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This book is dedicated to Eleanor’s ten grandchildren. Their lives overlapped with Eleanor’s, but they never got to meet her.
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Foreword

They rank as some of the most notorious female criminals in the history of the United States. Bonnie Parker shot up the American South and Midwest as the partner to Clyde Barrow. Kate “Ma” Barker plagued the country as the matriarch of her gang of relatives. Patty Hearst, though eventually pardoned, enthralled and repulsed the nation as a gun-toting member of the Symbionese Liberation Army.

What about Eleanor Jarman?

In the mid-1930s, the same gangster era that included Bonnie and Clyde, the Barker-Karpis Gang, Baby Face Nelson, and Machine Gun Kelly, Eleanor Jarman became as infamous as any other bank robber or killer in the United States––man or woman.

Jarman even had a nickname. “The blonde tigress,” the rabid press in her adopted city of Chicago dubbed her. But Jarman did not rob banks. She did not kill anyone. She wasn’t a gun moll––a woman whose main role was to look glamorous on the arm of her lawbreaking boyfriend.

Eleanor Jarman got caught up in violence––a fatal holdup. She was convicted. She was sentenced to an astounding 199 years. But Jarman made a name for herself primarily as an escapee. When she died, most likely in 1980, she was a record-setting fugitive. She was never caught and is believed to have been on the lam longer than any female convict in the United States.

How Jarman broke out of prison is not a mystery. Neither is why she opted for an endless life on the run. What remains uncertain is the level of her involvement in the crime that led to her incarceration, as well as what kind of help she had in managing to stay so many steps ahead of the law for so long. Also mysterious is the name Jarman adopted as a fugitive and what jobs she held as she carved out a new identity for herself, all the while facing the possibility that she would be found out, captured, and sent back to prison.

Silvia Pettem takes on these mysteries. In her comprehensive study of Eleanor Jarman, Pettem pieces together clues to make a convincing case for what Jarman was doing in her later years. Equally fascinating is Pettem’s examination of Jarman’s life before she became a fugitive—a life in which Jarman achieved a degree of independence and self-reliance that would have made her stand out for her time even if she had never garnered unwanted celebrity as a criminal.

Jarman never gave up. She overcame, often on her own, the two most powerful forces during the 1930s: the Great Depression and the federal government’s war on gangsters, bank robbers, and other crooks who thrived during and after Prohibition.

And, of course, Jarman was a woman. She challenged the male-dominated culture as a regular citizen and as an outlaw. Perhaps that is the primary reason she captured the imagination of so many newspaper reporters and commentators. Perhaps that is why the press, in addition to calling her “the blonde tigress,” also labeled her “the most dangerous woman alive.” As a woman, Eleanor Jarman was a different kind of public enemy, but––in the view of the powerful—she was a public enemy nonetheless.

Jarman’s journey to the wanted list features many characters. The crime she was convicted of committing included a victim and a lifetime of grief for his family. In turning into a fugitive, Jarman gained freedom for herself but denied justice for those she and her fellow defendants were found guilty of harming. That cannot be forgotten.

But did Jarman deserve her fate? Did she get a fair trial? Was her 199-year sentence reasonable?

While Silvia Pettem offers solutions to many of the mysteries surrounding Eleanor Jarman, some questions might always be left unanswered. Jarman––though her position among notorious American female criminals is now secure––might be destined to stay elusive. She might be destined to remain forever on the run.

Jerry Clark, PhD, FBI Special Agent (Retired)

Ed Palattella, award-winning investigative crime reporter

Authors of On the Lam: A History of Hunting Fugitives in America










Introduction

In 1933, a thirty-two-year-old mother of two was sensationalized by newspaper reporters as the “blonde tigress.” Her name was Eleanor Jarman. Although the press made her out to be a vicious criminal, a closer look at her life reveals an otherwise ordinary woman who got caught up in a Chicago crime spree, then was convicted as an accomplice to murder and sent to prison for 199 years. Yet, after serving only seven years, she escaped.

It’s easy to imagine Eleanor, in her later years and in her waitress uniform, confiding in close friends, but would they have believed her? She took up her life where she left off and, for forty years, hid in plain sight. That’s what makes her story so compelling, and speculation on her life on the lam was the challenge that hooked me into trying to find her.

Researching and writing about historical characters requires figurative trips back in time to dig into the past. Fortunately for me, I had two highly skilled researchers to share my journey. The three of us—each on our own computers and in different parts of the country—searched and slogged our way through every minute detail of Eleanor’s life, solving some mysteries and unearthing others. We shared several theories and made a good team, as we approached the research from different angles and often with different databases.

In Search of the Blonde Tigress: The Untold Story of Eleanor Jarman started out as a biography, but once we peeled back the layers of Eleanor’s life, we found pieces of a detective story that only needed to be assembled. Partway through the process, I brought in a family member of Eleanor’s escape partner, as well as the step-granddaughter of the man who came to be known as Eleanor’s “very close friend.”

Throughout our investigation, my colleagues and I remained energized, and the hunt kept us going. There’s a sadness in realizing that the bulk of our research on Eleanor is done, but we will continue to pursue new tangents to see where they may lead. What follows is our best-case scenario.

Silvia Pettem










Part I

Hardships and Temptations










Chapter 1

Polka-Dotted Dress

Thursday, August 8, 1940, started out like any other day at the Oakdale Reformatory for Women near the small town of Dwight, in rural Illinois. Helen H. Hazard, the institution’s prim forty-four-year-old superintendent, sat at her desk in the administration building going over staff reports, but her eyes wandered toward her office window. She stopped shuffling papers for a moment and reflected on the ten years she’d held the job, ever since Illinois’s only correctional facility solely for women opened in 1930. Miss Hazard, as she was called, knew every “girl” by name and ran a tight ship. Her staff tracked and supervised every step of each of the inmates as they followed their daily work schedules. Everything, and everyone, moved about with flawless precision, or so she thought.

Except for steel bars on the windows, the “cottage-type” institution resembled a country estate, and the Tudor-style prison facility was anything but imposing. Only a sign and a twelve-foot wire fence topped with barbed wire separated the 260 inmates from the surrounding corn fields and the outside world. Most of the women accepted their lot in life and bided their time until their sentences were up.

But on this muggy summer day, after a lunchtime head count, word quickly reached the superintendent’s office that two women were missing. Staff members, prison officials, and even Superintendent Hazard herself immediately searched the premises.

Inmates Eleanor Jarman and Margaret Keringer (under the alias of “Mary Foster”) had last been seen at 11 a.m. when they were at their assigned jobs cleaning the staff’s quarters. Both women were slender and petite with pulled-back shoulder-length hair, and they were close in age. Eleanor, at thirty-nine, was the more attractive of the two, but her crooked front teeth showed prominently when she smiled. Margaret looked older than her thirty-eight years and somewhat haggard. She spoke with a distinct foreign accent that kept her from concealing her Hungarian origin.

For the seven years since her incarceration in 1933, Eleanor had kept to herself. Margaret, however, had racked up multiple arrests and confinements in other states and was admitted to the Oakdale Reformatory in 1939. Superintendent Hazard and her staff were unaware that the two women were acquaintances or possibly even friends. Both inmates, however, had “rooms” near each other on the second floor of one of the cell blocks. A newspaper writer later conveyed that Margaret had asked to be moved closer to Eleanor’s cell, but that prison officials had denied the request. Did Margaret, a hardened and habitual criminal who already had escaped from two other prisons, conceive of an escape plan and see an advantage in bringing Eleanor along?

Perhaps the women communicated through other inmates, as all of the women were allowed five minutes to visit with each other before each meal. Eleanor and Margaret may have devised an escape plan during one of those times or on previous shared work assignments. First, though, they had to go about their normal routines, then wait for an opportune moment to put their plan into action. It came when they were on housework duty and a staff member was distracted. Details are sketchy, but at some point Margaret “fixed a safety catch” on a normally locked heavy steel door. The two women also entered a closet used by the staff and stole a blue skirt and matching blue jacket, as well as a polka-dotted dress.

As Superintendent Hazard later pieced together the escape for the press, Eleanor and Margaret fled to the northeast portion of the prison complex, where they hid behind a long brick laundry building that was located on the edge of the prison grounds. The women weren’t seen, as no laundry was being done that day and the unoccupied structure concealed their view from the rest of the prison complex. With only the stolen street clothes concealed on their bodies, Eleanor and Margaret managed to climb the wire fence and get over the barbed wire before lowering themselves down the other side. There, they quickly changed clothes and tucked their prison garb into a clump of bushes.

With one of the women wearing the blue suit and the other the polka-dotted dress, the fleeing felons darted through acres of soon-to-be-harvested fields of corn. It was August, and, by then, the stalks had grown so high that they shielded the women from all directions. As soon as Superintendent Hazard confirmed that Eleanor and Margaret were no longer on the prison grounds, she summoned guards from the Pontiac Reformatory and the Statesville Prison to aid the Illinois State Police in a search that even included a small plane to view the fields from above. The guards and police also set up roadblocks in all directions. Surely, they thought, the women would be apprehended before they got far, but the combined forces’ hastily arranged procedures came too late. Eleanor and Margaret already had managed to slip away.

All police officers, down to local patrolmen, were told to “be on the lookout” for Eleanor and Margaret. Residents of nearby farms looked out, too, and locked their doors. As they huddled around their console radios for updates, they heard report after report of Eleanor, the “notorious murderess,” and her “companion.” A few hours later, an insurance agent came forward to explain that he had given two women a ride toward the town of Morris (nineteen miles north of the reformatory), but he had dropped them off part way when he turned off the highway to his home. When Superintendent Hazard showed him photos of Eleanor and Margaret, he quickly identified them. The women, the insurance agent said, told him that they had come from the town of Streator, Illinois, and were headed to Chicago. One of them wore a polka-dotted dress.

After Eleanor and Mary got out of the man’s car, a farmer gave the women a ride the rest of the way into Morris. There, a rural mail carrier reported seeing them, as described, on the northern outskirts of town. A gasoline station attendant reported that they had stopped at his station, indicating their intentions to hitch a ride toward Chicago. Likely they reached the big city, where someone must have at least given them a meal and a change of clothing.

Back at the reformatory, staff members reported the thefts of the skirt, jacket, and polka-dotted dress. Superintendent Hazard, meanwhile, questioned and then suspended the staff member who had been trusted with their care. When the superintendent was asked about the escaped women, she told the press that Eleanor “had been a model prisoner and never before had made trouble.” Of Margaret’s behavior, the superintendent replied, “Not quite so good.” Margaret, in fact, had a long rap sheet for grand larceny and bank robbery, so it made sense that she was the instigator and took Eleanor along.

The press and, thus, the public interpreted the situation differently. Eleanor had been convicted in 1933 as an accomplice to murder after participating in a series of “daylight robberies” with two men on Chicago’s west side. One of the men was her “sweetheart” George Dale who fired the fatal shot at an elderly shop owner. Reporters were quick to dub Eleanor the “blonde tigress,” after they falsely claimed that Eleanor had clawed at and kicked the victim as he lay dying on the sidewalk. At the time of her and Margaret’s escape, reporters all over the country wrote about the “Tiger girl and her pal.” No one in the press bothered to debate as to whether Eleanor had been guilty as charged or if her role in the crime been exaggerated.

Eleanor, in even more sensationalized news reports, became known as “the most dangerous woman alive.” Perhaps Margaret had picked Eleanor solely for her notoriety, in hopes that the police would search harder for the “tigress” than for her. If this was Margaret’s strategy, it did not end as planned.










Chapter 2

The Tenth Child

Nothing had been notorious or even out of the ordinary about Eleanor’s growing-up years. Born and raised in Sioux City, Iowa, she toed the line as the tenth child in a poor working-class family. Only after she married and had children, then moved to Chicago and lived on her own, did she enter the world of crime.


Sioux City, Iowa, 1901

Eleanor came into the world as Ella Marie Berendt, on April 22, 1901—a spring day that the Sioux City Journal noted had “an almost cloudless sky.” Purple lilacs broke the bleakness of winter, their scent filtering through the open screen door of the Berendt family’s small, rented house. For Eleanor’s mother, Amelia, however, there was no time to appreciate the coming of spring, nor to rejoice in the slight breeze that blew the smells of the nearby stockyards in the opposite direction. The thirty-seven-year-old wife and mother, swollen and ripe with pregnancy, maneuvered her way down the back steps to the clothesline to take down the diapers—the same ones she’d soaked in the wash tub, then scrubbed on a washboard and hung out to dry for child after child.

Amelia’s labor pains increased in intensity, but she couldn’t rest. In addition to the never-ending laundry, she had nine mouths to fill, including herself and her husband Julius. The couple’s oldest son Paul, age thirteen, was in school, but any minute he’d run through the front door, followed by Henry, Hattie, Otto, and the twins, Frieda and Alfred. Each demanded Amelia’s attention while Frank, a typical two year old, no longer was willing to take a nap.

Their father, Julius, known for his big red beard, was temporarily unemployed from his work as a laborer at the Cudahy meat-packing plant. But he recently had taken on a new job as janitor for the St. Paul’s Evangelical German Lutheran Church where the whole family could be found on Sundays. Amelia, no doubt, wanted him home, but her thoughts quickly turned to the new baby. Would this child survive? And what would be his or her fate in life?

With support from the neighborhood midwife, Amelia focused on giving birth, and the noise of her other children faded into the background. Soon, Eleanor’s cry let everyone know that another child had joined the family. Amelia thought back to a son who was stillborn and to another who died as an infant. This child was her tenth. With little Eleanor the newest member of the family, life in the Berendt household settled into a familiar routine. Julius came home from work, split wood for the stove, and helped the older children with their schoolwork. Life went on.



An Unmarked Grave

Amelia had no way of knowing that her drained and weary body would carry and bear two more children—Charlotte, who would die young, and then John, who would live to old age. But Amelia never quite recovered from John’s birth. On Tuesday July 16, 1907, when John was only six months old, Amelia lay down on her bed and didn’t get back up. She passed away at the age of forty-three.

Two days later, all nine surviving children, along with their father Julius, quietly watched as Amelia’s casket was lowered into the ground in Sioux City’s Floyd Cemetery. The Lutheran pastor said a few comforting words, likely in German. And for the first time that anyone could remember, the children’s voices were hushed. A laborer from the cemetery filled the grave with dirt, but the site was left unmarked as Julius couldn’t afford a stone. At the time, Eleanor, then second youngest of the surviving children, was six years old. Dr. John Hermann told her that her mama had gone to heaven because of a problem with her heart, but Eleanor, no doubt, knew that Amelia died because she worked too hard.



German Heritage

Julius and Amelia had left their homeland for America in 1886, but they didn’t make their long ship voyages together. Julius (and likely Amelia, as well) came from West Prussia, then part of the German Empire. Amelia followed Julius two months later. The two were part of a massive migration of German-speaking immigrants who set off to start new lives in a new land. Full of hopes and expectations, the young people said goodbye to friends and family but brought their language and religion with them. Most of these German-speaking immigrants settled in the upper Midwest, attracted by the vast expanse of land available to homesteaders. In Iowa, they turned over the prairie sod and planted crops. Many of the farmers raised corn that was fed to cattle and hogs. The resulting stock-raising industry led to Sioux City’s stockyards, where Julius found work.

Amelia probably didn’t have much room in her traveling bag, but perhaps she tucked in a small remembrance of her homeland, such as an embroidered handkerchief, a pin or brooch, or a handmade lace collar or shawl. If so, it may have added a special touch to her best dress as she and Julius stood side by side on February 18, 1887, to recite their marriage vows. Years later, when Eleanor was a very young girl playing “dress up,” as many girls do, perhaps Amelia showed the fancy item or items to her daughter, giving her an appreciation for more than her usual hand-me-down clothes.



Coming of Age in Sioux City

Amelia’s death, in 1907, made life even more difficult for the suddenly motherless family. The older siblings also found work in the meat-packing plants. Sisters Hattie and Frieda dropped out of school to help raise their younger siblings, including Eleanor and baby John. Eleanor left school after the sixth or seventh grade. Then, according to information she would provide to reformatory officials many years later, she worked as a waitress “irregularly since 12 years of age.” By 1915, she was living with her sister Hattie who then was twenty-four years old and the only sibling, at the time, who had married. Eleanor likely helped Hattie and her husband with their three children. Members of the family looked out for each other.

Hattie’s husband worked in the stockyards. In addition to pens packed with cattle and hogs, it held sheep, horses, and mules and contained loading docks, scales, business offices, a bank, and more than one restaurant. Years later, a newspaper story on Eleanor mentioned that she had, at one time, worked in one of the stockyards’ restaurants as a waitress—the one occupation she would return to again and again in her life. Perhaps over scrambled eggs or a cup of coffee, Eleanor met Michael Roy Jarman, her future husband.

Looming overseas, at the time, was the Great War, now referred to as World War I. Michael Roy signed up for the draft, stating on his registration form that he was twenty-one years old, of medium height and build, with blue eyes and light brown hair. He worked as a laborer in the stockyards and supported his father, mother, and a sister. Even so, he was drafted into the Army. As Private First Class in the 20th Infantry, he was sent to Vladivostok, Siberia. When he returned, Michael Roy would become Eleanor’s ticket out of town.



“Little Chicago”

Michael Roy’s family, also a large one, had moved to Sioux City in 1916, from Neligh, Nebraska. The Jarmans were Catholic, and Michael Roy was the sixth of twelve children. Their parents were native born, but one set of grandparents had immigrated from Ireland and the other from Wales. Although crime had not infiltrated Eleanor’s family, it did impact the Jarman household. Of the six sons in the family, only one, John, didn’t have any publicized run-ins with the law.

Eleanor’s father, Julius, died in January 1920 when Eleanor was eighteen years old. Again, she and her siblings, most of whom still lived in Sioux City, watched as a beloved parent was lowered into the ground. That same year, Eleanor and her husband-to-be traveled to Lincoln, Nebraska, where their names were recorded under “Marriage Licenses” in the Lincoln Star. Eleanor still used her birth name of “Ella M.” for Ella Marie. By September 1921, the young couple temporarily returned to Sioux City, where Eleanor gave birth to the couple’s first son, LeRoy Michael. They returned, again, prior to October 1923 for the birth of their second son, LaVerne Francis.

The year of the Jarmans’ marriage also was the first year of national prohibition. The Eighteenth Amendment to the US Constitution went into effect in 1920 and outlawed the manufacture, sale, and transportation of intoxicating liquors. Even so, there continued to be a big demand for the consumption of beer, wine, and liquor, and that demand created a market for the illegal manufacture and sale of alcoholic beverages. At least two of Michael Roy’s brothers jumped on the supply train. One was James, who was set free from an accomplice-to-murder charge after serving only eight years of a twenty-five-year sentence. He then made moonshine, sold some to a




The Big City
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Figure 2.1. Eleanor’s apartment was adjacent to Garfield Park. Originally named Central Park, it was renamed in 1881 for President James Garfield after his assassination. Library of Congress, public domain.
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