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To all the reporters, correspondents, columnists, sob sisters, ink-stained wretches, and journalists of the era, the thousands of men and women whose reporting and dedication to the craft contributed not only to this story but to so many others, and to all the many newspapers that supported their work. Their cumulative efforts are the only reason it is possible to begin to know the past and re-create long-forgotten stories of an era that still resonates with readers today.



Even when your friend, the radio, is still; even when her dream, the magazine, is finished; even when his life, the ticker, is silent; even when their destiny, the boulevard, is bare;

And after that paradise, the dancehall, is closed; after that theater, the clinic, is dark,

 

Still there will be your desire, and hers, and his hopes and theirs,

Your laughter, their laughter,

Your curse and his curse, her reward and their reward, their dismay and his dismay and her dismay and yours—

 

—FROM “X MINUS X” BY KENNETH FEARING



THE ROBBERS OF THY PEOPLE SHALL EXALT THEMSELVES TO ESTABLISH THE VISION; BUT THEY SHALL FAIL.

 

—DANIEL 11:14



Prologue



Particular People

Each member of the gang had a job. Margaret Whittemore, soon to be known all over America as “Tiger Girl,” knew exactly what to do. And she played her role to the hilt.

Early on the morning of January 11, 1926, Margaret Whittemore, not quite twenty-two years old, rose just before dawn. Daylight would reveal a sky as dull as a mollusk and gray as concrete on this early winter day, but at this hour, as the sky slowly brightened, the lights of the streets of Manhattan still twinkled outside the window. Most days Margaret and her husband, Richard Whittemore, rarely opened the curtains before noon, if at all. They stayed out late and awoke even later, often stumbling home at four or five or six in the morning, after spending the early morning hours at the Club Chantee, where over the sound of a jazz band Richard laughed and held court long into the night.

But this day was different. In fact, for the last several days they had stayed at home and turned in early to make sure that on this day they would awake clearheaded and alert.

It was a big apartment—two bedrooms, two baths, with a nine-foot beamed ceiling, formal dining room, eat-in kitchen, and large entry foyer, one of half a dozen or so apartments on the twelfth floor of Chester Court, a fancy, brand-new fourteen-story building at 201 West Eighty-Ninth Street on Manhattan’s Upper West Side.

Margaret liked nice places, and so did Richard. They’d never had much growing up in Baltimore and were making up for it now. There had been nothing wrong with their previous place, a fine town house on West Eightieth Street, but this place was nicer, newer, bigger, and had more room, more class, more everything. Advertised as “High Class Apartments for Particular People,” Chester Court was a full-service building, with staff available to fulfill every whim. It was almost like a hotel, the housekeeping apartments already partially furnished, with electric refrigerators, stoves, and ranges. Even the closets had their own electric lights. The lobby was appointed in gleaming pink marble trimmed in gold gilt, and a doorman out front held the door for Margaret every time she entered and exited the building. Whenever she needed a taxi, he would stand on the curb, blow a whistle, and wave, then open the door and help her in.

He treated her with respect, and the way the building’s staff spoke to her, saying things like, “Yes, Mrs. Vaughn. Of course, Mrs. Vaughn. Right away, Mrs. Vaughn,” must have made her feel good—classy. She was younger than most of the other women in the building, who were wives of serious people, attorneys and architects and stockbrokers, and they jealously might have wondered how someone so young seemed to have so much.

Chances are the apartment was cluttered after a rare stretch of nights in, stacks of magazines spilling over the side tables. Richard favored adventure stories in pulps like Argosy and Dime Detective. Margaret liked the movies and, like other young women at the time, probably favored popular magazines that catered to her generation, glossy titles like Photoplay, Motion Picture Classic, and Vogue and pulps such as Dream World, True Confessions, and Flapper Experiences, all of which presented fantasies now close enough to touch. The ashtrays were full of cigarette butts—Richard was a chain-smoker—and a radio sat on the table. Their little dog, a brown and white spitz mix named Bades, a gift from Richard to Margaret, bounced back and forth. The dog was important to her. She’d had one before, a poodle, but after the couple were arrested in Philadelphia, police had taken the dog away. Margaret’s clothes were still packed and hanging in oversized trunks, as if the Whittemores had either just arrived or were preparing to leave. In fact, their life at Chester Court was the first time, really, the pair had stayed in a place of their own, by themselves, for long enough to live together like a regular couple.

That was what made their little dog so important. When Richard had bought it for her shortly after they moved in, it was a sign that maybe their life on the run was coming to an end, that they could in some way settle down.

Margaret and her husband still kept nearly all their belongings in several wardrobe trunks, clothes as well as jewelry, some cash, and a gun, just in case. Even that was a risk, but it was easier to dump one gun in a hurry than a whole stash. At any moment, the whole gang might have to bolt.

Margaret was a flapper, a modern young woman. Her short blond hair was cut in a smart and daring version of the “Eton Crop,” a hairstyle enhanced by a finger wave that curled just over the ears, like the models in the magazines, exposing the porcelain skin of her bare neck and leading the eye to the perfect boyish silhouette created by her nearly flat chest and slender figure.

Because it was a cold winter day and she had a job to do, she would have passed over the smart and sexier outfits that she wore at night, dresses made of crepe de Chine or taffeta and trimmed in silk or satin. For daywear, she usually selected something more conservative, like a ready-to-wear ensemble suit, sophisticated but sharp, and a pair of stockings. She didn’t wear the cheap rayons that were often so shiny that they had to be dulled with skin powder. She could afford real silk now. Her dress lingered just below the knee.

She applied her makeup carefully, her nails perfectly manicured.

Her jewelry box, now sitting open, was like a small treasure chest from a children’s book, all gold and diamonds and platinum and pearls. And there would soon be more, she knew. In the past few months, Richard had given her almost everything she wanted, and if everything went well, there would be even more coming. This was nothing like the way she had lived before, when he was in prison and she worked for the phone company or as an artist’s model and had to wear the same outfit nearly every day, or when they were on the run and Richard had to dye his hair to avoid being identified.

While she dressed, Richard also prepared for the day. He splashed his face with water and then drew a straight razor over his neck and cheeks, where a handful of scars hid beneath the stubble of a face both hard and soft. He had a job too, and it was important to look the part, to blend in among the people on the street in New York’s Diamond District.

You couldn’t be too careful.

 


Women were marching on Washington, DC, demanding equal rights, and Fall River High School in Massachusetts had just outlawed jazz, calling it a “travesty of music.” Richard mostly read the papers for the baseball and boxing news. But he also paid attention to the automobile advertisements, in particular one for the car he would soon buy, the 1926 Cadillac Imperial Suburban Sedan, series 314, with a list price of $3,435, capable of seating seven, and with a ninety-degree V-8, one of the most powerful engines available. It was a fast car, much faster than the four-cylinder Fords and Chevys used by the police and even faster than the car he already owned, a pricey Locomobile that now sat in a nearby garage. Truth be told, given his line of work, in some ways the armored edition of the Cadillac made more sense. It was the perfect car for “commercial” purposes like bank transfers, but everybody also knew it was bought only by top-of-the-line rumrunners. For a guy on the lam, the Suburban model attracted less unwanted attention.

In a few days he would have one, after paying for it with cash.

Richard Whittemore—Margaret usually either called him Dick or referred to him by his middle name, Reese, or sometimes, when they were out, by John or whatever other alias he was using at the time—was of average height, five-foot-seven, but “strongly built.” His face was wide, with sleepy gray eyes, heavy lips, and a slightly flattened nose that said he could take a punch and hinted at a life that might have had a rough beginning. But dressed in his tailored and sharply creased pinstriped pants, with a crisp silk shirt over his T-shirt, suspenders, a tie and matching jacket, topped off by a “smartly cut” overcoat, he did not look like someone who had already killed at least three men and maybe four or five more. Or like someone who in another day would spend hours in an opium den on Mott Street, or who later that morning would smash a gun against the skull of a man and then rob him of hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of uncut diamonds in the middle of the street in broad daylight. That crime would make the front pages and eventually put both his picture and Margaret’s in newspapers from Long Island to Los Angeles.

The tabloids would call Margaret “Tiger Girl,” and Richard “the Candy Kid.” Together they would become real-life celebrities, almost movie stars, as familiar to readers as the smart young couple Boots and Rod Ruggles in the popular comic strip Boots and Her Buddies.

He looked like a businessman, a professional. And that was precisely the way Richard Whittemore liked to think of himself now, as a man with a profession, a somebody who had places to go and people to see. To the building’s rental office he was Horace Waters, but when he met a stranger, he was someone else—Johnny Gario or John Vaughn—and Margaret was the missus. When anyone asked what he did, his face lit up, he smiled and flashed his teeth, and then he simply said, “Sales.” Never mentioning what he sold or for how much, he let his gold cufflinks, diamond stickpin, and tailored suit do the talking for him.

That was enough for most people—it was not a time to ask too many questions. Some probably figured he was a bootlegger; in 1926 bootlegging was considered hardly a crime, certainly not a rarity, and it barely raised an eyebrow, even on the Upper West Side. Nearly every day, even in his own building, he saw someone who gave him the same impression. Everybody, it seemed, was either a bootlegger or working for someone who was, making deliveries or working in a speakeasy or selling illegal liquor from under the counter at the butcher shop. Even the other “businessmen” who lived in the building were in on the game in one way or another—a lot of attorneys and accountants got rich keeping bootleggers out of jail. So did a lot of cops.

Bootlegging was what Richard Whittemore had thought he would probably end up doing too, until a few years before, when everything had seemed to fall in place. After spending many of the past fifteen years in reform schools, jails, and penitentiaries, he’d met Jacob Kraemer during his last stint, in the Maryland State Penitentiary. Jake, as he called himself, was different from the other prisoners, who were mostly dope fiends and stickup artists almost begging to be arrested. Kraemer was older and smart, spoke a bunch of languages, and seemed to have everything figured out. Along with his brother Leon, the Kraemers had lived a life of crime on two continents, cracking safes. They had already stolen and then squandered several fortunes. But now, nearing middle age, they were tired of getting caught and wasting time in prison.

Together, the two brothers had figured out a new way to steal diamonds and other jewels, get rich, and, they believed, not get caught. But they needed help from someone young and hungry. Then they met Richard. Everyone knew him in the pen and saw him beat men down with his fists in the prison boxing ring. The Kraemers had the brains, but they admired and needed Whittemore’s brawn and brazen ambition—he was sick of being a small-time hood and wanted more of everything.

Whittemore and the Kraemers had schemed and plotted together, and when they all got out of prison, they put those plans in place. They worked just as smoothly as the “can opener” the Kraemers had perfected and once used to crack safes. The brothers did most of the planning; the execution was Whittemore’s responsibility.

He was good at it, and he knew it. When things got hot, he stayed cool. Gunfire did not scare him. He threw a punch with the best of them, and he kept the other guys in line and got rid of them when they strayed. What he said was the law.

It was working so far. In a little over six months, the gang had pulled a half-dozen big jobs and a like number of small ones, making off with more than half a million dollars’ worth of cash and jewelry. No one had gotten caught, and no one had gotten badly hurt . . . no one in the gang anyway. Even better, not only did the police have no idea who was committing the crimes, but they did not even know that one gang was responsible; that was how good they were, and how good their plans were. After each job, they didn’t really need to hide or run. Instead, under assumed names, they stayed in plain sight, sometimes in Cleveland but more recently in New York. Then they went out and spent money like they, well, had just robbed somebody.

Today was a big day. It was time for the gang to really show what it could do. They were all getting used to the life, to having what they wanted when they wanted it, and as much as they wanted for as long as they wanted. Richard liked to walk into a nightclub, snap his fingers, and get the best table. He liked to tip cigarette girls a week’s wage, drop the equivalent of a month’s rent on a bottle of wine, order suits like calling a cab, and lose track of the days in a dope den with his friends or at the craps table. He liked sharp suits and fast cars and had his eye on that Cadillac.

Over the past few weeks the Kraemers and the rest of the gang had plotted and watched and waited, and now was the time to act. Later that morning two jewelers would pick up a shipment of uncut, untraceable diamonds from a bank vault and walk down West Forty-Eighth Street toward their office in the most heavily policed area of New York, only a few blocks away from a busy police precinct, with a traffic cop on every corner.

So what? When the time was right, Richard Whittemore and his gang planned to smash the men to the ground in the middle of a busy street, take the diamonds, and disappear in less than a minute. By nightfall, the entire lot would be sold and everyone would receive their portion of the take. No one would go to bed early.

Each one had a job. They had gone over it a million times, diagramming and plotting every move. In a few minutes Margaret would head downtown to Pennsylvania Station and Richard would meet everyone in Midtown. When Margaret got to the train station, she would take a ticket for a locker from her clutch and remove a valise full of guns, including one in particular that her husband wanted on this day, an oversized .38 pistol along with the usual assortment of .45s. Then she would meet Richard in Midtown, give him the guns, and return home. It was safer that way. She did not yet have a record, and if the men, most convicted felons, were caught with the guns, that meant an automatic jail term. For Richard, it might mean a death sentence.

Then the plan would unfold. The gang would split up, travel to the scene, and take their places. When Jake gave the signal, the whole gang would spring into action, make a violent lightning strike, and then scatter.

Margaret put on her coat and finished her look by pulling a cloche hat down low over her forehead, so low that she had to tilt her head back to peer out from beneath it to know where she was going. She looked smart and sharp.

She’d been looking at the ads, too, and had her eye on a new $800 squirrel coat. In a few days, it would be hers.

Together, the Whittemores would have almost everything they had ever dreamed of.


One



Till Death

On a cool, gray morning in October 1921, Richard Reese Whittemore stood in front of West Baltimore’s Caernarvon Methodist Episcopal Church South, flanked by a motley collection of his pals, smoking and spitting on the sidewalk. More at home in a poolroom than a church pew, they sported off-the-rack “jazz suits.” Only weeks past his twentieth birthday, Whittemore was already beginning to spin out a new life from an old one, reaching toward a vision of himself only he could see.

Some of the girlfriends of the bride-to-be were already seated inside, quietly chatting away, awaiting the arrival of Margaret Messler for what was supposed to be the happiest day of the young couple’s lives.

In many ways that would prove to be true. The next five years would be marked with enough tragedy to last several lifetimes and end with the Whittemores on the front page of virtually every newspaper in the country, their tabloid love story more improbable than any motion picture. It would also leave at least a half-dozen men buried in the ground, a half-dozen more hanging from the bars of a jail cell, and the whereabouts of several hundred thousand dollars in cash and gems an enduring mystery.

 



Tiger Girl and the Candy Kid are not important because of the crimes they committed, the lives they took, or even, really, their relationship. Their story is no simple romantic coupling; it is the torrid romance of an entire era, one that only matters for the glimpse it offers into a time and place, America in transition at the end of the Progressive Era, hurtling headlong and head-down into the Jazz Age, a time when everything was changing so fast and revealing so many obvious contradictions and inequalities that what made sense yesterday did not make sense today and no one quite knew what tomorrow might bring. Just as the lives and crimes of Bonnie and Clyde Parker provide admittance into the Depression Era, when desperate times drove people to ever more desperate measures, Tiger Girl and the Candy Kid punch a ticket into the Roaring Twenties.

Yet their world was not the same as that chronicled by F. Scott Fitzgerald, where money and status and privilege turned hedonistic self-destruction into a kind of new aesthetic. For Richard and Margaret, the Jazz Age wasn’t about raccoon coats and cocktails, sis-boom-bah and profligate excess, but how those romanticized mythologies of the era provided an irresistible fantasy, and how trying to live that fantasy played out, life and death in real time.

As America remade itself in the 1920s, becoming recognizable as the place we still inhabit today, it took kids like Richard and Margaret and created the Candy Kid and Tiger Girl. They came of age just as a twisted pathway to a new warped version of the American Dream first came into focus, one built not on morality but on money, not on personal freedom but on personal indulgence, not on the promise of a better future but on a mouthwatering appetite for the present.

As Richard and Margaret became Tiger Girl and the Candy Kid, they went together down a dark back alley, taking a shortcut toward the kind of instant gratification the era worshiped. “Everywhere,” as Malcolm Cowley wrote in Exile’s Return, “was the atmosphere of a long debauch that had to end; the orchestras played too fast, the stakes were too high at the gambling tables, the players were so empty, so tired, secretly hoping to vanish together into sleep and . . . maybe wake on a very distant morning and hear nothing, whatever, no shouting or crooning, find all things changed.”

All of a sudden, it seemed, you could just flip a switch and have the lights come on, hear music blaring on the radio and an automobile roaring to life and offering a thousand destinations. Richard and Margaret and others of their generation careened down one crooked street after another to grab those few morsels of the Dream that seemed within reach, then reached for the next, and then the next, until they finally landed in a place where the errors and extremes of the age were exposed in bloodstained relief. Theirs is a story of what can happen when the American Dream is exposed as folly and about the nightmares—personal, private, and public—it can inspire.

As Richard and Margaret became Tiger Girl and the Candy Kid, real blood was spilled and real people died, real kids were left orphans, and real women became widows. Lives were destroyed and erased, fortunes acquired and squandered, careers both made and ruined. Tiger Girl and the Candy Kid were among the first to drive a stiletto into the swollen balloon of the era. Before them, there had been no such figures as the romanticized gangster and his femme fatale gun moll—real-life antiheroes the public would find both repulsive and irresistible, a coupling impossible to embrace but also impossible to ignore, one the culture has both celebrated and exploited ever since.

What a time to be alive. And what a time to die.

 


On the day of the wedding, amid the flowers and too-sweet cake, the Candy Kid and Tiger Girl did not exist. There was nothing special about either Richard or Margaret, apart from the fact that their stories were so common, as well as a little sad and tawdry. Like so many others their age, all they wanted to be was something other than what they were.

A spiffy-looking couple, they were just beginning to look the parts they yearned to play. Margaret, with her wide blue eyes framed by blond hair cut into a fashionable bob parted on the side, certainly turned a few heads. Although she would later describe herself as “a good girl” at the time of her marriage, she was anything but demure.

“Brassy” was more like it. A year before, a new film had debuted at Baltimore’s Parkway Theater on nearby North Avenue. A romantic comedy, The Flapper was written by a thirty-two-year-old woman named Frances Marion and starred Olive Thomas in the title role of Ginger. It was the first American film to exploit the flapper lifestyle, an entirely new kind of young American woman who didn’t adhere to the social norms of her parents but thought for herself. As one observer described them, flappers were “frivolous, scantily-clad, jazzing . . . [and] irresponsible and undisciplined, to whom a dance, a new hat, or a man with a car, were of more importance than the fate of nation.” The film introduced the term, whose origins are still murky, into common speech. More than that, it helped create an archetype for young women, a way of life and of living that appeared to be of their own making, one that was exciting, beguiling, intoxicating, and utterly befuddling to people like Richard’s and Margaret’s parents.

Newspaper ads for the film teased, “You’ve met her often, she’s the little girl who’s always misunderstood, whose ‘love affairs’ are never taken seriously. In her efforts to grow up, everything she touches goes wrong.” The film’s innocent title character, Ginger, meets a man described as “delightfully wild and dangerous” and declares, “A woman dares anything for the man she loves.” Ginger falls in with the wrong kind of people, becomes tangled up in a scheme to rob a safe and ends up dazzled by the allure of flapper fashions and stolen jewelry. She travels “alone to the wicked city,” New York, where she presents herself as a “woman of experience,” smoking cigarettes, wearing lipstick, draping herself in gems, showing her ankles, and even going to a nightclub.

At the end of the film, the title character realizes the error of her ways and reforms. But for young women like Margaret, the moral lesson of the last reel and the spate of wildly popular Flapper-inspired films that followed didn’t stick. What remained with them was Ginger’s freedom—to smoke, dance, drink gin, flirt, wear makeup and gaudy jewelry, go to wild parties, and use their bodies in any way they wanted, to get what they wanted.

Like Ginger, young women were dazzled by the clothing and ornaments and the exhilaration of discovering who they could be. They now wanted to shed their innocence, control their own destiny, and play a starring role in imitation of the movies. And it all seemed so easy to achieve. There was even a popular “recipe” to become this new woman: “Two bare knees, two thinner stockings, one shorter skirt, two lipsticks, three powder puffs, 132 cigarettes, and three boyfriends, with eight flasks between them.”

Margaret and other young women like her would have been wise to pay attention to the fate of actress Olive Thomas. The end of her story had already been splashed across the headlines. A small-town girl who moved to New York City at age nineteen after winning a “Most Beautiful Girl in New York City” contest, Thomas was swept up and away. She became a Ziegfeld Girl, posed nude for a pinup painter, and then began making films. Shortly after The Flapper debuted, she traveled to Paris for a second honeymoon with her husband, actor Jack Pickford, the brother of film star Mary Pickford. By then, her story was fueling similar dreams in young women all over America.

Together, as Frances Marion later described them, the couple soon became “much more interested in playing the roulette of life than in concentrating on their careers.” Early on the morning of September 5, 1920, in their hotel room after a night of drinking, Thomas, drunk, downed the contents of a flask. It was not full of gin, but a solution of mercury bichloride used by her husband to treat the sores caused by his chronic syphilis.

The tabloid press exploded with news of her death, a story that hit every sweet spot: sex, scandal, celebrity, and tragedy. Although eventually ruled an accident, there was rampant speculation, and some evidence, that she either killed herself intentionally or had been murdered by her husband. Rumor also had it that Thomas may have been a heroin addict caught in the criminal underworld, and that she and her husband had recently indulged in a cocaine-fueled orgy that lasted days. Poisoned, she died five days later, only twenty-five years old.

Hearing of Olive and Jack’s fate, Margaret and Richard and scores of young people like them in the generation that came to define the Jazz Age mostly appreciated the story for its titillating thrills—not as one that would foreshadow their own destiny.

 


Like her husband-to-be, Margaret, only eighteen when she married, dressed in the style of the day. She had abandoned the confines of the Gibson Girl corset and looked to the styles popularized in magazines and currently in vogue in France that were now beginning to make their way across the Atlantic—dresses made of loose fabric that draped around slender, ever more boyish figures. Although wedding dresses remained conservative and hid more than they revealed, in other settings women like Margaret now wore their stockings rolled down and allowed their skirt lengths to creep up, showing men a tempting calf.

Richard cut a pretty keen figure in his wedding suit as well. Slim yet muscular, he had dark brown hair that framed a face sporting a slow rakish smile that could turn to a sneer in an instant. The newspapers would later note that his heavy-lidded chestnut eyes hinted of a vaguely “mixed strain, perhaps that of some Oriental race,” as if, according to the prejudices of the era, that somehow explained how he had turned out. Almost from birth, Richard rebelled against anything or anyone who sought to pin him down and hold him back. Nobody had ever been able to tell him what to do or how to behave.

Yet people liked him. It was hard not to. He was the kind of guy who instantly knew how to tell people what they wanted to hear, whether it was true or not, and who could spit out a bald-faced lie without breaking a sweat. To the girls, he was something of a sweet talker, aka a “candy kid,” in the slang of the day, but when the sweet talk didn’t work, he wasn’t averse to using a strong arm to get what he wanted. He was ruled by impulse. His friends knew better than to cross him.

Richard’s mother, Edna, hadn’t lived long enough to see her son take a bride and maybe that was for the best. She had suffered from tuberculosis and become an invalid before passing away in 1916. Her friends blamed her oldest son and whispered that she’d really died of “a broken heart.”

Richard had given both of his parents plenty of reason to worry, to stay up nights wondering what he was up to and where he was. His father, Rawlings Whittemore, must have hoped that married life would inspire Richard to settle down, get a steady job, or, at the very least, stay out of jail.

Nothing had tamed Richard so far, not the Coast Guard, not reform schools, not even a stint in Baltimore’s St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys. That institution had worked wonders for another lost Baltimore boy, George Ruth, who had turned his life around and become “the Babe,” the best ballplayer in the country.

Even as they were buoyed by the wedding, it was hard for the couple to feel optimistic about the future, given the state of the world they had grown up in. Like almost everything else Whittemore did, the wedding was a rush job, an impulsive act that showed he didn’t think too far beyond the next day, or the previous evening. Most nights he was out all hours, sometimes with Margaret and sometimes not. He’d tried working and going straight—clerking in a cigar store, selling fruit and other goods on the street—but late nights simply did not agree with early mornings.

So Richard was usually a dollar or ten behind. His father would always bail him out, thinking maybe this time would be the last time, but it never was.

Rawlings felt bad for his son. When Richard was only two, he’d fallen out a window, only a four-foot drop, but had been knocked unconscious and experienced seizures. After that, as his father later remembered, “I’m wondering if maybe that had something to do with” his pattern of antisocial behavior. His parents blamed themselves and always found excuses for their son’s conduct. Since then, it had been one thing after another. A few weeks before the wedding, Richard had lifted some stock certificates from his father and cashed them in, money he quickly lost in the dance halls and while gambling with his pals. Rawlings looked the other way. It was easier to believe the lie that his son would turn his life around than face the truth.

The truth was that, so far, Richard had proven utterly incapable of taking care of himself, much less a young wife.

Whittemore and his fiancée seemed to view the wedding ceremony like a big night out. Without a great deal of thought to what would come after, they had made the decision to marry showing little more foresight than they’d have brought to picking out a motion picture show at the Hippodrome. Weddings held at the Caernarvon Methodist Episcopal Church South didn’t make the society pages, and no wedding announcement made its way into the Sun. Margaret was Catholic, but Whittemore had laughed at the notion that he would go through the time-consuming process of converting, as her mother wanted. Religion wasn’t going to stop the young couple, even if Whittemore’s family was embarrassed that he was marrying a Papist and Margaret’s mother was appalled that she was marrying outside the church.

For two bucks, they’d picked up a wedding license only a few days before, the church was available and affordable, and for another small fee the minister agreed to perform the service. Whittemore had probably borrowed the money for these meager expenses, or maybe a horse had come through at the nearby Pimlico racetrack. They had few other options besides marrying in the church, as the state of Maryland did not allow civil wedding ceremonies and landlords didn’t rent to unmarried couples.

Until recently, Whittemore had lived rent-free with his father and younger brother in a row house on Bentalou Street, just west of Sandtown. But Whittemore promised his wife they’d have a place of their own. He managed to get a room nearby above a tire shop at 1200 West Fayette Street, in a building later revealed to be a drug den. If Margaret did all the housework, it was rent-free.

That was just like Richard, always depending on someone else. Margaret was the one with a steady job. She’d signed on with the phone company as an operator at a time when many calls still had to be put through manually. But she made only about $20 a week, far less than the average annual wage of $3,000 earned by men, and hardly enough to buy a thin winter coat. For now, the young couple would start their life together as boarders, living on the cheap but in a hurry to grow up.

Maybe married life, and the specter of a future and maybe a family to support, would rein Richard Whittemore in. That happened to a lot of boys.

Maybe it would happen to him.

 


As Margaret and Richard said their vows, the modern world was rushing in. Rawlings had grown up in a Baltimore where the horizon stretched only a few blocks, a place that all but shut down after sunset. His children were coming of age in a place that, thanks to electricity, never went dark, where poolrooms and saloons and nickelodeons did a booming business, automobiles choked the streets, planes were beginning to crisscross the sky, and a better life seemed just around the corner.

The streets of Baltimore revealed a different reality. Nothing, it seemed, ever came easy there, and right around the corner was just another dead end, the apparently limitless future more stick than carrot. By the fall of 1921, for Richard Whittemore, his wife, and so many others their age, the past didn’t seem to matter. And the future didn’t seem like anything you could count on. The city had been electrified, cars had replaced horse-drawn carts, and trams and streetcars ran everywhere, but as one young man wrote in the Atlantic Monthly, despite these advances, their parents’ generation had already “pretty well ruined this world before passing it on,” leaving behind “this thing knocked to pieces, leaky, red hot, threatening to blow up.”

The twentieth century had opened with a series of tragedies in the burgeoning city of Baltimore: fire, war, and flu, followed by a quick and brutal economic depression. By the time Richard and Margaret entered their teen years, they were keen to say goodbye to what was left of their hometown.

Steady, if dreary and monotonous, work had once been easy to come by in Baltimore, particularly after the Civil War, when the combination of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad and the Calvert Company’s development of ten thousand acres along the harbor and in southeast Baltimore created one of the greatest industrial waterfronts in the world, one that featured all manner of industry—shipbuilding, lumber, iron, coal, canneries, distilleries, breweries, and, in 1916, Bethlehem Steel, then the largest steel plant in the world.

For years, workers had streamed into Baltimore from all directions—freed southern Blacks included—and the immigration pier at Locust Point rivaled that of Ellis Island as more than 1.2 million immigrants, first from Ireland and then from Germany and central and eastern Europe, started their American journey in Baltimore. Nearly 20 percent of these immigrants found work and decided to make Baltimore home.

Then, on February 7 and 8, 1904, the center of the city of Baltimore was consumed by fire. In thirty hours, more than 1,500 buildings and an area spanning some seventy city blocks—140 acres—were completely destroyed.

Although one man was killed in the blaze, the Baltimore Sun called it “a blessing,” for the fire marked the beginning of the end of old Baltimore. As the sixth-largest city in the country rebuilt and expanded, Baltimore pitched forward into the twentieth century with astonishing speed. Before then, the city had remained something of a relic from another time, its colonial past still on view. Baltimore was staid, conservative, and hardworking, but a little sleepy and utterly segregated. Even after the fire, the city still clung so tightly to the Victorian Era for a while that in 1908, when Mademoiselle de Joire, a Parisian model, displayed an Edwardian Directoire gown from Paris that dared to reveal the slenderest portion of her lower leg, Police Deputy Marshal Manning declared the sight “only fit for private circulation.” If the lady appeared on the street in the dress again, he threatened, she would “be subject to arrest for disorderly conduct.”

Then came the Great War, a conflict the United States entered in the spring of 1917 with the full expectation that in a few short months American troops would return home wrapped in glory. But an initial burst of public patriotism was followed by absolute lethargy at recruiting offices. The War Department instituted a “work or fight” order and a draft to round up the slackers. Eventually the United States shipped more than a million young men into the most brutal and deadly conflict the world had ever seen. The American military ballooned from a force of only 127,500 in 1917 to more than three million active members by war’s end. Of those sent overseas, 53,000 were killed in combat and another 63,000 died from the horrific conditions in the trenches. Nearly all the fallen were under the age of thirty. For them, Armistice Day, November 11, 1918, came too late.

And then, just as the war began winding down and returning soldiers were already regaling their civilian friends with stories of both battlefront bravery and life in Gay Paree, the Spanish influenza reached the epidemic stage. It spread across the nation with the speed of a telegram, and unlike other strains, which preyed upon the elderly and infirm, this flu primarily infected the young and previously healthy. By the time it played out, another 675,000 Americans were dead. Baltimore buried more than 4,000.

Those who survived these tragedies just wanted to get a job, forget all that had happened, and blow off some steam. That didn’t seem like too much to ask.

 


At first, the war offered a promise of prosperity and fueled a booming local economy. Work was plentiful, and working-class boys and girls growing up in Baltimore looked to an optimistic future when a job wouldn’t necessarily mean toiling twelve hours a day for the rest of their lives down at the docks or in the rail yard or a factory. Women entered the workforce in numbers never seen before, taking over for men who were off in combat and working at new military bases and in factories making war goods. In taking on responsibilities the old world had never allowed women to shoulder, they left the drudgery of housework behind. The combination of electricity, canned goods, home appliances, and prophylactics gave these women something they’d never had before—free time. And now many had money of their own to spend, creating something brand-new, the independent woman. Instead of diving into marriage straightaway, women could afford to wait to get married and experience the world on their own terms. The Nineteenth Amendment, giving women the right to vote, passed in 1920, and seemed to promise women even more freedom to control their own futures.

Swept up in these changes, Margaret Messler quit school shy of a high school degree and got that job with the phone company. Her family needed the money, but they had also lost control of their daughter. Her parents, August and Theresa, had emigrated from Germany in 1882, two of several hundred thousand German immigrants to call Baltimore home. August worked as a tailor. The couple had five children, one who died in infancy, followed by William, Philip, Margaret, born on March 2, 1903, and Paul. After August Messler passed away while Margaret was still in grammar school, money became tight. Theresa was forced to take a job working as a cleaning lady, known as a charwoman, in a factory.

Soon after the war ended, the booming economy sank like a U-boat hitting a mine in the English Channel. As veterans returned to the workforce in droves, the US government, overreacting to concerns over the federal debt and wartime inflation, slashed the federal budget by nearly two-thirds. The result was one of the most dramatic economic downturns in history, one far more abrupt than the later stock market crash of 1929. The industrial engine fueled by the war sputtered. Unemployment of non-agricultural workers went from almost zero to more than 15 percent, the stock market lost half its value, business sector profits dropped 75 percent, and wholesale prices fell by nearly 50 percent. Baltimore’s economy couldn’t take the hit. Industrial unemployment skyrocketed past 20 percent, and the jobs lost by Baltimoreans never really came back as manufacturing in the Midwest and Great Lakes took up the slack and most of the work. Women were booted out of the workforce en masse, and soldiers who’d fought for their country scrounged to get by. Job prospects were even worse for younger men. Optimism for a postwar future marked by peace and prosperity rapidly became mired in another miasma, a trench of despair and the widening gap between reality and desire. Fractures in society that had always been present were now made obvious. A comfortable middle-class life seemed about as real as a silent film.

And what made it even worse for kids and young adults like Richard and Margaret was that there were just so damn many of them. Fueled by the children of immigrants, between 1900 and 1930 enrollment in American high schools increased 650 percent while colleges and university attendance more than tripled. For this new generation, the old ethics and mores that had bound most Americans to a life of labor suddenly vanished. Without a future, they looked toward the present, trading the hope of long-term security for more immediate pleasures.

So far, Richard and Margaret had enjoyed few of the material benefits of the Jazz Age. While F. Scott Fitzgerald’s monied, upper-crust characters celebrated the ennui of their privileged status through conspicuous consumption and the accompanying emotional wasteland, kids like Richard and Margaret didn’t have that luxury. If you were born rich, it was a great time to be alive. But the gulf between the haves and have-nots had rarely been greater, or more obvious. The good life was on exhibit every day in the movies and in the magazines, and young people hungered for the swanky promise of a world where men swaggered through the night in shiny new cars, squiring women draped in furs and diamonds, cocktails in hand, the sound of a jazz band blaring in the background. Every night an endless party called out to them, one that seemed both tantalizingly close and simultaneously unreachable, for there was one reality that could not be ignored. The high life required cold hard cash.

That was what mattered now. That was what they wanted. That was what they all wanted. And that was something Richard Whittemore had grown up believing he deserved.

 


The Whittemores, well known and respected, if not particularly prosperous, had been in Baltimore for generations and were also known for being hardworking, honest, and caring, a reputation they had earned through service to others.

Rawlings’s mother, Hannah Hoffman, described as being of “splendid character,” had dedicated much of her life to public service, which had brought her into contact with Baltimore’s wealthiest families. When she was widowed in 1882 and left with three children to support, a local philanthropist arranged for her to be named the first superintendent of the Colored Girls’ House of Refuge on Courtland Street, one of four houses of refuge created by the state, each segregated by race and gender. Such institutions were inspired by reform efforts that swept the country in the middle of the nineteenth century—reforms that would shape Richard’s life.

Soon enough, houses of refuge were being run like prisons for minors, more akin to “houses of refuse” for the way they treated the throwaway children in their care. During Hannah’s tenure, though, the Courtland Street house of refuge continued to aspire to its original lofty purpose. Later, Rawlings and Edna Whittemore and their growing family would even live in the same building that housed the Society for the Protection of Children from Cruelty on Franklin Street.

This heritage eventually made Richard Whittemore even more of an embarrassment to his family, because he had become precisely the kind of kid such institutions were designed for—utterly incorrigible, someone adults didn’t understand and feared. A later observer even traced the young Whittemore’s downfall to the family’s time living at the Society, where he had grown up as an entitled boy who was constantly told he was better than the unfortunates who were temporarily housed in the same building.

Richard’s mother, Edna Grady, had also grown up in the world of reform schools. Her father, Bernie, had taught at the House of Refuge for Boys, where he organized the boys’ band. The Gradys enjoyed a fine reputation. One uncle served as a dentist at the US Naval Academy, and another helped start the Baltimore Polytechnic Institute, whose graduates would include both the author Dashiell Hammett and the legendary Baltimore journalist H. L. Mencken.

Class mattered to the Whittemores, although Rawlings hadn’t been nearly as successful as his forebears. He worked as a stationary engineer at the Calvert Machine Company down by the harbor, a fancy title for a kind of big engine and boiler mechanic. It was a dirty job, and he earned barely enough to raise a family. Meta was born in 1900, Richard on September 8, 1901, and a third son, Rawlings, in 1905. After Hannah’s death in 1903, Rawlings bought a house and the family settled in Baltimore’s old Fifteenth Ward, a multiethnic, working-class neighborhood.

It wasn’t a place where respectable people wanted to live, at least not for very long. Restrictive covenants had already crammed most of ethnic and Black Baltimore into only a few neighborhoods, making Baltimore perhaps the most segregated city in America. In 1910, the city even passed segregation laws that made it illegal for Blacks or Whites to move onto a block where either would be the minority. Although the law was eventually struck down, by 1920 half of all Blacks in the city had already been herded into Sandtown, just south of the Fifteenth Ward. Most nearby White residents, a mixture of Germans (like the Messlers), Jews, eastern Europeans, and poor Whites, either newcomers to the city from the rural South or more established families who had lost status (like the Whittemores), were all looking to leave. Maybe that’s why it was known locally as “Fearsville.”

It was no romantic melting pot. Lawrence Adler, who later found fame in Hollywood, on the stage, and in the recording industry as the world’s foremost harmonica player, grew up in the neighborhood and described Baltimore during this era as “a town from which I spent the first fourteen years of my life plotting my escape . . . nobody seemed to like anybody. Catholics, Protestants, Poles, Negroes, Jews cordially feared or detested one another, and there was hardly any contact between groups. I was called ‘Jew bastard’ my first day of school but was also cautioned by my parents not to play with ‘the little nigger boys.’ ”

By 1920, most adults in the Fifteenth Ward were intimidated not just by their Black neighbors but by the hordes of children roaming the streets who survived by forming youthful gangs to prey on and do battle with a never-ending onslaught of “others”—kids from the next block and the next neighborhood—in a sidewalk version of social Darwinism.

All the Whittemores had, really, was their good name, which the family pronounced “WHIT-a-more.” Fortunately for Richard’s older sister Meta, that still mattered. Only a few months before her brother’s wedding, Meta, now twenty-one, had parlayed her family name into a fine marriage to a young doctor, the son of a Maine legislator.


Now that had been a wedding, taking place in the prestigious and now historic St. Paul’s Church Rectory on Cathedral Hill, one of Baltimore’s oldest buildings. You had to be somebody to marry there. The Baltimore Sun covered the event in a small but detailed story that even made special mention of Meta’s bridal gown and wedding bouquet and reported that after the ceremony the couple embarked on an “extended wedding trip North.” The Whittemores’ oldest son had apparently cleaned up and behaved at that affair, and now Rawlings could only hope that would hold true at Richard’s own wedding. “Hooch” had been Richard Whittemore’s near-constant companion since grammar school, and Prohibition hadn’t changed that. If anything, Richard had become even more besotted with rearranging his senses at the altar of alcohol.

He wasn’t the only one. Prohibition provided the final spark that lit Richard and Margaret’s world. At a time when the possibilities seemed almost endless and opportunity seemed to be shrinking just as fast, breaking the law emerged as the fastest and easiest way to get ahead.

Ever since the Eighteenth Amendment prohibiting the sale and distribution of alcohol had been ratified on January 16, 1919, and gone into effect a year later, there had been increasingly little respect for the law of any kind. Among the young, lawlessness acquired a certain thrilling appeal.

Even the state of Maryland got into the action. Despite the Volstead Act, which empowered the federal enforcement of Prohibition, Maryland was the only state in the union that didn’t bother to pass a similar state law to help the feds enforce the statute. By 1921, with the local economy in collapse, breaking the law was Baltimore’s only growth industry.

Guys from the neighborhood like Richard Whittemore—poor and uneducated in little more than the ways of the street corner—cashed in legitimately, illegitimately, and every way in between in the kind of action that flourished in Prohibition’s wake and generated enormous amounts of cash. There was money to be made running liquor, working in speakeasies, serving as gofers for gangsters, smuggling, heisting trucks, rolling drunks, skimming cash, or just plain robbery, preying on anybody or anything floating on the same boozy tide. “Whatever it took” was a way of life, and the cops and politicians often let it happen with a nod and a wink. Many were on the take themselves, and not shy about it. Baltimore’s democratic boss Sonny Mahon was so bold as to brag that “politics is my business and I make it pay.” Almost every person of power, in one way or another, was presumed to be working some kind of racket. Bad was good, the cops were crooks, and the crooks were the heroes.

It was the kind of thing that made Rawlings Whittemore shake his head and wonder what had happened to the world, and what had happened to his son. All over America a lot of other parents of Rawlings’s generation felt the same about their own children. As Warner Fabian noted in his scandalous popular period novel Flaming Youth, “They’re all desperadoes, these kids, all of them with any life in their veins; the girls as well as the boys; maybe more than the boys.” They were all out of control, thinking only of the next fifteen minutes.

And all over America young guys like Richard Whittemore, who had little more than wit and nerve, looked up to so-called butter-and-egg men, the big spenders, guys who never seemed to work and never seemed to be without a bankroll. And young women like Margaret Messler, who with the turn of an ankle could make a man swoon and peel a few dollars off his bankroll, wanted to be with someone just like that, a man who didn’t expect her to sit at home and be good.

She didn’t much seem to care how he got the bankroll. And neither did he.

 


Richard and Margaret each repeated the standard wedding vows, committing to each other “for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and health, to love and to cherish, until we are parted by death.” Neither realized how soon these vows would loom over their union. They then dashed from the church, presumably under a few handfuls of rice, and headed into the rest of their lives with no known destination other than a rented room. There seemed no obvious way out of the Fifteenth Ward.

The newspapers carried no mention of their wedding, no description of Margaret’s dress or her bouquet or the feathers in her hat or a honeymoon. They apparently had no real plans for anything beyond the next few days . . . except for each other.

For that, they would do anything.

It was love, or at least lust for something more than what they had. Dizzy over each other and drunk on the era, they dove together headlong into the sordid depths of this new world. Maybe Margaret thought she could save her husband, maybe Richard thought he could take her away to a better place, maybe together they could both be more than what they were alone. She was impressionable and eager, and as she later said, trying to explain all that happened next, “I wanted a good time. He has given me one, and all these lovely clothes.”

But eventually, hidden in her desire for “a good time” and nice things, was something more. Maybe the two of them, together, each driving the other, could have more than that. Maybe together they could make a life just like the ones they saw in the movies and read about in the magazines. Maybe he could find a way to give her all the good times she dreamed of, and maybe she could help make that happen. There was no family money to fall back on, no career or particular skill available to either of them to make a decent wage, much less to become prosperous. All they had was each other, Margaret’s devotion and material desires paired with Richard’s criminal guile and greed.

Eight days after their wedding, as the joy of holy matrimony faded and the flowers from Margaret’s modest wedding bouquet turned brown and began to drop, Richard Reese Whittemore was arrested and charged with burglary.

They were on their way.


Two



A Very Accurate Prediction

They couldn’t afford it, but the couple decided to go on a honeymoon anyway. Richard had been to “the wicked city,” New York, when he was in the service, and like Ginger in The Flapper, that’s where he and Margaret wanted to go. Whittemore scraped a few dollars together, they took a train to New York, and there they spent a few days in a hotel in the bliss of matrimony and the boozy haze that came from a few nights on the town.

By then, after seeing how the other half lived in Manhattan, Richard had made a decision. He’d had it trying to live the straight and narrow life and blamed the cops for telling people in the neighborhood he couldn’t be trusted. A few years later, in a fifteen-thousand-word autobiography, he wrote that soon after he married he became “disgusted with everything, as there was no pleasure in anything I did.” He grew to hate “every copper I saw” and decided “to cause the coppers all the trouble I could.”

So much for his father’s dream that he would settle down.

Eight days after the wedding, Whittemore and a street-corner acquaintance, Joe Eskowitz, walked up to a home on North Bentalou Street, only two hundred yards south of where Whittemore had lived with his father. The classic Baltimore two-story row house was nearly identical to every other home Whittemore had ever lived in with his family, with a brick facade, a small porch, a painted white stoop that stretched to the sidewalk, and an interior layout as familiar as an old hat. The sidewalls were shared with the houses on either side. A small backyard fronted a narrow alley, separated from the next by a low fence, a place that offered space to hang the wash but little privacy. At night, it was easy to walk up to the front or back door, fumble with a lock, and then realize you were at the wrong house. The only differences were the wallpaper and cheap furniture inside.

The owners of the home, shoemaker Harry Rosenberg and his wife, were away, but Whittemore and Eskowitz already knew that. It was the Sabbath, after all. Over the last few months, Whittemore had been a familiar face in the neighborhood, either kibitzing on the corner or selling fruit and vegetables and other goods from his cart. Little that went on there was a secret to him.

Whittemore and his partner sidled down the back alley and then, waiting until there were no prying eyes glancing their way, quickly made their way to the rear of the house, jimmied open a window with a pry bar, and climbed inside. It took only a few seconds—burglary was something Whittemore had learned instead of geometry. Robbery was becoming commonplace throughout much of Baltimore, and not just in tough neighborhoods like the Fifteenth Ward; people who had very little were trying to take what they could get from somebody else who had very little. Since the war ended, it had only gotten worse.

Once inside, Whittemore and Eskowitz took their time pulling open drawers and rifling through closets. They found a suitcase and filled it with everything that caught their eye and fit inside, clothing and jewelry, stuff they could sell quickly. Then they walked to the front door, glanced around until the sidewalk was clear, and skipped down the steps with the suitcase of stolen goods.

Two doors down, Rosenberg’s neighbor, Ida Shipley, saw two young men who didn’t belong emerge from the house and walk nonchalantly away. Only amateurs ran. The men didn’t rush, didn’t look her way, didn’t pay her any attention at all.

Shipley called the police. Within minutes, three sergeants came to her house and she described the two men she’d seen.

The police weren’t surprised. Every cop in the neighborhood recognized one of the men she was describing. In the Fifteenth Ward, Richard Whittemore was already something of a legend, the kind of guy parents would warn their kids about: Don’t be like him.

Within a few years, a ghostwritten autobiography about that other Baltimore boy, Babe Ruth, would begin with the words, “I was a bad kid.” The same could have been written about Richard Whittemore. He might not have been bad from birth, but before he was out of short pants he was well on his way.

When Richard was a young boy, he attended an oyster supper with his family at the Methodist church where his mother sang in the choir. He came home with his belly full and his pockets bulging with eight silver spoons and three delicate glass cups, which he probably hoped to sell on the street for a few coins. His parents discovered the items in his room and returned them, apologizing for their son and explaining it away as a prank, but the pattern of his life was set: he took what he wanted.

At school in West Baltimore, Richard was an indifferent student, later writing that he excelled only at arithmetic. “In the other studies I was only fair,” he said. “So I can say I was not a dummy or a brilliant scholar.” Otherwise, he claimed, he “only did what was expected from a boy in this age . . . hook school and fight and annoy the neighbors and storekeepers,” the kid you didn’t want living next door. Margaret attended the same school.

She was a few years younger, but the two were smitten with each other from the start, grammar school sweethearts playing at puppy love. Her parents worried every time they saw them together.

The two families never lived more than a few blocks apart. They both moved from one row house to another as family fortunes ebbed and flowed. The Messlers lived on Presbury Street, North Gilmor, and West Mount, and the Whittemores on North Monroe and North Fulton, each family apparently keeping a buffer between themselves and Sandtown.

At least once, Margaret’s family moved simply to put a precious few more yards between her and Richard, but it was pointless, particularly when her father died before Margaret was out of grammar school. After that, she followed Richard around like a puppy as he hung out in poolrooms where no respectable girl was supposed to go and no young boy should have.

Richard was about ten when he was first brought before a judge, charged with firing a gun within the city limits. He received a warning and was told to pay a $2 fine and court costs. Rawlings felt that his son shouldn’t have been hauled before a judge at all—the Whittemores simply weren’t that kind of people. But the judge didn’t like Richard’s looks, or his attitude. Before sending him on his way, he tried to scare the boy, delivering a stern warning that if he didn’t change his ways he’d end up in reform school or jail, or perhaps even pay with his life. It was, Whittemore later admitted wryly, “a very accurate prediction.”

Over the next five or six years, he would bounce around the Baltimore juvenile justice system like a rubber ball. He started out as a truant. By the time the system was done with him, he was a criminal.

School could not contain Richard Whittemore. He would skip, get caught, then skip again, regardless of what anyone said or did. Exasperated school officials sent him to Baltimore’s Parental School to live full-time in a dormitory in a converted mansion. Of the eighty thousand students enrolled in Baltimore’s public schools, only twenty-five were deemed trouble enough to live there. He was warned that if he ran away, his next stop would likely be reform school, the Maryland School for Boys. He bolted, was charged with truancy, and was given parole.

Whittemore never reported to his parole officer, and when his father tried to excuse him again—saying, “What! A boy his age report to you? I will not allow it!” as if his son were immune to the law—the court disagreed. The next time Richard Whittemore was brought before the judge, he was sentenced to the Maryland School for Boys.

The facility opened as the House of Refuge in 1850, the first state facility built in Maryland for the sole purpose of housing juvenile offenders. It was inspired by the same reform spirit that resulted in the Colored Girls’ House of Refuge once overseen by Whittemore’s grandmother, and the very institution where Whittemore’s grandfather had once taught music and directed the band.

It was a tough place. Reform may have been the school’s original charge, but over time it became ever more punitive, more jail than school, a dumping ground for boys no one else could straighten out. The rules were beyond strict: playing hooky, breaking curfew, or simply acting out could get a boy labeled as incorrigible and out of control. Many hadn’t even misbehaved at all but were originally put away for being a “minor without proper care and guardianship,” either remanded by the courts or given up by their own families. Others were the victims of abuse at home, mentally ill or deficient, boys considered too stupid to learn or too crazy to manage, or boys who were simply too bored.

It didn’t matter. State law said children had to attend school till age sixteen, so the miscreants were all warehoused together at the School for Boys, out of sight and out of mind, tossed in with those who had committed more serious infractions, such as burglary, assault, and robbery. Once inside, they were subjected to much the same treatment and restraints as adult criminal offenders, under the misguided belief that they could be force-fed discipline. That was a recipe for failure.

The results were predictable—most kids came out worse than when they went in. After a 1908 riot during which the superintendent of the school was knocked to the ground and kicked half senseless, the House of Refuge had been renamed the Maryland School for Boys and moved from Frederick Street to more spacious quarters on a hilltop about ten miles north of downtown Baltimore in Loch Raven.

It was an idyllic location for what was, for many, the beginning of a horrific experience. New buildings and a new name changed nothing for the two hundred boys between the
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