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  To my father,

  Louis Hornblum,

  who earned a living

  the old-fashioned way,

  through long hours with little to show for it.


  Prologue


  
    We were doin’ some work up in New England. You know, Boston and up, fancy houses in top-shelf neighborhoods like Kennebunk and Bar Harbor, and we’re gettin’ our share of jewelry, coins, furs, and things. Well, we’re up in Maine somewhere, and we’re doin’ a big house in the woods. It’s dark as a cow’s ass and freezing cold, but one of the guys in the crew starts walking around the backyard. Only it’s not a normal backyard; it’s as big as a golf course. I tell him to get back in the house before somebody sees him and we all get arrested, but he yells back, “Hold your water. I just wanna check somethin’ out.”


    He’s gone a little while, and I go out to haul the dumb mutt inside. I see him walking around in the snow like Sasquatch or something. He’s examining these little wooden sheds. He sees me and yells out, “Hey, I wanna take one of these kitties back home with me. I think they’re raising mountain lions out here.”


    I figure the guy’s finally lost it, his brain has froze. But damn if he ain’t tellin’ the truth. The people who owned the place musta had some kind of business raisin’ cats. I mean good-sized, hairy cats. And those babies had some serious teeth. You know, like little cougars and panthers.


    Well, I tell him to forget about it. We ain’t working for the Barnum & Bailey Circus. The house has been picked clean. We’re leaving. But he gives me an argument. After a few minutes of arguing, I just wanna shut him up, so I tell him if he can get one in a suitcase he can take it. Don’t you know, that dumb jerk does just that—stuffs one of these cats in a suitcase and insists we take the damn animal with us. So here we are driving down the highway, the car’s filled with enough swag that we could all get 10 years in prison, and we got a big, pissed-off cat screaming its lungs out.


    After an hour of listening to clawin’ and screechin’ sounds, we convince Frank Buck that the kitty has gotta go. That crying and scratching was driving us all crazy. So we pull into a rest stop along the road and decide to drop the suitcase right in the middle of the parking lot. Just for kicks, though, we stick around and wait to see who’s gonna be stupid enough to walk off with this suitcase holding one angry pussy. Wouldn’t you know, a car filled with a bunch of niggers enters the lot, sees the suitcase sittin’ there, and they naturally think they got an easy score. They start doin’ a slow driveby. Just checking things out. Once, twice, and finally, on the third pass, they stop and quickly scoop up the package. But they don’t put it in the trunk; they throw it in the back seat and drive off like a bat outta hell.


    Well, we follow ’em down the highway and wait for the show to start. We know as soon as they crack the suitcase open all hell is gonna break loose. Sure enough, they soon begin swervin’ all over the road. It gets worse. The car is hittin’ the median barrier and bouncin’ off across the two southbound lanes and onto the shoulder of the road. Well, we’re goin’ nuts. I thought I was gonna split a gut and wet my shorts. We then see doors opening, people are screaming, fur is flying, and the car goes right off the highway into a ravine and flips over on its side. We pull over laughing our asses off and see one pissed cat dart outta the car and scoot off into the woods. The niggers are laying on the snow all banged up, cursing each other out, and asking us for help. We can’t stop laughing, it’s almost painful, but I tell ’em we gotta go, but when we get to the next town we’ll send back a tow truck.


    I think we laughed all the way back to Philly. But I told the guys, “From now on let’s stick with mink, fox, and sable when we’re doin’ a piece of work on the road. We’ll grab the real pussy when we get back to some friendly joints in our own neighborhood.”


    —GEORGE “JUNIOR” SMITH

  


  Part I


  The Birth of a

  Second Story Man
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  1. North Carolina: The Dixie MAC Machine


  THEY WEREN’T OFF THE HIGHWAY more than a few minutes before Junior Kripplebauer stopped at a convenience store newsstand and purchased a couple of mundane but indispensable tools of the trade—a newspaper and a map of the city. Junior was never one to let the grass grow under his feet; the sturdy, well-groomed, six-foot-three Philadelphian was known for being all business all the time. As he and his three associates quickly continued on their way and sought out a local motel along Route 1, Kripplebauer was already examining the Raleigh News and Observer’. Real Estate section. His eyes carefully swooped across each page, jettisoning irrelevant articles on “Good Buys” and columns by self-proclaimed property mavens, until he discovered what he was looking for—homes selling for a half-million dollars and above. He then turned to the Religion and Sports sections to check out synagogues and country clubs in the Raleigh area. By the time the four of them checked into rooms 212 and 214 of the Best Western Motel on the outskirts of the city, Kripplebauer already had a pretty good idea where they’d be spending their first evening in town: the nearby suburb of Cary, an exclusive Raleigh bedroom community that was said to have the highest per capita income in the state.


  All four were experienced professionals; each member of Kripplebauer’s crew knew his job and did it. While Junior and Bruce Agnew studied the map of metropolitan Raleigh, committed streets and highways to memory, and double-checked the local telephone directory for the location of Cary’s Jewish community centers and elite golf courses, Marilynne D’Ulisse and Tommy Seher took care of their assigned tasks. Marilynne, who was usually called Mickie, got directions for the closest Sears Roebuck department store. The sales clerk at Sears couldn’t help but notice the cute blonde in his checkout line. It wasn’t every day that a tall, shapely, blue-eyed babe in her twenties came into the hardware department to buy channel locks, pliers, crowbars, gloves, flashlights, chisels, and a sledgehammer. He would normally have offered to help the striking young woman carry the hefty assortment of tools to her car, but her cool, austere manner told him she could handle the chore by herself. After Mickie returned to the motel and Seher outfitted Junior’s Lincoln Town Car with the scanners and walkie-talkies they had brought with them from Philadelphia, the four out-of-towners decided to take a ride. Although they had been to North Carolina many times before, it was their first time in Cary, and they were anxious to see the town whose affluence and natural beauty they had heard so much about.


  After a short time on a four-lane highway, they left Raleigh’s city limits behind and found themselves traveling on scenic country roads that meandered through some of Wake County’s most prosperous neighborhoods. Upscale, well-maintained homes and impressive estates surrounded by magnificent lawns were the order of the day. The opulence of the area reminded them of the pricey, beautifully manicured properties of Philadelphia’s lush Main Line. North Carolina always looked good to them. Each trip south had proven rewarding. Their expectations rose as they drove Cary’s pleasant country lanes.


  Kripplebauer and company agreed that they had made the right decision. It was mid-December 1975 and a good portion of the nation was in the grip of a deep freeze, but none of them wanted to stop working. New England and the Midwest were out of the question; every state from Minnesota to New Jersey was socked in under several inches of snow and ice. It was just too damn cold to work, and the snow made tracking someone a child’s game. No, they needed to head south. Newspaper reports disclosed the only place within a 10-hour drive of Philly that had escaped the Arctic blast mauling much of the nation: the tidewater and piedmont areas of North Carolina. As they slowly traveled from one comfortable tree-lined street to another in the wealthy Cary subdivision called MacGregor Downs and eyeballed the regal homes of the city’s professional and corporate elite—particularly those displaying mezuzahs on their front doors—they recognized the carefully landscaped Raleigh suburb as their kind of town: fat and swollen with cash.


  After a short respite back at their motel, it was time for the group to go to work. With darkness falling, the men donned white shirts, conservative striped ties, and expensive Botony 500 suit jackets. Mickie was appropriately attired in a stylish white blouse and chic navy jacket and skirt. As always, she placed a black wig over her Linda Evans–blond locks and bangs. After a light meal and a few beers at a local restaurant, they were back on US 1 and headed for Cary. By eight o’clock they were in the target area and methodically driving through the plush neighborhood looking for likely marks. A large, handsome, unoccupied home was their goal, and it wouldn’t take long to find one. Unwitting homeowners could always be counted on for assistance.


  “The red lights of the home alarm systems were like a light beacon,” says Kripplebauer. “Something like a lighthouse for distressed sailors at sea. It told us all we needed to know: there was nobody at home, and there were things of value in the house.”


  The group drove around for a while, checking out homes and alarm systems from a distance, and then focused their attention on a beautiful three-story house that must have been worth a good three to four hundred thousand dollars. Junior hopped out of the car, walked up the drive to the front door, and rang the doorbell. There was no response. After waiting an appropriate amount of time, he began to knock on the door, authoritatively enough for anybody at home to hear him, but not so vigorously as to disturb any of the neighbors. There was no response. He knocked again. An air of expectation built in the car as Tommy, Bruce, and Mickie watched Junior circle to the rear of the house to check further for signs of inhabitants. When they next saw him at the front door, he was trying to insert a series of keys into the alarm system. In less than a minute the crimson light went dark. The state-of-the-art alarm system had been disarmed, and the imposing structure with the small Hebrew scroll on the doorframe was theirs for the taking.


  Tommy was carrying an enormous screwdriver called a “brute.” He and Bruce quickly joined Junior, and all three went to the rear of the house. Mickie got behind the big Lincoln’s wheel, turned on the walkie-talkie and police scanner, and slowly circled through the neighborhood. After taking the back door, the three men went to work. Tommy Seher, in his mid-thirties and a smaller version of Terry Bradshaw, stationed himself in the expansive living room between the front door and the window. It was his job to watch for anything unusual, especially the owner’s unexpected return or the appearance of suspicious police officers.


  Junior and Bruce, the designated searchers, raced through the house, initially to make sure no one was home and secondarily to find additional “outs” in case of an emergency. Only then could they concentrate on their real reason for being there: stealing all the swag they could get their hands on.


  Bold and opportunistic, the 40-year-old Kripplebauer was a master criminal who had successfully burgled hundreds of homes and businesses from coast to coast. Raised in Pennsylvania’s gritty and unforgiving anthracite coal region, he had moved to Philadelphia in his early twenties and soon after became a practitioner of “production work.” For the next 30 years, scores of upscale communities stretching from Bar Harbor to Boca Raton would be left stunned and bewildered in his wake. North Carolina was a favorite stop; Junior compared the state to a huge “MAC machine” where “easy money” was always to be had. “I always stopped there on the way to Miami,” he says of his periodic visits. “The state was like a drive-through bank. But at this bank you just made withdrawals.”


  For a half-dozen years or more, the state of North Carolina had witnessed a plague of burglaries at many of its most celebrated residences. Kripplebauer and a number of other friends from back home had pillaged the Tar Heel State as if it were their personal safe-deposit box. Dozens of Winston-Salem’s, Greensboro’s, and Raleigh’s most fashionable private residences had been hit over the years, including the homes of a former governor and such corporate powerhouses as Zachary T. Reynolds (R. J. Reynolds Tobacco) and Fred Proctor (Proctor & Gamble). Now the inviting but unfamiliar environs of another Carolina suburb presented nothing to be concerned about. It was just another ripe piece of fruit to be picked.


  The home was big—Junior figured about 15 rooms. He told Bruce he was going to find the master bedroom; Bruce could take the rest. Junior proceeded quickly but cautiously; the lavish home was modern, well constructed, and supplied with all the latest conveniences. Fearing he’d step on rugs wired for pressure-sensitive silent alarms, Junior moved around by climbing on the furniture whenever he could. He looked like a large cat on the prowl, stalking its prey and ready to strike. There wasn’t a hint of nervousness or the slightest sign of apprehension; Kripplebauer was in his element.


  “Once I got in a house,” says Kripplebauer, “I acted as if the place was mine. All I thought about was whether the place was loaded or not. Am I gonna make a big cash score was my only concern. It was always about the money. I often felt so comfortable I would tell Bruce, ‘I like this place so much I’m gonna have you change the locks and I’ll move in.’”


  It didn’t take Junior long to discover a small safe in the closet. It was a flimsy “junk box” that could be opened easily, but he’d still need a few tools. He called down to Tommy that he had found a safe and told him to have Mickie bring the tools over. After getting Tommy’s call on the walkie-talkie, Mickie drove back to the house.


  Calm and composed behind the wheel, Mickie—who was Junior’s wife as well as his trusted partner in all such business endeavors—was the picture of serenity. She had to be; she couldn’t afford to draw attention to herself or her confederates. Though in her early thirties and the prototype for the wholesome, All-American girl-next-door, Mickie D’Ulisse was an experienced thief whose exploits and nerve rivaled that of most men in the game.


  “Hell, she pulled more jobs than me, Bruce, and Tommy combined,” Kripplebauer liked to brag to new partners dubious about his wife’s involvement in second story work. In fact, it wasn’t unusual for Junior to be having a beer and watching a ballgame on TV at his Cherry Hill, New Jersey, home and spot Mickie out of the corner of his eye putting on jeans, her wig, and a black nylon jacket, and grabbing a brute from the closet. “Hey, Mick, where you going?” he’d ask. “Oh, I’m just going for a little ride,” Mickie always replied. “Well, watch yourself,” Junior would advise. “I saw some state police in the area earlier this evening.”


  Invariably, Mickie would come home with some interesting swag—a full-length mink, a collection of fine silverware, or just a big roll of cash. For Mickie, checking out the neighborhood, perusing dignified Princeton and Moorestown homes for red alarm lights, and pulling a job or two was always more interesting than sitting at home and watching football or re-runs on the tube. In fact, she and her girlfriend Maxine cleaned out dozens of houses over the years when they were short of cash or just looking for something to do. Junior, who was no slouch himself in this department, had a hard time keeping up with her. He’d just wish her well and say, “Bring a stack of fifties back.”


  As soon as she pulled up to the house in Cary, Tommy went out to meet her and brought the tools inside. As he handed them to Junior, Tommy told him Mickie had already picked out several other inviting targets in the neighborhood. Junior wasn’t surprised; Mickie was a workaholic. Besides, Junior had not only taught her the nuances of production work; he’d shown her how to hit a “home run” by looking for consecutive homes displaying red alarm lights. In other words, why do one house when you could knock off several in a row?


  Mickie continued to circle through the neighborhood while listening to the scanner for any nearby police activity and keeping an eye out for her favorite nocturnal light show—tiny red alarm lights in the darkness. In a matter of seconds, Junior had punch-dialed the safe and opened the door. Sitting before him was a collection of cash, bank certificates, several watches, and a good bit of gold and silver jewelry. He grabbed a couple of pillowcases and began dumping the contents of the safe inside.


  While Junior was cleaning out the safe, Bruce Agnew—a handsome six-footer with a prominent Fu Manchu mustache who zealously pursued other people’s money—rapidly went from room to room, searching drawers, cabinets, closets, rugs, beds, anywhere somebody might decide to keep or hide something of value. Maybe there would be a valuable coin collection, a fine piece of silver prominently displayed, or just the little woman’s supermarket money buried in a kitchen drawer and the old man’s football winnings hidden away in an old sock. All were good to go.


  Suddenly, as Junior was admiring a gold and diamond cuff link set from the bedroom safe and Bruce was grabbing valuables for all he was worth, a siren went off. Both momentarily stopped and tried to get a fix on the squawking alarm. Was it coming from the house they were in? Had one of them tripped an alarm? They were all professionals; alarms didn’t rattle them. They were trained to work through such inconveniences. In fact, many of the crews from their hometown neighborhood would work right through the owners’ reappearance in the house they were pillaging. Working thousands of homes over many years breeds such confidence.


  Then, just as suddenly, there was silence. “It’s okay,” yelled Tommy Seher from the front window. “It’s from a house across the street. The people were just testing their alarm. It looks like they’re going out for the evening.”


  “Good,” replied Junior, as he went back to stashing the contents of the safe in a pillowcase. “We’ll do them next.”


  In less than 15 minutes, they had cleaned out the house. Tommy called Mickie on the walkie-talkie and told her to bring the car around; they were done. After loading the swag in the car, Mickie drove the three men across the street and the drill was repeated. Once again, it began with Junior shutting off the alarm. Seher stayed by his post between the front door and window while Kripplebauer and Agnew scavenged the house for valuables. At one point, Junior found a pearl-handled.38-caliber revolver in a nightstand drawer and promptly dumped it into a bathroom toilet tank. They were all unarmed; Junior wasn’t looking for any trouble. Whenever weapons were discovered, they were quickly dispatched or made inoperative. Kripplebauer’s crew was swift but meticulous; little escaped their lightning-quick inspection.


  “People are creatures of habit,” says Kripplebauer, who had been taught all the tricks by the creators of production work. “They hide their most precious possessions in the same place, in the same rooms. Nine out of 10 times the most valuable stuff is hidden somewhere in the master bedroom. They made it easy for us. Even a blind monkey finds a coconut if he’s in the palm trees. Between the cash, silver, and gold, you can end up with a nice payday.”


  Twelve minutes later, Mickie heard Tommy’s excited voice announce on the walkie-talkie that the swag was ready to be picked up. The big Lincoln stealthily pulled into the driveway a minute later. Mickie immediately informed them that just two blocks away were several houses in a row, all displaying red alarm lights. There were lights in a couple of living room windows, but she had passed the houses many times, and all was quiet; she was sure there were no occupants. Homes illuminated with night-lights didn’t fool them. Mickie instinctively knew there was no one home.


  “Sounds good. Let’s go,” was all Junior said as he threw the last of several stuffed pillowcases into the Lincoln’s trunk.


  This was “production work,” residential burglaries performed as if rolled out on an automotive assembly line. The burglars’ hometown contribution to crime was both revolutionary and devastatingly effective. Unlike Philly’s other gifts to the nation, such as American Bandstand, cheese steaks, and a washed-up but sympathetic club fighter named Rocky Balboa, mass production burglaries were terribly frightening. Distraught homeowners and embarrassed law enforcement agencies across the country were routinely left slack-jawed and dumbfounded. It was if a tornado had rolled through a neighborhood, but instead of destroying the infrastructure, it left the homes intact and sucked up everything of value inside.


  “Some of the guys from back home preferred the big estates, but we didn’t like to do a 30-room mansion,” says Kripplebauer of his crew. “It was too big for us. We liked production, house after house after house, rather than one big mansion that would take hours. We’d be in and out of a house in 15 minutes and could do five or six houses a night. We weren’t looking for any trouble. We never carried a weapon on a job. And if we found a gun in the house, we’d hide it. If the owner unexpectedly came home, we didn’t want a problem causing somebody to get hurt. Some other crews might spend all night in one place, but that was dangerous. There was more of a chance of somebody dropping in on you. We were interested in quantity.


  “Me, Teddy Wigerman, Effie Burke, Billy McClurg, all the guys back home had it down to a science. You didn’t even need to be familiar with an area to pull it off successfully. You could go into a state or unfamiliar city and know exactly where to go. We’d come into a town, check out the local paper for homes selling for a half-mil or so. And then cross-reference it with the location of synagogues and top-shelf country clubs, and you were on your way. It worked every time.”


  Before it was all over that cool December evening, they had done a sixth house for good measure. It had been a successful night. In a little less than two hours, they had knocked off a half-dozen houses and walked off with over fifty thousand dollars in rare coins and stamps, cash, furs, silverware, and a few pieces of artwork. As Junior said, “It wasn’t anything to retire on, but it wasn’t bad for our first trip to Cary.” They all agreed it was worth a trip back in the near future. North Carolina’s Research Park Triangle had been good to them over the years. The Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill area had money, serious money. Winston-Salem and Greensboro weren’t bad either, but the Triangle area was a particular favorite. Well-bred old Southern money combined with a burgeoning class of Piedmont industrial executives and the bespectacled eggheads at such academic strongholds as Duke, North Carolina, and North Carolina State generated dozens of upscale communities, plush estates, and lush country clubs. Little surprise that Junior and his friends had become fond of the area. They were not alone. Back home in the rowdy bars of Kensington, everyone spoke favorably of Wake, Forsythe, and Guilford Counties. They even felt compelled to cheer on the Duke Blue Devils and the North Carolina Tar Heels when their games were broadcast on national television. An odd sort of kinship had developed with their unwitting benefactors.


  The evening’s successful scores in Cary deserved a celebration, but it could wait. They didn’t want to press their luck. The real party would take place when they—and the loot—got back home. After a few drinks at the motel’s bar, they returned to their rooms and examined their haul more closely. Most of the stuff looked good and would move quickly, but some of it was junk or too difficult to fence and would be thrown out. They immediately began packing the swag for the trip home. Fur coats were used as suitcase liners to protect the more brittle pieces and ensure that neither the jewelry nor the silverware would rattle noisily.


  No one even contemplated pocketing a fancy bauble or donning a recently procured item when their partners’ backs were turned. It was unacceptable. They understood and abided by the rules. No one was supposed to keep anything for himself or herself; each member would get his or her cut when the entire haul was sold to a fence back in Philadelphia. Members of crews with looser rules or less discipline might cheat their partners and slip a diamond ring or ruby brooch or fancy onyx-handled revolver into a sock or the waistband of their underwear. Crews infected with that kind of larceny would often be paralyzed with recriminations; on rare occasions, team members would be forced to strip naked and endure humiliating body cavity examinations by their crew chief at the end of the night. Not Kripplebauer’s group—Junior wouldn’t stand for either the stealing or the strip searches. In addition, the crew couldn’t afford to draw attention to themselves by wearing an eye-catching piece of jewelry that might be recognized by an observant cop; they were just your average tourists returning from a pleasant weekend excursion through the South.


  After a good night’s sleep, the crew members packed their own bags, Kripplebauer paid for the rooms, and they headed north toward Philadelphia early Sunday morning. Once again, crossing the Mason-Dixon Line had proven highly profitable. While Tommy Seher drove up Route 1 towards I-95, Bruce, Junior, and Mickie each held a package or small suitcase. They had to; the Lincoln’s large trunk was stuffed with goods from three nights worth of work. On the way down to Raleigh, they had made their usual stops in the suburbs of Baltimore and Washington, D.C. The Cary scores, combined with Thursday and Friday nights’ work along Stevenson Road and in Rockville, Maryland, translated into quite a nice haul, but by no means a jackpot. Those usually came when they flew into Raleigh, Greensboro, or Winston-Salem, rented a couple of cars, and worked the area for several days. The accumulated swag from such weeklong ventures would normally fill several steamer trunks or footlockers and have to be shipped back to Philly as airfreight. But despite the relatively modest haul, they were satisfied and couldn’t wait to get home.


  The North Carolina authorities, on the other hand, were less than enthralled with the situation. Late the previous night and all day Sunday, calls came in to the Cary and Raleigh police departments from distressed and frightened residents whose homes had been burglarized. As on earlier occasions, there were no clues as to who the perpetrators were, where they had come from, or where they had gone. The cops were mystified. Newspaper scribes cataloguing the burglars’ repeated triumphs nicknamed the phantoms the “Hallmark Gang” because of their penchant for stealing only the best jewels and silver bearing high-quality hallmarks and leaving costume jewelry and silver-plated items undisturbed. It was if a team of snooty appraisers from Bailey, Banks and Biddle had gone through the homes and rejected all but their most valuable possessions. And yet a gigantic vacuum cleaner operation directed from the heavens could not have been more efficient.


  Despite public and political pressure to catch the culprits, law enforcement agencies basically threw up their hands. There were no leads; there were no fingerprints; no stolen items eventually turned up; no informant ratted out a partner. Investigators were dead in the water. It had been that way for years. The perpetrators invading North Carolina’s most prominent neighborhoods and breaking into some of the most expensive and highly secured properties in the state were the best thieves they had ever had the misfortune of running into.


  “We had never seen anything like it,” says D. C. Williams, a 13-year veteran of the Raleigh Police Department at the time. Before he could capture the thieves, he had to figure out who they were and how they were accomplishing their raids so successfully. “I had no earthly idea who was doing it. Every other weekend we’d find eight to 10 burglaries in one of our high-rent districts. It went on for years. It was usually great big stuff like silverware, jewelry, and valuable stamp and coin collections. I initially thought it was locals. There was a local family that used to do a lot of burglaries. But this was too big and smooth for them. When they ended up in jail and the burglaries continued, we knew it was other folks, but we had no idea who. The bluebloods of Raleigh were getting hit pretty hard, and the pressure was starting to build. They wanted something done.”


  That’s what happens when titans of industry and high-ranking members of the political establishment walk through their front doors and find their homes ransacked. Mrs. Alice Broughton, for example, the wife of former governor J. Melville Broughton, walked into her Raleigh home at 929 Holt Drive on August 27, 1971, and discovered that every piece of silver she owned had been carted off. The impressive haul included a dozen gold-lined silver goblets and matching wine glasses, sterling bonbon dishes, five sterling egg holders, and 36 silver coffee spoons. More spectacular yet was the handsome silver tea service and matching tray. Though extremely valuable simply because of its silver content, the elaborate tray had sentimental and historical value as well, since it was engraved with the signatures of every member of the chief executive’s cabinet, the state supreme court, and the state house and senate. It had been presented to the governor when he left office in 1945.


  Though it probably provided little consolation, Mrs. Broughton had plenty of company. Many of Raleigh’s finest families had taken a hit. Well-known business leaders, lawyers, physicians, bank presidents, philanthropists, academics, and wealthy heirs—all seemed to have been targeted by the burglars.


  With such august—and well-connected—victims, it is no wonder that Officer Williams felt that he was “carrying a considerable load.” Years passed without an arrest or conviction. “I started working weekends,” says Williams. “I put together surveillance teams that worked in certain neighborhoods. We set up community meetings throughout the area to help educate residents how best to protect their homes. All the safety precautions I could think of were implemented. But nothing worked. The burglars were just too good.”


  Yet Officer Williams and the folks in Raleigh had not cornered the market on residential burglaries—not by a long shot. Other towns and cities across the state felt equally victimized. Greensboro, for one, laid claim to dozens of unsolved burglaries, the vast majority affecting the town’s elite.


  On the evening of March 8, 1975, Benjamin Cone—former Greensboro mayor and heir to the Cone Mills fortune—returned to his home on Country Club Drive from a Tar Heels–Wolfpack basketball game and found it plundered of everything of value. Over $150,000 in jewels and silver had been taken, including a rare Roman coin, a priceless museum piece. It was one of only seven such coins in the world, and the only one not on display in the Louvre.


  Other Greensboro residents claiming injury and calling for action included Ralph C. Price, former president of Jefferson Standard Life Insurance Company; Joseph M. Bryan, chairman of the board of Jefferson Pilot Broadcasting Corporation; and Wilbur L. Carter, president of Southern Life Insurance Company. At least three Greensboro families had the unenviable distinction of having been hit twice by the so-called Hallmark Gang.


  Winston-Salem shed few tears for the folks in Raleigh and Greensboro; the quaint southern town was in the midst of its own burglary crisis. Once again, affluent sections of town with beefed-up security patrols were the targets of the elusive burglars, who managed to escape even when caught in the act. For example, they paid a surprise visit to the home of Zachary T. Reynolds, heir to the Reynolds Tobacco fortune, on the evening of August 8, 1971. Ms. Dorothy Dean (soon to be Mrs. Reynolds) was staying alone at the residence when she saw an unfamiliar car pull into the driveway. Standing behind a curtain, she could see three men and a woman in it. The white female came to the door and rang the doorbell, but Ms. Dean, feeling uneasy about the quartet, did not answer. She then saw the woman return to the car and watched them drive to the rear of the residence. When Ms. Dean saw the car depart with only the unknown woman inside, she hurriedly called police and reported prowlers in the area.


  When authorities arrived, they discovered that the residence had been broken into and an enormous collection of guns strewn across the lawn. Evidently the burglars were attempting to steal Mr. Reynolds’ sizable gun collection when the police arrived and scared them off. Although they appeared on the scene in the middle of the heist and established roadblocks throughout the area, the police were unable to catch the perpetrators. The thieves had disappeared as quickly as they had emerged. All that was left was a suitcase filled with an array of sophisticated burglary tools and two walkie-talkies. Though Winston-Salem police had few, if any, leads, they knew they weren’t dealing with amateurs. These were no local kids out to score a few bucks to buy alcohol and drugs. They were up against true professionals who had the know-how, moxie, and experience to knock off some of the most important manor houses in the area.


  The Raleigh, Greensboro, and Winston-Salem police departments—and the state of North Carolina in general—were not the only ones expressing frustration and an increasing sense of helplessness. In fact, the Tar Heel State had gotten off rather easy and was fairly low on the burglars’ preference list. Most members of the burglary ring preferred to head north and west rather than south. And most states took even longer and suffered many millions of dollars more in damage before they even began to get a handle on who was ransacking their towns and cities.


  Kripplebauer, D’Ulisse, Agnew, and Seher were the tip of the iceberg. Teams of Philadelphia burglars had worked New England and the Middle Atlantic states for decades before the state of North Carolina began noticing an outbreak of burglaries within its borders. There were lots of embarrassed police departments; the North Carolina experience was far from unique. Law enforcement folks in Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Ohio, New York, Maryland, Missouri, Florida, Texas, and a dozen or more other states around the nation shared that powerless, vulnerable feeling.


  Eventually, the problem grew so large that the Federal Bureau of Investigation was forced to establish a special unit on the Interstate Transportation of Stolen Property. Too many state and local law enforcement agencies across the country were left dumbstruck and impotent; someone had to take over and coordinate a well-designed counterattack that was national in scope and blessed with the funds and resources to take down such a secretive and longstanding criminal organization.


  “We didn’t know what to tell them at first,” says FBI Special Agent William Skarbek, referring to the many burglary-infested cities and towns across the nation. “We in the Bureau knew that this particular Philly burglary ring had the pedigree, that they were the best. We knew they were working here and working there. We were getting reports from Missouri, Florida, Virginia, all over the place, but we didn’t know what to tell them.


  “We’d be getting little pieces of information about a job they’d pull in St. Louis, Tampa, Raleigh, Westport, Lancaster, Pennsylvania. They were working the whole country. Finally, we just got on the phone and started telling these various policing agencies, ‘Hey, here’s what you need to do. Here’s what you need to look for. Here’s their MO: they work in teams with drivers, lookouts, and searchers; they’ll switch cars when they’re doing a job; and they use walkietalkies and other sophisticated communication equipment. They’re like nothing you’ve ever seen before.”’


  In time, some of the victimized communities would learn the identity of the thieves. But discovering who the perpetrators were only added to the law enforcement community’s shock and consternation. It was hard to imagine a more unlikely crew of successful thieves. Far from the urbane, well-educated, super-sophisticated, criminal high-rollers they expected, the thieves reaping windfall profits and wrecking havoc over much of the nation were members of something called the K&A Gang, two-fisted, beer-guzzling, ear-and nose-biting hoodlums from a blue collar, predominantly Irish section of Philadelphia called Kensington.


  Despite their ninth-grade educations and inability to hold down a steady job, this zany collection of urban idiot-savants—basically, a ragtag band of union thugs, street hoods, and academically challenged high school dropouts—stole with impunity despite sophisticated estate or local police department vigilance. Whether they were pilfering a priceless collection of 70 paintings from the Woolworth family estate in Maine, stealing two million dollars worth of rare Russian coins from the Du Pont family compound in Miami, looting the ex-governor’s mansion in North Carolina, or staging repeated forays into the homes of Beverly Hills celebrities, the K&A Gang proved they were the real deal, master burglars par excellence. In fact, as a group, they were unquestionably America’s preeminent second story men, though the term may be a misnomer, since they had the keys to everyone’s front door and usually didn’t have to do any climbing. They could walk right in.


  Their achievements were not lost on a law enforcement community that hunted them for decades—mostly unsuccessfully. “You’ve got to admire them,” says one long-frustrated cop. “They were the best.”


  “They weren’t burglars,” comments another police official. “They were artists.”


  2. “Junior”


  SLOWLY, ENDLESSLY, the plumes of gray smoke and noxious carbon monoxide and sulfur gas belch forth from the earth’s spastic innards and eventually spew out of the backyards, graveyards, and barren roadsides of this long-tormented community. Combine these conditions with the howling winds that leap off nearby Locust Mountain and keep winter temperatures near zero, and no one would be faulted for thinking of Centralia, Pennsylvania, as hell on earth, or a pretty exact replica.


  Centralia is a geological oddity. This aging Appalachian mountaintop community sits astride a raging inferno where temperatures hover around 2,000 degrees Fahrenheit as an enormous layer of anthracite coal is gradually consumed. For many born here during the last half-century, the subterranean flames are a painful and embarrassing fact of life.


  Since the early 1960s, when the fires below began to send forth streams of dense fumes, poisonous vapors, and eye-watering smoke, Centralia has been on a deathwatch. Local, state, and federal authorities have spent millions of dollars, closed over two dozen mines, and tried an array of ingenious plans, drilling holes and flooding the burning veins of coal with everything from mud and water to flame-retardant chemical slush. Still, the fires continue to burn. The town has shrunk by over four-fifths as businesses have closed and residents have moved out or died off. Yet from its very beginning in pre–Civil War America, Centralia has watched many of its sturdiest citizens succumb to one of the most dangerous professions in the world—coal mining.


  In the 1840s, when the Locust Run and Coal Ridge collieries opened, Centralia became a haven for hardworking Irish immigrants willing to risk life and limb in oxygen-short, claustrophobic mine shafts for a meager day’s pay. Stoical, hearty, and desperate for work, generations of coal miners endured unimaginable privations in order to provide food and shelter for their families. By the 1930s, however, the market for coal was in steep decline, adding further misery to laid-off miners and their families. As more and more mines were closed and a once-bucolic countryside lay scarred by strip-mining, the young men in and around Centralia were forced to make a decision: hold fast to family tradition and familiar terrain and hope to obtain one of the few remaining jobs in the mines or strike out for new opportunities elsewhere. One native son, Louis James Kripplebauer, Jr., never had a doubt.


  “That shit wasn’t for me,” says Kripplebauer of the prospect of spending the rest of his life working in a 300-foot mine shaft. “Mining was fuckin’ hard work. It was brutal and could really wreck you. I had seen enough of it in my family. I wasn’t gonna be another McGinley or Kripplebauer to die in a mine. My grandfather, Pat McGinley, died in a mine accident, and my father got a black-lung pension. Every day of my life I saw what the mines did to people. It either killed them outright in an accident or put a ton of coal dust in their lungs and killed them off gradually. It was like death on the installment plan.”


  The son of a German-American miner and an Irish-American mother, Louis James Kripplebauer, Jr., had every intention of escaping this miserable coal-cracker existence. Born in 1936 in Upper Byrnesville, a small hillside community on the outskirts of Centralia, Lou Kripplebauer—“Junior” to family and friends—never felt compelled to follow his father, grandfather, and peers into the mines. Neither the hard labor nor the meager rewards suited him. He had no intention of spending the rest of his life covered in black soot, coughing up dark, bloody phlegm, and counting his pennies.


  Like many other families in the region, the Kripplebauers were desperately poor and always struggling to make ends meet. Though they and the Rileys, Sweeneys, Frugales, and Spelises and hundreds of others mined coal all day, they rarely had enough money to purchase coal for their own needs. The result was twofold: an intense and universal hatred for the company and a never-ending search for coal. Like most other children in the Appalachian hills, young Junior was assigned to gather as much coal as he could.


  “We were always looking for coal. It was endless. Even during the summer, I’d be out there picking coal,” says Kripplebauer. “Everybody picked coal. You’d need to grab it and stockpile it in your backyard ’cause you’d never have enough to get you through the winter. The winter months were brutally cold up there in the mountains. Having coal was a necessity. You couldn’t afford to buy it. It cost too much. I was 10 or 11 years old, and all the kids in the area would watch them strip-mine the fields with these huge shovels and drag lines. When they weren’t looking, me and the other kids would run out there and scoop up as many chunks of coal as we could. We’d stuff it in our pockets, carry it in our arms, and take it home and put it in the shed. Sometimes we sold it to other families that needed it. The company used to hire Pinkertons to keep us from picking up the scraps. Even pea-and nut-sized coal, which was of no value to the company, was important to us. You would have thought they were nuggets of gold the way we hoarded them. But Pinkertons would chase us off. If they caught us, they’d make us empty our pockets and tell us next time they’re taking us in. They’d even come around and look in our backyards. They were always checking to see what we had. Just snooping around for the company.


  “Even when we weren’t out looking for coal, you’d still have the job of cracking it so it would fit in your furnace. I loved to play baseball with my friends and was pretty good. We were always looking to get a good game up, but my mother would often tell me, ‘Junior, don’t make no plans today. We’re gonna crack coal.’ I hated it. We’d be out in the backyard cracking large chunks of coal for hours. All you needed was a flat rock and a claw hammer. It didn’t really require a lot of strength, but it was important to know the right technique. If you didn’t know where to find the vein, it would take forever. It was a filthy job.”


  As Kripplebauer got older, his distaste for the company, the coal fields, and his parents’ penny-pinching lifestyle only increased. His resentment was intensified by frequent trips to Philadelphia as a teenager. After losing her husband to the mines, his grandmother eventually fled the mountains and moved to a working-class section of the city called Fairmount. Junior would often visit her, especially during the summer when school was out. City life was more to his liking. Everything was different, better, grander, and the colors were so much brighter. The air was cleaner, the buildings were taller, the cars were newer and of greater variety. And there was so much to do. There were dozens of movie theaters, huge department stores, and the opportunity to watch Robin Roberts, Del Ennis, Puddin’ Head Jones, and the rest of the Phillies team play baseball at Shibe Park. It all presented such a stark contrast to his grim existence back home. And, best of all, in Philadelphia there were no ugly strip mines, no faces covered in coal dust, no persistent, hacking coughs, and no Pinkerton agents watching your every move. He realized far earlier than most of his friends that his days in Centralia were numbered.


  “My friends never went to Philadelphia,” says Kripplebauer of the kids he grew up with in rural, upstate Pennsylvania. “They didn’t know anybody in the city. It was like a foreign country to them. For them, going to Philly would be like us going to Paris or Rome, a totally different world. Although many of them were intrigued by city life and amazed by all there was to do and see in the big city, many others were scared to death of the place. They feared the niggers in Philly. Many of them thought there were one hundred thousand niggers between Centralia and Philly who were gonna rape and kill their wives. Not me, though; I had been there. That’s where I wanted to be.


  “I’d go to the stores in downtown Philly and walk around bug-eyed. There was just so much to do and see. And all that stuff in the department store windows you wanted to have. Gimbel’s, John Wanamaker’s, and Lit Brothers had everything imaginable and it all looked so good. For a kid from the mountains, the whole place looked like candy. You wanted it all. That’s why I started to steal in Centralia—so I’d have money when my parents took me on trips to Philly.”


  Back home during the school year, his desire for money and hatred for the collieries and their oppressive working conditions led him to participate in periodic coal heists and burglaries. The company store was a favorite target. Junior and his equally disillusioned friends would steal a company dump truck after filling it with coal. The 20 bucks they received for their efforts wasn’t going to make any of them rich, but as Lou always said, it was the thought that counted.


  “As a kid we’d sneak on the company grounds at night,” he recalls, “and steal cast iron pipes and raid their stockpiles of coal. We were only 12 or 13 years old and scooped up anything we could carry and sell. The local junkyards would buy anything. Nobody seemed to care where it came from. Crime was acceptable as long as it was against the company. As we got older, we were a little bolder, stealing trucks, breaking into the company storeroom. No one thought anything of it. Everybody seemed to agree it was okay to steal anything that wasn’t nailed down, as long as the company owned it. All of us up there originally came from impoverished areas of Europe and shared the attitude that you don’t tell the cops anything. No one would ever tell an official anything. You avoided officials at all cost.”


  Increasingly disenchanted with school, his boring home life, and his prospects in a dying mining town, Kripplebauer quit school in his senior year, said goodbye to Centralia, and signed up for a four-year hitch in the Navy. Anything was better than staying in his dead-end hometown. A chance encounter on the street one afternoon crystallized his desire to get out.


  “My buddy Jimmy Spelise, who was a year older than me, went to work in the mines after he got out of high school,” Junior remembers. “When he came home at three o’clock after a shift in the mines, he was so dirty I didn’t even recognize him. I was coming home from school one day and passed him on the street. We were right in front of his house. I didn’t even know who he was. I walked right by him. He was covered in coal dust from head to foot. His teeth, nose, and ears were caked with it. All I could really see of the guy were his eyes, and they were bloodshot. He was just another filthy miner to me. I’m tellin’ you, I walked right by him and would have kept on goin’ if he hadn’t called my name. We both laughed at the time, but inside I was sick. I knew my friend’s life was basically over. I figured he was gonna end up like my grandfather or my old man, wrecked. His life was over and he was just 18. No, I wasn’t going down the same way. None of that fucking shit for me. Not by a long shot.”


  Rushed through boot camp because of the Korean War, the 17-year-old was shipped off to the Far East and assigned to the aircraft carrier USS Valley Forge..or two months Junior was part of a squad of young men who handled the carrier’s dangerous catapult system and arresting gear. He also maneuvered planes above and below deck before and after their bombing runs. Though the work was dangerous and backbreaking, at least Junior and the other boatswain’s mates were breathing fresh air, not swallowing handfuls of coal dust while burrowing deep inside the earth’s dyspeptic bowels.


  With the signing of the armistice in June 1953, Junior was reassigned state-side: first to Oklahoma for naval air technical training in hydraulics and then to the Philadelphia Navy Yard. It was in his adopted hometown that he got his first taste of prison. On a lark, Kripplebauer joined two Navy buddies and took off across country for their home in Nebraska. Displaying the daring, devil-may-care attitude that would characterize much of his life, Junior realized there would be harsh consequences for going AWOL, but he didn’t care.


  “I had no fear,” he says. “I was young and dumb. I told myself I’d deal with that when I got back.”


  Kripplebauer returned to Philadelphia after a couple of months. He received a swift court martial and was sentenced to 30 days in the brig. Incarceration was not the sobering jolt it should have been. “Most of the guys in the brig were marines from all parts of the country on their way back from Korea,” says Junior of his war-weary cellmates. “They had seen it all and didn’t give a shit about anything. The guards were also marines. They didn’t put up with a lot of shit, and the whole thing could have been an ordeal, but when they learned I was a neighborhood guy like them and lived in Fairmount, they gave me preferential treatment. My people in upstate Pennsylvania were tough. Remember, they were used to close quarters, long hours, and difficult conditions. We put up with a lot of shit. Prison wasn’t all that bad considering what I was used to.”


  After his 30 days were up, Junior was transferred to Annapolis, where he continued to maneuver aircraft for takeoffs and landings. This time, however, he was lifting seaplanes in and out of the Chesapeake and its calm tributaries, not the roiling seas of the South Pacific. He also played catcher on the naval base’s better-than-average baseball team. The squad regularly traveled up and down the East Coast playing other military teams in places like Aberdeen, Maryland; Cherry Point, North Carolina; and Washington, D.C. Whatever the location, Kripplebauer’s athletic ability and leadership were clearly evident, and more often than not he ran the team. The squad wasn’t championship caliber, but opponents quickly learned that the masked player with the take-charge attitude guarding home plate wasn’t someone you tried to steal a base on. Two hundred pounds and a few inches over six feet tall, the former coal cracker from Pennsylvania mining country was hardy, still growing, and unaccustomed to backing down. Physical confrontations with Kripplebauer weren’t a walk in the park, as a few naval base and bar-room combatants quickly found out. As Junior recalls, “I never took any shit off of anybody.”


  When Kripplebauer turned 21 in 1956, he was discharged from the Navy and took a job as a welder for a couple of years at a shipyard at Sparrows Point, Maryland, near Baltimore. During the week he worked on large oil tankers; on weekends he headed back to Philadelphia and the Fairmount neighborhood, where his parents and sister had recently moved to join his elderly grandmother. Fairmount is an old working-class neighborhood cuddled up against the Schuylkill River on its western border and the row houses of North Philadelphia and bustling center city Philadelphia to its north and south respectively. Its most famous landmark was the looming presence of Eastern State Penitentiary, a huge, menacing 125-year-old fortress with 35-foot high walls and battlements more suitable for feudal lords and crossbows than for the Bible-toting Quaker social reformers who conceived of and constructed it. Many of the institution’s inhabitants were from the surrounding Fairmount area, leading to some interesting exchanges between those on opposite sides of the wall.


  “As soon as I started hanging in some of the bars in the area,” says Kripplebauer, “I began hearing the stories about what went on and thought it was pretty incredible. There was a lot of sympathy for the guys locked up inside Eastern’s walls. Neighborhood guys, for example, used to get old tennis balls or softballs and cut them in half. They’d then fill them with bennies or some other type of drug, and then stitch, glue, or patch them back up and throw them over the walls while inmates were in the exercise yard playing ball. It went on all the time. Sometimes prison guards would be in on the deal and they’d pick the balls up and deliver them to certain guys on the block. It was a well-known practice in the area. A lot of stuff like that used to go on.”


  Another longstanding custom was savoring a few cold beers upon release. The neighborhood’s many cozy shot-and-beer joints were magnets for recently released prisoners. As soon as a prisoner served out his sentence and received his walking papers, he’d step through the prison’s huge front door on Fairmount Avenue and hit the first taproom he spied. Years of inactivity on the cellblock and severe dietary restrictions produced quite a thirst—for action, as well as food and drink.


  “There were a lot of criminals in Fairmount,” says Kripplebauer. “The corner bars were popular hangouts for local hoodlums and those guys who just got out of Eastern. They’d come right to the bar for a drink after they walked out of the joint. These guys were away for so long they were ready to do anything. Between the beer and the freedom, they became pretty delirious. All somebody had to do was make them an offer and they were game. Just hearing a plan being discussed amongst guys at the bar would juice them up and they’d want in on it. Somebody would lay a tip down about a potential score, and half the bar was ready to walk out the door. I’m telling you, they were ready.


  “There was one particular bar that seemed to have nothing but criminals and ex-cons in it. It was the Gateway Bar at 20th and Fairmount, just a block from the prison. The place was wild. It was like yard out all the time. You’d hear guys say, ‘C’mon, let’s go. I just got out after 10 years. I got no money and I’m in a bad way. Let’s get going. Let’s do something.’ They were anxious to pull a job.”


  Junior, just out of the Navy and less than enthralled with his job as a welder, was equally anxious to get going. “All the guys in the bar were doing stuff,” he says. “I started to go out with them just to see what it was like. I’d hang in the car while they pulled a job and sometimes they’d throw me a share if they did well.”


  The action was exciting and addictive. He soon teamed up with some of his new acquaintances and pulled a few jobs of his own. “I was playing around, having fun,” he says. “I was smoking reefer, meeting chicks. I started doing stuff on the weekends, making some money, and soon gave up my job as a welder. My family had no idea what I was doing.” Although Junior was a relative novice at this level of crime, he was more than willing to learn. In fact, he suggested a few scores of his own.


  “I told a few guys I met at one of the local bars about a Baltimore gas station that looked like easy pickings,” says Kripplebauer. “When I was stationed in Annapolis, I had a part-time job in order to make a few extra bucks and knew of this gas station that kept the money in the cash register all weekend. They never took it out. By Monday morning there was a pile of cash in there, at least a few thousand dollars. It looked like an easy score. The owner was rarely there on weekends, and there weren’t any guns to worry about.


  “My new friends didn’t take much convincing. Me and Big Mike Savio went down there late on a Sunday night. We walked in the station, pulled a couple guns on the attendants, and then walked in the office. We put the hired help in the bathroom, took the money out of the cash register, and drove back to Philly. It was an easy $1,500 score. We just drove down and did it.”


  The ease with which Kripplebauer pulled a gun on some innocent store clerk shocked even him. It felt natural, totally unremarkable.


  “Surprisingly,” says Junior, “I never even thought about it. Putting a gun in somebody’s face didn’t bother me. I came from law-abiding people. Nobody was involved in crime. My family, everybody where I came from, tried to obey the rules. We hated the company and may have done a few minor things. But we were basically law-abiding. Now, I was around a bunch of guys who didn’t give a fuck. They’d do anything. A number of them were packing guns. Later I began to worry that someday somebody would draw a gun on me and I’d have to shoot him. I would if I was forced to, but I sure as hell didn’t want to. I knew I could be shot too and that all of this was a little risky, but I just figured it beats going to work every day.”


  It was shortly after the Baltimore job that Kripplebauer hooked up with his first true partner in crime—and a most unusual partner he was. Tommy Lyons was an ex-con and an ex-jockey who originally hailed from the wealthy Main Line, but after a short stint at Eastern he grew partial to Fairmount’s friendly bars and the many moneymaking schemes that sprouted there. As a “baby-faced apprentice” in 1950, the 18-year-old Lyons seemed a comet on horseback as he went on a victory rampage up and down the East Coast. From Atlantic City to Pimlico and from Suffolk Downs to Hialeah, Lyons brought home a series of long shots that garnered newspaper headlines and earned the respect of his more senior competitors. Despite his youth and inexperience, young Lyons was making his presence felt on the track. Though his horse-racing future appeared bright, one thing got in the way—his passion for drugs.


  “Tommy had a bad drug habit,” says Junior. “I met him at Jumbo’s Bar at 24th and Brown right after I got out of the service. He was a very popular guy and everybody loved him. Tommy knew everyone, and because he had traveled to racetracks all over the country, he knew the landscape as well. Unfortunately, he was always looking for drugs. A good portion of each day was devoted to getting ahold of the stuff. He had many schemes, but the one he used most often was hiding out in hospital parking lots and stealing the medical bags out of the trunks of doctors’ cars. He knew every hospital in the area. I’d go with him sometimes. He’d park in a hospital’s lot, and when a doctor pulled in and placed his bag in the trunk, Tommy would be on top of it as soon as the doctor entered the hospital. He got caught a couple times and did a little time. More importantly, it killed his career. He was doin’ pretty well, winning race after race and upstaging a lot of famous jockeys, but when they found out he had a drug problem and had been caught selling drugs to a minor, they banned him from the track. He wasn’t allowed to compete any more.


  “Unfortunately, Tommy couldn’t kick it; he couldn’t get off the drugs. He said he got started like a lot of other jockeys by using amphetamines in order to keep the weight off; they were always watching their weight. But one thing led to another, and he quickly got into more serious stuff. He started shooting demerol and morphine. It ruined his career, put him in prison, and got him doin’ stickups instead of picking up checks in the winners’ circle.”


  Though Kripplebauer remained friends with Lyons and continued to work with him, the impact of drugs on the diminutive jockey was not lost on him. Lyons was trapped as if he had a ball and chain around his ankle, always looking for the next fix while all that remained of a promising career were faded news clips. Junior wanted no part of the drug scene; he wanted freedom, not an endless search for pills, needles, and heroin.


  “Me and Tommy started to do a lot of work together. Tommy was ballsy, seemed to know everyone, and had seen a lot of the country. He was familiar with
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