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			In memory of Robert Hastings (1966–2017) and Chris Stephenson (1939–2017), two charming, witty, and much-missed friends.

		

	
		
		
			Through others we become ourselves.

				L. S. Vygotsky
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			A NOTE ON SOURCES

			King Con is entirely a work of nonfiction, made possible by the surprisingly extensive paper trail that its main character left behind. It draws upon a vast array of historic newspapers, letters, and other archival material, cited in the notes. All quoted speech comes from these sources, which provide glimpses into people’s thoughts and feelings. The notes also include occasional background information about the story.

		

	
		
		
			
			PART I

			The Fake’s Progress

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			The waiting was almost over. Within the next few minutes, Tom Longboat, an Onondagan marathon runner who had just stopped off in San José, California, would be entering the pulpit of the First Baptist Church. Now twenty-eight years old, Tom was way past the age when newspapers carried stories about him winning race after race and twice competing on Canada’s Olympic team, but he remained famous enough for his presence in town to spark excited chatter. That evening—Sunday, March 4, 1917—several hundred people filled the pews. Speaking to them from the pulpit of this balconied modern church was its resident preacher, the Reverend James W. Kramer, who had a reputation for staging services “better than a movie show.”

			Broad-shouldered and as fidgety as a marionette midperformance, Kramer had a large, bulging-browed face, its youthful smoothness extending to his prematurely bald crown. In deep, sonorous tones, he said, “I’m sorry the world has still got to be watched. There is something the matter with the world. It wants a religion that not only says, ‘This is the way,’ but walks in that way.” He was nearing the end of that evening’s sermon. “You need religion,” he assured the congregation. “And don’t forget that genuine religion works!” He went on to announce the imminent unveiling and illumination of a newly commissioned ecclesiastical painting, which he described as a masterpiece. “During the illumination, our friend Tom Longboat will sing…” Kramer meant to say that Tom would be performing the well-known hymn “Just as I Am, Without One Plea,” but he muddled his words and said, “Just as I Am, Without One Flea.”

			
			Laughter from his audience compounded Kramer’s embarrassment. Distraction was, luckily for him, on hand. The lights were shut off, ready for the painting to be unveiled and then spotlit.

			Here was the cue for the boyishly handsome Tom to take center stage. The much-talked-about wound he’d incurred while serving with the Canadian medical corps in France—heart of the war America had not thus far joined—didn’t prevent him from carrying himself with nonchalant grace, his physique still lean and muscular. Just shy of six feet, “the big Indian,” as Kramer referred to him, was tall by the standards of the period. Tom had high cheekbones, olive skin, and full lips that often flexed into a captivating smile, his intelligence and gentle authority projected by soulful brown eyes. He wore his thick, jet-black hair in a neatly parted, collar-length style. On the lapel of his dark suit, he liked to display a Red Cross pin.

			When Tom launched into the opening hymn, the Baptist Harmonic Orchestra provided the ponderous musical accompaniment. “Just as I am, without one plea / But that Thy blood was shed for me,” Tom sang in a mellow yet powerful voice, its crisp phrasing accentuating the vocal similarity between him and the hugely popular tenor Chauncey Olcott.

			Afterward Tom addressed the congregation, which included numerous latecomers, standing at the sides because all the seats were taken. He was a natural in front of an audience. “This is the first time that I have ever stepped into a first-class Baptist church with a first-class Baptist spirit,” he said, his speech no less rich and melodic than his singing. Relaxed, engaging, and genially self-assured, he spoke of breaking the record for the marathon and receiving trophies from the kings of England and Greece. It was clear why Kramer had awarded him such a fulsome endorsement on the ads promoting that evening’s service. “I never heard a greater man singer than this Indian,” the preacher had declared. “Hear his story of the war and hear him sing. Yes, he is a Christian man. He will move and thrill you.”

			
			Tom proudly informed the congregation that he was a graduate of Carlisle. Just that one word was sufficient to identify Carlisle Indian Industrial School, the celebrated Pennsylvania boarding school where Native American youngsters—many of them unwillingly uprooted from their families and culture—received a classical as well as vocational education. Tom served as a living advertisement for that institution and dozens of other such eastern boarding schools to which generations of Native Americans had been sent. As a mark of his assimilation, Tom said he’d completed a three-year medical course in Chicago. He also revealed that he’d traveled around the world, learning several languages in the process. And he delivered a brief but engrossing account of his work with the medical corps on the muddy battlefields of France.

			His description carried the distinctive imprint of firsthand experience. There were none of the allusions to glory and patriotism deployed by people who had never set foot in the trenches. For him, the horrors of the current war “could not be exaggerated.”

			“The thing to do,” he suggested, “is to take the sovereigns of the different countries, place them in a pit, charge admission, and let the sovereigns fight.”

			Energetic applause greeted this suggestion.

			An incredulous young girl, who was impressed by Tom’s performance, dragged her mother up to the pulpit for a closer look at him. Tom suspected racial prejudice lay behind the girl’s disbelief. “Why, he looks just like a man,” her mother said. Tom would later joke about how the girl’s mother must have wondered where his war paint and feathered headdress had gone.

			Sharing the bewilderment of both mother and daughter was another member of the congregation—a local real estate agent named Charles Millar. Like so many people there, he’d been drawn to the service by the gravitational pull of Tom’s fame. Millar was doubly curious because he’d raced against Tom in Montreal close on a decade earlier. But Millar didn’t recognize the man in the pulpit, who looked nothing like the marathon runner he’d trailed behind. The Tom Longboat he knew had even darker skin. And he was a tad shorter. Millar couldn’t figure out why the man in the pulpit wanted to go around pretending to be Longboat. Whatever the reason, Millar made up his mind to expose him as an impostor at the end of the service.

			
			The man calling himself Tom Longboat continued to soak up the applause. It was soon replaced by the sound of the church orchestra playing several more hymns. These were followed by a singing duet, a series of baptism ceremonies, and the closing hymn. Dr. Kramer made a few announcements before the large congregation began to disperse.

			Millar could now unmask the impostor in front of everyone. But, almost as if the man was being protected by an Onondagan guardian spirit, Millar suffered a last-minute loss of nerve. Instead of facing a torrent of angry questions, Edgar Laplante—the impostor exploiting Tom Longboat’s name and celebrity—was free to collect a large appearance fee.

			

			—

			While puttering around San José, where the two- and three-story downtown buildings were framed by mountains and where horse-drawn buggies and electric streetcars shared broad avenues with open-topped automobiles appropriate to the mild, cloudless weather next day, Edgar would have to be careful. If he was going to sustain his image as a paragon of wholesome American manhood, he couldn’t afford to be caught doing many of the things he normally did—smoking cigarettes and seducing young women, to name but two. Kramer detested these practices. Still more abhorrent to Kramer’s way of thinking was Edgar’s penchant for seducing young men. By gratifying that particular appetite, Edgar wouldn’t just be endangering his relationship with the preacher. He’d also be risking trouble with the police, as sex between men was punishable in California by up to fifteen years of jail time.

			His taste for hard liquor—scotch, if he could lay his lips on it—was something else Edgar had to conceal from Kramer. Among the leading temperance campaigners, Kramer had already helped to instigate legislation against the manufacture, sale, and delivery of alcohol in both Idaho and Washington State. He would have been horrified by Edgar’s recent behavior. Not two months prior, Edgar had gotten so drunk he’d been slung out of a Sunday morning service in the town of Bisbee, Arizona. Were Kramer to detect as much as the faint tang of alcohol on Edgar’s breath, the invitation to perform a solo concert at the First Baptist Church was sure to be withdrawn. Even the glowing testimonials from Edgar’s regimental commander and several well-known Baptist ministers wouldn’t save the concert, scheduled for that evening.

			
			To publicize his show, Edgar gave an interview to a reporter from the San José Evening News. He said he was in town to recover from the year and a half he’d spent on the front line in France. What really caught the reporter’s interest was Edgar’s condemnation of the English war effort. Any military successes chalked up by the Allies had been achieved by soldiers from Canada and other English dominions, he contended. “England has done nothing save send over some officers—but I won’t say what sort of officers. Oh, yes, I will say that England has put up a lot of money. She has been a good meal ticket, but a poor fighter.”

			“When do you figure the war will be over?” the reporter asked.

			“Don’t know. And I wouldn’t venture a guess. I know one thing: The Germans are far from being whipped. The Germans are sending boys into the trenches now but—let me tell you—these boys can fight better than their daddies. They call this a boys’ war. It may be that, but it’s an awful war just the same. People over here have no idea of the horrors that are being enacted.” He spoke about how young children were being targeted. “When little, defenseless children are used for gun fodder it is going some…”

			Edgar then unbuttoned his shirtfront and, in a graphic illustration of the brutality of war, showed the reporter a prominent scar on his chest. It was the size of a dollar coin. “A German woman gave me that,” he explained. “Yes, I was on German soil when she ran her saber through my breast. She thought I was there to destroy her home, and she came out to defend it. We were about fifty yards on German territory when we came upon this house, and that was as far as we got. When the poor woman discovered the red cross on my arm and found out that I was in the medical corps, she felt so dreadful about it that she broke out in tears. She gave me a sound thrust all right. The doctors had to remove two of my ribs in order to fix me up.”

			

			—

			
			At his solo show later that day, Edgar continued to reminisce about his battlefield ordeal. He also fielded questions from the big crowd, talked about his athletic career, and performed a selection of popular songs, which led one member of the audience to declare his singing had “seldom been equaled in this city.”

			So many people wanted to speak with him and shake his hand after the show that he needed to take refuge in a side room to avoid being crushed. He only ventured back into the main body of the church once the brouhaha let up.

			For the better part of an hour he mingled with his fans. He was partial to speaking about himself, but he was happy to listen to other people, to let them feel their opinions mattered, to satisfy their desire to warm themselves in the fireside glow of celebrity.

			His success in convincing the residents of San José that he was Tom Longboat tempted him to feed them another barefaced lie. Now he started talking about how he’d played football alongside the great Jim Thorpe on Carlisle’s equally celebrated team. He took pride in his ability to make people buy cockamamie stories like that. Outside his fecund imagination, the closest he’d been to gridiron stardom appears to have come through his stepmother’s job as an inspector of footballs at a sporting goods plant. Merely to be an ex-teammate of Jim Thorpe was not sufficient for him, though. As if he wanted to map the limits of people’s credulity, he embellished his story by claiming to have been on the team that had defeated Harvard.

			To sports fans of that era, Carlisle’s win over Harvard rated as one of football’s greatest upsets. Professing involvement in such a game was a rash move. Some football fanatic might be in a position to check the Carlisle team’s lineup and find no mention of Tom Longboat. Or someone familiar with the story might recall that Carlisle had triumphed only through exploiting a loophole in the rules of football. By associating himself with such underhand tactics, Edgar might encourage people to question his integrity, to scrutinize all the other things he’d told them, all the lies about competing as an athlete and training as a doctor. People might even wonder about his racial identity: In truth, he was no more Onondagan than he was an Olympic athlete or an army veteran.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			Any minute there might be a knock on the door of Edgar’s hotel room. He might then find himself being quizzed by an officer from the San José Police Department. Once the police got ahold of him, Edgar’s life could veer in several directions, none of them good. Even allowing for the absence of a countrywide criminal database, there was always the fear that the authorities might discover he was a career con man with outstanding warrants against him in the states of Arizona and New York.

			Before any of these scenarios could play out, Edgar quit town and headed south. He had with him only a single valise.

			The Southern Pacific railroad’s Coast Line furnished the most convenient means for him to make the 416-mile journey to San Diego. Bordering the track were orchards, vineyards, and prosperous rural towns that would have made attractive subjects for his paintings and drawings. Just past Santa Barbara the bucolic scene gave way to a herd of seesawing oil derricks that strayed some distance into the ocean.

			For travelers such as Edgar, whose mouth was seldom without a cigarette, the passing views were seen through the misty filter of the smoking car. The landscape had little in common with Central Falls, the close-packed blue-collar Rhode Island city where he’d been reared amid cotton mills, well-maintained tenements, and brick-paved streets, alive with the clip-clop of horse-drawn wagons, the rattle of trains on the elevated railway, and the clucking of the chickens kept in the barn to the rear of where he lived. He and his three younger siblings had grown up on Lincoln Avenue with their parents, both from Quebec. The Laplantes were surrounded by a sizable colony of other French-Canadian émigrés, many of them carpenters like Edgar’s father. Despite retaining their own Roman Catholic festivals and holidays, their own church and school, their own correct if homespun brand of French, their own cuisine, and even their own newspapers, their community’s potent sense of cultural identity had somehow never defined Edgar, whose failure to acknowledge his French origins must have been one of the many sources of conflict with his now-estranged Francophile father.

			
			Persistent in his rejection of the life into which he’d been born, Edgar was still pretending to be the Onondagan athlete Tom Longboat when he reached San Diego on Thursday, March 8, 1917—three days after his solo show at the First Baptist Church. He found his way to the downtown stretch of Sixth Street, where he walked into the mahogany-swathed interior of the Hotel St. James and rented a room. Snazzy hotels like this were important to Edgar and his fellow grifters, who needed to mix with influential and well-heeled types. Eleven stories tall, the St. James rated among the city’s loftiest and most up-to-date structures. It even boasted a roof garden from which Edgar could survey the grid of chiefly low-rise blocks covering the shallow grade that angled toward San Diego Bay, numerous large steamships necklacing the waterfront.

			His first night at the St. James was spent befriending F. C. Dean, the hotel’s manager. Within seconds Edgar could beguile men and women alike with his smooth-talking charm, bantering humor, and counterfeit stardom. As was so often the case, this must have blinded Dean to the obvious flaw in Edgar’s Tom Longboat shtick. Though he presented himself as a famous Onondagan athlete, Edgar did not possess the facial characteristics of any indigenous North American people. His daring act of racial imposture was surely assisted by general ignorance of what those people looked like. Dean and many other white Americans probably had no memory of encountering them, no memory of seeing photos of them; just the memory, perhaps, of white actors playing them on-screen—white actors who lacked Edgar’s uncanny plausibility. For Dean and other white Americans, their prejudices nurtured by then-fashionable racial theories, much of that plausibility would have been due to the manifest illogic of a white American willfully trading places with a member of what was considered an inferior race. Edgar’s maybe unconscious masterstroke was to legitimize himself by displaying an authentic Onondagan’s eagerness to discredit those widespread misconceptions.

			
			Such were Edgar’s acting skills that he gave his new acquaintance the impression that his wartime experiences had left him craving “the milk of human kindness.” Later that evening, Dean obliged by taking him to an event at the nearby Maryland Hotel, where the light, sparsely appointed, pale mosaic–floored public rooms possessed a modernity absent from the St. James. Edgar and Dean hobnobbed there with the all-male membership of the local chapter of the Hotel Greeters of America, a group whose aim was to boost the hotel industry. Dean and the other members treated Edgar as a hero, the atmosphere of bonhomie likely abetted by alcohol. Further ingratiating himself with his host, Edgar presented Dean with a cane that was, he said, made from a spear used by a colonial soldier fighting in the British army.

			Probably at the Maryland that evening, Edgar ran into a journalist from the San Diego Union. By talking to the press, he’d render the locals more receptive to his scam, yet publicity increased the chances of his being caught. Risk and reward were one and the same for Edgar, though, because he was addicted to the attention that came from speaking with reporters, to the frisson of risk that accompanied it—risk that courted arrest and imprisonment.

			He told the journalist he was planning to settle in San Diego, where he’d arranged to meet his mother, who was heading west at that very moment. But he neglected to mention that any such reunion would require supernatural intervention, his mother having passed away more than a decade earlier. He said he was recuperating from a bayonet wound he’d sustained while serving in France. The wound had, he explained, put him “permanently out of the running game.” He also talked about fighting alongside the Canadian forces. And he spoke about wanting to rectify the common misapprehension that he was “a Canadian Indian.” He added that he’d been “born in New York State.” Weak though he claimed to be, he said, “If America goes to war with any nation, I am ready to donate my services to my own country.”

			
			For all his storytelling skills, which enabled him to pass off fiction as reality, he couldn’t hide the truth from himself. Behind his jaunty double-dealing lay a sorrowful recognition that no matter how hard he tried to be someone else, someone worthy of acclaim, he’d always be that no-good boy from Central Falls.

			

			—

			Inevitably assisted by his convivial evening with the Hotel Greeters, Edgar became a cherished fixture in the lounges, bars, and dining rooms of San Diego’s tonier hotels over the next few days. Swank establishments such as the Grant Hotel—where his debonair looks led swooning young women to declare that “he surely knew how to wear a dress suit”—gave him access to the affluent San Diegans who socialized there. He then lined up those hapless marks for the con artist’s quintessential sleight of mind, for the sad story of how he was “temporarily embarrassed by lack of funds,” a story that applied just the right amount of psychological pressure to ensure they insisted upon lending him money. Flimflam merchants like him accepted these loans only after a show of prideful reluctance.

			In search of extra leverage, he began saying he’d served in the trenches with Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry, known as “the Princess Pat Regiment.” Almost wiped out at the Second Battle of Ypres, where it had fought a dogged but futile defense of its position, the unit was synonymous with military martyrdom. Edgar’s latest embellishment may have been inspired by a recent syndicated newspaper story about Lieutenant Sylvester Long Lance, a Carlisle graduate who happened to be one of the regiment’s few survivors. By attaching himself to that tragic tale, Edgar could exploit people’s desire for glory through association.

			Soon he was being pampered by a number of prominent citizens, including Judge George J. Leovy, the gray-mustached, pince-nez-wearing commodore of San Diego’s ritzy and very popular Yacht Club. Edgar also plied his trade at the city’s similarly exclusive Rowing Club, where he suckered two of the young bucks into wining and dining him. They even elected him as an honorary member. In return, he pledged to donate three Indian-style canoes to their club. The minute they started asking after the canoes, he would know his time in San Diego was drawing to a close and he’d have to skip town.

			
			“Hopscotching” from place to place—as grifters like Edgar termed this—was fundamental to his line of work. Whenever exposure loomed, he’d move elsewhere. It was a tactic rendered effective by the absence of national newspapers, by the lack of a countrywide radio or highway network, by the disconnectedness of the budding coast-to-coast law enforcement system, and by the inconvenience of long-distance phone calls, which could take upward of seven minutes to put through. Edgar also benefited from the mileage between the cities out west, mileage that conspired with poor communications to make those cities feel like remote islands. Each time the situation necessitated it, he could just go to a new place and begin afresh, debts and friendships casually shrugged off at a moment’s notice.

			

			—

			Colonel Joseph P. O’Neil invited Edgar—or, rather, he thought he was inviting Tom Longboat—to be guest of honor at San Diego’s Panama-California Exposition. The role carried such kudos that Edgar’s predecessor was the world-famous opera singer Nellie Melba, who had visited the exposition a few days before.

			Deep into its final month, the event, held to celebrate the opening of the Panama Canal, represented the latest in a series of ostentatious displays of progress that had been staged in America and Europe over the previous sixty-five years. The exposition was spread across the abundant, rugged acreage of Balboa Park, not far from Edgar’s hotel. At the core of the event were a host of gargantuan, specially constructed Spanish-style buildings, which looked deceptively old. Their elegant towers and domes might have put Edgar in mind of Greater Dreamland, the oceanfront amusement park on Coney Island, where he’d worked seven summers earlier. But, unlike Coney Island that summer, Balboa Park had an off-season feel. Most of its buildings and their themed exhibitions had already closed. Tourists were nonetheless encouraged to wander around the surrounding courtyards, tropical gardens, and citrus groves.

			
			Edgar’s diminutive host commanded the Second Battalion of the Twenty-First Infantry Regiment, which had been staging parades and mock battles as part of the exposition. Colonel O’Neil and his officers were based in what people called the Indian Village—an imitation of a New Mexico or Arizona pueblo. Three terraced rows of houses appeared to have been cut into the rock face, homemade ladders connecting each level. Yet Edgar just needed to tap those rocks with his foot to understand that he was a sham Indian in a sham Indian Village. The rock face had been fabricated by laying cement over chicken wire. Until just a few months earlier, two hundred genuine, traditionally clothed Native Americans had been paid to live there.

			O’Neil acknowledged Edgar’s supposed record as a war veteran by giving him a U.S. Army uniform to wear at the exposition, where Edgar schmoozed with O’Neil and other officers. Like Nellie Melba before him, Edgar was asked to present the Stars and Stripes at the Twenty-First Infantry Regiment’s twice-weekly dress parade.

			Behind a marching band, O’Neil’s men conducted their complex drill on the huge expanse of asphalt that comprised the Plaza de Panama. All around Edgar and the parading soldiers were ornate architectural confections, each of which could have been plucked from some Spanish city. The parade culminated in Edgar presenting the flag, his latest escapade offering no more than temporary sustenance to the overpowering compulsions that drove him, compulsions destined to push him into ever more extreme scenarios.

			

			—

			From O’Neil, Edgar finagled a letter of recommendation. It was addressed to Lieutenant Robert Gross, the officer in charge of the USS Paul Jones, a destroyer berthed in San Diego Bay. Lieutenant Gross was fixing to recruit junior officers for the city’s newly formed naval reserve, established to patrol the harbor and neighboring shoreline. His recruitment campaign had attracted the interest of several people from the Yacht Club, where Edgar was a frequent guest of Judge Leovy.

			
			Always on the lookout for new ways of gratifying his unquenchable thirst for attention and status, Edgar applied to become a naval reservist. Judge Leovy’s son was among the other applicants. Before they could be enrolled, ready to commence training later that year, Edgar and the others had to go through a medical exam. Not that it presented any obstacle to him, because he was so fit. (While pretending to be Tom Longboat during a recent visit to an army training camp near the Mexican border, he’d validated all the stories about his athletic prowess by winning a one-mile race against a bunch of soldiers.) Predictably, he sailed through the reservists’ medical and joined ten other recruits for a ceremony aboard the USS Paul Jones. There, Edgar was assigned the rank of ensign, lowest position in the hierarchy of U.S. Navy officers.

			His fake identity as a famous athlete led to his recruitment triggering stories in newspapers on both coasts. A self-confessed “souvenir fiend,” who collected press clippings about himself, Edgar would surely have wanted a copy of the San Diego Union’s article about his enlistment. Edgar would have been able to obtain this from one of the local “newsies,” the typically homeless, grubby-faced boys aged between ten and fourteen who prowled the sidewalks hawking newspapers. “Although still suffering from a severe bayonet wound in the chest,” purred the article, “Longboat’s superb physique enabled him easily to pass the physical examinations.”

			Reading multiple newspapers each day was a ritual common to bunco artists like Edgar. It enabled them to stay abreast of topics that might facilitate conversations with potential marks. And sometimes it alerted them to lucrative opportunities, or kept them one jump ahead of the law.

			

			—

			That Wednesday—his sixth day in San Diego—Edgar paid another visit to Balboa Park. Not to the Plaza de Panama, but to the area abutting both the Indian Village and the encampment where the Twenty-First Infantry’s enlisted men lived. An audience of seven hundred soldiers had already gathered at the Tractor Demonstration Field, where an afternoon of entertainments was laid on to reward the regiment for its work.

			
			Edgar had cause to feel pleased with himself. In recognition of both his singing and the fame he’d pilfered from Tom Longboat, he would be appearing on the same bill as Carrie Jacobs-Bond, one of America’s preeminent singers. She’d even performed at the White House, though there was nothing starry about this homely, rheumatic fifty-four-year-old Midwesterner. By a happy coincidence, her hit song, “The End of a Perfect Day,” was part of Edgar’s repertoire, yet that day already threatened to end far from perfectly for him, thanks to concurrent developments in Toronto, hometown of the real Tom Longboat. News of an impostor pretending to be Tom and receiving a hero’s welcome in San José had reached the Toronto Telegram.

			Edgar would surely have known nothing about the potential trouble brewing north of the border while that afternoon’s entertainments got under way. These commenced with a series of boxing bouts, featuring what was presented as a comic brand of pugilism called a “battle royal.” Dating back to the days of slavery, these brutally dehumanizing contests entailed groups of anywhere between four and thirty blindfolded African American men swinging at one another until all but one of them had been bludgeoned into unconsciousness, the winner often collecting a meager purse. Battle royals were recurrent attractions at Jim Crow–era carnivals, fairs, and boxing shows. They were certainly familiar to Edgar. Over in Bisbee, Arizona, just a shade under seven weeks earlier, he’d shared the bill with a battle royal.

			Into the ring at the Tractor Demonstration Field stepped a good-looking African American boxer nicknamed Speedball. He’d lately been bragging about how he could lick any two men in town. Confronting him in the ring were not two but five other African Americans. By the end of the bout they were lying concussed at Speedball’s feet.

			Edgar had the unenviable task of going onstage immediately afterward and striving to capture the audience’s attention. Fortunately, he’d had plenty of practice at that sort of thing, not least when he’d worked as a “ballyhoo man” on Coney Island. Perched every afternoon and evening on a small stage outside Bostock’s Animal Arena, he’d been required to attract a crowd by any means. No sooner had he distracted people from the competing sights, sounds, and smells than he’d make way for the “barker” who began a shouted spiel designed to coax those people into the show. Edgar was consequently well-prepared almost seven years later for going onstage in front of the huge crowd of excited soldiers, fresh from yelling at Speedball and the other fighters. The soldiers were rapidly enthralled by Edgar’s rendition of a traditional Irish song.

			
			How a star athlete could perform with the virtuosity of a professional singer may have puzzled one or two of them. The answer was simple. He was a professional singer, who had worked in vaudeville, one of the country’s most popular forms of mass entertainment. Vaudeville performers like Edgar honed their ability to interact with audiences, banter with them, and swat hecklers with smart put-downs—skills that would surely have been tested by the crowd currently facing him. Singing loudly enough to be heard in the back rows of cavernous theaters was another of those skills.

			When Edgar finished belting out his closing number, its last line dispersing through the spring air, he received sufficient applause to justify an encore. He wound up providing further encores before finally handing over to Carrie Jacobs-Bond. She accompanied herself on the piano as she performed numbers from her lachrymose back catalog, their repeated emphasis on home and ultimate reunion apposite to her military audience. Once she’d finished the last of her songs, her place was taken by the exposition’s director, who praised the soldiers and thanked them for playing a part in its success. Much to their surprise, a commemorative medal was issued to each of them. With these pinned to their uniforms, they were treated to a performance by a Hispanic song-and-dance troupe. Meanwhile, a well-known Los Angeles chef barbecued generous quantities of beef. Soon the soldiers were waiting in line to have their cups filled with coffee and their plates heaped with meat, beans, tamales, and olives, as well as bread and butter.

			To this subsequently sated audience, Edgar made a speech urging the men to be careful at all times to uphold the dignity of their uniforms. His speech displayed an eloquence that flouted his paucity of schooling: “My people have buried the tomahawk and the hatchet and war paint, but they are ready to go to war with you boys and protect our Star-Spangled banner, if necessary.”

			
			Within hours of Edgar speaking those words in Balboa Park, a Morse code message from a journalist in Toronto was stuttering down the network of telegraph wires linking Canada with San José. Delivered to the offices of the San José Evening News, the message read:

			
				MAN POSING IN YOUR CITY IS FAKER. THE REAL TOM LONGBOAT IS NOW IN ENGLAND WITH A TORONTO BATTALION WHICH LEFT HERE ONLY FIVE MONTHS AGO. HE HAS NEVER BEEN TO FRANCE.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			3

			Edgar returned to Balboa Park at 1 p.m. the next day. Secretive about his true self yet garrulous and extroverted in the role he’d chosen, he socialized with his officer friends at the Indian Village. He couldn’t stay there long, however, because he had just ninety minutes to spare until he was scheduled to take the stage once again.

			To reach that afternoon’s concert venue, he had to saunter past a big open-air theater and some formal gardens. Beyond the huge façade of the Christobel Café, which advertised “cabaret and dancing,” were the grand entrances to a half-dozen other substantial buildings, all of them closed. Edgar then needed to cross the Plaza de Panama and head down a wide avenue leading to a smaller square, where big crowds assembled to listen to daily concerts. Before him was an almost semicircular Roman-style arcade. It bordered a wide stage that protruded from the base of Spreckels Organ Pavilion, which resembled the gatehouse to some colossal Spanish palace. Embedded within the pavilion’s central arch lay the world’s largest outdoor pipe-organ.

			From the pavilion, Edgar provided vocal interludes to an hour-long selection of opera and classical music played by a middle-aged English organist. In addition to singing the saccharine Victorian hit “Goodbye,” Edgar performed “Mother Machree,” his soundalike Chauncey Olcott faux-Irish number.

			
			After the concert, Edgar was buttonholed by the owner of one of San Diego’s downtown stores. In recent days the two men had grown friendly. The store owner was due to buy Edgar dinner at a fancy hotel that evening, but their arrangement wasn’t what Edgar’s friend wanted to discuss. Instead, his friend mentioned the story on the front page of that day’s San José Evening News. It began, “The man who early this month attracted much attention in this city, explaining that he was Tom Longboat, the famous Indian runner, and that he had just returned from service with the Red Cross Corps in France, is a faker.”

			Edgar’s friend asked whether there was any truth in the accusation. The phrasing of the question left no scope for evasion.

			Poise, mental agility, and a poker face were Edgar’s key assets in situations like this. Sure enough, he achieved the seemingly impossible by ad-libbing a swift response that dodged his friend’s question. When they parted, the other man remained under the impression they’d still be dining together later on.

			Around 5 p.m. Edgar phoned the Hotel St. James. Ostensibly leaving a helpful message for anyone who wished to speak with him, Edgar told the manager he wouldn’t be back until ten o’clock that night. If the police or the press came hunting for him at his hotel, this would buy him additional time. He also appears to have fed people a line about being on his way to Tijuana.

			Even though he still had some clothes and a suitcase of possessions at the St. James, he didn’t risk attempting to collect them. Without settling the hefty bill that the hotel’s manager had permitted him to run up, he made his exit from San Diego. He had just enough time to get over to the Santa Fe Railway’s station and catch the 6:10 p.m. train, not south to Tijuana but north to Los Angeles, which was a little under four hours away, much of that spent tracing the shoreline, its passage marked by seaside towns, beaches, a concrete pier, and a rocky promontory. Seeing America spooling past like this was just a normal part of Edgar’s far-from-normal life. Over the past ten weeks alone, he’d ricocheted around Arkansas, Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, and California.

			
			His nomadic existence had started not long after his widowed father had remarried and transplanted their family from Rhode Island to the leafy boomtown of Springfield, Massachusetts, where his father had secured a job at the Highland Brewery. Quickly tiring of life as a day laborer in Springfield, Edgar cut loose from his family, then drifted to Coney Island via New York City.

			And now he was in fast-expanding Los Angeles, where the broad downtown roads were made hazardous by so-called motormaniacs. Flanking many of those thoroughfares were continuous lines of billboards, large enough to hide all but the crowns of the palm trees beyond. The billboards—a relatively new phenomenon, symptomatic of the rapid growth in people’s spending power and the attendant emergence of mass-market consumerism—emphasized the surfeit of choice open to Edgar. Different products. Different forms of entertainment. Different lives. Of course Edgar had already succumbed to a number of the advertised temptations, among them cigarettes, available in upward of eight brands, ranging from Chesterfields to Egyptian Deities (“The Utmost in Cigarettes”).

			Logic overridden by his compulsive flirtation with trouble, Edgar kept up his Tom Longboat scam. He’d netted a gig as the celebrity speaker at a Red Cross fundraiser. Slated for the Wednesday after his departure from San Diego, his role in the event was already advertised. It must’ve set people talking, because the Red Cross soon discovered that the real Tom Longboat was in Europe. So they contacted the downtown address Edgar had provided. Maybe because he’d been spooked by his close shave in San Diego, he’d taken the precaution of giving them a phony address.

			If Edgar had any illusions about prospering in L.A., these would have been banished by the sight of a piece in that Friday’s Los Angeles Herald. It covered his dealings with the Red Cross and alerted people to the arrival in town of the “bogus Tom Longboat,” currently generating more column inches than the famous athlete whose identity he’d stolen. His prospects took another turn for the worse when the Sunday edition of the Los Angeles Times disclosed that the Bureau of Investigation had launched a hunt for the man pretending to be Tom Longboat.

			
			The bureau, which represented America’s sole form of nationwide law enforcement, was an understaffed, nine-year-old precursor of the FBI, operating under the control of the Department of Justice. Edgar’s choice of crime placed him within the scope of the bureau’s severely restricted investigative boundaries. Amid escalating tensions with Germany, these had widened to include aspects of national security. The suspicion that the fake Tom Longboat’s involvement with both the Twenty-First Infantry Regiment and the U.S. Navy Reserve might be linked to espionage lent added impetus to the bureau’s hunt for him.

			

			—

			Edgar promptly put hundreds of miles between himself and the City of Angels. His less-than-angelic instincts guided him east through Montana, where snowy mountains presided over livestock-sprinkled pastures and lonesome huddles of frame houses, lit by candles or kerosene. These vast open spaces offered a reminder of just how easily he could evade the short arm of the law.

			As an extra precaution, Edgar began calling himself Chief Harry Johnson, a stage name he’d adopted the previous year when he was doing vaudeville down in Key West. To go with his new persona, Edgar—who understood the value of appearance in projecting an identity—disguised himself in a long black wig, a pale headband, moccasins, and buckskin pants decorated with beads. Around his shoulders he wore a dark, striped Native American blanket.

			Dressing in a similar hodgepodge of Native American attire was nothing unusual for him in particular or white Americans in general. He’d first done it at least six years earlier, and white Americans had been doing it since at least the eighteenth century, latterly at the annual parades of quasi-Masonic societies, for which it was used as a token of patriotic pride. Due to the expansion of one such society, calling itself the Improved Order of Red Men, the practice of white people wearing what purported to be Native American costume had grown more extensive in recent years. By the time Edgar left L.A. and recast himself as Chief Harry Johnson, whites-only chapters of the Red Men and its women’s auxiliary, the Daughters of Pocahontas, were active in most states. Among the organization’s half million or so members was former president Theodore Roosevelt.

			
			In Central Falls, where Edgar was raised, the Red Men had a strong presence. He’d likely been part of the crowds that cheered and lit red flares during the group’s parades past his family home. Those parades featured marching bands and floats depicting white America’s interpretation of Native American life. As many as one thousand members of the local chapter and its affiliates joined in, their faces daubed with war paint, heads adorned with feathered bonnets and long black wigs of the type Edgar had on now.

			He seems to have first worn that style of getup during the summer he worked on Coney Island, where his employer kitted him out in a costume that followed the tradition of exotically accoutered white ballyhoo men. Talent-spotted that summer, Edgar had soon landed another job requiring him to impersonate a Native American. It was with Dr. W. H. Long’s Big Indian and Medicine Concert Company, which belonged to the flourishing breed of itinerant medicine shows. These sold quack remedies to customers lured by the prospect of as much as two hours of free—or at least very cheap—entertainment. A self-titled “Great Disease Detective,” the eponymous Dr. Long—who had died just before Edgar joined his outfit—claimed to be able to diagnose every disease just by gazing into someone’s eyes. Dr. Long’s Philadelphia-based troupe, which toured the eastern states, exploited the vogue for Native American–themed medicine shows, tapping into white Americans’ widespread belief that Native Americans enjoyed superior health.

			Roughly two-thirds of such shows were given over to vaudeville—anything from eight to ten routines, from banjo solos to conjuring acts, from ventriloquism to quickfire exchanges of jokes between a blackface comedian and a straight man. Supplementing these were contributions by what were billed as “genuine Indians,” often pale-skinned African Americans. Two or three times a night, Edgar’s boss had him reprise his moccasined and feathered Coney Island role. He was, of course, well-equipped to take part in the vaudeville show. Between its constituent routines, the pretend Native Americans danced, chanted, drummed, and gabbled nonsense that the audience was meant to mistake for an authentic language. The resulting hubbub underscored a couple of lectures by a flamboyant “doctor,” whose bellowing, whooping monologues interspersed sales of soap and candy as well as patent medicines that promised to vanquish any disease. Appropriately for someone who was the personification of a misleadingly labeled product, Edgar helped pitch supposedly traditional concoctions like “The Great Indian Hair Grower”—concoctions no more Native American than him. Though he’d been hustling people since he was at least fourteen, his time with the medicine show appears to have provided his formal apprenticeship in the techniques of the professional con man.

			
			“Ladies and gentlemen, some good folks devote their lives to saving souls, others to accumulating wealth,” ran the sales pitch for this sort of cure-all. “I am here this evening not only to entertain you but to relieve suffering humanity of its aches and pains. I call your attention to this bottle I hold in my hand, containing one of the greatest gifts to man. This famous Indian herb medicine is made from a formula handed down from generation to generation by my forefathers, who were chiefs of the Osage Indians. Did you ever hear of an Osage Indian having rheumatism? No, ladies and gentlemen, a thousand times no! It is written in the white man’s bible that three score and ten is a long life, but it is a common occurrence for an Osage Indian to live to be a hundred years old and never suffer a pain or an ache. How does he accomplish this wonderful feat? He does it with the aid of this wonderful medicine I now hold before me.”

			Salesmen clutching only a couple of bottles of the stuff would then offer it to people in the crowd. “All sold out, doctor!” they’d chorus as soon as they needed to replenish their inadequate supply, thus conveying an impression that the medicines were even more popular than they were.

			The specialty of Edgar’s show was a patent tapeworm killer. Hunger, insomnia, fatigue, and other ordinary complaints were presented as signs that someone harbored a giant tapeworm. The standard sales ploy involved a member of the troupe gesturing toward a long jar containing an enormous pickled tapeworm, purchased from a slaughterhouse but portrayed as living inside him until he’d taken Dr. Long’s patent worm killer. Available in the form of large pills, the cure was sold at the show or from an improvised surgery. Each pill contained a fake tapeworm or sometimes just a length of string that could be mistaken for a tapeworm, which would pass through the customer’s digestive tract, offering spurious proof of the pill’s effectiveness.

			
			Medicine show doctors tended to promote that sort of product by recounting how its secret formula had come into their possession. The doctor would tell melodramatic stories in which he was, for instance, saved from certain death by a Native American who found him in the wilderness and took him back to a village where the tribal medicine man cured him with a homemade remedy. By smuggling some of this mysterious substance back to a chemist and having it analyzed, the doctor claimed to have created the miraculous patent medicine now on sale. Yarns like that probably taught Edgar just how far he could in the future push tales he told. He wouldn’t have to content himself with pretending to be a Native American. He could be a war hero and a famous athlete, too.

			After leaving Dr. Long’s show, Edgar set up as a vendor of patent medicines, which he’d either have bought wholesale or mixed in hotel bathtubs. Still sporting a feathered headdress and tasseled buckskins, he pitched his merchandise everywhere from Boston to St. Louis. Unlicensed pitchmen like him, who learned to show their heels whenever a beat cop appeared, were nicknamed “T. and K. men” because they peddled their wares out of a “tripes and keister”—a tripod with a suitcase mounted on it. For them, no distinction existed between pitching and grifting, their sales patter enabling them to capitalize upon people’s simplicity and ignorance.

			Along with patent medicines, Edgar sold what masqueraded as snake oil, later to become a synonym for fraudulence. The traditional Chinese version of snake oil, obtained from Oriental water snakes, had first reached America during the nineteenth century. Edgar said his oil—which he marketed as a form of sun cream—was made from snakes he’d caught himself, yet the bottles contained nothing but olive oil.

			His career as a pitchman took him to Woonsocket, just eighteen miles to the northwest of his hometown, yet he didn’t bother getting in touch with his father, who had moved back to Rhode Island. A friend of Edgar’s had by then shown his father a photo of him in Native American costume—a photo that, his father said, “almost left me speechless.” Hearing that Edgar was performing a publicity stunt in the window of a drugstore, his father hurried over to Woonsocket, only to discover that Edgar had already moved on. And he’d kept moving ever since.

			

			—

			
			Under the regulations recently enacted after the United States had declared war on Germany and her allies, Edgar—whose days as a patent medicine salesman were far behind him—should have been registering for military service on the evening of Tuesday, June 5, 1917. But instead he was riding a train through the rural Midwest.

			Soon he’d be arriving in Eau Claire, Wisconsin, where he had speaking engagements. He was due to meet Thomas Goodale there. Formerly a big-name reporter on the Detroit Times, Goodale had become Edgar’s publicist. Borrowing from vaudeville, whose performers often hired their own press agents, Edgar had employed Goodale to represent his current alter ego: not Chief Harry Johnson but Chief Tewanna, who hailed from the Oklahoma branch of the Cherokee, his surname carrying more than a faint echo of the surname of the Carlisle-educated Olympic athlete and gridiron star Louis Tewanima.

			Goodale had publicized Chief Tewanna’s arrival by circulating posters and placing an article in that morning’s Eau Claire Leader. The chief would, according to the article, be spending a few days in Eau Claire as part of a tour of the northern and eastern states, campaigning for “the right of the Indian to vote as well as fight for this country.” Edgar used the article to highlight other ways in which Native Americans suffered discrimination. And he claimed to be the designated spokesman for the Oklahoma Cherokee and Osage, supposedly on his way to Washington, DC, where he was due to meet President Woodrow Wilson, “the great white chief.” Relinquishing his previous pose as a peace campaigner, he now proclaimed that his mission was to volunteer the military services of an additional thirty thousand Cherokee and Osage who wanted “to show their white brothers that the red men are as loyal as any man or group of men.” All rather ironic in view of Edgar’s status as a draft dodger.

			
			When Edgar rolled up in Eau Claire at 9 p.m., the city’s military registration office had—conveniently for him—just closed. Everyone at the railroad depot ogled him as he stepped off the train, wearing a feathered headdress over his braided wig. The headdress elicited numerous admiring remarks. Always cognizant of the way detail lent verisimilitude to fiction, he said it had been given to him by President Wilson. He made out that the gift was a token of the president’s appreciation of “his service in bettering the condition of the Indian.”

			

			—

			Edgar’s latest persona positioned him to exploit white America’s long-standing fascination with Native Americans and the Wild West. This was, of course, a relationship freighted with tragic irony, given that it coexisted with systematic discrimination against Native Americans, whose culture the government sought to eliminate through a policy of assimilation.

			Nourishment for white America’s interest in Native Americans came not just from medicine shows but also from a broad span of mass-market entertainment. Much of it cast them as villainous adversaries to cowboys and white settlers, an approach epitomized by short, pocket-sized paperback “dime novels,” so named because they’d cost ten cents when they first appeared nearly sixty years earlier.

			Yet a significant branch of popular entertainment provided seductive portrayals of Native Americans. Most famous of these was the by-then-defunct Buffalo Bill’s Wild West touring show, which depicted Native Americans as heroic representatives of a vanishing culture. Other alluring depictions of them featured in the novels of James Fenimore Cooper, Helen Hunt Jackson, and some of their contemporaries. There were even movies—typified by D. W. Griffith’s Ramona—that also portrayed them as heroes, as idealized embodiments of the natural world, set against the urban sleaziness of their white adversaries.

			Some of that stereotypical nobility was annexed by Edgar, who had an appointment at Eau Claire High School the morning after his arrival. There, he gave a stirring address to the student body, arguing for Indians to be granted the vote. His mixture of oratorical flair and heartfelt passion earned an enthusiastic response (though his apparent sincerity was just another theatrical prop).

			
			As he may have pointed out, denial of voting rights and full citizenship for Native Americans had its roots in the formation of the United States. Despite being the country’s original inhabitants, Native Americans were treated like members of foreign nations. Not until 1887 were they offered so much as limited citizenship—and even that was granted only on the condition they accepted ownership of just a portion of their land, renounced tribal allegiances, and took up what was presented as “civilized life.”

			To lend weight to what he’d been telling the students, Edgar posed a riddle. He offered a handsome blanket as the prize for the first correct answer. The blanket was, he said, woven by “an Indian princess” on the Cherokee reservation. Many of the students tried their luck before he awarded the blanket to one of them.

			He then milked the adoring students for yet more adulation by soliciting trinkets that he could take back to the children at the Chieasher Indian Mission School in Oklahoma. The recipients of these donations would, he promised, “write to their paleface friends and thank them.” Gifts for the imaginary children attending this fictitious school in this fictitious town swamped him the following day.

			By Friday of that week, he had embedded himself in Eau Claire’s communal imagination no less as a philanthropist than as the owner of fourteen oil wells “running day and night.” Like a drug addict who requires higher and higher doses to achieve the same effect, he had an urge to keep magnifying the scale of his boasts. He took to professing fluency in nine languages, and to presenting himself as a noted runner and footballer; a collector who had amassed historic relics from the world over; and someone accustomed to conversing with “men and women high in the affairs of their nations.” He even posed as a close friend of King Edward VII, whom he said he’d met while touring England.

			So persuasive were Edgar’s self-aggrandizing tales that the Eau Claire Leader ran an article proclaiming, “It is doubtful if any Indian living is so widely known as Chief Tewanna.” One of the reporters on that paper was nonetheless skeptical enough about Edgar to start investigating him.

			
			The reporter fixed up a Friday afternoon interview with D. L. Hunt, a local man with financial ties to the oil business in Oklahoma, Edgar’s supposed home state. Hunt had also spent a decade living there, running the Southwestern Business College, which left him “extensively acquainted with conditions there.” He could hardly have been better placed to contradict Edgar’s portrait of himself as a well-known Oklahoma businessman and sports personality.

			At the interview, Hunt talked knowledgeably about the “great strides” made by the Cherokee “in the matter of education.” He told the reporter that they had “taken up in nearly all cases the white man’s ways.” He praised them for how well they ran the district’s schools, banks, stores, and other businesses. He referred to their ownership of “vast oilfields valued at millions of dollars.” And he lamented the paucity of wider recognition for their achievements. Unwilling to admit he’d never heard of Chief Tewanna—which represented a freakish stroke of luck for Edgar—Hunt declared that in Oklahoma “the name of Tewanna was a prominent one.”

			It was becoming so in Wisconsin, too. Edgar’s local celebrity could, as his time in California had taught him, be parlayed into friendships with Eau Claire’s most influential and moneyed citizens. Since his arrival in the city on Tuesday evening, several such people had given him presents and hosted meals for him. Each of them was informed that he’d be sending them a large box of Indian blankets, currently stored in Chicago, where he claimed to be scheduled to appear at the Great Northern Hippodrome. Admittedly, he was aiming to leave Eau Claire that Saturday, but he had no such booking in Chicago.

			

			—

			Only a day before he was due to depart, Edgar presented himself at Eau Claire’s Grand Opera House, a gabled Victorian redbrick building distinctly lacking grandeur. It didn’t host opera, either. Like most similarly titled small-town venues, its name served not to describe its function but to distract customers from the louche associations acquired by ordinary theaters.

			Edgar had been hired to perform there immediately after that evening’s screening of a new silent movie. Interspersing short movies with vaudeville acts had long been common. Acts such as Edgar’s, which referenced ethnic and racial stereotypes, were a staple of vaudeville. Though the dominant variation entailed white performers wearing blackface makeup and lampooning African Americans, other acts caricatured German Americans, Chinese Americans, Jewish Americans, and Native Americans.

			
			In this case, Edgar or his press agent had duped the management into believing that he’d appeared in the main movie about to be screened. Titled Her Own People, it was about a doomed love affair between a white man and a half–Native American girl, played by a white actress. Edgar must have known that some of the Native American actors would—thanks to a mixture of smudgy cinematography, feathered headdresses, and the haze of tobacco smoke in the theater—be hard to identify, enabling him to get away with the audacious claim that he was one of the Native Americans on-screen.

			Music at the show was provided not by a lone pianist but by an orchestra, playing to an audience of about five hundred. Edgar had worked as a pianist at similar venues back east. He couldn’t read music, so the improvisatory aspect of the job was a godsend. It had also helped him to become still more attuned to the art of showmanship, to the ways he could steer the reactions of his audience. Vaudeville audiences—especially those at venues such as the Grand Opera House—tended to be quick to hoot, boo, clap, or heckle performers. But experienced performers like Edgar referred to themselves as “mechanics of emotion,” coaxing the desired response at the desired moment. In that sense, vaudeville artistes had more in common with con artists than they may have cared to admit.

			When the movie finished, Edgar took to the stage and presented a prize to one of the city’s Boy Scout troops. He described the prize as “a beautiful solid silver trumpet, valued at about $75,” though it was actually made from tin and worth closer to $3. After the presentation, he gave a lecture and performed some songs and piano solos. Practiced vaudevillians like him positioned themselves in the footlights’ glare, close to the rim of the stage, from where they were best able to read the audience, establish a rapport with it, and then create an illusion of spontaneity and intimacy. Edgar had a flawless singing technique, probably drummed into him by the music instructor at the surprisingly enlightened reformatory to which he’d been consigned as a fourteen-year-old.

			
			His act went down so well that people begged him to stay in Eau Claire and play some extra dates. He graciously consented to extend his booking at the Grand Opera House for another couple of days, but dispatched his press agent, Thomas Goodale, to Detroit, where Goodale could solicit publicity that might generate speaking engagements in Michigan.

			Twice daily that weekend, Edgar worked as a support act for movies at the Grand Opera House, yet even that didn’t satisfy the demand. It didn’t satisfy Edgar, either, because he lacked the single-minded patience required to parlay his talent into the big-league vaudeville stardom it deserved. In any case, he needed more than just the applause from a sizable audience and the fat paychecks that came with that. No matter how large the paychecks were, it would never be enough for a spendthrift like him.

			Promising to return to Eau Claire on the final Thursday of that month, he borrowed a suitcase from one person and eighteen dollars from another before heading to Detroit, his press agent’s home turf. Edgar nonetheless had a total of only thirty dollars in his billfold.

			Just prior to his arrival, Goodale bagged a story for him in the Detroit Free Press. Headlined BIG CHIEF OFFERS BRAVES FOR WAR, it plugged his services “lecturing to the palefaces” and applied daring enhancements to the fiction he’d dreamed up. Now his portrait could be seen on the ceiling of the lobby in Detroit’s new Statler Hotel. Now he was “a personal friend” of President Wilson. Now he’d be returning from their meeting in Washington, DC, with a party of forty Indians who, at each stopping place, would perform an opera, written especially for them, all proceeds being donated to the school system.

			Detroit was a flourishing city of grand civic buildings and spacious, remarkably clean
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