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Rudy Bladel

Rudy Bladel was born on December 8, 1932. His father, Holgar, was a railroad worker, employed by Chicago, Rock Island & Pacific Railroad Company. The family lived in the neighborhood around 67th Street and Ashland Avenue, and Bladel attended Chicago Vocational High School on the South Side. He took some automotive shop classes while in high school, and was planning on working for the railroad company like his father. After he graduated in June 1951, he found work with Rock Island, and was employed as a fireman. He joked about his job while talking to a Tribune journalist, stating, ''That`s when you tossed coal in one end and you got smoke out the other.''

Soon after, he enlisted in the army, and was assigned as a military engineer. He was deployed and served in the Korean War, where he was tasked with “hostling” locomotives in a South Korean roundhouse, sometimes even under enemy fire. After his service in Korea, Bladel made his way back home and was reemployed by Rock Island. He worked diligently, and made his way up the ranks as the years went by.

In 1959, a merger between two freight yards, one in Elkhart where Bladel worked, and another in Niles, Michigan, sparked major change. New York Central has decided to shift most of its operations from the Niles, Michigan, train yards, to the new rail yard in Elkhart. The decision resulted in more than 75 trainmen in Niles getting laid off, and train crews on the Niles seniority list were subsequently reduced from 22 to five. The changes sparked a number of issues, mainly how to redistribute the employees from the Elkhart and Niles yards. The railroad, as well as a court’s decision, saw the unions scrambling to find a solution to this particular problem. Eventually, the unions came up with an agreement that the Elkhart yards staff would be composed of 52 percent of the Elkhart men, and the remaining 48 percent would be made up of the men from Niles. This split the groups into “Michigan boys” and “Elkhart men.” A number of Elkhart men, including Bladel, were demoted, while others were fired. 

To Bladel, this was unforgivable, and he was particularly angry at the “Michigan boys” who were “stealing their jobs.” He constantly voiced his anger and dissent, and made frequent vows about making them pay for it. However, Rudy’s colleagues didn’t pay much attention to his words. No one really knew him well, since he spent most of his time alone. He was very quiet, and seemed to prefer keeping his own company even when others tried to befriend him. Whenever there were breaks as they worked, Bladel would disappear and turn up just before train time. If anyone asked where he had been, he would always mumble “I took a long walk,” and carry on with his duties. A number of his colleagues stated that they had seen him talking to himself during his long walks.

Bladel was a bespectacled powerfully built man who was often described as moody and morose. He was fond of riding his motorcycle, and had been in an accident shortly after his army stint in Korea, which resulted in an unusual gait. 

Unsolved Murders

Late in the night on Saturday, August 3, 1963, Virgil Terry, the 52 year old switchman for the Indiana Harbor Belt Railroad, punched in for work at the Hammond, Indiana, yard. The sprawling yards were where the crews assembled the massive freight trains for transport, usually heading east across Northern Indiana and Southern Michigan, or west towards Chicago, along the Belt, New York Central, and Conrail lines. Terry was on crew that night with 60-year-old Roy Bottorff as the engineer, and 45-year-old Paul Overstreet, the fireman. He knew that Overstreet and Borrtoff were waiting in the cab of the 55-car freight train that was awaiting clearance. Terry and some of his colleagues began working to coupling the engine to the train, and by the time they completed the job and pulled the train to the far end of the yard, it was 1:05 a.m. In his later statement to police, Terry said, ''I got off the engine and walked to the west end switchman’s shanty to call Hammond tower and get a clearance to get to the Calumet City yards. The tower man told me that we would have to wait for the Blue Island train to clear.''

Terry waited for a few minutes, and watched as the Blue Island train cleared the Columbia Avenue crossing. He threw the switch to the main line, got his lantern and signaled for his engineer to come ahead. He recounted: “I did not get a return signal. As I walked toward my engine I gave the come ahead signal three or four times, and the engine did not move. I walked up to the side of the engine and I noticed Bottorff had his head laying part way out the side window. I climbed up on the engine and touched Roy on the arm, and then I noticed blood on his face and neck. I turned around and saw that Overstreet had blood on his face...”

Both men had died at the controls. They had each been shot twice in the back on the head, and three .22 caliber shell casing were recovered from the floor of the cab, and a fourth one on the ground next to the engine.

On August 6, 1968, at 4:38 a.m., shotgun blasts rung out in the rail yards at Elkhart, Indiana. 51-year-old John W. Marshall, an engineer, was found lying dead next to his diesel engine locomotive. He had been shot a total of four times – once in the side, once in the midsection, and twice in the head. The murder weapon was a 12-gauge weapon, and Marshall had been shot at close range.

Eight years later, on April 5, 1976, 51-year-old James “Tiny” McCrory, an engineer at the Elkhart yards, was found dead in the cab of his locomotive. McCrory, a resident of Niles, was in the locomotive, which was parked near the diesel house, when he was shot in the head with a deer slug, which was determined to have come from the barrel of a 20-gauge shotgun.

Sole Survivor

The McCrory murder had police wondering whether there was some truth to the stories about a phantom in the rail yards. Elkhart police sergeant David Keck, who was working on the Marshall and McCrory cases, took a closer look into the similarities surrounding both cases. Haunted by the possibility that they were looking for someone who had done this before, he sent out requests to other police departments along the railway line, looking for information on any other similar murders. It didn’t take long for him to get the answers he was seeking. “When we checked with Hammond, they said, ‘Yes, we had two killed in 1963,’” Keck recalled. The four murders were eerily similar – all four victims were trainmen who had been mysteriously gunned down in the pre-dawn hours while they were working in the switchyards. After pouring through the cases, Keck began searching for any other reports on any shootings that might have occurred in any of the train yards in the area, and he uncovered a report that no one had really paid much attention to since it was a simple open and shut case.

On March 30, 1971, Louis John Sayne was working in the Elkhart yards when he was shot twice in the back at around 3:55 a.m. Sayne, who had worked for New York Central as well as Contrail and Amtrak, recalled the attack: “I was in a happy mood because there were two train jobs that night and I got the good one, going to Chicago.” He had just left an all-night restaurant after downing his cup of coffee, and was heading towards the roundhouse to climb into a freight engine when he heard two cracking sounds. Two bullets pierced his body, one slamming into his hip and the second one into his back. “I thought to run. But hell, I couldn’t outrun bullets, so I turned around and faced him. We wrestled. He tripped on my overnight bag and fell down. I fell on top of him, grabbed the gun and shot him.” The assailant was shot in the stomach.

The two men were rushed into the emergency room at Elkhart hospital, where surgeons promptly began working on them. As he lay on his hospital bed, Sayne looked over at the other man, and was surprised to see Bladel, who had crewed with him a couple of times in the past. Unable to contain his surprise, he asked Bladel: “Why did you shoot me, Rudy?” Bladel, who was 38 years old at the time, mumbled in response, “I did all I could to get the Niles men out of Elkhart.” 

Bladel was charged with attempted murder. However, he worked out a plea agreement with the prosecutors, and ended up pleading guilty to the lesser charge of aggravated battery. On December 31, 1971, he was sentenced to serve one to five years in the Indiana State Prison in Michigan. Bladel only served 18 months for his crime.

Sergeant Keck was convinced that Bladel may have had something to do with the other murders. The details of the Sayne shooting matched up with the other four scenes, and he reached out to the Hammond police to have their cases reopened. The detectives originally handling the Hammond cases had retired, so Keck elicited the help of Detectives Walter Murray and John Baron, and they reopened the cases. The three went through the case files again, and Keck recalled: “In Hammond there was a witness who had spotted this man (lurking in the switchyards) and said he walked ‘like a gorilla’ or had a ‘farmer-type walk, like behind a plow, looking down at the ground.’” Thinking of Bladel’s unusual gait, Keck stated, “That’s Rudy. Then we went to the Marshall case, in which there were eyewitnesses. They couldn’t put a face on the man but they put a walk on him and his build – Rudy Bladel. So we had our pattern. We made it a point to find out everything we could about Rudy Bladel.” 

Following his release from prison in 1973, Bladel, who had been fired after the Sayne shooting, appeared at a union hearing in a bid to get his fireman’s job back. The appeal was unsuccessful. Speaking about the shooting, Bladel offered the explanation, “I only wanted to dust his pants off.” Sayne attended the hearing, and was shocked when Bladel walked up to him afterwards, “He came up to me and shook my hand. He said his reason for shooting me had nothing to do with me personally, ‘just the Michigan men.’ Imagine that!”

Triple Homicide

After he was released from prison, Bladel was greatly feared by the railroad workers along the New York Central, Indiana Harbor Belt, and Conrail lines from northern Indiana to southern Michigan. They were well aware of their fallen colleagues, and kept a look out for Bladel whenever and wherever they worked. Richard Wheeler, a former Jackson police sergeant, stated: “Bladel knew the reputation he had among the railroad men, and he played on that. He would go up around the rail yards in Battle Creek, Kalamazoo and other towns just to stir them up. We know that for a fact.” A number of trainmen complained: “He stalks the tracks. When you drive your train under a bridge, you look up and there’s Rudy, staring down at you from the overpass.”

Detectives followed up on Bladel’s whereabouts during the Hammond shooting, and discovered that he had been living alone in a trailer in Blue Island at the time. One witness had told police that they heard a motorcycle leaving the scene following the shooting, and detectives were able to determine that Bladel owned a motorcycle. “We put a surveillance on him, a constant surveillance,” Keck stated. The police surveillance caught Bladel buying a .357 magnum in South Bend, and they notified the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF). Bladel was arrested on January 6, 1978, and was sentenced to serve one to five years at the federal prison in Sandstone, Minnesota. On November 16, 1978, Bladel was released from prison. Sergeant Keck asked for the full-time surveillance on Bladel to be resumed, but this request was denied. Neither the department nor Conrail security had the necessary manpower to carry this out.

On December 31, 1978, at 6:44 p.m., six weeks after Bladel’s release, three rail employees were found shot death at the Jackson, Michigan, depot. 50-year-old William Gulak, a conductor who lived in Lincoln Park, and 42-year-old Robert Lee Blake, a flagman from Southgate, were found in the trainmen’s locker room at the depot. Both men were shot while they sat. The third victim, 32-year-old Charles Lee Burton, a fireman who lived in Jackson, was found on the loading platform outside the door. The men were killed by deer slugs from a 12-gauge shotgun. When Keck was informed of the murders, he told the officer on the other end of the line: “Find out where Rudy Bladel is!”

Investigation and Arrest 

Jackson police began searching for Bladel, and they found him as he walked to a Greyhound bus station. He had spent the night in a hotel, and checked out early. He was taken into custody at 7 a.m. Police searched his suitcase, and inside they found newspaper clippings of the murders. He told police, “I figured I don’t know what’s going on here, but I figured I’d better get the heck out of here.'' He was questioned about the murders, and he told investigators that he had been at the depot earlier in the day, just to wash his hands. He maintained that he had been in Jackson looking for work, and he was released after 48 hours due to lack of evidence. By this time, police were focused on finding the murder weapon, and scuba divers were deployed to search the Grand River behind the train depot. Helicopters scoured the area looking for the weapon on rooftops, and police even consulted with psychics. The searches came up empty.

Three months later, the melting snow in the Cascade Falls Park revealed a shotgun hidden under one of the brushes. It had been broken down into two parts. Police were hoping that they had finally located the murder weapon. They compared the ejection marks on the test slugs fired from the recovered weapon to the slugs found at the scene of the murders. They matched. Investigators ran a search on the weapon’s serial number, and it was traced back to Rudy Bladel. The gun had been bought from an Elkhart gun shop by Bladel, under his own name, on December 31, 1976, two years to the day of the Jackson murders. 

On the afternoon of March 22, 1979, Jackson police made their way to Elkhart and arrested 45-year-old Rudy Bladel, who was living at a mission for homeless men. He was charged with three counts of murder and arraigned the next day, March 23. In court, the presiding judge told Bladel that he would appoint an attorney for him, and asked him not to speak to police without his legal representative present. When asked whether he understood the Miranda rights read to him, he replied in the affirmative. He pleaded not guilty to the charges, and he completed the forms requesting appointed counsel, at that time, or later in the day.

He told reporters at his arraignment, “I just don't know what to say,” and then he smiled and posed for pictures.

Trial and Sentencing

According to Jackson police lieutenant Ronald Lowe, Bladel willingly confessed to the murders after he was confronted with the evidence police had – the recovered shotgun as well as the fiber particles found on the breech of the gun that matched fiber particles on his clothing and suitcase. Bladel supposedly stated, “You’ve got me. What do you want to know?” 

Lieutenant Lowe recounted: “Bladel told me and Sgt. Gerald Rand that he left the hotel, went down to the depot carrying his suitcase with the shotgun in it, put the suitcase down on the platform, got his shotgun out, put it together, walked in the door (of the locker room), shot the man sitting beside the door (Blake), shot the man at the table (Gulak) and (then) put another slug into each of them. As he was going out, another man (Burton) started in the door and he shot that man and he fell on the platform.”

While Bladel’s letter of appointment was sent to a law firm on March 23, unbeknownst to him, it had not yet been received by Monday March 26, when he made his confession during an interrogation that took place while he was in the county jail. He had repeatedly asked for an attorney, but the officers who arrived to interrogate him that day had not been apprised of that fact. Bladel signed a waiver form after he granted the officers permission to proceed without his attorney present. He then went on to confess. His appointment letter was received by the law firm on March 27. 

One of the officers testifying at trial told the court:


A: Mr. Bladel at that time stated that he had requested an attorney at his arraignment, but he hadn't seen him, seen the attorney yet, but he would talk to us, and he said he would talk to us, and he said he didn't need his attorney there while he was talking to us.

* * *

Q: Was there any mention of an attorney at that time?

A: I asked him if he desired his attorney present and he stated he did not need one.

Q: What, if anything, further took place then?

A: In addition to the last statement that Mr. Bladel said, when I asked him if he needed his attorney present he stated, ‘I don't need him present. I am going to plead guilty anyway.'"


When his trial began in the summer, Bladel recanted his confession. In his testimony, he stated: “They (the police) were yelling at me, so I told them what they wanted to hear. They got me all confused and confumbled.” He told the court that he had been in Jackson to retrieve his motorcycle, and that he had been in the area on the day of the murders “to use the trainmen’s washroom.” He admitted that he did own the shotgun used to commit the murders, but that he had sold it several weeks before the killings to a stranger in an Elkhart restaurant for $100. Part of the cross examination with Jackson County prosecutor Edward Grant went as follows:


Q: Did you have some grievance against the railroad company?

A: In the past, yes. They gave our jobs away. The Niles men took our jobs and laid us off.

Q: And it caused you to lose quite a bit of time?

A: Right, 524 days (between Oct. 16, 1959, and Nov. 14, 1964).

Q: Did you do different things to harass the railroad?

A: Like what, for instance?

Q: Would you go around and stare at railroad employees and just stand by the trains and stare at the trainmen and firemen, to make them feel uncomfortable?

A: I`ve stood at different places, just all kinds of places. I am sitting here and
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