after the Crown Point escape, Bogue went to work for Barce at $15 a day. FBI agents later interviewed every person mentioned in the Barce-Bogue conspiracy, as well as the supposed eyewitnesses. All denied every salient point Barce made. None of those named were ever indicted, much less prosecuted.

If there was a conspiracy, it was a small one, perhaps a single man, the man who smuggled Dillinger the wooden gun. O’Leary or Piquett could have done it. They later told Russell Girardin that the gun had, in fact, been smuggled into the jail by Ernest Blunk, who they insisted had taken a bribe to do so. The truth is lost to history.



bq In a 1941 series of articles for True Detective Adventures, Nelson’s friend Fatso Negri quoted Nelson’s version of the Kidder murder. “[W]e happened to cut in ahead of another car,” Nelson said. “The driver, one of those fresh guys, cut right back in front of us. He stopped the car, got out, and came back toward us and said to me: ‘What the hell do you mean? Get out of that car and I’ll slap your face for you.’ He had taken a step or two toward us when I leveled on him and hit him. Then we had to tear out of that place.” overcoat and drew his Thompson gun. “This is a holdup!” he shouted. “Everyone on the floor!”



br In later years, Hoover became notorious for inserting into FBI files memoranda that tended to absolve himself of blame in controversial matters. The morning after speaking to Purvis, he wrote a memo to Pop Nathan that appears to be an early example of this:Last evening I had occasion to call Mr. Purvis at Chicago to inquire of him what steps had been taken in the Chicago office toward bringing about the apprehension of Dillinger, and much to my surprise the Chicago office has done practically nothing in this matter . . . I am also somewhat concerned that the supervising officials at the Seat of Government did not take immediate steps to instruct our field offices as soon as Dillinger escaped, to put forth every effort to bring about his apprehension, notwithstanding the fact that Dillinger at that time was not known to have violated a Federal Statute. The reason I am surprised . . . is because when Dillinger made his previous escape, this Division did take steps to endeavor to bring about his apprehension, so consequently, there was no reason why we should not take similar steps when he made his recent escape.




This was remarkably disingenuous. The FBI had done next to nothing to pursue Dillinger that fall. No SAC would dare initiate a major new case without Hoover’s approval, and Hoover hadn’t given any. If the FBI was tardy in its pursuit of Dillinger that week, Hoover had only himself to blame.



bs To this day, local historians have no idea who Kunkleman was or why he was filming that day. His footage of the robbery’s prelude and aftermath was later developed and shown in a Mason City theater. It then disappeared. For decades local historians tried in vain to locate Kunkleman or his fabled film. It was finally found in the hands of a Mason City camera-store owner in 1996.



bt The precise date of Barker’s and Karpis’s surgeries has never been definitely established. The best guess is March 10, give or take a day.



bu The bar was called the Green Lantern, named after but unrelated to Harry Sawyer’s place in St. Paul.



bv Ziegler’s murder was never solved.



bw The most vigorous questioning the FBI did wasn’t of anyone associated with the Barkers: it was of FBI agents themselves. When news of Dock Barker’s identification leaked to the St. Paul newspapers, Hoover exploded. He demanded to know the source of the leak, firing off a cascade of angry memos at the two most likely sources, the offices in Minneapolis and Oklahoma City. Pop Nathan interrogated several Oklahoma agents who appeared to have mentioned the fingerprints to local lawmen, who had then mentioned them to a Minnesota reporter doing research on the Barkers. The likely leaker was an agent named Herman Hollis, a former SAC in Detroit; Hollis denied it. The investigation dragged on for weeks, until Nathan admitted they would probably never find the source.



bx Rosser Nalls was born in Washington, D.C., joined the Bureau in 1929, and served in many offices before his retirement in 1956. He died in 1983 at the age of eighty-two.

Rufus C. Coulter was born in Tennessee and orphaned at an early age. Without graduating from elementary school, he attended night classes and managed to obtain a law degree from the University of Arkansas. Coulter served in the FBI from 1929 to 1945 and worked for many years afterward for Motorola. He died in 1975 at the age of seventy-two.



by There remained widespread confusion among Hoover’s men exactly when and how they were to include local police on FBI raids. According to a memo Hoover wrote to file, when he asked Inspector William Rorer that Sunday why he had requested help from St. Paul police, Rorer said “he had been proceeding on the assumption that to take a suspect into custody it was necessary to have a police officer along.” Hoover replied “that this assumption is entirely wrong,” that there were only two instances where local police could join an FBI raid: when the FBI needed extra men or extra equipment. Rorer apparently also complained that not all his men knew how to use submachine guns. “If the agents cannot handle the equipment,” Hoover said, “they should be instructed immediately in the use of it.”



bz George Gross was a St. Louis native who served in the FBI between 1930 and 1935. In later years he was an attorney. He died in 1958.



ca Roy T. Noonan, a Minnesota native nicknamed “Stub,” was a popular FBI agent from 1928 until his retirement in 1954. From 1955 to 1967 he served as superintendent of the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension. He died in 1981.



cb An FBI memo explicitly states Larry Strong was not its informant that day. Either the memo was drafted in an effort to obscure Strong’s identity or Strong talked to someone else, perhaps his brother, who then notified the FBI.



cc As portrayed in FBI files, the death of Eddie Green amounted to an execution. The official rationale behind the shooting, as explained to reporters, was that Green was shot after making “a menacing gesture.” In their reports, every agent present used that same phrase, “menacing gesture.” Some added that Green wheeled around as if to shoot, or stuck his hand in a pocket as if to pull a gun. There was no gun. Hugh Clegg’s report even quoted the reluctant Agent Notesteen as seeing the “menacing gesture.” But Notesteen’s own report pointedly says he could not see Green. Notesteen clearly states he ordered the shooting on the strength of Mrs. Goodman’s identification alone. The key words had been uttered by Inspector Rorer hours before: “Kill him.”

Inspector Rorer’s order was probably the all-too-human product of overwhelming public pressure and the Bureau’s vengeful mindset, spiced by sleep deprivation, nerves, and inexperience. Even so, senior FBI officials were keenly aware of their vulnerability on the Green killing. When a reporter named Tommy Thompson persuaded the local coroner’s office to investigate, the Bureau moved swiftly to defend itself. If anyone asked, Clegg told Hoover, he would refuse to name the agent who shot Green, or any witnesses; they would be subpoenaed, Clegg said, which would be “undesirable.” Thompson, meanwhile, had taken loans from underworld figures, Clegg said: “If necessary, [we] could bring pressure to bear to prevent any adverse publicity on his part.” In the end, the FBI needn’t have worried; the coroner ruled the killing justified.



cd Following the shoot-out in St. Paul, the trio had hidden out at Harry Sawyer’s farm, then driven to Tennessee, where they took rooms in a tourist court outside Nashville. One morning Van Meter and Hamilton returned from a shopping excursion in a terrific hurry. As Cherrington later related the story to the FBI, Van Meter said he and Hamilton had been parked outside a Nashville drugstore, drinking Coca-Colas, when they spied two teenage loiterers they suspected were about to rob the store. Lingering to watch, Van Meter said, they were suddenly approached by a uniformed patrolman who asked their names. According to Van Meter’s story, he produced a submachine gun, barking, “Here’s your credentials.” The officer stumbled and fled.

The FBI would later find articles of clothing belonging to Van Meter and Hamilton that contained tags from a Nashville men’s store, apparently confirming Cherrington’s story.



ce It’s possible Dillinger returned to Chicago via Louisville, Kentucky. That Saturday, the day after the Warsaw raid, a Louisville doctor claimed he had been approached by a man asking for help with a wounded leg; he identified photographs of Dillinger as the man. Earl Connelley, who was already investigating a tip Dillinger was in the area, established a surveillance of the doctor’s office, but when the tip surfaced in the Louisville newspapers, he abandoned it. The story of Dillinger’s visit to Louisville was later lent some credence by Pat Cherrington, who told the FBI she and Hamilton met Dillinger at an unidentified Kentucky “resort” that Saturday, April 14. If Dillinger did visit Louisville, he was back in Chicago by that afternoon, when he met with Art O’Leary.



cf When questioned later by FBI agents, the attendant said he thought he recognized Dillinger but refrained from calling the local sheriff because he felt it couldn’t be true.



cg They weren’t. Even though the FBI now knew the identities of Hamilton and Van Meter, Purvis had made no effort to place their families under surveillance.



ch Other agents confirmed this. “We had no particular orders as to where we would be,” Agent William Ryan said in his debriefing. Agent Arthur McLawhon: “The only orders that I received from the time we left Rhinelander to the time of arrival was to drive the automobile.” Agent Ken McIntire: “The situation arose so quickly that it was almost impossible for orders to be given, every man doing as he thought best.” Agent Sam Hardy: “Mr. Purvis and Mr. Clegg seemed to be directing the party, but this Agent did not know just what actual plan was to be used on arrival at the Little Bohemia Resort.”



ci Thomas J. Dodd was a Connecticut lawyer who served as an FBI agent from 1933 to 1935 before embarking on a career in politics. After World War II he was the chief U.S. prosecutor at the Nuremberg trials of German military leaders. In 1958 he was elected to the first of two terms in the U.S. Senate; his son is the current Connecticut senator Christopher Dodd. Thomas Dodd died in 1971.



cj Born and raised in New Hampshire, John T. McLaughlin served in the FBI from 1926 to 1941. He was a prominent Reno, Nevada, attorney until his death in 1975.

Born in 1903 in Alabama and raised in Mississippi, Robert G. Gillespie served less than a year in the FBI. Afterward he practiced law in Jackson, Mississippi, and served as Chief Justice of the Mississippi Supreme Court from 1954 to 1977.



ck How Dillinger knew of Moran has never been explained; it’s possible he heard Moran’s name from Baby Face Nelson, who had debriefed Alvin Karpis about his surgery. Several accounts claim Dillinger visited Moran that Tuesday, and that Moran turned him away. This is unlikely; none of Dr. Moran’s laundering confederates, several of whom would later be grilled by the FBI, mentioned such an episode. In fact, later statements from members of the Barker Gang suggest Dillinger tried to find Dr. Moran but couldn’t.



cl Curiously, there is no suggestion that Dillinger attempted to contact Louis Piquett or Art O’Leary upon returning to Chicago. In later conversations with the two men, in fact, Dillinger repeatedly lied about this period. He said he and Van Meter had hidden for a time in an abandoned mine in Wisconsin and later buried Hamilton in dunes near Lake Michigan. He never mentioned the Barkers, just as he never mentioned others who would give him aid in the coming weeks.



cm Agents questioned McLaughlin all that day at his apartment, but he would say nothing. While they talked, McLaughlin’s wife sat in a front window, smoking. At one point, agents saw her throw something out the window. Mrs. McLaughlin insisted it was just a cigarette butt. But when agents went outside to retrieve the thrown item, they found the McLaughlin’s son, Jimmy, standing on the sidewalk, reading a note his mother had tossed to him. It read in part: “Government men here since 10:00 A.M. . . . Don’t come in. Beat it. You will be held prisoner.” Taken into custody, the boy led agents to his locker at the Board of Trade, where they found a roll of Bremer money tucked into a hat.



cn The Bureau had begun investigating Nelson in the wake of the Mason City, Iowa, robbery in March, when a bank employee had identified his photograph. Purvis had no idea at the time that Dillinger had been present at Mason City as well, and it wasn’t until Little Bohemia that the Bureau belatedly realized the two were working together.



co As they did, Purvis managed to locate the first of the Little Bohemia refugees. It was Pat Cherrington. After fleeing Little Bohemia, Cherrington and Harry Sawyer’s bartender, Pat Reilly, had returned to St. Paul, where after a week in hiding Cherrington boarded a train to Chicago, sending a telegram to her sister-in-law to meet her at the station. The FBI, who had the sister-in-law under surveillance, intercepted the telegram that Monday; agents boarded Cherrington’s train at a stop in Janesville, Wisconsin, and followed her to Chicago and then to Detroit. After a monthlong stakeout that produced no leads on Dillinger or anyone else, Cherrington would finally be arrested in late May. She drew a one-year sentence in a federal women’s prison.



cp Despite eyewitnesses who positively identified Van Meter, historians have traditionally dismissed Fostoria as just another of the many unconfirmed robberies credited to Dillinger. Town residents long insisted it was Dillinger that day, though as the local historian Paul Krupp wrote in 1981, “[T]here is no sound evidence that Dillinger himself came to town.” In fact, FBI files confirm it was Dillinger: the license plates of the Fostoria getaway car matched those of a car he would use in his next robbery, in June.



cq Though he avoided lingering in the city itself—he still feared Frank Nitti’s wrath—Nelson had a network of Chicago contacts Dillinger didn’t. He needed them. After stumbling into Louis Cernocky’s bar after his flight from Little Bohemia, Nelson had reached out to one of them, a veteran fence named Jimmy Murray, who owned a South Chicago roadhouse called the Rain-Bo Inn. Murray was the man who had masterminded the Newton Brothers’s famed train robbery at Roundout, Illinois, in 1924; after a stretch in the Atlanta federal prison, he had returned to Chicago and resumed business. The FBI would later establish that Murray had handled stolen bonds for both the Nelson and Dillinger gangs that autumn. After Little Bohemia, Murray allowed Nelson to stay in a cottage he owned in Wauconda, northwest of the city, where Nelson would spend most of the month of May. There he eventually reunited with Carroll and his California gofer, Johnny Chase.



cr Purvis missed another opportunity by failing to broadcast an alert on the red panel truck Dillinger was driving. The Russes gave the Bureau a complete description of the vehicle, everything but the license number.



cs FBI agents wouldn’t learn the stranger’s actual identity until several months later, when Hancock told a reporter of the incident.



ct While the number of FBI agents on the Dillinger case fluctuated, about thirty-eight were devoted full time that spring, twenty-two in Chicago, sixteen in Indiana under Earl Connelley.



cu That morning in Memphis, Clyde mailed a letter to the Dallas sheriff, Smoot Schmid. It was about Raymond Hamilton. Hamilton had been captured that Wednesday following the robbery of a bank in Lewisville, north of Dallas. Carted back to the Dallas County Jail, he freely sparred with reporters, answering questions about his break with Bonnie and Clyde. Though he stopped short of criticizing Clyde, the interviews angered Clyde nonetheless, as had a letter Hamilton had written to his lawyer denying involvement in the killing of Constable Cal Campbell; the lawyer had given it to reporters. The reply Clyde mailed from Memphis mentioned both the Lancaster robbery and the subsequent argument over division of the loot, excoriated Mary O’Dare and, oddly, accused Hamilton of being “too yellow to fight” during the Reeds Spring shoot-out in February.



cv This suggests that Sheriff Jordan had no contact with Frank Hamer before early March. Some versions suggest Hamer spoke with Jordan as early as February.



cw In testimony during Henry Methvin’s 1936 murder trial, John Joyner said this meeting occurred near the town of Castor in Bienville Parish.



cx Sometime in late April or early May, Hamer claimed, he came close to capturing Bonnie and Clyde at the John Cole house. “The end would have come [then],” Hamer remembered, “had not some local and federal officers made a drag on Ruston, Louisiana, and when Clyde heard of it, he quit the country and I had to wait for him to return.”



cy Forty years later, Ted Hinton put this discussion on Sunday, May 20, leading many researchers to believe Methvin separated from Bonnie and Clyde on Saturday, May 19; in fact, if Hinton did talk with the Shreveport police about the sighting of Clyde, it must have been Tuesday afternoon, May 22. In his 1936 testimony, Methvin clearly stated the incident at the Majestic Café occurred that Tuesday morning.



cz Ted Hinton claimed Methvin grew so bothersome he was briefly handcuffed to a tree.



da James J. Probasco was no stranger to Chicago police. Since 1921 he had two arrests for possession of stolen goods but had never been convicted. Over the years he had dabbled in everything from prize fighting to a veterinary business.



db News of Helen Gillis’s disappearance did not surface in the Chicago papers for three weeks. When it did, on June 22, Ed Tamm called Sam Cowley and told him to deny the story.



dc It is not clear from FBI files how or when Purvis learned of his demotion. The files contain a single mention of a trip Purvis made to Washington that week; presumably it was then that Hoover explained the changes to him.



dd On June 11 Dillinger accompanied Hamilton to the Chicago medical examiner’s downtown office, where she received injections and filled out papers necessary for a new waitressing job. That visit, and three others to the same office, were disclosed by the Chicago Daily Times after Dillinger’s death.



de Now the suburb of Skokie, Illinois.



df The Bureau had made a stab at tailing Piquett on May 19 but had given up the surveillance after barely two days. Apparently it took too many men.



dg The schoolhouse, which no longer exists, stood two miles north of the intersection of State Highways 53 and 62 (now Algonquin Road), in the town of Arlington Heights.



dh It was Lieder who stowed Dillinger’s red panel truck in his garage that May. At the same time, he sold Van Meter his new maroon Ford.



di Negri was thoroughly debriefed by the FBI after his capture in December 1934. He gave the Bureau only fragmentary accounts of the South Bend planning meetings. In 1941 Negri co-authored a series of lurid articles on Baby Face Nelson’s career in Master Detective magazine. In these articles, he elaborated considerably. Unfortunately, many of these details, including a tale of a Dillinger visit and aborted raid on Nevada’s Hoover Dam, are clearly figments of his imagination. The author has accepted Negri’s accounts only where they parallel what he told the FBI in 1934 and 1935.



dj Dillinger knew the neighborhood: the address was one block from the apartment of Billie Frechette’s sister, where he had taken refuge the night of his Crown Point escape.



dk A number of latter-day Dillinger enthusiasts have theorized that in this role Zarkovich aided Dillinger at several key moments in his career, providing the shack that May and suggesting the robbery of the East Chicago bank in January. It’s even been speculated it was Zarkovich who smuggled the wooden gun to Dillinger at Crown Point. The notion is not altogether far-fetched; FBI records indicate Zarkovich visited Dillinger at the jail. After Dillinger’s escape Zarkovich did become deeply involved in the escape investigation, a fact some found curious. “I never could understand why Zarkovich was so active in the grand jury investigation,” Judge William Murray told the Chicago Tribune later that summer. “He practically wore a path between the grand jury room and [the prosecutor’s] office.”



dl It’s likely Dillinger met Hamilton the weekend of June 9-10, during the first days after having his facial bandages removed.



dm The informant may have been Piquett’s gofer, Meyer Bogue. It might also have been Piquett’s secretary.



dn This actually occurred at an apartment Sage had rented at 2838 North Clark Street.



do Not, as legend has it, a red dress.



dp The call had come from inside the Biograph, where the manager believed the mysterious men lurking outside were about to rob the theater.



dq In his 1936 book, American Agent, Purvis claimed he yelled, “Stick ’em up, Johnny, we have you surrounded.” In numerous newspaper interviews and memos he authored on that night, this is the only time Purvis made such a claim. It is not substantiated by any other interviews or memos authored by any other agent present that night. It’s tempting to suggest Purvis concocted the claim to offset occasional sentiment that the FBI’s killing of Dillinger amounted to an assassination.



dr For decades, no one in the FBI would confirm which agent fired the bullets that killed Dillinger. Inside the Bureau, however, there was little doubt. “Upon my inquiry,” Hoover wrote in a memo the next day, July 23, “Mr. Purvis stated there is no question but that Mr. Winstead fired the fatal shots . . . Mr. Purvis said that nobody knows it was Winstead who actually killed Dillinger.” In fact, Winstead, Purvis, and other agents made a pact among themselves never to disclose who fired the fatal bullets.

Not until 1970 did Winstead break his silence. In an interview with the FBI agents’ alumni newsletter, The Grapevine, he said, “I knew right away it was Dillinger . . . Polly knew something was up. She grabbed Dillinger by the shirt. He whirled around and reached for his right front pocket. He started running sideways toward the alley. When a guy like Dillinger reaches for his pocket, you don’t ask questions. Or read a warrant from the U.S. attorney. Clarence and I fired about the same time. The first shot hit him. He started spinning like a top. When the shooting started he was about six feet from the alley. After Dillinger whirled around he fell face down in the entrance to the alley. He never did get to the alley. I was the first to reach him. I leaned down. He mumbled some words that I couldn’t understand. That was the end. Mel Purvis took a .380 automatic out of his hand. It was loaded and he had an extra clip of bullets in his pocket.”



ds Dillinger’s autopsy report was misplaced after his death. It was eventually found in 1984, in a paper sack at the Cook County Medical Examiner. Interestingly, it said the autopsy found evidence that Dillinger had suffered from “rheumatic heart disease.”



dt Born in 1906, Daniel P. Sullivan joined the FBI after graduating from Georgetown University Law School in 1932. After leaving the Bureau in 1942, he became executive director of the Crime Commission of Greater Miami for thirty years.



du In later years FBI agents gossiped that the ill-fated Probasco had struck a fire escape during his long fall, beheading him.



dv It was the same Ed Guinane who had supervised the Halloween stakeout of Verne Miller in Chicago.



dw This trip, and others like it, spawned a new nickname for the Dillinger Squad, “The Flying Squad.” In time it would become known simply as the Special Squad.



dx Karpis’s new friends weren’t limited to criminals. He would later claim to have dined with Joseph Keenan, the Justice Department attorney who prosecuted Machine Gun Kelly and Roger Touhy. In interviews recorded years later, Karpis said the introduction was made by one of Keenan’s high school class-mates, a Cleveland detective named Frank Noonan. Karpis claimed that he masqueraded as a gambler and that Keenan had no idea who he really was. During their dinner Keenan boasted of “putting Harvey Bailey away” even though everyone in the FBI knew he wasn’t guilty of the Urschel kidnapping. The story is impossible to confirm, and although Karpis would seem too smart to take such a risk, there is circumstantial evidence to back it up. The FBI would later investigate Noonan for harboring Karpis. And according to FBI files, Keenan was in Cleveland during the week of July 20, 1934.



dy If Karpis’s memory is correct, it’s unclear who these men were. The Cleveland police would not locate Campbell’s apartment for several days.



dz The list was the gang’s git from the South St. Paul payroll robbery. It showed detailed driving instructions from St. Paul to Davenport, Iowa.



ea On Thursday afternoon, twenty-four hours after the women’s arrest, Captain Story did telephone the resident agent in Cleveland. He described the arrest and speculated that it might be linked to the “kidnappings in St. Paul.” But according to an FBI report, Captain Story did not mention the possibility that Karpis or the Barkers were hiding in Cleveland. The FBI did nothing until seeing newspaper stories the next morning.



eb There is no indication Cowley even assigned agents to observe Ferguson at the Sears store, a decision that would at least allow agents to note the license plate number of any car that picked her up. It’s unclear whether his failure to do so was a lack of confidence in Ferguson or a fear for her safety.



ec New Orleans newspapers would later identify the informant as a job-seeker who had answered a help-wanted ad “Lee” placed in the New Orleans Times-Picayune.



ed The informant who turned in Frank Nash is identified in FBI files as “Informant A.” Several memos carry indications that Informant A was a policeman. In all likelihood, the informant was Akers.



ee An agent actually walked into the hospital and saw Chuck Fitzgerald, the Barker Gang member who was recovering from a gunshot wound, on October 11. He failed to recognize him.



ef Her ad was to read, Mother received radio. Communicate with me.



eg On October 2 Hoover sent Purvis a telegram berating him for failing to report a man who had visited the Chicago office with a tip on the Lindbergh kidnapping. “I am instructing Mr. Cowley to take personal charge of this matter,” Hoover wrote, “so that it will be given the proper attention.”



eh Purvis would later claim to have kicked the pistol out of Floyd’s hand. He may have kicked it to one side after it was removed.



ei Pretty Boy Floyd’s death was the most controversial of all the public enemies the FBI hunted down in 1934. Forty-five years later, in 1979, one of the East Liverpool policemen, Chester Smith, made international headlines with the charge that the FBI had murdered Floyd as he lay helpless in Mrs. Conkle’s field. According to Smith, who first told this story to the Akron Beacon-Journal in 1974, Purvis had briefly questioned Floyd about the massacre. When Floyd refused to answer his questions, Smith claimed, Purvis ordered Agent Ed Hollis to “Fire into him,” at which point Hollis fired a single shot into Floyd’s chest, killing him.

It is a story that achieved wide currency; one otherwise credible author entitles his chapter on Floyd’s death “The Assassination.” This is entirely unfounded. Agent Hollis was not even at the Conkle farm that afternoon. According to the local coroner’s report, there was no gunshot wound to the chest. Floyd had been hit twice, as he admitted to lawmen; neither bullet entered through his chest. No one present that day even hinted such a thing might have occurred.

So why, a number of writers have asked, would Chester Smith make up such a story? Smith’s old friends sigh when the question is put to them. “I knew Chester; we were close,” says Bob “Brassy” Beresford, a former Columbiana County sheriff. “We called him ‘Cap.’ Cap would tell different stories at different times. I heard a couple of different versions. That version [involving Agent Hollis] was a new version. I don’t much think anyone around here took it seriously.”

For all the stories Cap Smith told over the years, the one constant was his own crucial role in Floyd’s death. He told the East Liverpool Review in 1969 that it was he, not Glenn Montgomery, who first spotted Floyd, he, not Montgomery, who was the first man out of the car that day. These assertions are contradicted by testimony given by other officers two days after the killing. Further, Smith claimed, it was his own shots that killed Floyd. This was demonstrably untrue, inasmuch as Smith admitted carrying a rifle and Floyd was killed by .45 caliber ammunition. Most tellingly, Smith in a 1969 interview said nothing about anyone murdering Floyd; that version cropped up only later. In the end, Smith’s allegations must be dismissed as a canard generated by an elderly man embittered that others received the fame he felt he deserved.



ej Nelson never learned how close he had come to being discovered at Wally Hot Springs. On three separate occasions during his stay there, a sheriff from nearby Gardnerville had visited the camp, each time asking about a Hudson. They escaped notice only because the camp cook, Ethel Tyler, thought Nelson’s car was a Plymouth.



ek William C. “Bill” Ryan was the first of three brothers who served as FBI agents. His son was also an agent. A member of the Bureau basketball team that won the 1931-32 government-league championship, Bill Ryan had been at Little Bohemia and the Biograph. He served in the Bureau from 1932 to 1958. He died in 1967 at the age of sixty.



el At the moment Hollis died, his wife, Genevieve, and their young son were waiting in the lobby of the Bankers Building, taking a moment from a downtown shopping trip to surprise him at the end of his workday. An agent saw her and called her upstairs, where Doris Rogers watched one of the agents break the news to her.



em The caller’s identity was never confirmed. It may have been Nelson’s sister; his wife, Helen; John Chase; or another family member.



en Born in 1894, Loyde E. Kingman served in the FBI from 1927 to 1953. A popular mentor to many agents, known as “King” inside the Bureau, Kingman died in 1978.



eo Burdette, Gladys Sawyer, and Paula Harmon had all been released after giving detailed statements. The Bureau inexplicably failed to keep them under regular surveillance, allowing Burdette and Sawyer to reunite with their men. Never the most stable of the Barker women, Paula Harmon had returned to Texas, where her family had her committed to an asylum.



ep John R. Welles was the scion of a wealthy family who owned a mill in the northeast Pennsylvania village of Wyalusing. He was a George Washington Law graduate who resigned from the FBI in 1939 to join the family business. In later years Welles was active in the FBI agents’ alumni association. He died in May 1981 at the age of eighty-three.



eq Rudolph A. “Rudy” Alt served in the Bureau from 1926 to 1952. He died in 1977 at the age of ninety-four.



er Some argued against it, saying it unnecessarily glorified the Bureau. “I do not believe it would be wise for Bureau officials to attempt to protest against the appellation ‘G-men,’” Pop Nathan wrote Hoover on May 21, 1935. “Neither do I think it would be wise for the Bureau to approve it. I believe it would be futile to attempt any campaign against this term. As a matter of fact, I can think of much worse terms that might be applied to us. In other words, if, as would appear probable, that is to be the verdict of destiny, I do not think we should struggle against it.” As usual, Nathan carried the day.



es The arrest of Volney Davis was Melvin Purvis’s last.



et Richetti was formally charged only with the killing of one of the two murdered Kansas City policemen, Frank Hermanson.



eu Kansas City journalism professor Robert Unger investigated the case for a decade; it was only after his prodding that the FBI released massacre case files. In his 1997 book, The Union Station Massacre, Unger reaches no conclusion about who was with Miller that morning but says it probably wasn’t Floyd.



ev This made Campbell a bigamist, among other things. He had an estranged wife and daughter living in Texas. The FBI was watching them closely.



ew Sam Coker was born in Nowata, Oklahoma, in 1895. Convicted of bank robbery in 1924, he drew a sentence in the McAlester penitentiary, where he became friends with Dock Barker and Volney Davis. Paroled in the spring of 1931, he took a message from Dock to his brother Fred in Tulsa and thereupon joined Fred and Karpis in their first burglaries after their release from prison. Coker was arrested with Barker and Karpis that June, and his parole was revoked. He was released a second time in September 1935, joining Karpis in Hot Springs; some sources suggest Karpis paid a bribe to secure his release.



ex Grayson, whose real name was Bensen Groves, was born in 1880 in West Virginia. He had served two concurrent five-year sentences in Atlanta for post-office robberies.



ey The bartender, John Brock, was another McAlester alumnus, a prison pal of Volney Davis and Dock Barker. He had come to Ohio that spring for a time, intending to be the third man in the Warren payroll robbery. But he had second thoughts and returned to Tulsa.



ez The same band of inspectors had investigated the Warren robbery that April and had picked up rumors that Karpis had been involved.



fa Connelley discounted rumors of Milton Lett’s involvement because the FBI had already interviewed Lett and considered him a confidential informant.



fb On March 13, FBI agents arrested Ed Bentz in Brooklyn. The last of the great Jazz Age yeggmen, the were getting nowhere, and he knew it. The only ones making any progress were the inspectors. As irksome as he found the task, Connelley needed to know what they knew. He couldn’t simply ask; the two sides were now openly hostile to each other. Somehow Connelley had to force their hand. Thumbing through his papers, he came upon the Cleveland office’s report of its visit to Clayton Hall’s house. There were rumors the inspectors had been seen with Hall.

man who had mentored Machine Gun Kelly and Baby Face Nelson, Bentz had cannily relocated to New England when the Bureau mounted its great hunts for Dillinger and other Midwestern outlaws. He had robbed several banks in Vermont and New Hampshire; agents tracked him down after finding one of his girlfriends. In time the bookish Eddie Bentz became Hoover’s favorite bank robber. Devoting an entire chapter to Bentz in his 1938 book Persons in Hiding, Hoover termed him “a superman . . . known to thousands of honest persons as one of the most gracious men, generous attributes, enviable education, and impeccable morals.”

Connelley spent hours debriefing the talkative old yegg. Bentz told a strange tale of meeting Karpis in Chicago in 1935 and of following him to an Indiana hideout at what he described as a yeggmen’s “burial ground,” where various bank robbers buried stolen bonds. Connelley spent a week trying to find the place before giving up.



fc In Cleveland a wire-service reporter got wind of the flight and issued a dispatch saying a group of FBI agents were en route to Arkansas. The leak enraged Hoover, who ordered an investigation. In the meantime, reporters were told the agents were gathering in Arkansas for a conference.



fd Not for several weeks would FBI agents learn who had been in the house the night before. It was Grace Goldstein, removing her things in anticipation of a raid. With her was the Hot Springs police chief, Joe Wakelin. According to FBI files, while Connelley was watching the house that night, Wakelin and Goldstein were having sex inside.



fe FBI files do back up Hoover’s assertion about the rifle in the backseat. An inventory of items seized from Karpis’s car lists two .45 caliber pistols, two shoulder holsters, a hunting knife, a tackle box, and a .22 caliber Remington rifle.



ff The key role played by postal inspectors in Karpis’s capture was never revealed.



fg Harry Campbell and Sam Coker were arrested the following week in Toledo. Checking Coker’s records for his hospitalization the previous fall, agents learned he had dated a Toledo nurse. The nurse, who was unaware of his identity, led agents to both Coker and Campbell. Hoover went on that raid as well.
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