
  Charles Hendrickson: the Blue Parka Bandit


  One would not ordinarily consider Fairbanks, Alaska, to be a desert environment, but the Alaskan Interior receives only about fifteen inches of precipitation annually. It also can get quite warm during the summer. In June 1905, on one of these hot Interior Alaska days, an old man came into Fairbanks from the north trail. The mosquitoes molested him fiercely as he tramped across the bridge into the boomtown. Not too many men were on the streets, but the dazed old man stopped the first passerby he saw to announce that he had just been held up, by the Blue Parka Bandit! This news quickly spread through the dirt streets. Men streamed out of saloons, stores, and tents to learn more. There had recently been a string of holdups that spring, and people were on edge. As they crowded around the old man to get the details, he simply said that the bandit did not take any of his money; rather, he had given the old man money to buy a drink, and that is exactly what he intended to do! There was some laughter and a few grunts of disbelief, but the crowd was now intrigued, and probed him for more of the story.


  The old man, a little defensive now, sipped on his drink and recounted his story. He had been coming down the trail from Pedro Dome where it wound through the woods. As he hiked through a thick spruce stand the Blue Parka Bandit suddenly appeared on the trail. The old man did not notice him until he heard the bandit tell him to give him his gold. Startled, the old man looked up and saw the man’s steely eyes and a rifle resting like a baby in his big arms. He reflexively complied and reached into his pocket for his poke without resistance or complaint. The big man in the blue parka seemed an intimidating figure of authority at that moment. Compliance came naturally. As the old man considered his predicament, his heart began to race. In an instant, he had lost control of his own destiny to a man in a blue parka carrying a .30-30 rifle! The old man tossed his money over to the bandit. Within seconds the highwayman realized that there was only ten dollars to be had from this traveler. The bandit chuckled and asked if there was anything else of value in the old man’s pockets. The old man said that was all he had on him. Having a rifle barrel pointed straight at your heart acts like a truth serum. The bandit knew the old-timer spoke without guile. So, he returned the money to the poke, threw it to the old man, and instructed him to put it back in his pocket. Then, to the consternation and maybe even admiration of everyone listening to the story, the Blue Parka Bandit reached into his own pocket, pulled out some coins, and tossed them to the old man. He told the old-timer to buy himself a drink when he got to the next saloon. Then he stepped back into the trees and vanished.


  Fairbanks, Alaska, is located in the geographic center of the state. This fact, coupled with its historical significance as a major gold-mining center in the Far North, resulted in residents declaring their city to be the Golden Heart of Alaska. The city sits against the backdrop of the Tanana Hills in the north, a cluster of rolling hills that do not reach more than 2,000 feet in elevation. Follow the streets leading south long enough and one reaches the Tanana Flats, a wide valley draining the river of that name. These muskeg flats, notoriously boggy and mosquito-infested in the summer and frozen solid in the winter, stretch for about 50 miles or so until they connect with the Alaska Range. Denali, or Mount McKinley, the tallest mountain in North America, is the most significant mountain in this spectacular range. A small river, the Chena, meanders through the town on its way to the confluence with the mighty Tanana River 10 miles below Fairbanks. The Tanana flows several hundred more miles until it feeds the more famous Yukon River. These rivers were crucial for the Athabascan Indians who lived in this region of the vast Alaskan Interior, but they also served as early transportation routes taken by military explorers and later by entrepreneurs, fur trappers, and gold seekers. Initially, all traffic into Fairbanks, founded in 1902 after the discovery of gold in the vicinity, came on these rivers.


  By 1905, Fairbanks was at the height of its initial gold rush boom. About six thousand claims had been filed on the rivers and creeks of the surrounding hills. These claims produced $6 million in 1905 and $9 million the following year. The production of gold, of course, did not go unnoticed. As word spread, there was a clamor outside of the Interior to get to Fairbanks and to the diggings. There were also calls in Fairbanks to make that happen with more efficiency. The boosters in the business community wanted more and better transportation infrastructure and services to facilitate the expected growth, to lower the cost of shipping, and to improve profit margins for service industries that hoped to “mine” the miners. The initial trail through Circle City to the north and east linked Fairbanks to the Yukon River and to the Canadian Yukon Territory. It was adequate initially, and boasted roadhouses about every 20 miles that provided lodging, food, and services year-round. Nevertheless, local boosters demanded the development of an all-American route. These calls were inspired in part by nationalism, but also by a desire to remove the restraints placed on travelers and entrepreneurs by the Canadian government.


  During the summer, new shallow draft boats began to ply the waters of the Tanana and the Chena. They came up the Yukon from the American side, but when the rivers froze up, people remained dependent on the Canadian route. With the rivers ice-free for only a few months out of the year, it seemed that future growth and American pride required the development of a network of trails into the Interior that started on the American side. Soon, the Valdez trail was developed. Initially, it was nothing more than a winter dogsled path that ran from Valdez, Alaska, up through the Alaska Range to the Tanana River at Delta Junction. From there it followed the river on its northern and western course above the Alaska Range and into Fairbanks. Soon, regular horse-drawn sledges and stagecoaches began to run the trail on a regular schedule of about every ten days. Roadhouses emerged along the way, and workers improved the trail until it could be called a road. Fairbanks now had regular mail service and access to the “Outside” year-round. The military also constructed a telegraph line at this time to link the military posts and the civilian communities to the Lower 47. Fairbanks emerged as a thriving outpost of civilization in the middle of the Alaskan wilderness. Along with that new civilized status, however, came thieves.


  By 1905, an estimated 5,000 people lived in Fairbanks and perhaps as many as 3,000 in nearby Chena or along the creeks. The residents hailed from all over America and across the globe. This was a corporate mining town. Most of the good gold lay buried deep near bedrock. There were some surface or placer mining opportunities, but the big money in gold required big money in capital investment. As a result, Fairbanks grew quickly from a tent city to one comprised of wood cabins and frame homes, with wives and children, schools and religious and cultural institutions. There were elements of the raucous boomtown and tent-city atmosphere present in places like Dawson, but Fairbanks tried hard to present itself as a legitimate city of law and order. It suffered its share of problems, including lawlessness, vice, and gambling, but up until 1905, it remained free of highway robbery.


  In fact, highwaymen seemed an exception rather than a rule in Alaska, unlike other regions of the American West. One reason for this stemmed from the lack of development. Outlaws required places to hide out and places to get away to, and Alaska offered few of these. It was too cold in the winter, too swampy and buggy in the summer, and too unpopulated all year-round. Only a few communities existed at the turn of the century in a remote region much larger than Texas. Known criminals found it hard to hide in small camps and towns where everyone knew each other and strangers stood out. In addition, they struggled with survival alone in a trackless wilderness. Then one must consider the travel distances faced during a “getaway.” These distances left even the hard-core daunted at any time of year, let alone in the middle of winter. Finally, bankers or merchants grubstaked most men in the Far North. This meant that few men possessed anything other than credit in their pockets for most of the year. Once the ice on the rivers broke up and the ground thawed in late May, things changed. Activity on the rivers and creeks and in the hydraulic mines increased, and the pokes of gold dust and nuggets that men carried began to bulge. During a four-month frenzy of activity, as long as the midnight sun continued to shine, men worked around the clock to claw at the earth in hopes that it might relinquish its riches.


  At times, the amount of gold in the sluice buckets was so rich that the miners could not allow themselves to sleep. More gold begot more feverish efforts to dig, wash, and sluice. In the late spring of 1905, men working their own claims on the creeks outside of town began making their way along the trails and roads to cash in their gold, pay off debts, buy supplies, and drink. Everyone was bringing in the pay dirt and happily spending their money in Fairbanks and Chena. This was the first year in the Interior that an individual could actually make highway robbery a paying proposition. This was the Far North, and someone seized the opportunity to take advantage of the local prosperity. A few weeks into the 1905 season, reports started coming in about men being held up along the trails and roads leading into Fairbanks and Chena.


  The creeks that provided the most gold to placer miners, Cleary Creek and Fairbanks Creek, were about 25 miles outside of Fairbanks to the north. To get into town from these locations, one took a trail that led up and over Cleary Summit and then down into town about 20 miles away. Up on high there were a series of rock outcroppings that gave a man a perfect view of the trail coming up from either side. An enterprising thief might spend his time well by scouting out the trails and laying in ambush for travelers on this busy route. By May, the trouble on the trails reached a crisis, with many locals afraid to travel in small parties outside of Fairbanks. The robberies were becoming a regular part of life in the region. Little information about the highwaymen could be given to the authorities because the bandits were always masked and the victims always too frightened by the experience to give a useful description of the perpetrators. Over time, though, a pattern appeared. One highwayman stood out. He was a large, powerfully built man with blond hair. He wore a blue parka and always carried a .30-30 caliber Savage rifle. His victims described him as calm, cool, maybe even professional in his approach to highway robbery. In time, he gained notoriety and came to be known as the Blue Parka Bandit or the Blue Parka Man.


  The most popular story told of the Blue Parka Bandit pertained to the holdup of the Episcopalian bishop, Peter Trimble Rowe. One day in the summer of 1905, Rowe took the stagecoach out of Fairbanks, heading north with six companions. The horses toiled up Cleary Summit. The Bandit easily surprised the stage at the summit when the fatigued horses eased their pace after the hard climb. He called to the men in the coach and, with rifle trained on them, demanded that each one hand over their poke. All of the frightened men, save the bishop, complied. Rowe demanded to know the meaning of the holdup. He wanted to know how any man could have the audacity to rob one of God’s ministers? Rowe told the Blue Parka Bandit his name. In one version of the story, the Bandit was said to have chuckled, saying, “Why, damn it all, Bishop, I’m a member of your congregation.” He then tossed the heaviest poke to the bishop for a donation to the church before disappearing into the tree line.


  In the other version of the story, the Bandit demanded money from the group. But, when the bishop revealed his identity, the Bandit pointed his rifle at the traveling partners and told them to hand their pokes over to the bishop. After each of them complied, the Bandit informed the men that they had just made a donation to the church! Then he escaped into the fog.


  As these stories circulated throughout the Interior, the Blue Parka Bandit began to enjoy legendary status. Some Alaskans compared him to Robin Hood because he only helped himself to the money of rich travelers. Local merchants and businessmen, however, shared no such sentiment. They either lost money directly to the Bandit, or indirectly in terms of the diminished purchasing power of his victims. Influential voices in Fairbanks, among them the Episcopalian circuit rider Hudson Stuck, demanded action. Stuck famously traveled in a dogsled as the minister to Natives in their villages on the Yukon and Tanana rivers. His voice lent authority to the community’s organization of a vigilance committee tasked with the capture of the Blue Parka Bandit. However, the deputy marshal of Fairbanks, George Dreibelbis, quickly ended this effort. He warned the editor of the local paper, who also supported the idea that anyone implicated in vigilante activity would be held accountable. Dreibelbis, a capable law enforcement officer with experience in Montana’s range wars, refused to put up with any extralegal mischief.


  While the vigilance movement died quickly, the community did take action approved by the constituted authority. Local businessmen organized armed “treasure trains” to move large quantities of gold shipments to and from Fairbanks. The Blue Parka Bandit thought twice about taking on twenty or more armed men guarding gold pulled from the local creeks every week. He never did try to rob one of these trains, but the daily holdups on individuals and small groups continued into the late spring and early summer of 1905. The local paper printed the news of these holdups almost every day, and hounded the recently appointed and increasingly exasperated marshal, George Perry.


  [image: D. T. Kennedy’s pack train with 1200 pounds of gold dust for First National Bank Fairbanks, Second shipment season 1906. Albert Johnson Photograph Collection, 1905-1917, 1989-166-45. Archives. Alaska and Polar Regions Collections. Rasmuson Library, University of Alaska, Fairbanks.]


  The Blue Parka Bandit began to hit closer than ever to Fairbanks. On June 16, he held up two freight drovers called Norman Campbell and Mr. Heel. Just 10 miles from Fairbanks, and nearly within view of the Gilmore Roadhouse, the Bandit surprised the two men while they were taking a breather at the top of a steep grade. When they turned to chat, the Bandit stepped up behind them, calmly presented his weapon, and with only a few words, acquired their pokes, worth about $230 altogether. He then told the men to drive on and keep their heads turned to the road. If they looked back, it would be the last thing they ever saw. The Bandit then vanished into the spruce trees. Incredibly, other drovers plied the same trail that day just a short distance in front and behind the two men held up by the Bandit. It was a bold robbery committed in full daylight on a busy road.


  Just ten days later, the Bandit robbed four men just 2 miles outside of Fairbanks, near the Owl Roadhouse to the east of town. The following day, the Bandit attempted to hold up a stage. The driver, called Tommy White, managed to get away by urging his team to a full gallop before the Bandit could get him within the sights of his rifle. White made it safely to the Costa Roadhouse and elicited the help of its owner, Harry King, and a few miners in the area. They spent the rest of the day beating the brush, but found nothing. Things got so bad that the Seattle Times carried a shocking headline warning that bandits threatened the people of Fairbanks and the gold from the Tanana district. On June 27, an event lent credence to that headline when the Blue Parka Bandit held up Lee St. James, a traveler on the road outside of Fairbanks. St. James refused to hand over his gold without a fight. The Bandit responded to this resistance by shooting St. James before he retreated into the tree line. St. James thanked his lucky stars that day for the silver dollar that he kept in his vest pocket that deflected the Bandit’s bullet. Stunned by the impact, St. James rested on the side of the road until other travelers came to his assistance.


  This latest incident set off a debate in the community between the local paper and the marshal’s office and one faction of Fairbanks that feared a large gang of bandits was trying to shake down the entire region, and another faction now rooting for a lone man taking on “the system.” This latter group viewed the town hysteria as a source of humor, and they poked fun at their frightened neighbors. The marshal’s office seemed inert at best and petrified at worst. Marshal Perry put out statements suggesting that he did not possess the resources necessary to take on this challenge. The Fairbanks Evening News, in disgust, took out an ad asking for donations to create a reward for the capture of the Bandit. Contributors donated $1,000 to this fund.


  But then, at the height of the debate, a summer surge of rain combined with unusually hot temperatures that melted the glaciers in the Alaska Range caused flooding in Fairbanks and the low-lying areas of the Tanana Valley. Everyone scrambled to save what they could of their property and to head for high ground. When the rains abated and the waters receded by about mid-July, news spread of the recent arrest of a man for highway robbery. Fairbanksans realized that the robberies had stopped; all of the incidents had indeed been the work of one man. Local authorities made the arrest on July 11 and only released the name of the suspect, Charles Hendrickson. The alleged identity of the Bandit shocked locals, who knew Hendrickson as an amiable man, liked by all who knew him, especially women. Many who knew him best wondered how it was that he found the time to be such an active criminal. A hardworking man, Hendrickson must have rarely slept.


  In the midmorning of July 11, Hendrickson had gone to the N.C. Company store to make a purchase. For some reason, the clerk had a hunch when he saw Hendrickson. He alerted the marshal that he thought the Blue Parka Bandit was in his store. Marshal Perry, desperate to close the case, decided to act on this hunch. Hendrickson became suspicious when the clerk did not return. So, he left the store and headed down to Third Street. There, the deputy marshal and his assistant contacted Hendrickson. This understated arrest seemed unbefitting to a notorious frontier outlaw. But the deputies got the drop on Hendrickson, so he cooperated—at least initially. When Dreibelbis put Hendrickson in jail without any drama, it merely marked the end of one phase of the story. The next phase pitted the wily and resourceful Hendrickson against the fearless and persistent Dreibelbis. The stage was being set for an epic battle of wits and endurance that eventually spanned vast sections of the Alaskan wilderness.


  The trial started a few days later, with the Territorial prosecutor charging Hendrickson with highway robbery. Spectators in the courtroom supported Hendrickson, and circulated rumors questioning the veracity of the Territory’s witnesses. The prosecution fanned these rumors with its fantastic tale that implicated Hendrickson as the point man of a vast conspiracy to rob the Interior’s rich of their gold. In return for the support of coconspirators, Hendrickson shared the bounty of his illicit efforts. On this count the jury found Hendrickson not guilty, and the court erupted with cheers.


  But Hendrickson did not go free.


  The prosecutor felt the sting of this setback. He quickly pressed new charges against Hendrickson, who remained in custody pending the outcome of the next case against him. This time the Territory charged him with obtaining money under false pretense. The prosecutor faced the same problem in presenting this second case. All of the evidence against the defendant was circumstantial—there was no direct evidence that identified Hendrickson as the Blue Parka Bandit (except for the fact that the robberies on the roads and trails to Fairbanks had ceased since Hendrickson had been incarcerated). Even though the prosecutor could use this fact to support his case, Hendrickson was probably going to win acquittal.


  Why then did Hendrickson attempt to escape the Fairbanks jail? He has been described as a paradox: the highly educated geologist with a graduate degree who chose a life of crime; a man with a work ethic that would please John Calvin, but who nonetheless preferred to gamble on his freedom; a man well liked by many people who chose the solitude of life on the run; a thief with a flair for generosity; the dangerous criminal who charmed those around him. On August 8, hours before the start of his second trial, Hendrickson sawed his way through the logs of his cell wall with a makeshift tool. No one ever learned how he acquired the tools used to make his escape. Some suggested that an accomplice slipped them in through the moss chinking that insulated the log jail.


  On the morning after his escape, Hendrickson was seen by two men near the Owl Roadhouse outside of Fairbanks. The men did not realize his identity until they arrived in Fairbanks sometime later. They noted that he was carrying a .30-30 rifle that looked like it had just been removed from its box—shiny and new. Dreibelbis put together a posse and was only a few hours behind Hendrickson, but the escaped prisoner had too much of a head start, and the posse lost his trail. They returned to town defeated, at least for the moment. Fear on the trails and roads replaced the fun and excitement produced by the trial. No one doubted that Hendrickson, the Blue Parka Bandit, would resume his old ways, or that he would fight going back to jail.


  They were wrong on both counts.


  Dreibelbis bided his time. He knew that he had the advantage. August is a rainy month in the Alaskan Interior. The rain softens the spongy muskeg, making it difficult to travel off trails and roads. And while the mosquitoes begin to abate because the nighttime temperatures drop, the conditions favor biting gnats that leave welts that burn and itch interminably. Winter was coming, and Dreibelbis implemented his plan. The battle was personal now. The vast scale of the Yukon-Tanana drainage drives men to seek out human company. Dreibelbis knew that he only needed to be patient and vigilant. News would surface about Hendrickson’s whereabouts. Everybody in the Interior had heard about the arrest, trial, and escape. The Blue Parka Bandit was no longer an anonymous figure; someone would see him and report back.


  On September 23, Dreibelbis got news that Hendrickson’s cache had been discovered by chance. In October, Dreibelbis learned that Hendrickson had forced himself on three caribou hunters in their cabin during a stormy night. After helping himself to dinner, regaling his involuntary hosts with stories and humor, and spending a night sleeping on their floor, Hendrickson went on his way in the morning. It appeared that he was holed up somewhere in the Birch Creek district. The winter of 1905–06 was famously cold; temperatures dropped in late October to 60 degrees below zero.


  In late October, Dreibelbis linked up with Frank Wiseman, the deputy of Cleary City, to make his move. The two men traveled by dogsled to Birch Creek in bitter cold weather. After a few mishaps, including a close call on the frozen river they traveled on, the two lawmen caught Hendrickson on Birch Creek, where he was cutting firewood for wages. Not wanting to take any chances, the two pushed back to Fairbanks with their fugitive at a deadly pace. They figured that it would be safest to push Hendrickson so hard that he would be too exhausted to attempt an escape. For seven days and nights they pushed on as the 60-below temperatures held the Interior firmly in an icy grip. By the time they made it back to Fairbanks, a grudging respect had developed between the captive and his captors because of the hardships they had endured together. Hendrickson rested peacefully, if fitfully, in the Fairbanks jail once again, as he recovered from the ordeal.


  Then, in November, he got a new cellmate named Thomas Thornton, and seemed to come back to life. Thornton had been arrested for stealing a horse in August at Fort Gibbon on the Yukon River, near its confluence with the Tanana. He soon escaped and was later caught near the Canadian border at Eagle, Alaska. Now Dreibelbis had two escape artists to contend with, and he was not taking any chances. Extra men were hired to keep watch on the inmates, but it did not take long for Hendrickson and his new sidekick to make another escape. On January 29, 1906, Thornton threw pepper into the eyes of one jailer while he was being served breakfast. Hendrickson stormed through the open cell door to lunge at the other jailer. He hit him twice and put him out cold on the floor. Thornton struggled with the first guard. He finally pulled a knife that he had somehow acquired and stabbed his opponent twice near the heart and once in the back. This guard would barely survive his wounds.


  It was a bitterly cold dark morning with temperatures hovering around 50 below. None of the other men being held in the jail tried to escape even though a path was now cleared. Only a fool would go out in this kind of weather. Hendrickson had grabbed a parka, but was unarmed. Word of the escape spread, and dog-team posses organized by Dreibelbis quickly set out down every trail leaving Fairbanks. Hendrickson headed out of town on the trail to Valdez, but for some reason, he apparently failed to meet up with his accomplice because he was not properly attired for the cold weather. He only made it 12 miles before he stumbled into a deserted cabin. There was no stove. One of the posses found him there a few hours later, curled up in the corner and shaking violently in the extreme cold.


  Once Hendrickson was back in jail, the guards had to fend off an unruly lynch mob that gathered in the morning darkness. The severe wounding of the guard by Thornton had destroyed Hendrickson’s community support. Hendrickson survived the mob and was clapped in leg irons. Dreibelbis placed him under constant watch by heavily armed guards, along with Thornton, who was caught in March. In August, Hendrickson was tried. When he appeared in court he wore “Oregon boots,” circular iron weights about thirty pounds each that fit around the ankles. Thornton and Hendrickson both got fifteen years for the assault committed during their escape attempt. The Territorial government dropped all other charges to save on expenses of a longer trial.


  Hendrickson was shipped out on the steamer Lavelle Young on September 24, with three other prisoners, including Thornton, under armed guards led by Frank Wiseman. Both Thornton and Hendrickson wore Oregon boots. Indomitable to the end, Hendrickson managed to get his hands on a jeweler’s tool. He used it to fashion a key for the boots and a saw out of a brass curtain rod. When the boat stopped to take on wood, at Nation City, the convicts staged their escape plan. As their dimwitted guard daydreamed, they snuck out of the room and hopped off the boat. It took several minutes before the guard sounded an alarm.


  Nation City was a gold-mining town. Hendrickson planned to get clothing and supplies from the miners. Unfortunately for him, Wiseman quickly spread the word of the escape and offered a $250 reward. Soon, everyone in the district, including a nearby Indian village, was on the lookout for the escapees. This left the runaways in a tight spot, and forced them to choose between risk of detection and capture by miners or living off the land. If the first alternative offered a recipe for disaster, the second one seemed about as bad. Neither man was prepared to survive in the bush with freezing temperatures and the threat of snow. There was nothing but a few berries left to eat out in the bush.


  As desperation set in, the two partners in escape busted into a roadhouse, took supplies and winter gear, and, in effect, tipped off authorities as to their location. Next, they headed for the Canadian border, but both men had been confined for so long in irons that they were in no shape for a long overland journey.


  Thornton gave up first at a roadhouse, but Hendrickson continued on to Canada. He came to a river crossing and forced the boatman to ferry him across, but the boatman seized the advantage when Hendrickson got careless. He held him until Wiseman arrived to pick him up. Finally, Wiseman got Hendrickson on the ship that would take him through the Inside Passage down to the
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