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​“Are we all potential criminals?”

That’s the question mystery writer Mary Roberts Rinehart posed to readers of the San Francisco Examiner back in 1925.

“Does reading about crime indicate criminal tendencies?” Because if it does, there might be a little larceny in all of us.

Over the years, people have argued man is a born killer, like the wild beasts he descended from. So, isn’t it only natural he should return to his primitive state now and then? That could explain the increase in murders plaguing the country.

Then, just as quickly, Rinehart discounted that theory. She said wild animals or beasts killed with a purpose. They killed for food, out of rage or jealousy, and for self-defense. Nothing had changed over the centuries. Men kill for the same reasons today.

“The truth,” she said, “seems to be that men kill to improve their condition or to relieve an unbearable situation.”​[1]

The stories in this book bear that out. Women most often kill their husbands or lovers to escape abuse. Men kill their wives or lovers so they can upgrade to a newer, sleeker model.

And, of course, greed was and is the most common reason for murder. Something about money tempts people to take chances and do things they normally wouldn’t.

The first story in this book pits Jerome Hoot against his wife, Nettie. She won’t sign her property over to him on their wedding day, so he turns to a more dramatic means of getting it and mails her an infernal machine (or bomb).

Earl Throst killed schoolmarm Inga Magnusson out of a misguided delusion they were lovers. After his capture, Throst told detectives they had planned to marry the following week, even though she was engaged to another man and had no interest in him. 

Other killers, like Erich Von Kutzleben, were born with a deadly curiosity. He didn’t intend to kill anyone. He just got hung up on the idea of what a train wreck would look like. The engineer’s death was an unfortunate byproduct of his delusion.

And finally, there was the Villisca ax murderer, who butchered eight innocent people in their sleep, then escaped into the darkness of the night. 

No one could explain that one. The killer was just plain evil. The primeval beast.

But none of that explains the public’s passion for crime stories.

Rinehart decided people didn’t read about crime because they sympathized with the criminals. They read it with a detective’s mentality. Readers were “curious, rather than righteous.” They might “regard the discovery of a murder rather as an answer to a puzzle than as a retaliation of society against one who breaks its laws.”

She knew what readers wanted.

They wanted the criminals to be discovered. “In a crime story, [readers want] to discover that criminal [themselves] and then see the author lead [them] to vengeance.”

And finally, the reader’s “gratification lies not in bloodlust, but in putting his wits against those of the criminal.”​[2]

True crime stories operate just the opposite of fictional murder mysteries. Most often, we know who the killer is or have a strong suspect upfront. Then we work our way back, gathering evidence to convict him.

Readers invest their time in watching detectives unravel clues and gather evidence. They watch the prosecution string its case together.

The trial is often filled with surprises—last-minute witnesses, bloody murder weapons, and gruesome pictures of decapitated and mangled bodies, sometimes even a trip to the murder scene.

And a signed confession means nothing, nor does it guarantee a conviction. I can’t tell you how often the defendant repudiates their confession or blames the cops for beating a confession out of them.

It happens—more often than you think.

In the early 1900s, Chicago assistant police chief Schuettler was accused of hypnotizing suspects into confessing. He denied it, but criminals insisted something in his speech or eyes sucked them in and made them talk.

Perhaps two of the stories included here don’t really belong in this book.

The infernal machine was a near-miss. Had it gone off, the Waterloo police assured citizens the device would have incinerated Nettie Hoot and eradicated the house she lived in. Attempted murder is close enough if the story is good, and it is.

Jack the Hugger is another misfit. No one gets killed or hurt, just a quick hug, kiss, and sometimes a quick view of Jack’s equipment. Some of his victims were offended, others were scared, but most took it in stride—just one more obstacle to overcome on a Saturday night in town.

I remember one cold October evening when my college roommate flicked off the lights in the women’s showers, then strolled through checking out the sights. Afterward, we ran down the hall and out the door, escaping before the girls could throw on a robe or towel and chase after us.

Of course, there were extenuating circumstances. Just like in most of the Jack the Hugger cases, we were drunk.

Enjoy the stories. Stay safe and be sure to look under the bed before you go to sleep.
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It was a marriage made just south of hell.

Nettie Schwab married Jerome Hoot secretly in Kansas City on January 25, 1899. When she woke up on the second day of her honeymoon, she found him bending over her, holding a handkerchief close to her face. Was it drenched with chloroform? She found a bottle hidden in his belongings the next day. Nettie kept her mouth shut about the incident, but kept a close watch on him afterward.

Another time, Hoot tried to drug her with a tablet, but she spit it out when he wasn’t watching.​[3]

The entire time they were in Kansas City, Hoot pestered her to sign her property over to him because he could manage her finances better.

When she didn’t give in, he threw his hands up in the air and suggested a separation. If they couldn’t pull together on something so simple, they might as well go their own way.

Hoot was on the road traveling most of the time they were married, or at least he said he was. Nettie wasn’t sure.

She went home alone after the honeymoon. Hoot came home a few weeks later, and then he was gone again. He came back for one day in March, then he was back on the road.

They met in Dubuque in June and cruised down the Mississippi River on a houseboat. A few hours later, as they were passing through Sabula, Jerome Hoot talked about separating again. 

Nettie got off the boat at Clinton and returned to Waterloo. She didn’t know or care what happened to her husband.

Jerome Hoot returned to Waterloo on August 10, 1899. He stayed just long enough to collect some of his belongings, then disappeared. Nettie hadn’t seen him since.

Hoot sent his wife two letters and a package after they separated. 

The first letter arrived in April and was written on stationery from the Hotel Morrison in Chicago. Hoot said he planned to travel down the Mississippi and contemplated writing an article on house boating. The letter was signed “J. W.”

The second letter, postmarked from Chicago, was addressed to “Mr. Jerome Hoot. Waterloo, Iowa.” The writing was small and cramped. Experts suggested that showed signs the writer tried to disguise their handwriting.

It read:

“Dear Jerome—You will get all your presents to me by express today. Goodbye. TAB”​[4]



Mrs. Hoot opened the letter, as she did with most of her husband’s correspondence. She didn’t know what to make of the letter and set it aside. Later, an express driver delivered the promised package.

Something about it appeared strange, but Mrs. Hoot couldn’t put her finger on it. The package was wrapped in heavy manila paper and strung tight with twine.

“The infernal machine...was cunningly contrived to excite the curiosity and wonder of the recipient,” wrote the reporter for The Courier. “It was made of some hard white wood, which had been stained to represent walnut and highly polished throughout. The nail holes even had been closed up with putty and stained and polished.”​[5]

Mrs. Hoot pulled on what appeared to be a drawer. There was a sharp explosion, and then the room filled with smoke. She quickly dropped the package and ran out the door, screaming for help.

Policeman Schultz was the first officer to respond. The report of an explosion didn’t seem to bother him. He carried the infernal machine to the station house, where it was carefully locked away until detectives could deactivate or explode it.

When they retrieved it the following day, the police were unsure how to disarm the device, so they took it to the east end of the Chicago Great Western bridge for examination. They attached a 30-foot-long rope to the drawer and then gave it a tug after concealing themselves behind an embankment.

The device emitted a fierce red flame that shot several feet into the air.

The explosion sent shock waves through the city. The concussion blew out windows in nearby buildings and was heard over six miles away. Farmer Francis Ritter heard the blast and rushed into town to find the source of the noise, as did many of his neighbors.​[6]

Detectives said if it had exploded in Mrs. Hoot’s hands, “she would have been blown to atoms, every person in the house killed and nothing but a hole left in the ground where the house stood.”​[7]

The wrapping paper used to package the infernal device provided an important clue to its origin. The stamp showed it was picked up in Chicago by an employee of the United States Express Company named Dolan, carrier number 912. 

The obvious suspect was Jerome Hoot. He’d been at odds with his wife since the day they’d married. Besides, Nettie told authorities her husband had tried to kill her on at least two other occasions. So, this was likely another attempt.

Detectives figured Hoot married his wife for her money. He’d started grubbing for her money on their honeymoon, demanding she sign her property over to him. The only concession Nettie had made was to sign over a $1,000 insurance policy. That didn’t satisfy Hoot, so he left her.

The Waterloo Courier explained it as a case of greed gone wild. They suggested Hoot would have appeared briefly at his wife’s funeral. And “perhaps, mourned a few short days until he came into possession of his legal share of her property and the money on the insurance policy. Then he would have departed, and no one would have been the wiser.”​[8]
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Detectives said the “infernal machine” packed enough power to destroy the entire house, leaving no trace of what happened. “The house would have been blown to nothingness. What destroying power the explosives lacked would have been supplied by a fire which would surely have followed.”​[9](The Courier. November 1, 1899)

Sheriff W. M. Law had little to go on. So, he traveled to Chicago searching for his man, but unfortunately, the express company could not say where the package was picked up.

Reporters speculated the mysterious TAB referred to in the letter was Abbie Vorce, an intimate friend of Jerome Hoot who lived in Chicago. Sheriff Law interviewed her and collected writing samples, then just as quickly ruled her out. The writing style was like the letters addressed to Hoot but did not match. Besides, intuition told him she wasn’t the guy.

On November 3, The Courier reported Hoot was engaged to a woman from Clarksville when he married Nettie Schwab. When the girl came into a sizable amount of money, Hoot urged her to push up the wedding date and sign everything over to him. But she transferred most of her property over to her brother. And just like that, Jerome Hoot dropped out of the picture.​[10] Shortly after that, he married Nettie Schwab.

It also came out that Hoot had a relationship with another TAB, Miss Tabby Preston of southern Illinois. Preston ran away to Chicago with Hoot the previous year and had disappeared. Was she the mysterious TAB referred to in the letter? Detectives couldn’t locate her, so Tabby Preston became another dead end.

Meanwhile, County Attorney Reed became obsessed with the case. He spent a week in Omaha attempting to track down Jerome Hoot. And while he didn’t locate Hoot, he uncovered several vital clues.

Reed learned Hoot stayed at the Great Western Hotel from September 11 to October 25 and hired a cabinet maker who crafted the box that housed the infernal machine. In addition, Reed secured a duplicate box for evidence.​[11]

The cabinet maker, Adolph Crouse, said Hoot first visited his store in mid-October. He provided the specifications for the box. They haggled a bit, then settled on one dollar.

Hoot was somewhat secretive, said Crouse. He refused to give his name or say how he planned to use the box, but he said if things worked out, he planned to order 100 more.

Hoot also visited several matrimonial shops in Omaha, passing himself off as a single man searching for a wealthy widow. That led detectives to speculate if the scheme to eliminate his wife had worked; it might have led to a rash of infernal machines hitting the mail.

At about that same time, Sheriff Law learned Hoot purchased dynamite at a Des Moines hardware store on October 26, 1899. Apparently, he was price conscious. The first time Hoot visited the store, he complained they charged more than in Omaha. However, he must have gotten over it quickly because he returned a short while later and purchased the explosives. The shopkeepers said he stashed the dynamite in a leather pouch.​[12]

Jerome Hoot would probably never have been caught; except he transferred money from his bank in Dubuque to his boarding house in New Orleans. That transfer left a paper trail for detectives that put him behind bars. Hoot brushed off the slip up, saying he intended to turn himself over to the grand jury in Black Hawk County after Mardi Gras. But there was no proof of that.

New Orleans police arrested Jerome Hoot on January 26, 1900. Sheriff W. M. Law and his son, Deputy Richard Law, left for New Orleans a few days later. 

On the trip back, Hoot admitted he was in Chicago at the time the device was mailed. He didn’t know anymore “about the affair than he read in the newspapers.” Perhaps some unknown enemy sent the box, hoping he would open it. But he was in the dark on who might have sent it or why?

Hoot “is not worried in the least over his arrest,” reported The Times-Picayune. “He would rather go back without trouble and prove his innocence in quick time.”​[13]

That may or may not have been the case. Detectives Kerwin and Littleton, who picked Hoot up in New Orleans, said he was getting ready to board a ship for South America when they found him.

The case was pretty much still up in the air after Hoot’s return to Waterloo.

If Hoot was the dynamiter, he didn’t act like it. Instead, he took a “rather humorous” view of the situation. A reporter for The Courier said Hoot laughed it off as a misunderstanding.
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The papers said Nettie Hoot “had just cause to be afraid of her life at the hands of her husband.” When she refused to deed him her property, his love cooled, so much so that she dreaded his presence and feared he was going to kill her.

When Hoot shook hands with the reporter, he cautioned him not to shake too hard. He might “jar” the handcuffs off.​[14]

The grand jury quickly indicted Hoot on two counts—attempted murder and throwing dynamite into a building intending to destroy it.​[15] 

Trial

Jerome Hoot’s trial opened on November 7, 1900.

The Courier reported Hoot made a “very neat and tasty appearance” in the courtroom. The 39-year-old stood six feet tall with an athletic build, had steel-blue eyes, curly dark brown hair, and a reddish mustache. His black suit fit his “well-developed figure” nicely.

He appeared confident, but the prosecution’s evidence fell into place so quickly, it seemed like an open and shut case against Jerome Hoot.

Nettie Hoot was the first witness to take the stand. She told jurors she married Jerome Hoot secretly in Kansas City on January 25, 1899. The couple lived together on and off for several months, but eventually went their separate ways. She couldn’t handle all his pestering about transferring her assets to him. Finally, she returned to Waterloo, and he stayed in Chicago.

Her husband sent a conciliatory letter in June, inviting her to join him on a river cruise. Nettie met him at Dubuque. By the time they got to Clinton, some sixty miles away, her husband returned to his old ways. He kept demanding she sign her assets over to him, so she returned home.​[16]

Hoot made another appearance in Waterloo on August 10, 1899. He stayed just long enough to collect some of his belongings, mainly music. She hadn’t seen him since.

Nettie admitted she knew the letters, and the package was addressed to her husband—not her. Still, they piqued her “woman’s curiosity, so she opened them. Besides, she frequently opened mail addressed to her husband. Then, if it seemed important, she forwarded it to him.​[17]

George Kennedy testified he arrived at Nettie Hoot’s home at about 5 p.m. He assisted Officer Schultz in carrying the infernal machine to the police station, where they locked it in a metal ballot box. Then, he gave the key to the mayor for safekeeping.
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Jerome Hoot was the obvious suspect. He’d been at odds with his wife since the day they’d married. Detectives figured Hoot married his wife for her money. When she refused to sign her property over to him, he left her.

Kennedy, Officer Schultz, and J. C. Hartman took the device to the C. G. W. Railway bridge the following day. Mr. Hartman attached a thirty-foot coil of rope to the drawer on the box. After they took cover behind the embankment, Hartman tugged on the rope and exploded the device.

He was fifteen feet away when the device went off. The other two men were further away. He estimated roughly a twenty-second delay between when he pulled on the rope and when the device exploded. He had trouble hearing for several days afterward.​[18]

The chambermaid at the Great Western
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