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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			The FBI was originally established as the Bureau of Investigation and most frequently used the acronym BOI or BI. In 1933 it became the Division of Investigation and was generally referred to as the DOI or the Division. In 1935 the official name was amended to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, or FBI. To avoid confusion, FBI and the Bureau are used interchangeably here to refer to the organization led by J. Edgar Hoover. The terms special agent and agent are used interchangeably to refer to field-level FBI agents.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			“Almost Boys”

			March 1, 1932, Hopewell, New Jersey, about nine p.m.

			On a cold, rainy, blustery night, a shadowy figure tilted a ladder against the wall of a sprawling French country–style house, reached a second-floor window, and slipped inside. After grabbing a baby from its nursery crib, he carried the child to the open window, left an envelope on the windowsill, and began his descent in the darkness.

			Partway down the rickety ladder, a rung gave way, and the baby fell from his arms to the ground. In all likelihood, the blow to the child’s head was fatal. Nonetheless, the abductor carried his captive into the woods to await a response to the $50,000 ransom demand he had placed in the envelope.

			Around midnight in Washington, DC, an obscure government bureaucrat named J. Edgar Hoover received a telephone call at his home on Capitol Hill informing him of what the New Jersey State Police knew already, and what millions of Americans would find out in their newspapers over breakfast the next morning: that the twenty-month-old son of aviator hero Charles Lindbergh, the most revered man in the nation, had been kidnapped. It was the crime of the century.

			And yet, in the hunt for the perpetrator, Hoover’s FBI was relegated to the sidelines. At the time, kidnapping was not a federal crime, so the agency lacked jurisdiction over the case. And the FBI’s stature was so little that Charles and Anne Morrow Lindbergh, the baby’s parents, even declined Hoover’s offer to meet with them.

			The FBI did coordinate the federal effort to assist the local authorities to the extent possible. It also provided support from its fingerprinting and other technical experts who worked in the new crime laboratory that Hoover was proudly developing. But as much as Hoover would have liked to control the investigation to increase his agency’s prestige, the case belonged to the state of New Jersey, where the baby had been abducted.

			To states’ righters, including another Hoover—President Herbert Hoover—legislation making kidnapping a federal crime was unnecessary. It was already a crime under state law, the argument went, so why involve the feds? The last thing that opponents of centralized federal power wanted was a national police force.

			The FBI was also powerless to pursue bank robberies, which had mushroomed since the arrival of the Great Depression following the 1929 stock market crash. Particularly in the Midwest and the Southwest, where numerous bank foreclosures enraged the local citizenry, banks became popular targets for robbers in cars, or so-called motorized bandits. High-powered weapons such as the Thompson submachine gun—the famed “tommy” gun seen in every 1930s gangster film—allowed bank robbers to overwhelm locals wielding only six-shooters.

			Compounding the problem for law enforcement, the rules were stacked in the outlaws’ favor. When they robbed a bank in, say, Indiana, and drove their fast getaway cars to cross the border into Ohio or Illinois, no one could touch them. Not the FBI, because there was no federal jurisdiction. Not the peace officers in the state to which the bandits fled, because they had committed no crime there. The only law officers with authority to chase and arrest the bandits were those in the state of the original robbery, and their jurisdiction stopped at the state line.

			Murder—even of a federal officer—was not a federal crime, either.

			In retrospect, it is amazing how little authority the FBI had to combat violent crime at the time. But then, it wasn’t originally envisioned as a crime-fighting unit. President Theodore Roosevelt and his attorney general created the FBI in 1908 as a small corps of detectives within the US Department of Justice to investigate corporate wrongdoing and fraudulent government land deals.

			In the aftermath of World War I, the FBI was preoccupied with Red-baiting activities that Hoover, as the young head of the General Intelligence Division, had eagerly carried out: spying on Communists, Socialists, anarchists, labor organizers, and other “subversives,” then rounding up and deporting them. Luckily for Hoover, although the lawless program was exposed and discredited in the early 1920s, it ended without any damage to his own reputation inside the federal government as an honest and efficient administrator.

			Enforcing Prohibition, before its repeal in 1933, was a US Treasury Department responsibility, so the FBI didn’t deal with bootleggers such as Al Capone and their gun-toting henchmen. And the Internal Revenue Service under Treasury was in charge of prosecuting tax evasion. It was T-men, not G-men, who brought down Capone in 1931.

			In the early 1930s incoming FBI agents were told during training classes that they were not to consider themselves “flatfeet”—that is, ordinary beat cops who chased after street criminals. As late as 1933, the Bureau’s agents were still serving mainly as fact finders, investigating bank fraud or antitrust violations or compiling crime statistics for the United States. Not the sorts of activities that required wielding a lethal weapon. Although the frequently repeated claim that FBI agents were “not allowed” to carry guns back then is mistaken, it’s true that most agents did without them. It just wasn’t a very dangerous job.

			Interstate sex trafficking and transportation of stolen autos across state lines were about the only federal offenses that offered any prospect of risk to FBI men. No FBI agent had been murdered in the line of duty since 1925, when Edwin C. Shanahan was shot to death, while unarmed, trying to arrest a big-time car thief in Chicago.

			Even for the few federal crimes over which the Bureau had jurisdiction, FBI agents generally had to enlist a local police officer, sheriff, or US marshal to make the actual apprehension. Odd as it may seem today, FBI men back then had no power of arrest of their own. If they caught a federal offender in the act, they’d search around for a telephone to call a qualified arresting officer or drive somewhere to find one. By that time, it might have been too late.

			Hugh Clegg, a Mississippian who joined the FBI in 1926, recalled the dilemma vividly. He remembered being accompanied by local police officers to the homes of federal fugitives and being told, “You guard the back, and I’ll go in the front. You don’t have a gun, so I’ll go in.” Clegg would stand at the back door with a brick as a weapon, hoping the fugitive wouldn’t come out that way. “If he’d come out shooting, I had no defense at all,” he said.
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			The twenty-nine-year-old Hoover became the acting and then permanent director of the FBI in 1924 when his predecessor, William J. Burns, was forced to resign after being implicated in the Harding administration’s bribery scandal involving Teapot Dome oil reserve leasing. The Justice Department was known then as the Department of Easy Virtue, and the FBI was filled with many lazy, incompetent, corrupt agents. Once in charge, Hoover began weeding out the political hacks. He sought to divorce the FBI from politics as usual and instituted merit-based employment.

			Of course, “merit” was in the eyes of a single beholder: J. Edgar Hoover. He personally interviewed every new applicant. And because Hoover had managed to exempt the Bureau from the civil service system, he was free to set his unique criteria for hiring—and firing—agents at will.
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					New FBI director J. Edgar Hoover in 1924, at age twenty-nine.

				
			
			Hoover wanted morally upright, all-American boys whose integrity would be beyond reproach and whose loyalty would be to the Bureau—and to him. They had to be at least five foot seven, athletic or at least slender, and well tailored. (Hoover, while increasingly on the pudgy side, was always a natty dresser.) A gentlemanly demeanor was also important, and for Hoover’s entire career as director, all of his special agent hires were men. Nearly all were white. Most of them were clean-shaven; some wore mustaches, but none had beards. Almost everyone smoked.

			At a time when fewer than one in ten Americans attended college, the vast majority of Hoover’s young agents had at least a bachelor’s degree, and most had graduate degrees. Himself a law school graduate (George Washington University, in his native Washington, DC), Hoover expressed a strong preference for lawyers and accountants, though the rule was never absolute. Membership in a fraternity (Hoover was Kappa Alpha) was a big plus. Having grown up middle-class, the son of a federal government worker, Hoover chose most of his agents from the same demographic.

			New agents had to be between twenty-five and thirty-five years old. As Doris Rogers, secretary and assistant to Melvin Purvis, the head of the FBI’s Chicago field office, put it, Hoover liked his men “young and grateful.”

			Although he kept a few old-timers on board, Hoover proceeded to build a cadre of young, college-educated men to serve as FBI special agents. Most of them “had no inkling of the shoot-to-kill future which awaited them,” Rogers recounted. “They looked forward to careers in the more polite forms of investigation.”

			How wrong they were.

			Americans were shocked and outraged by the Lindbergh kidnapping. Then in May 1932, two months after the abduction, little Charlie Lindbergh Jr.’s decomposed body, his skull crushed, was found by a truck driver off the road less than five miles from the Lindbergh home. The perpetrator had buried the toddler in a shallow grave before fleeing.

			A month later, a galvanized US Congress passed what became known as the Lindbergh Law. Although it did not apply retroactively to the Lindbergh case itself, the new law henceforth made it a federal felony to transport a kidnap victim across state lines and make a ransom demand.

			The FBI’s jurisdiction took a giant leap forward. A spate of high-profile kidnappings in mid-1933, and a bloody train station massacre, would mark the beginning of the Bureau’s so-called War on Crime. This war would last until 1936 and expand to include manhunts for such infamous criminals as Pretty Boy Floyd, Baby Face Nelson, and John Dillinger, each of whom held the colloquial title of “Public Enemy No. 1” in the newspapers at one time or another. A humdrum federal agency was thrust onto the front pages for the first time.
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			With few exceptions, the FBI man hunters who pursued the public enemies of the 1930s are little known today. Most histories and biographies of the era are told from the standpoint of the celebrity criminals, not the faceless men who chased them. Names such as Johnny Madala and Jim Metcalfe, to mention just two, mean nothing to generations of Americans accustomed to reading about the exploits of Dillinger, Floyd, and Nelson or seeing them portrayed on film. Everyone has heard of Bonnie and Clyde and Ma Barker, while the fame of Machine Gun Kelly lives on in the moniker of a popular American rap artist.

			Much of the unfamiliarity with individual FBI agents is also attributable to J. Edgar Hoover, whose ego and management style obscured the contributions of others. Hoover insisted that his agents remain anonymous—that it was the collective effort of the institution, the team, that counted. It was a philosophy the agents themselves shared. “The men prided themselves on being connected with a ‘we’ organization,” recalled Jay Newman, a special agent in the Chicago office in the early 1930s, many years later.

			But Hoover’s “It’s the organization, not the man” motto did not extend to the director himself. Despite engaging in none of his agents’ heroics, Hoover wanted the credit for the Bureau’s successes to flow to him alone. He would have the public believe that “scientific” policing methods—fingerprinting, lab analysis, and the like—were mainly what caught criminals, not the inspired legwork or bravery of individual agents. And because it was Hoover who introduced scientific sleuthing to the FBI and pushed to expand it, it was naturally he who deserved the acclaim.

			No amount of flattery or obsequiousness was too much for Hoover; no trivial deviation from the mandated protocol escaped his microscope. Sycophants were rewarded, while perceived miscreants or glory usurpers were given the old Soviet Union treatment: banished as if to Siberia and regarded as nonpersons, their names written out of the agency’s history. As the son of former FBI agent Tom McDade recalled his father once telling him, Hoover expected his men to “wear a white shirt, be clean shaven, and if you stepped out of line, you’d find yourself instantly reassigned to North Dakota.”

			A career bureaucrat with no law enforcement training or field experience (he had clerked for the Library of Congress before joining the Justice Department), Hoover drove his field agents mercilessly from his desk in Washington. He was an incurable Monday-morning quarterback, criticizing his men at every turn for blunders large and small. At times they had to wonder who their greater adversary was: the criminals they were chasing or their own boss.

			No doubt Hoover accomplished great things: he cleaned up a corrupt bureaucratic organization, professionalized it, and transformed the agency from a collection of fact gatherers to a team of crime fighters. Tom McDade, a wry wit who went on to become a true-cime historian and mystery writer, told his son Jared that although Hoover was “dictatorial and micromanaged everything,” the early special agents, himself included, respected their director for what he achieved.

			Although Hoover refused to share the limelight with his agents, the men who tracked down the nation’s most notorious criminals during the 1930s War on Crime were themselves remarkably free of personal jealousies. They were more a band of brothers than a team of rivals. They were fiercely devoted to the Bureau, to one another, and to bringing America’s most wanted criminals to justice.

			They didn’t set out to be heroes. Instead, most of the men who joined the FBI in the early 1930s were seeking quiet, well-paying white-collar jobs with which to support a family during the Depression. The starting pay for a beginning agent in 1933 was $2,900, roughly double the average annual income of Americans and more than most law school graduates could earn in a legal job, if they could even find one.

			Hoover’s recruits were hardly prepared for war. Few of them had any experience with guns, much less had ever fired one at, or been fired upon by, another human being. They had to learn how to handle a crime scene. Jim Metcalfe, an aspiring poet who’d sold cars to help put himself through night law school, had to learn how to drive one.

			The young Bureau agents would make their share of mistakes. In many cases barely out of law school, they were put into strange and dangerous new jobs in an institution just beginning to find its way. They faced off with murderous felons who were more heavily armed, whose cars could travel faster, and whose getaways were better planned than the Bureau’s raids. The FBI bloodhounds frequently found themselves working with grizzled local cops and sheriffs who, if not downright crooked, resented a bunch of tenderfoots with federal badges ordering them around.

			“They were all so youthful and fresh-scrubbed, and suddenly they were asked to fight this menace no one had ever fought before,” remembered Doris Rogers. “These were not hard men with years of crime-fighting experience,” she said. “These were almost boys.”

			They would need to grow up fast. Ready or not, war was coming. At stake were not only their own lives but also the safety and well-being of countless law-abiding Americans and the very future of law enforcement in this country. And in the end, this collection of unsung crime fighters created the modern FBI and the enduring legacy of the brave, incorruptible G-man.

			This is their story.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			GOING TO WAR

			(1933)
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			Chapter 1

			The Snatch Racket

			The opening salvo in the FBI’s War on Crime took place in the shadow of the billowing smokestacks of a sprawling brewery complex in St. Paul, Minnesota.

			Just after noon on June 15, 1933, William Hamm Jr., the thirty-nine-year-old president of the Hamm Brewing Company, left his office for a short walk home to have lunch at his family’s hilltop mansion, as was his custom. He was unaware he was being watched by a group of men who’d been stalking him for days, observing his every move, learning his habits and walking routes. Maskless so as not to arouse any suspicion, they loitered about the street where the labyrinthine brewery was located.

			Hamm didn’t get far before a tall, distinguished-looking man with a graying mustache and a business suit strode up, shook his hand on the street, and grabbed his elbow.

			“You are Mr. Hamm, are you not?” the man asked.

			“Yes,” Hamm responded. “What is it you want?” Suddenly the man tightened his grip on Hamm’s right hand, and another, much shorter man stepped up, grabbed Hamm’s left hand and arm, and pushed him to the curb.

			Immediately, a black Hudson sedan, driven by a man in a chauffeur’s hat and uniform, drew up next to them and screeched to a stop. The rear door was opened, and the two captors shoved the tall, handsome Hamm into the back seat next to yet another man.

			The older man climbed in the front seat next to the driver while the shorter man who had grabbed Hamm jumped in alongside him, slipped a pillowcase over his head, and yanked him to the floor. “I don’t like to do this,” the older gentleman apologized to their captive. “But I’m going to have to ask you to get down on the floor because I don’t want you to see where you’re going. I hope you don’t mind.”

			The car drove off over a paved thoroughfare for about a half hour, then onto a gravel road, where it stopped. Hamm heard the voices of additional men, who’d driven to meet them at the stopping point.

			After lifting Hamm’s hood slightly, one of the new captors gave him a pen and four pieces of paper and ordered him to sign them. Each was a typed ransom note authorizing the payment of $100,000 and requesting that all instructions be carried out as specified. Hamm barely glanced at the papers before signing them.

			The kidnappers talked casually about muskellunge (pike) fishing for a few minutes; then the Hudson resumed its journey. Hamm’s pillow hood was exchanged for dark goggles taped over cotton balls pressed against his eyelids.

			Another of the abductors asked Hamm to name a trusted intermediary they could use to negotiate with the divorced businessman’s family. He suggested William W. Dunn, the brewery’s sales manager and a close friend.

			The kidnappers couldn’t have been more pleased. Billy Dunn, a former billiards hall operator, was himself an underworld figure who could be counted on to follow directions. In a town known for beer and bribery, the short, bespectacled Dunn had served as a bagman for the St. Paul police, collecting extortion money paid by hoodlums and gamblers for protection. Hamm’s brewery, like its crosstown rival, Schmidt’s, was cozy with gangsters and bootleggers and corrupt cops during Prohibition, relying on them to grease the skids for the delivery of real beer to the Twin Cities’ many speakeasies.

			Around 2:45 p.m. on June 15, a couple of hours after Hamm was abducted, Dunn received an anonymous phone call in his office. “I want to talk to you, and I don’t want you to say anything until I get all through,” the voice said. “We have Mr. Hamm.” He said the kidnappers wanted $100,000 in unmarked bills placed in a Hamm’s beer truck with further delivery instructions to follow. The caller continued, “If you tell a soul about this, it will be just too bad for Hamm and you.”

			Dunn, disregarding the warning, contacted St. Paul’s recently appointed police chief, Tom Dahill. An unusually honest cop for the city, Dahill brought the FBI’s local office into the case.

			Heading the FBI’s investigation was St. Paul’s veteran SAC (special agent in charge), Werner Hanni, a balding, thirty-eight-year-old native of Switzerland who had joined the Bureau in 1919. He had an intermittently contentious relationship with Hoover, who was forever castigating him for this or that minor transgression, such as forwarding a report a bit late or not telephoning headquarters with updates quickly enough.

			As Hanni’s granddaughter Lisa Hanni pointed out in 2021, her grandfather wasn’t Hoover’s type. He was European, dressed like one, spoke with an accent that he made no attempt to soften, was older than Hoover’s young and grateful special agents, and was neither a lawyer nor an accountant. (He’d been a Swiss army colonel and a carpenter in Nebraska.) But his years of experience made him a valuable SAC in a tough town.

			Meanwhile, the kidnap caravan rolled along. After a five-hour ride, Hamm was brought to a hideout: a two-story frame house where he was taken upstairs to a sparely furnished bedroom with an iron bed, boarded-up windows, and a single unshaded electric light dangling from the ceiling. He later recalled a couple of distinguishing features: pictures of flamingos on one of the walls and the word mother inscribed on the bed’s baseboard.
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					Swedish native Werner Hanni, SAC of the St. Paul office, was often in Hoover’s crosshairs.

				
			
			Hamm was usually guarded by a man in a rocking chair and was forced to face the wall whenever his goggles were off. Nearby church bells, children playing, busy thoroughfare traffic, and a train whistle were among the sounds he heard.

			With Hamm in captivity, the kidnappers continued sending messages to Dunn. At 1:30 a.m. on June 16, he received a call at home from the same anonymous person who’d phoned the previous afternoon. “Well, Dunn, you are following instructions very well so far,” the man said. “You must realize by now that the call was not a joke.”

			Late that evening, a drugstore delivery boy named Art Kleifgen brought Dunn a note at his residence. As Kleifgen would tell the FBI, a curly-haired man had entered the Rosedale Pharmacy on the west side of town earlier that evening to buy some cigarettes. After leaving, he phoned the drugstore, claiming to be Dunn. He told young Kleifgen that he’d left a letter in a soda booth there and asked the boy to bring it to his home.

			Kleifgen had known the voice wasn’t that of Dunn, who was a regular customer, but he carried the message anyway. In the note, the kidnappers demanded that Dunn deliver the $100,000 in ransom money personally because they’d learned he was cooperating with law enforcement. “You brought the coppers to this, now you get rid of the assholes,” the note read.

			The FBI men suspected a leak in the St. Paul Police Department based on another note Dunn soon received. It warned him not to go through with a plan that St. Paul detective Charles Tierney had hatched for the delivery of the ransom money. Tierney wanted to conceal himself under a tarpaulin in the back of the Hamm’s beer truck that Dunn was supposed to drive, then pop up and spray the kidnappers with machine-gun fire when they tried to collect. The latest missive to Dunn read, “If you are through with the bullshit and ballyhoo we will give you your chance.” He was to “get away from the coppers” and find a standard Ford or Chevy instead of the beer truck they’d previously instructed him to use.

			The note told Dunn to remove the side doors and trunk lid and put a red lantern in the back of the car so that no one could hide inside. Clearly, the kidnappers had been tipped off to Tierney’s plan.

			Dunn also received delivery instructions: drive alone out of St. Paul on Highway 61 with the money in a bag until he saw an approaching car flash its headlights five times. Then drop the bag at the side of the road and continue to Duluth. This time Dunn did as instructed, and on the night of June 17, he made the drop-off.

			The $100,000 Dunn turned over that night (more than $2 million in 2024 dollars) was the largest ransom amount paid for an American to date. Two months later, Lloyd’s of London underwriters began writing kidnap insurance for up to a maximum of $100,000 for an adult.

			Most high-ransom kidnappings of adults in the Depression era had been mobster on mobster: one criminal outfit would abduct an enemy gang’s leader or a high-ranking union racketeering official out of revenge. But by 1933, all manner of criminals, including some previously known only as bank robbers, were seeing the “snatch racket” as easy money. Their targets were wealthy businessmen who could afford to pay. Arguably, it beat robbing banks, which usually involved at least some shooting and often killing.

			One disadvantage to ransom kidnapping: it brought the feds into the case, at least if state lines were crossed. The Hamm kidnappers weren’t too worried, though, about the FBI, which was inexperienced in handling kidnapping cases. Previously, the Bureau had taken a back seat to state law enforcement authorities, who asserted primary jurisdiction over a kidnapping. But Hoover was itching to get into the game, and even though there was no proof yet that Hamm’s abductors had taken him across state lines, there was no proof that they hadn’t. Hoover decided to assume Lindbergh Law jurisdiction provisionally, and if it later turned out that federal jurisdiction was lacking, the FBI could always turn over the fruits of its investigation to state authorities.

			The Hamm snatch was the first high-profile kidnapping case the FBI would lead. And how well Hoover’s men performed would go a long way toward establishing whether the lightly regarded agency was up to the task of bringing dangerous criminals to justice.
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			Back at the hideout, Hamm’s kidnappers were giddy over the $100,000 in currency spread before them on the kitchen table. “You better round up some Hamm’s beer,” one of them said. “I got a feeling that it’ll be my favorite brand for a long time to come.”

			The next afternoon, the fourth day of Hamm’s captivity, the kidnappers told him there was good news: the ransom had been paid, and he was going home. Because he’d been a model prisoner and an “okay guy,” they had treated him decently, bringing a fan to cool his hot, boarded-up room, magazines for him to read, and an occasional beer to drink. Fearful of offending him with a bottle of a rival brand, they removed the label and asked him if Hamm’s beer was really that special. No, he confessed, underneath the label, all beer was pretty much the same.

			On the evening of June 18, a Sunday, the captors fed him a sandwich, gave him a fresh set of clothes, and set off with him, goggled again, on the return journey. At daybreak on Monday near Wyoming, Minnesota, thirty miles from St. Paul, they left him off in a field and told him to wait ten or twenty minutes before he called anyone. “I don’t think I could ever identify any of you fellows,” Hamm said.

			Once Hamm was back home, the FBI began the search for the kidnappers. Even where the Bureau assumed jurisdiction over a case, Hoover’s policy was not to get involved in ransom negotiations or even advise a family whether ransom should be paid. He didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize the kidnap victim’s safe return—or at least didn’t want to be blamed if things ended badly.

			Hoover also came to believe that the key to solving any kidnap case was locating the hideout. But no one had any idea where Hamm had been held hostage.

			In the 1930s, if a kidnapper was caught, it was most likely because he had tried to spend the money too soon. The kidnappers always insisted on receiving unmarked bills, but while the authorities didn’t physically mark them, they would furiously record the serial numbers in all-night sessions with lots of clerical help before the money was paid over. Smart kidnappers knew this and traded the traceable currency to a criminal money fencer for clean bills, at a discount, before spending any of it.

			The best early lead the FBI had in the Hamm kidnapping case (“Hanap,” as it was referred to internally) came from some reports of suspicious activity at 204 Vernon Street in St. Paul. The two-story house there was in a quiet, leafy residential neighborhood. Neighbors reported that a group of men and women had stayed at the house in the weeks leading up to the kidnapping. They were seen coming and going at all hours, the men always carrying suitcases that looked like they might contain guns.

			On June 15, the day of the kidnapping, the men left suddenly, and one of the women remained alone inside the house all day. She kept the shades down and peered nervously out the window every time a car door slammed or there was any commotion, as if she were awaiting the men’s return.

			The men didn’t return, though, until the evening of June 19. Hamm had been released that same morning. A next-door neighbor, confined to her bed by cancer, watched out her bedroom window that night and noticed a flurry of activity. With the lights on, the dwellers scurried about, running upstairs and downstairs as they packed their suitcases and carried them out to a pair of automobiles. The woman heard a telephone ring and ring inside the house starting around eleven p.m. until a female voice answered it at two a.m. and said, “Okay.” By three a.m. the group was gone.

			It didn’t take much imagination to see that the occupants of 204 Vernon might have some connection to the Hamm kidnapping. As early as June 22, a week after the kidnapping, Hoover stated that the premises there were “believed to be the rendezvous of the kidnappers of Mr. Hamm.” One neighborhood man, upon seeing several men return to the house on June 19 with a large suitcase, had even joked, “There goes the [Hamm] ransom money.”

			Prodded by other neighbors, the St. Paul police, led by the hulking, six-foot-five detective Tom Brown, went to the house the next morning, ostensibly to investigate. Brown, who headed the kidnap squad, reported back to Chief Dahill that “the bunch at 204 Vernon Street have nothing to do with the Hamm case.”

			But there was good reason to doubt the bona fides of the St. Paul police investigation. With a population of 275,000, St. Paul was a graceful, beautiful city on the outside, dotted with European-style cathedrals and handsome stone mansions. But its old-world charm masked a world of police corruption and criminal skullduggery. For decades, it had been one of several “wide-open” American cities where criminals were unmolested by the authorities as long as they spent their stolen money there on booze, brothels, and gambling; paid off the local police and politicians; and refrained from committing crimes within the city limits.

			What made the Hamm kidnapping different was that it did take place within St. Paul’s boundaries. Whoever did it had violated the so-called layover agreement and yet received protection anyway.

			SAC Hanni assigned fifth-year agent Oscar George Hall to investigate 204 Vernon Street. Hall was a recently married, twenty-nine-year-old University of Minnesota Law School graduate and fraternity man. Like most of his Bureau colleagues, he came from a modest background: his Swedish-born, Lutheran father was a grain elevator worker. Hall signed his FBI reports “O. G. Hall,” in keeping with the depersonalized identity that agents typically assumed per Hoover’s preference.

			The lean, six-foot-two Hall did whatever it took to get to the bottom of a case. In 2022 his daughter, Amy Lubich, recalled him as a “go-getter” who “taught me how to be crafty.” An example of his wiliness came in 1931, when, posing undercover as “Peterson,” a Swedish Communist, Hall helped thwart an alleged Communist plot to sabotage the construction of the Goodyear dirigible USS Akron in Akron, Ohio. He and Russian-speaking agent Leon Turrou, who posed as “Petrov,” a Russian Communist, ascertained that a mechanic was planning to insert frozen rivets into the airship that, upon thawing during flight, would loosen and cause the airship to crash. The sabotage was prevented.

			After the Hamm kidnapping in June 1933, Hall obtained confidential information that Tom Brown, the burly cop who was supposed to chase down kidnappers, was, in fact, the man who’d tipped off the gang at 204 Vernon to leave that Sunday night. Hall thought that Brown might also have warned the kidnappers of the plan by Detective Tierney to hide in the back of the ransom delivery truck with a machine gun.

			Oscar Hall was the right man to start putting the pieces together. He had one of the Bureau’s best analytical minds, with the ability to draw connections between seemingly unrelated sets of facts. He could instantly size up a witness for truthfulness and was quick to form strong opinions, which almost invariably proved to be right. “He had no tolerance for stupid people,” his daughter, Amy, recalled ninety years later.

			The landlords at 204 Vernon, James and Gertrude McLaren, told Hall that on May 27, 1933, less than three weeks before the kidnapping, a “Mr. and Mrs. Stanley J. Smith” had rented the furnished house for most of the summer, paying the first month’s $45 rent in advance. The McLarens described the man as short and thin, approximately thirty years old, while the woman, in her late twenties, was five foot two, 110 pounds, with reddish blond hair. Her nose was flattened, as if it had been struck by a heavy instrument, and she spoke with a deep, coarse southern accent. A snappy dresser, she wore a diamond ring with a half-carat stone surrounded by eight small diamonds and gave the impression that she’d been a showgirl at one time.

			From the landlords and neighbors, Hall learned that the Vernon Street renters had behaved peculiarly during their stay. They hadn’t let icemen and other delivery people inside the house. They paid a neighbor kid three dollars to mow the lawn, six times the going rate of fifty cents. When a power company employee showed up to repair the gas stove, “Mrs. Smith” refused to let him in. Witnesses confirmed that on the day that Hamm was kidnapped, it was Mrs. Smith who was left alone at the house, looking anxiously out the shaded windows.

			While at 204 Vernon Street, Agent Hall picked up two other pieces of information that would prove significant. One was the license plate number the landlords had written down because the car was parked outside during the renters’ stay: a maroon 1933 Essex Terraplane sedan, Missouri license 157309, registered to an “A. Carter.”

			The other tidbit was a note with the telephone number of the Hollyhocks Inn, a lavish St. Paul casino-nightclub overlooking the bluffs of the Mississippi River. A gangster hangout, it was run by a slightly rotund, jovial but utterly ruthless German American racketeer named Jack Peifer. At his elegant establishment, Peifer served the best steaks in town and employed tuxedoed Japanese waiters, valued for their discretion. Peifer’s connections to police, politicians, and judges made him invaluable to criminals. “Hoodlums arriving in St. Paul contact Jack Peifer,” Hall wrote in his report of his Vernon Street visit.
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			Always looking to connect dots, Oscar Hall recalled another FBI agent’s report from 1932, a year before the Hamm kidnapping. It detailed a police tip-off in St. Paul suspiciously similar to the one that had just prompted the Vernon Street occupants to flee.

			In early 1932 several members of the feared Barker-Karpis gang, wanted for murder and big-time bank robberies throughout the Midwest, had been renting a two-story house at 1031 Robert Street in West St. Paul. The rental was taken under the names “Mr. and Mrs. George Anderson.” They were aliases for a woman named Arrie Barker and her live-in companion, seventysomething Arthur Dunlop, an alcoholic, suit-and-tie- and gold-watch-wearing type. The dapper but unemployed Dunlop had taken up with Barker after she and her tenant farmer husband had split up a few years earlier.

			Arrie Barker, a short, dumpy, sixtyish woman, was a churchgoing product of the Ozarks. She liked solving jigsaw puzzles, playing bingo, and listening to Hill Country music on the radio. Born Arizona Donnie Clark, she preferred the name Kate in later years and would become better known as “Ma” Barker.

			Mother Barker, as her closest friends and relatives called her, raised four sons, all of whom turned to lives of violent crime. One of her boys was dead, another was in prison for life, but her two remaining sons teamed up with Alvin Karpis in one of the most effective and lethal criminal gangs of the 1930s. J. Edgar Hoover would greatly exaggerate Ma’s role in the operation—she was far from a hardened criminal—but she was fully aware of the gang’s activities, aided and abetted them as needed, and lived off their ill-gotten gains. She developed a taste for fur coats and expensive jewelry that her brood’s thieving made possible.

			Fred, or “Freddie,” Barker, her youngest son, was released from jail in 1931 at age twenty-nine and never went back. Raised by Kate in Tulsa, he’d served time for numerous armed burglaries and bank robberies and would commit at least several cold-blooded murders. Although built like a jockey at a mere five foot four and 115 pounds, he looked menacing, with slicked-back hair and three gold teeth. His pal Karpis described him as “a natural killer.”

			Fred’s brother Arthur, two years older, was originally nicknamed “Dock” by his mother, though newspapers and other writers routinely spelled it “Doc.” He was an inch shorter and a bit heavier than Fred. Associates sometimes referred to Dock as “Big Shorty” and Fred as “Little Shorty.”

			Less intelligent than Fred, and often drunk, Dock left the criminal planning to others. But he was just as ruthless a murderer. He had killed a night watchman during a holdup and was behind bars for life until Fred and Karpis bribed prison officials to spring him in 1932.

			Alvin Karpis, who’d befriended Freddie Barker in prison, became like another son to Mother. He was known as Ray to friends. Born in Montreal, Karpis (originally Karpowicz) began his criminal career at age ten in Topeka, Kansas. He grew up there in a dilapidated farmhouse, the son of hardworking Lithuanian immigrants who didn’t speak English. Too impatient to follow their example in achieving the American Dream, he built an impressive résumé of armed robberies and burglaries.

			In the prime of his career, Karpis, unlike more sentimental outlaws such as Dillinger, Floyd, and Clyde Barrow, never came home to visit; it was too risky. Married in 1931, he abandoned his young wife a few months later when he was implicated in a cop’s murder. “Mentally I said so long” to her, he commented later. As to those robberies in which innocent people lost their lives at the hands of him or his cohorts, he had no apologies. “What happened, happened,” he would write.

			Despite having almost no education, Karpis was smart. Blessed with a photographic memory, the cautious, strategic thinker stood several rungs above most of his brethren when it came to the craft of crime. He rarely did things small: during the heyday of the Public Enemies era, from 1932 to 1935, gangs led by Karpis made off with more money than any other criminal group—over $1 million in cash and bonds, or more than $25 million today. “My profession was robbing banks, knocking off payrolls, and kidnapping rich men,” Karpis wrote later. “I was good at it.”

			Only four men in the 1930s were bestowed the moniker of Public Enemy No. 1, and Karpis was one of them. Though less well-known than the three who had held the title before him (Dillinger, Floyd, and Nelson), Karpis was arguably the greatest criminal mastermind of all the 1930s outlaws. His under-the-radar style—he eschewed rock star status—also made him harder to catch.

			What struck many was his strange affect. Around five foot nine and slightly built, he frequently wore gold-framed, rimless octagon glasses and a panama hat. Quiet, with a soft voice, he might have been mistaken for a college student. But something seemed off; he was noticeably stoop shouldered and walked with a shuffle.
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					Master criminal Alvin Karpis, nicknamed “Creepy.”

				
			
			Asked late in life to name the most terrifying criminal he ever came face-to-face with, FBI agent W. E. “Bud” Hopton said it was no contest: Alvin Karpis. His cold blue eyes were dead, with no spark or life to them at all, Hopton’s granddaughter Margie Quin (who would go on to her own successful law enforcement career) recalled him telling her. The girlfriend of one of Karpis’s closest associates was scared of the man; she thought him “mean as the dickens.” Another gangster’s girlfriend called him “a cold proposition.” The nickname the press gave him summed it up: “Creepy.”

			On December 19, 1931, Karpis and Fred Barker killed Sheriff C. Roy Kelly of West Plains, Missouri, who was investigating a clothing store robbery there. Needing to skip town after the murder, the gang, including Ma Barker and her paramour, Art Dunlop, fled to St. Paul, “a crooks’ haven,” as Karpis called it. They obtained refuge at 1031 Robert Street with the help of Harry Sawyer, a fortysomething Russian Jewish immigrant who began as an auto thief and reputedly murdered his way to the top of St. Paul’s underworld.

			The heavyset, curly-haired Sawyer (born Sandlovich) ran the gangster-friendly Green Lantern saloon in downtown St. Paul, which Karpis considered his own “personal headquarters.” Like his friendly rival Jack Peifer, owner of the fancier Hollyhocks Inn, Sawyer served as a banker and money launderer for hoodlums, assuring them protection while they were in town. He passed along tips from corrupt cops, like Tom Brown, to warn the desperadoes of impending police raids. Bank robbers, crooked politicians, cops on the take—they all stopped off at the dimly lit Green Lantern, always entering through the back door. They came for the beer, the booze, and the house specialties—spaghetti and fried pork chop sandwiches—while they conducted “business.”
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			Oscar Hall’s FBI report on the Hamm kidnapping, completed in July 1933, recounted what had happened after the Barker-Karpis gang moved into the Robert Street residence in West St. Paul in 1932. The landlady-owner, who lived next door, became suspicious when she saw men entering and leaving the house every day carrying violin cases. The men explained that they were local musicians, which appeared to satisfy her at first.

			But on the night of April 25, 1932, her son was in bed reading the current issue of True Detective Mysteries magazine when he recognized photographs of the outlaws Alvin Karpis and Freddie Barker, wanted for the murder of Missouri sheriff Roy Kelly. They were the “musicians” living with “Mr. and Mrs. Anderson” next door.

			The landlady’s son notified the St. Paul police, who raided the Andersons’ house a few hours later, only to find that the group had packed up and left in the middle of the night. Obviously, the Barker group had been told to get out fast.

			One day later, the naked body of Ma’s boyfriend, Dunlop, alias Anderson, was found alongside a Wisconsin lake with a .45-caliber bullet through his head. Years later, the FBI concluded that Karpis had probably killed him because he erroneously suspected the frequently drunk old man had informed on the gang before the raid.

			In his investigation of the Hamm kidnapping in 1933, Agent Hall noted that St. Paul’s chief of police in 1932 was Tom Brown. Now a year later, after being demoted to detective, Brown headed the kidnap squad. Before long, Hall reported to SAC Werner Hanni his conclusion that Brown had tipped off the Barker-Karpis gang on both occasions—at 1031 Robert Street in 1932 and at 204 Vernon Street in 1933.

			Following up on his investigation at 204 Vernon Street, the enterprising Oscar Hall went to Balsam Lake, Wisconsin, about an hour’s drive north of St. Paul, to check on a report about a maroon car that had been spotted near the bucolic lake. It matched the description of the Essex Terraplane seen parked outside the Vernon Street residence. Hall found a gas station attendant who said that on June 20, the day after Hamm was released, he had serviced just such a car. The driver acted so surly that the attendant had taken down the license plate number—Missouri 157309—the same as for the Essex Terraplane registered to A. Carter. Shown photographs of various subjects, the serviceman identified the driver of the car as Alvin Karpis.
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			While Hall doggedly made progress in St. Paul, Special Agent Walter F. Trainor was pursuing the investigation out of the office in Kansas City, Missouri. A native Minnesotan and son of an Irish butcher, the thirty-two-year-old was another of Hoover’s anonymous agents. Trainor was married, with a law degree from Creighton University in Omaha. Trainor was tall and rail thin. His boyish face and slicked-back dark hair, parted down the middle, gave him a Gatsbyesque, Jazz Age look.

			Trainor, a devout Catholic, had once considered the priesthood. But like others, he joined the FBI for financial reasons. And as the job grew in intensity, so did he. Trainor was the type who worked 24/7 to the point of exhaustion, hardly stopping even to take a bathroom break, his last-surviving daughter, Ann (Trainor) Waldon, said in 2022. He relaxed by going fishing. And with a knack for analyzing complicated facts, he’d be in the thick of several public enemy chases over the next two years.

			For now, Trainor was turning up information corroborating the Barker-Karpis connection to Hamm’s kidnapping. In Kansas City, he interviewed an outlaw’s wife who confirmed that the persons living at 204 Vernon Street at the time of the Hamm kidnapping were Fred and Dock Barker, as well as a young woman named Paula and a “young collegiate-appearing fellow.” Undoubtedly, Trainor concluded, he was the preppy-looking Alvin Karpis.

			The FBI soon ascertained that Fred Barker and his girlfriend, Paula Harmon, a hard-partying Texas girl and former sex worker, were the “Mr. and Mrs. Stanley Smith” who’d rented the house at 204 Vernon Street from the McLarens. Down in Beaumont, Texas, Agent Charles Winstead discovered that Harmon’s nose had been disfigured in a horrific car accident, which explained the McLarens’ description of her flat, battered nose.

			Within days of the kidnapping, the FBI investigation was on the right track. Indeed, Agents Hall and Trainor had nailed it. The nearly inescapable conclusion was that the Barker-Karpis gang had kidnapped William Hamm.

			And then, the investigation suddenly took a different turn. In July 1933 the Chicago office SAC, Melvin Purvis, announced with a flourish that he’d solved the case. He declared that a different gang—one from Chicago, with a reputation for kidnappings—was guilty not only of the Hamm snatch but also a second, more bizarre one.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“What Do You Mean by Ham, Mr. Purvis?”

			From the beginning, there were those who thought the reported kidnapping of John “Jake the Barber” Factor was a hoax. Factor, an international con artist, was allegedly abducted by a group of gunmen on July 1, 1933, as he left The Dells roadhouse, a popular suburban gambling resort northwest of Chicago run by Al Capone’s men.

			Twelve days later, a bearded Factor was found wandering the streets. He claimed he had just been released after a ransom payment of $50,000. He said that during his ordeal he was kept blindfolded and held at machine-gun point in the cement basement of a two-story house he estimated to be about twenty miles from where he had been abducted.

			Word on the street was that Factor, who was being sought by the British government for defrauding investors there out of $7 million, staged his own kidnapping with Mob help to avoid being extradited to England. When found, he’d appeared unruffled, his white linen suit barely wrinkled.

			Unlike his half-brother, the respectable cosmetics king Max Factor, the slick-talking John Factor, a rabbi’s son raised along with Max in Poland, was considered capable of pulling off any kind of swindle. After fleeing England, he’d rigged gambling tables in Monte Carlo before heading back to Chicago, where he’d previously worked as a barber and ingratiated himself with the Capone syndicate.

			“Factor Case Branded Hoax” read a huge front-page headline in the July 8 Chicago Tribune, which reported that the British consul had demanded that Melvin Purvis, as head of the FBI’s Chicago office, arrest and jail Factor for having connived with friends to escape extradition. “I did not credit these rumors,” Purvis wrote later. He accepted Factor’s story and thought he knew who was responsible.
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			The most famous—indeed, only famous—FBI agent of the 1930s, Melvin Horace Purvis hardly looked the part. A mere wisp of a man, just five feet seven and around 130 pounds, he was “somewhat handicapped” for Bureau work by reason of what one agent called his “very youthful appearance.” In fact, when he joined the FBI in early 1927, Melvin Purvis was only twenty-three—two years younger than the minimum age. But other considerations won him the job.

			Purvis was born in 1903 in Timmonsville, South Carolina, the heart of tobacco country, and came from “one of the best families of the state,” his FBI background check determined. His father, a local banker and planter, taught young Melvin—the fifth of his eight children and oldest son—how to shoot, ride, and hunt game.

			Purvis came recommended to Hoover by a US senator and a US congressman, both from South Carolina. Along with Hoover, Purvis was a member of the conservative, Old South–oriented Kappa Alpha fraternity. And, like Hoover, he had captained his high school’s cadet corps for junior military training. The two men would hit it off to a degree unmatched in Hoover’s FBI tenure to that point.

			Unlike most of the agents he ended up commanding in Chicago, Purvis came to the FBI in search of excitement. Just after law school, he had spent almost two years in a South Carolina law firm, checking real estate titles, adjusting fire-loss claims for insurance companies, and performing dusty research. “There is nothing like a small law business to make a young man hunger for adventure,” he wrote later. Furthermore, he wasn’t considered sufficiently aggressive in going after new clients, or, as one insurance adjuster put it, “hard boiled enough when it came to getting the utmost dollar for the Insurance Company in a settlement.” As the senior partner in Purvis’s law firm believed, he “was not cut out for a money maker.”

			So, in December 1926, Purvis took a train to Washington, DC, hoping to become a white-suited foreign diplomat. Told there were no openings at the US State Department, he switched his application to the Department of Justice and was appointed an FBI special agent in January 1927.

			What Purvis lacked in physical stature, he made up for in charm and swagger. He had great confidence and a flair for the dramatic. He carried himself well, dressing stylishly in well-tailored double-breasted suits, pocket handkerchiefs, and wide-brimmed straw boater hats.

			A bachelor until his midthirties, Purvis was something of a ladies’ man. His manner was genteel and Old Southern without the air of snobbery that Hoover, for one, would have found off-putting.

			If Purvis had a fault, it was that he tended to excitability under pressure. But there were few crises to test him in those early years, so the trait went unnoticed.

			Purvis also wasn’t terribly attentive to the mundane aspects of FBI work. An indifferent administrator, he scored poorly on knowing the Bureau’s manual of instructions, Hoover’s bible. The director took him to task for being late to the office a few times for the nine a.m. opening: fifteen minutes on one occasion and all of four minutes on another—though Purvis insisted that in that instance he’d arrived at 8:58 a.m., while an inspector’s watch showed 9:02. Minor typographical errors in Purvis’s memos to Hoover also drew the director’s excessive ire.
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					Melvin Purvis, the Chicago office SAC and an early Hoover favorite.

				
			
			Nonetheless, Hoover took an instant liking to the young man and moved him quickly up the FBI ranks. Purvis underwent the usual shuffling between offices—Dallas, New York, Atlanta, Cincinnati, and Columbus, Ohio—doing the kind of antitrust, bankruptcy, and white-collar-crime work that formed the Bureau’s bread and butter at the time. But early on, Hoover began grooming him for bigger things. He yanked him off antitrust cases and brought him to Washington for special executive training.

			Sent back to Cincinnati in January 1930, Purvis was named acting SAC just three years into his Bureau career. In November of that year Hoover promoted him to SAC of the Cincinnati office, making him, at age twenty-seven, the youngest SAC in the FBI.

			Hoover, so lacking in grace and charm himself, seemed to perceive in Purvis what the latter’s son Alston has called “a romantic, idealized extension of himself.” Doris Rogers remarked later that Purvis “obviously was someone Hoover thought was very polished, a kind of ornament, but very bright and ready for the job.”

			Although Hoover addressed nearly all his agents formally as “Mister,” he took to calling Purvis “Melvin” or “Mel” in their personal correspondence. And while Hoover invariably signed off as “J. Edgar Hoover” or “Director” or “J. E. H.” on Bureau letterhead, his private letters to Purvis ended with “Jayee” or even “Ed.” More than once, Hoover urged Purvis to drop the “Mister” or “Dear Sir” in his letters to the director in favor of something less formal. The mannerly Purvis found that difficult but on occasion managed a “Dear J. E.,” usually signing himself as “M. H. Purvis.”

			It was the content, though, that marked their personal correspondence as unique in the annals of Hooverdom.

			The director had great fun alluding to Purvis’s attractiveness to women. In particular, Hoover dwelled on a crush (whether real or imagined) on the part of his personal secretary–executive assistant in Washington, Helen Gandy, known to all as “Miss Gandy.” In one letter in early 1932, while Purvis was serving as acting SAC in Chicago, Hoover claimed that Gandy was besotted after seeing a photograph of the young agent in a police magazine. “My secretary has been floating around in the air, so to speak, and has been saying how ‘SWEET’ you look. I don’t expect to get any work out of her today. It is a crime what effect you have upon the fair sex.”

			Hoover wrote Purvis later to say that Helen Gandy wanted the young agent to accompany her to an upcoming Halloween masquerade ball in Washington. “Miss Gandy has promised to wear a cellophane gown,” Hoover wrote. “You can look forward to seeing all of Miss Gandy.” For further effect, Hoover signed one of his letters, “By J. E. H. per H. G.” and added some x’s and o’s at the bottom.

			Were Hoover’s missives to Purvis merely signs of a bromance, a little playful guy talk, or were they evidence of a genuine romantic infatuation on his part? Today it is taken as a given by many that Hoover was a closeted gay man. The meme of him as a cross-dresser has even entered the popular culture. There is literally no evidence, however, that Hoover ever donned women’s clothing, and many who worked for him for years have pushed back hard, if not completely convincingly, against the rumor that he was gay.

			In any event, Hoover’s personal attachment to Purvis did not hurt the latter’s climb up the FBI ladder. On October 25, 1932, Hoover sent Purvis, then in the Birmingham, Alabama, office, a more businesslike note. It advised that he was promoting him to the most important job in the FBI outside of DC headquarters. Not yet thirty years old, Little Mel, as the press would dub him, was to become SAC of the Chicago field office just as things were getting ready to explode.
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			Melvin Purvis brought with him to Chicago his fox terrier puppy, a palomino horse he rode on weekends in the park, and a stylish eight-cylinder Pierce-Arrow, the car of Hollywood stars and monarchs worldwide. He was chauffeured in it by his Black valet, an indicator of the young man’s southern aristocratic heritage.

			The Chicago that Purvis arrived at in late 1932 was preparing to celebrate its one hundredth anniversary, marked by the Century of Progress world’s fair scheduled to open in the spring of 1933. A city of “boulevards, towering skyscrapers, a beautiful lakefront, and spacious parks,” as former FBI agent Virgil Peterson wrote, Chicago nonetheless retained its reputation as the crime capital of the world. Even with Al Capone behind bars and Congress having voted to repeal Prohibition in February 1933, there were thirty-five gang murders in the city that year, all of them unsolved. Chicago “had become a dumping ground for the nation’s major law violators,” wrote Peterson, who headed an influential Chicago crime commission for many years after leaving the FBI.

			With a population of 3.5 million, second only to New York, Chicago in 1933 was a mecca for criminals not because it explicitly ensured them protection, as in St. Paul and other safe-haven towns, but because of its sheer size. Hoodlums were able to lose themselves in the vastness of the city. Dingy, smoke-filled taverns could be found on practically every corner. Lowlifes congregated in the slums and among the bums on skid row, while big-time gamblers and bootleggers tended to secrete themselves in the better apartments of the city’s North Side.

			The FBI’s Chicago field office took up the nineteenth floor of the forty-one-story Bankers Building, an august brick skyscraper in the heart of the prestigious Loop District. By contrast, the office itself was drab and spartan: just a bunch of wooden desks, gray filing cabinets, and black rotary telephones. Plus a couple of manual typewriters for the two stenographers who typed up the lengthy single-spaced memos the agents dictated to them. Smoking was, of course, allowed; family pictures and other decorations were not.

			The office had about thirty special agents assigned to it. Chicago was one of twenty-two FBI field offices spread across the country in major cities, each with its own SAC. Altogether, they employed around three hundred special agents.

			Those numbers would prove to be woefully inadequate to handle the mushrooming breadth of casework involved in the 1930s War on Crime. The field force was but a fraction of today’s FBI, which has more than thirteen thousand special agents in its fifty-six field offices, with 350 agents in Chicago alone.

			Because of the manpower shortage, the early G-men ended up working monstrously long, stressful hours—sixty to eighty to sometimes a hundred or more a week—without overtime pay, often crisscrossing the country. They were on call twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week and had little time off. Their job became their life, turning the Bureau’s Windy City office, behind Hoover’s back, into a tight-knit, poker-playing, hard-drinking bunch.

			Agents had few friends outside the FBI because they were unable to discuss their work with non-Bureau people they might socialize with. Married agents who were suddenly called out of town often had to tell their wives they wouldn’t be home for dinner without being able to say where they were going. The single agents—roughly a third of the total—generally shared apartments with colleagues they might not see for weeks.

			Many an agent could second the story of Tom Connor, who traveled with a suitcase full of antacids. During one ten-day period, he had about twelve hours’ sleep and wore the same summer suit the whole time. When the bachelor agent got home to his Chicago apartment, he walked straight under the shower with all his clothes on.

			Overworked, sleep-deprived agents hardly make for the best warriors. But in Hoover’s FBI, physical exhaustion was no excuse for not getting the job done, nor for small failures such as typos and tardiness. Melvin Purvis, on the other hand, lacked much interest in rules, regulations, and paperwork. “He believed his job was to find and capture criminals, not to make sure tickler files [date-labeled folders] were right side up,” is how his son put it. Clearly, he needed a capable assistant to help run the office. He had one in Doris Rogers.

			She was in many ways the conscience of the Chicago office, the woman who admonished the male agents when they were behaving badly or stupidly. Born Doris Hinkley in 1910 in South Dakota, Rogers was her class valedictorian and the only girl among her peers to win a varsity letter. After college in South Dakota, she took a job as Melvin Purvis’s secretary when he was SAC of the Bureau’s Birmingham office. Following a divorce, she moved to Chicago with her young son in late 1932, continuing as Purvis’s secretary and assistant there. Just as Helen Gandy was Hoover’s gatekeeper in Washington, Doris Rogers became Purvis’s in Chicago. Her role was literal: a swinging gate by her desk led to Purvis’s office behind her, and no one got past it without her go-ahead.

			Twenty-four and pretty, she had practically all the men in the office interested in her. “She often said she could have married any of those agents,” her daughter-in-law Celia Lockerman recalled in 2021.

			In fact, Doris Rogers did end up marrying one of them: Allen E. Lockerman. Nearly six feet tall, he was a handsome, modest, straight-arrow type from a small Bible Belt town in Georgia. He obtained a law degree from a private Baptist college but couldn’t get a job as a lawyer during the Depression. So, he joined the FBI. He started in the Cincinnati office in March 1932 and, by 1933, was in Chicago.
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					The FBI’s savvy Chicago office assistant Doris Rogers. She married one of the Chicago agents, Allen Lockerman.

				
			
			In an era long before the Me Too movement, Rogers and Lockerman kept their office romance a secret. Though their dating was not strictly prohibited by FBI rule, they assumed that J. Edgar Hoover wouldn’t approve—or, worse, might find it titillating.
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			The Factor kidnapping in July 1933 was the first big case the Chicago office would handle in the nascent War on Crime. When it was discovered, Melvin Purvis was in a camp of Chicagoans who believed that “Terrible” Roger Touhy’s gang, which controlled gambling and bootlegging in the city’s northwest suburbs, had kidnapped Jake the Barber. The gang’s motive: to punish the Capone syndicate for butting in on Touhy’s home territory. Purvis suspected the Touhy gang of as many as thirty kidnappings of rival mobsters (likely an inflated estimate), but to Purvis, the theory made sense. “We assumed from the start, with no material evidence, that the Touhy gang was responsible for the crime,” he would write.

			Purvis was encouraged in his belief by Dan “Tubbo” Gilbert, a crooked ex–Chicago cop then serving as chief investigator for the Cook County state’s attorney. Gilbert would later be dubbed “the world’s richest” lawman for his lavish lifestyle and years of bribe taking. Apparently unbeknownst to Purvis in 1933, the corpulent Tubbo Gilbert was on the payroll of the syndicate then being run by Capone’s handpicked successor, Frank Nitti.

			At thirty-four, the same age as the jailed Capone, the bushy-haired Roger Touhy remained a thorn in the side of the Capone-Nitti syndicate. To sideline him, Gilbert told Purvis that Touhy’s gang was responsible not only for the Factor kidnapping near Chicago but also for the abduction of William Hamm in St. Paul.

			On July 19, 1933, a major break came in the two intertwined cases. Four men driving a dark Chrysler sedan through the small resort village of Elkhorn, Wisconsin, on their way back to Chicago crashed into a telephone pole and were arrested after failing to stop. They gave the rookie motorcycle police officer fictitious names.

			The young cop looked in their car and spotted a fully loaded automatic rifle, several loaded revolvers, and many rounds of ammunition. Then he searched their luggage and found white linen bandages suitable for use in blindfolding kidnap victims and a forty-inch window-sash cord of the type used to bind captives.

			The four men were soon identified as Roger Touhy and three of his henchmen. Purvis had them brought to Chicago for questioning. At first, Touhy wouldn’t talk, merely laughing whenever Purvis asked him a question. Then, told he was a suspect in the Hamm kidnapping, Touhy quipped, “What do you mean by ham, Mr. Purvis? A ham sandwich? Or did I kidnap a ham steak?”

			Just as William Hamm had predicted, he couldn’t identify any of his kidnappers, but he offered
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