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For Sara, my ground truth










EPIGRAPH


‘Guilt carries fear always about with it; there is a tremor in the blood of a thief.’

DANIEL DEFOE, 1730
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is the story of two murders and the machine that connects them: a near-mythical box with the power to sort truth from lies.

Everything you’re about to read really happened, and the account that follows is based on historical sources: thousands of newspaper and magazine articles, private letters, diaries, academic journals, photographs, court documents, prison records, books, physical artefacts and interviews.

Anything between quotation marks comes from a written document or an interview – all dialogue attributed to people was said or written, or reportedly said or written, by those in question.

Where different accounts disagree on the exact wording, I’ve opted for clarity and concision. Where there are more significant disputes about what actually happened, I’ve noted these in the main text or in the notes and references at the end.

But this isn’t a history book. The development of the lie detector is more relevant than ever, not only because the polygraph endures, but because of what that reveals about our own attitudes to science and technology, and our relationship with the truth.

In their pursuit of justice, the men who invented the lie detector unleashed a power they couldn’t control. In turbulent times, they turned to science for answers – but it merely reflected their flaws and amplified their prejudice. They were in thrall to technology and buffeted by it – they constructed false idols and fell at their feet.

This is a book about science and psychology, yes, but it’s also about people: their obsessions and rivalries, their dark impulses and violent passions. It is a true story.
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THE SUNSET DISTRICT

A yellow car sped north, down out of the mountains towards San Francisco. Its round headlights cut twin beams through the gathering mist. At the wheel, Henry Wilkens risked a glance in his rear-view mirror. They were definitely being followed.

It was the evening of Tuesday 30 May 1922 – Decoration Day – and the nation had come to a halt to remember its dead, and to decorate their graves. More than 100,000 Americans had perished in the Great War and in the city it had been a solemn, grey occasion. Soldiers laid wreaths for the fallen, the silence broken only by the clamour of gulls circling in the bay and the great foghorn of Alcatraz island booming in the distance.

But, for most people, the public holiday (today known as Memorial Day) was already morphing into a leisure opportunity. It was the era of flapper girls and prohibition, and San Francisco was finally getting its swing back after the devastation of the 1906 earthquake and fire.

Each morning, commuters in sharp suits and hats rode ferries across the bay from Oakland and Berkeley, and piled on to busy streetcars. At night, women in fur coats approached unmarked doors with whispered passwords, hair curled and coiffed into elaborate bobs. But this wasn’t the ‘Roaring Twenties’ for everyone – unemployment had more than doubled after the war, and the national crime rate had shot up since the ban on alcohol.

Henry and his young family had spent the long weekend camping with friends at Felton Auto Park, near the San Lorenzo river in the foothills of the Santa Cruz mountains, about 70 miles south of San Francisco. Now, Henry – a thin-lipped 36-year-old with intense brown eyes – was piloting the family’s yellow Premier towards their little flat at 1540 Vallejo Street, on the slopes of the residential Russian Hill.

The car’s gleaming wheel arches caught the fading light. Its soft roof was up, and the thick fabric rippled in the breeze. Henry’s wife, Anna, sat beside him on the front bench seat. She was 34, with jet-black hair, pale blue eyes and a kind, nervous smile. Their children – eight-year-old Henry Jr and three-year-old Helen – were asleep in the raised back seat of the vehicle. When he turned his head, Henry could just make out their golden hair poking out from under a blanket.

It had been a successful trip – certainly less explosive than some of the couple’s previous weekends away. In court later, Henry described the four days at Felton as a kind of pastoral idyll. The men fished in the river and played horseshoes, the women sat and talked and sewed ‘with their eyes on the men folk’. They swam, and smoked, and lay on blankets in the sun.

Each morning, while Anna slept, Henry walked down to the river with his daughter on his shoulders and his son by his side to fetch water. He returned swinging a bucket and singing. As his children frolicked around the camp stove, Henry boiled water for the coffee and fried eggs and bacon for breakfast. On the Sunday, he whipped up an eggnog and carried it into the tent for his wife.

A photo of the Wilkens family taken around this time shows a beaming Henry in a short-sleeved shirt, brown hair pushed back from his tanned face, and Anna’s arm in his. Helen – who the family nicknamed ‘Dot’ or ‘Mousie’ – is sitting on his knee wearing a bow in her hair and the dangerous expression of a toddler whose patience is wearing thin. Sturdy little Henry Jr stands grinning in the background, a small arm resting protectively on his mother’s shoulder.

Henry and Anna were both born in what is now Germany, and came to the United States separately during waves of migration sparked by ongoing political unrest in Europe. California was a popular destination, particularly after the gold rush of the 1850s, and by the early twentieth century more than one in five San Franciscans were German-born or of German descent. They built churches, formed working men’s clubs known as vereins and set up thriving businesses in the neighbourhoods north of Market Street.

But the outbreak of the First World War had a drastic impact on their status in society. Although German-Americans in San Francisco were not afflicted by the hysteria that swept other parts of the country, they found their hospitals and meeting halls renamed, and their community traditions quietly disappearing. Berlin Street became Brussels Street, Hamburg Street changed to Ridgewood Avenue. Dachshunds became liberty hounds, sauerkraut became liberty cabbage and German measles became liberty measles. The frankfurter became the hot dog.

By 1922, a third of the vereins had closed. ‘Some Germans continued to keep and maintain the old traditions after the war, but many of them, along with their children, used this period as an opportunity to fully assimilate into the American mainstream’, writes Stefanie E. Williams in The Argonaut. The war forced Germans to choose between their ancestral homeland and their adopted country. Most chose America.

Henry first arrived in the United States in 1905 – too late for him to shed his strong accent. He was born on 25 July 1885, to Heinrich Wicken and Anna Longuet from Travemünde, a beach town and ferry port on the Baltic Sea.

He initially settled in Bridgeport, Connecticut, where he worked as a machinist at the Locomobile car factory. After a year back in Germany in 1907, he moved to California in 1910 and had a string of jobs at factories and garages in and around San Francisco: Jenkins Machine Works, American Can Company, Pacific Telephone and Telegraph. At the Garford Truck Company, he worked his way up to shop foreman, managing up to 14 people at a time.

By 1917, he had saved enough to start his own business, and he opened a garage on Cedar Avenue, making repairs and selling tyres and other car accessories. It was a quick success and soon Henry had to find bigger premises – eventually settling on an elegant building at 1837 Pacific Avenue, with a green-tiled facade and mosaic floor. He was proud to be able to fill it with top-of-the-line equipment: a Slather lathe, a Barnes drill press, a Burroughs adding machine.
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On 27 August 1912, Henry married Anna Lange, who was also from Schleswig-Holstein, and who grew up in Elmshorn, around 30 kilometres north of Hamburg, where steamships departed carrying thousands of emigrants across the Atlantic to the New World.

Anna was the third of six children born to Wilhelm Lange and Gesche Bornholdt, and was raised in a strict Lutheran household where the daughters were barred from going to parties or socialising with the opposite sex. When she arrived in America in 1905, it must have felt like her life had opened up into a million untold futures.

As she stepped off the boat, she carried a black prayer book decorated with a cross, with her name embossed on the front in small gold letters. Inside, there was a Bible quote in German, printed in neat type, Isaiah 41:10. ‘Do not fear, I am with you; do not recoil, for I am your God.’

The other car had been trailing them for hours. The Wilkens family had left Felton campground early that afternoon, forming a convoy with their friends Gus and Ethel Eckert, who had planned the trip and who were leading the way back to the city in their Overland car.

But as night drew in, Henry’s attention was fixed on the vehicle behind. It was a large, dark blue Hudson touring car, with a typical design for the early automobile era – like Henry’s beloved Premier, it had a soft roof, big wheel arches and round headlights mounted at the tip of its long nose. At times, it was obscured by the evening traffic, at others, it vanished entirely as the road twisted and turned. When the families stopped for ice cream in Saratoga the Hudson seemed to have gone. It shot past as Henry parked the Premier, only to reappear as they passed through one of the little farming towns at the foot of the peninsula – Mountain View, he thought, or maybe Palo Alto.

As darkness fell over the Pacific and the mists closed in, the Hudson drew nearer.

When the convoy reached Colma, where the cramped cities of the Bay Area buried their dead in sprawling cemeteries, they ran into some light traffic and the Eckerts decided to stop for fuel. Anna stretched a pale, gloved arm out of the window to wave goodbye to her friends. ‘Yoo hoo,’ she called.

The air was turning cold and Anna was keen to get home. Henry stepped on the gas and felt the engine purr in response, as the yellow car accelerated towards 40 miles an hour. They turned up the slope through Daly City, and then down on to Junipero Serra Boulevard towards San Francisco. The Premier’s tail lights flashed in the dark.

They reached the edge of the city at around 7.30pm, and as they crested the hill at Nineteenth Avenue it spread out before them: the distant lights of Fisherman’s Wharf twinkled in the distance, and to the right the outline of Mount Sutro was a hulking presence in the gloom, obscuring the electric streetlamps of the Mission and the Financial District’s glut of new, brick-faced skyscrapers.

To their left, the capillaries of the city’s grid system were slowly edging out the remnants of Carville, where the down-at-heel lived in abandoned streetcars and old vehicles stacked and welded into improvised dwellings. Beyond that, sand dunes stretched out towards the sea, burnished gold by the setting sun. Waves crashed against an empty shore.

The summer fog was rolling in thick waves now, as cold ocean winds met warm California air. It condensed in heavy drops that slid down the Premier’s windscreen. Visibility was down to 25 feet and as he reached the top of the hill Henry slowed down, wary of the slippery conditions.

Then suddenly the dark blue Hudson was right behind them. Its bright lights dazzled Henry’s vision, and as the cars roared down the hill towards the city it gradually pulled alongside the Premier, as if trying to overtake. Henry had been driving down the middle of the road and he moved to the right to allow the Hudson to pass. But it didn’t.

Instead, the chasing car edged closer, until the running boards along the sides of the vehicles were less than a foot apart. Henry looked across and saw two men sitting in the front seat. They had a gun. ‘I saw a shotgun, a sawed off shotgun or if it wasn’t a shotgun, it was the biggest pistol I ever seen,’ he said afterwards.

Looking past her husband out of the left window of the Premier, Anna glimpsed the silhouette of a man climbing out onto the running boards of the other car as it swerved closer, forcing Henry to steer towards the edge of the road. She cried out: ‘This is a hold-up.’

Moments later, Henry ran out of room and the Premier slammed into the curb near the corner of Nineteenth Avenue and Moraga Street in the Sunset district. The engine spluttered and stopped, and the lights went out. The Hudson screeched to a halt as well, some 20 metres further down the hill.

For a few seconds, everything was still. Dogs barked and howled at the nearby McCormick kennels. Anna turned to her children, stirring from sleep in the back seat. ‘Put your head under the blanket so they won’t see you,’ she told them, blue eyes wide with alarm. ‘Pretend you are sick and we are going to a hospital.’

When she looked up, there was a man standing at her window. He was about five-foot ten, with green-grey eyes, Henry said later, and he was wearing a dark, slim suit and hat, and a blue handkerchief tied over his face as a mask. He was pointing a gun.

The man peered into the back seat and then turned his attention to the terrified couple. ‘Give me all the money you’ve got,’ he barked at Henry, who fumbled around in his pocket and handed over a wallet which he told police contained three $100 bills – the equivalent of almost $5,000 in cash today.

Then, Henry said, the man in the dark suit started to turn away. But his eyes caught the glint of Anna’s jewellery and he reached back into the vehicle and tried to roughly strip the rings from her fingers. This affront was too much for Henry, who was always quick tempered. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ he bellowed. ‘You’ve got enough haven’t you?’ He reached for his own gun, which was stashed in the side compartment of the car. But he was too slow.

As Henry brought the revolver in his right hand into view, he said, the bandit raised his own weapon – a .38 calibre pistol – and fired. ‘Don’t!’ Anna screamed. She threw herself in front of the gun to shield her husband. The bullet hit her at an angle, piercing her right side and lodging underneath the heart. She cried out in pain. ‘My God! I’m shot.’

The Hudson raced away with its lights off, swerving wildly around another car and disappearing into traffic. In the Premier, Henry put down his gun with shaking hands and turned his attention to his wife.

Anna’s world was fading. Blood seeped from the wound in her side, and she was finding it difficult to keep her eyes open. Her breath was faint, and she couldn’t move her legs. ‘I’m dying, I’m dying,’ she said. ‘Take me to the hospital.’

Henry pushed the button to start the car and slammed it into gear. He was trying to remember how to get to the nearest hospital. Anna pointed weakly to a nearby house to try and get him to stop there, to get help. He ignored her.

Helen was crying in the back seat and Henry Jr came out from under the blanket and held his dying mother in place, so she wouldn’t slip to the floor of the car. ‘They clung to their mother’, reported The Call. ‘They kissed her, they sopped up with their hands and their grimy little handkerchiefs the blood that gushed from the wound in her breast while the father raced with death.’

Further down Nineteenth Avenue, Jacob Gorfinkel was wondering whether to alert the police. The 47-year-old attorney, who wore thick round glasses and combed his dark receding hair artfully over his scalp, had been driving home with his family when two cars raced past him down Junipero Serra Boulevard. He’d heard loud voices as he’d passed them stopped by the side of the road. ‘It was such a foggy night that no companion car would have taken the chance of following so closely, so I made up my mind it was a pursuit,’ he said.

Gorfinkel’s 16-year-old son John was obsessed with cars, and just after 7.30pm he heard the distinctive sound of the Hudson as it raced past again with its lights off. A few minutes later, the yellow Premier pulled alongside Gorfinkel’s car, and Henry flagged them down.

He was in a frantic state. His brown hair was in disarray and there was blood on his hands and on his clothes. He asked – begged – Gorfinkel to help him get Anna to the nearest hospital. ‘My wife has been shot!’ he cried. She was running out of time.

Henry followed the attorney down Nineteenth Avenue to the edge of Golden Gate Park. ‘For God’s sake, hurry!’ he pleaded. The grim convoy turned east towards Park Emergency Hospital at 811 Stanyan Street, a modest sandstone and stucco building that was one of the first public emergency rooms built outside a city centre.

When they finally arrived, Henry jumped out of the car to prise Anna away from their bloodstained children. ‘They huddled in each other’s arms – alone in the death car – while the father carried the mother into the hospital’, wrote The Call.

Inside, Anna was assessed by Dr Thomas Burns, a 25-year-old resident, fresh from medical school. Burns thought Henry was behaving strangely – he seemed to oscillate between nervous agitation and moments of eerie calm. Gorfinkel noticed something odd too. While his wife was being examined by the doctor, Henry seemed intent on pulling at her left hand. It looked like he was trying to take off her glove.

Burns soon realised he didn’t have enough experience to do anything for Anna himself, and he quickly arranged a transfer to Mission Emergency on Potrero Avenue (now Zuckerberg General).

Anna was loaded into one of the hospital’s new motorised ambulances, a dark van with ‘Emergency Hospitals San Francisco, Department of Public Health’ painted on the side, for the three-mile journey across the city. Henry followed in the Premier, driving as fast as he dared in the damp conditions.

The ambulance reached the hospital just before 8.30pm, and Anna was on the operating table within five minutes. Doctors Frank Sheehy, a 29-year-old resident on secondment from Los Angeles, and H.L. Williamson, one of a handful of female doctors working in the city, raced to save her life. But it was already too late.

When Henry arrived three minutes later, screeching to a halt outside the red-brick building and charging through the doors of the emergency room, the doctors had to tell him that his wife was dead. He staggered like he’d been punched in the stomach. ‘My God, why couldn’t they have killed me instead?’ he wailed. ‘She tried to save me. They have taken everything I had.’ Then he collapsed.

The next morning, thick fog still lay over the city like a shroud. Anna’s death was on the front pages of the major newspapers. ‘Woman Slain In Auto Hold Up’, screamed The Chronicle. ‘Young Mother Gives Life To Save Husband’.

The crime struck a chord with a populace that was already on edge. San Francisco in the 1920s was a slightly lawless place, being rebuilt at a rapid pace after the earthquake, which had killed three thousand people, levelled almost 30,000 buildings, and left 225,000 homeless.

Between the gold rush and the port, the city had always had a seedier side, and the advent of prohibition in 1920 only strengthened the criminal element. The previous Friday, another couple – Arthur and Martha Herbst from Hillsborough – had been held up in a similar fashion just a few blocks away and robbed of $25,000 of jewellery and furs.

In a press conference, San Francisco’s chief of police vowed to act. ‘Quick and concerted action is needed,’ said Daniel O’Brien, a deep-chested man in his late 40s.

He joined the police in 1908, and was promoted to chief in 1920, where one of his first major cases was the arrest of silent movie star Roscoe ‘Fatty’ Arbuckle, who was accused of the rape and manslaughter of actress Virginia Rappe. Arbuckle, who was second in popularity only to Charlie Chaplin, was eventually acquitted after three trials, but the case propelled O’Brien into the public eye.

It was a role he enjoyed – he went on to play bit-part roles in several silent movies, and his son George became a popular film star in his own right. By the end of his career, O’Brien served as a city ambassador to the rich and famous: a photograph from this time shows him in full police garb – navy suit, badge pinned over the heart, peaked cap with ‘CHIEF’ embroidered on the front – shaking hands with the film star Rudolph Valentino.

‘The class of criminals responsible for the slaying of Mrs Wilkens are absolutely devoid of any respect for human life,’ O’Brien told reporters. ‘Every effort must be put forth to drive the thug and hold-up man from our midst.’

But the officers who were searching for Anna’s murderers were still largely untrained, low-paid and poorly educated men for whom the job was their only legal shot at a lucrative career. Graft and corruption were rampant, as was the use of the notorious ‘third degree’ – a euphemism for the beating of suspects to extract evidence or confessions. The chances of the law bringing anyone to justice were slim.

The police department and district attorney’s office joined in a pledge to put an immediate halt to criminal activity in the city. Together, they set up a ‘dragnet’. Twelve carloads of men armed with sawn-off shotguns patrolled the roads heading out of the city, with a particular focus on the Sunset District where Anna had been shot. Other officers went door-to-door at rooming houses and hotels where criminals were known to congregate, hoping to find some trace of the bandits.

But they had very little to go on. By the time Detectives Henry McGrath and Michael Griffin arrived at the hospital on the night of the shooting, Henry had regained consciousness – but he was still shaky and his fractured, meagre account didn’t give them much detail to work with. He told them there had been three men sitting in the car, and that one had jumped out and taken $300 and two diamond rings, and then shot Anna when Henry reached for his gun.

Strangely, for someone who was an expert in cars – but perhaps understandably given the emotional strain he was under – Henry misidentified the vehicle that had been tailing him, even after a conversation at the hospital with Jacob Gorfinkel. The attorney was convinced it had been a dark-bodied Hudson touring car, but Henry told the detectives it was an old red Dodge.

The next morning, neighbours gathered in solemn groups outside Henry and Anna’s flat on Vallejo Street, but the curtains were drawn and there was no one home. The kids were staying with Adolph Lange, Anna’s uncle. Helen played with dolls and frolicked with the Lange’s dachshund – the tears of the previous night seemingly forgotten. ‘Don’t cry, Dot,’ her brother had told her. ‘God will take care of Mamma in heaven.’

Henry was at his garage, moving around the workshop like a ghost, ‘his face tragic, his steps futile, for he hardly knows what he is doing’ according to reporter Ernestine Black. ‘I couldn’t stand it in the home where we have been so happy, so I came over here to the shop,’ he told her. A string of friends and well-wishers arrived bearing condolences – he shook each of them silently by the hand, but could barely muster the strength for conversation.

He was a broken man, haunted by what had happened, and what he might have done differently – should he have tried harder to get away, did he make a mistake by drawing his own gun? His voice cracked and tears rolled down his face as he relayed the story to journalists, and vowed to bring his wife’s killers to justice. ‘I’ll spend the rest of my life hunting for them,’ he said.








WRITTEN IN BLOOD

Milton Stout had a problem. It was Thursday 1 June – two days after Anna’s murder – and Stout, the owner of a garage at 2765 Mission Street, had just been handed a $100 bill in payment for a $1.25 repair.

But the cash wasn’t the issue. It was the identity of the men who’d given it to him. A hundred dollars was a huge amount at a time when the minimum wage in California was 33 cents an hour, and nothing in the pair’s dress or demeanour suggested they’d come by the money legitimately. They were not the sort of men you wanted to pick a fight with. Everyone knew the Castor boys were trouble.

Walter Castor was 27, with a strong chin and light brown hair swept across a high forehead, above a face covered in scars: one on each eyebrow, another at the bridge of a nose that had been broken at least once. Old wounds marred the back of his right hand and wrist, and his left hand was missing its middle finger above the first joint. A tattoo of a woman and a flower wound its way up his left forearm.

Walter’s blue eyes could sometimes look contemptuous, but mostly they carried a dull, almost stupid expression. He had been kicked in the head by a horse when he was seven, and he had never been quite the same. He suffered from terrible headaches and a constant ache at the base of his skull. His friends nicknamed him ‘Dizzy’. ‘Walter has never seemed to know the difference between right and wrong since his head was hurt,’ said his mother. ‘But he is lovable and wants to please the people he likes. He is like a child in some ways.’

He was prone to violent outbursts and made erratic, impulsive and dangerous decisions. It was his 25-year-old brother Arthur who often had to rein him in. Arthur Castor was skinnier than Walter, with large blue eyes and the same brown hair. He had spent two years as a private in the Marines, serving mostly in Cuba, and was generally a calmer head – although he’d had his fair share of trouble with the law too.

There were six Castor brothers in all – Charlie, Walter, Robert, Arthur, Elmer and Harold – the sons of city policeman Charles Castor and his Nebraska-born wife Minnie.

The family were never model citizens – when he was 14, Arthur was arrested for a late-night crime spree in which he and a friend smashed a jewellery store window with a brick to steal watches and revolvers, and ransacked a cigar stand for gum and chocolate.

But it was their father’s sudden death later that year that really sent the whole family into a tailspin. In November 1911, Charles Castor was shot in the stomach while trying to apprehend a murder suspect outside the Ferry Building. His passing left the Castors in desperate straits.
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They had never been well off financially – at times they had relied on help from the Boys & Girls Aid Society to house their children – and now Minnie Castor was a widow with four kids under the age of 18.

Her oldest son held down jobs as a shipping clerk and a drayman, but the others turned to a life of drinking, fighting and stealing. ‘Their history has been written in blood’, wrote one newspaper.

At police headquarters in the Hall of Justice, former colleagues of the fallen officer muttered about his sons and shook their heads. ‘A good fellow, Charley Castor. Can’t see where his boys got their bad ways.’

Two years after his father’s death, an 18-year-old Walter was arrested and fined $200 for an unprovoked attack on a 16-year-old Chinese school boy who was so brutally beaten that he was barely recognisable when he took the stand to give evidence. In December of the same year, 1913, he was convicted of manslaughter and sentenced to six years in San Quentin after shooting his neighbour in the stomach while hiding from police on his porch.

He was paroled in April 1917, but by January he was back in police custody again – accused of battery after hitting a pedestrian with a delivery truck, causing a fractured skull (on this occasion it seems to have been a genuine accident, and he did stop and drive the victim to hospital).

While his brother was in prison, Arthur was also sent away – to the Preston School of Industry, a notorious penal institution for teenagers in a mock medieval castle overlooking the town of Ione, California. New arrivals had their heads shaved and were dunked in a chemical bath before being shown to their dormitory, which had rows of thin mattresses and one lidless toilet. There were tennis courts and a library, but also brutal beatings and solitary confinement. While there, Arthur was accused of a sexual assault against a 10-year-old girl – although in court years later, he denied any knowledge of this.

By the time the brothers walked into Milton Stout’s garage on 1 June 1922, Walter was actually on probation for yet another charge. This time, he had been supplementing his living as a machinist with a scheme that The Examiner called a ‘novelty in the field of burglarious endeavour’.

He and an associate were accused of stealing several hundred chickens on the western side of the Santa Clara valley (which roughly corresponds to today’s Silicon Valley). They’d been making weekly car trips, returning to the city each time to sell the ‘feathered loot’. Walter was released on the promise that his younger sibling would keep an eye on him and help him find legitimate work – a few weeks earlier, Arthur had vouched for him in court.

Stout knew exactly who he was dealing with. ‘Castor was a terror in the Mission district and had the reputation of being a troublemaker and a hoodlum’, one paper had written of Walter.

As he counted out the brothers’ change, the garage owner remembered the story he’d read in the newspapers the previous morning about Anna Wilkens’ murder, and the fact that three $100 bills had been taken. After quietly waiting for the Castors to leave, Stout alerted the police.

The San Francisco Police Department had spent the previous two days chasing down dead ends. Chief O’Brien had allocated the case to Duncan Matheson, his Captain of Detectives.

Matheson was in his late 50s – born in Nova Scotia, he’d moved to the United States in 1883, and worked on the Southern Pacific railroad for 13 years before joining the police in 1900. Two years later, he almost died during a pursuit when, while chasing a group of young troublemakers across the rooftops of Chinatown, he fell through an open skylight. The occupants of the house found him groaning with pain in a hallway 30 feet below.

He was a strait-laced, devout man of Scottish descent, with fair, receding hair and a neatly trimmed moustache. Matheson was a believer in ‘remoulding’ deviant young men through education and religious training, and in 1929 his reputation for thoroughness and integrity would see him elected City Treasurer.

Matheson’s team of 14 detectives had conducted a city-wide search, but with little to go on from Henry they had turned up very few clues. A car dealer called C.W. White had reported being side-swiped by a Dodge near Tanforan, several miles south of the city, and police were trying to trace the car’s owners.

They were also trying to find out the serial numbers of the bills that Henry Wilkens had handed over to the bandits. Matheson was working with police in Sacramento to trace a woman who Henry said had paid him the money in a business transaction. Meanwhile, The California State Automobile Association and the San Francisco Motor Car Dealers’ Association – two organisations with an interest in making sure people felt safe on the roads – were raising money towards a $5,000 reward for the capture and conviction of Anna’s murderers.

But the tip from Stout was the best lead they had, so Matheson sent Detectives Leo Bunner, George Wall and Henry McGrath to bring Walter and Arthur Castor in for questioning at the Hall of Justice.

‘The Hall’ was a five-storey steel and granite structure with a sandstone and marble facade and arched windows, facing Portsmouth Square at the corner of Kearny and Washington. It was built in 1908 on the site of the old Hall of Justice, which was destroyed in the earthquake, and housed not only the police department, but also the courtrooms, the morgue and the county jail. Despite its elegant air, there was nothing refined about what went on inside.

On the afternoon of 2 June, detectives led the Castor brothers, who were all too familiar with the building, to a wood-panelled room inside the police headquarters on the first floor.

When they were arrested, Walter had been carrying two more $100 bills, and the brothers were quizzed for hours on how they got the money, and their movements on the evening of Tuesday 30 May, when Anna Wilkens was killed.

Arthur told them he’d been out for a drive with his 17-year-old wife Mary, his brother Elmer and Mary’s father Joseph Fortino. Walter, perhaps forgetting that he was out on parole for stealing chickens, gave his alibi as poultry dealer L. Hirschel, who he said he’d been towing a car for on the night in question.

Afterwards, the Castor brothers were led into a room with 13 other young men to take part in an identity parade in front of Henry Wilkens. He had been summoned to the Hall to look at the National car the Castors were driving when they were brought in, and determine whether it was the same one that had followed him through the fog on Tuesday night.

He had said it wasn’t, but it was difficult to trust him. Henry was an emotional wreck. He shuffled into the dingy line-up room with tear-reddened eyes, which he dabbed at periodically with a handkerchief. ‘That fellow can’t see anything,’ officer John Palmer remembered telling his colleagues. ‘He’s goofy.’

It seemed like most of the detective squad were in the room to watch the line-up, wrangling suspects or milling around with interest. Just before it started, a detective said something to Wilkens in German that triggered another burst of tears.

He was still weeping as the potential suspects filed out and arranged themselves against a wall. Walter and Arthur positioned themselves towards the far end of the line.

Henry shuffled slowly down the row, but his head was bowed, and he only seemed to throw the occasional sideways glance towards the men he was supposed to be identifying – the suspects who may have killed his wife. ‘He looked at the men, but I wouldn’t say whether he saw them or not,’ said Detective George McLaughlin.

After going just a few feet down the line, Henry turned back, shaking his head. But the detectives insisted that he complete the line-up properly. He was still in tears, but the second time he did walk all the way to the end.

When he got to Arthur, he frowned and said, ‘No, this is not the man.’ In fact, Henry told the detectives, none of the men looked like his wife’s killer – the man he remembered seeing was much older.

It was a frustrating afternoon for Duncan Matheson, the Captain of Detectives. He wanted to keep the Castors for further questioning, but given Henry’s failure to identify either the brothers or their vehicle as being involved in the hold-up, he was forced to release them. He kept the $100 bills, though – a photo from the following morning’s Call shows Bunner and McLaughlin peering at one of the notes through a magnifying glass.

The next few days passed in a flurry of speculative inquiries. For the first time in the history of the San Francisco Police Department, radio stations were used to circulate a description of the bandits and their getaway vehicle over the airwaves. At the same time, telegrams were sent throughout southern California to garage owners, oil stations and repair shops.

The most promising tip came from R.P. McCabe, the owner of a drugstore on the corner of Fulton and Cole, about three miles from the crime scene. An hour or so after the shooting, around the same time Anna was dying on the operating table, he and his wife had seen a Dodge come tearing around the bend at high speed and smash into the curb. The three men inside shied away when McCabe shone a torch at them – but they seemed to match the description he’d heard on the radio.

Detectives also traced another car matching Henry’s description to Burlingame, 15 miles to the south in San Mateo County, but when they showed it to him he wasn’t sure it was the right one either.

There was another lead from Mount Zion hospital – a man named Earl Young had come in with a head injury the morning after Anna’s death, and had been returning daily for treatment. Police trailed him from the hospital, and on Saturday 3 June they arrested him and two other men – Thomas Lusk and John Gaynor. But this too was a dead end – Young was a boxer, Lusk was a friend who had been visiting him in hospital and Gaynor was the taxi driver who had taken him there. All three had watertight alibis and were released without charge.

As each new lead fizzled out, Matheson’s thoughts kept returning to Walter and Arthur Castor – he knew their record, and the fact they’d had the money on them seemed damning. On the other hand, Henry hadn’t recognised them, or their car – and they’d both given plausible alibis.

But Matheson’s detectives had missed something. At the end of the police line-up, as the 15 suspects filed slowly out of the room, Henry Wilkens had looked up at the Castor brothers, caught Arthur’s eye, and winked.








ARGUMENTS AND ALIBIS

On Friday 3 June, 1922, eight-year-old Henry Wilkens Jr paced solemnly down Valencia Street towards Wieboldt’s Funeral Parlour. ‘He didn’t cling closer to his aunt’s hand, nor burst into tears and hide his face in her skirts’, wrote The Call’s Ernestine Black. ‘Instead, he manfully gulped down a sob, squared his shoulders and walked in.’

Inside, his mother lay in an open casket, dressed in a blue silk dress she’d sewn herself. Anna’s dark lashes stood out against pale skin, and her black hair was brushed back in soft waves. Henry Jr’s little body ‘shook with sobs’ when he saw her. He stood on his tiptoes and reached out a hand to touch her on the arm. ‘For the first time in eight years his touch brought no loving response.’

Henry Wilkens placed a bunch of red roses by his wife’s body. His son took one and placed it carefully in his pocket with ‘cold, trembling fingers’. ‘He doesn’t talk much, but he realises what has happened,’ said Meta Lange, Anna’s aunt. ‘Baby Helen doesn’t realise it all and Henry [Jr] seems to feel that he must help mother her.’

At 2pm, the funeral procession wound its way from Wieboldt’s through the busy streets of the Mission and south towards Colma, the so-called ‘City of the Silent’, retracing in reverse the fateful pursuit through the fog just three days earlier.

A mild breeze was blowing in from the west as the mourners arrived at Cypress Lawn, a crematorium and cemetery set in acres of rolling greenery, dotted with spruce trees. The children were spared the trauma of attending the service itself, but Anna’s aunt and uncle were there, as was her sister Helen Lange, a pretty 22-year-old who had recently spent six weeks living with the Wilkens family after arriving from Germany in February 1922.

Henry was wearing a blue serge suit, bought new for the occasion, and a dark tie. He had a black mourning band around his arm, and his eyes were red from tears and lack of sleep. He struggled to control his emotions during the service, and when his wife’s coffin was fed into the incinerator. According to the newspapers, both Henry and Helen Lange collapsed during the service.

From the pulpit, the Reverend K.C. Struckmeier had raged against the perceived weaknesses of the justice system in both English and German. ‘It is time to end this outrageous sentimentality over criminals,’ he said. ‘We have had enough of light sentences and easy judges. A brave and self-sacrificing woman was shot down brutally and cold-bloodedly. Justice demands a life for a life.’

Those words may have been ringing in Henry’s ears as he left Anna’s uncle’s house early the following morning. It had been four days since his wife’s death and he had been the picture of the grief-stricken husband – a victim whose blissful home life was torn apart by the random cruelty of an unknown gunman. But on Saturday 3 June, the day after the funeral, a more complicated picture began to emerge in the newspapers.

On 8 May, just three weeks before her death, Anna Wilkens had visited an attorney and filed a suit for separate maintenance. She wanted a divorce. She accused Henry of extreme cruelty, drunkenness and infidelity, and applied for temporary alimony of $150 a month and custody of the children. The suit shed light on a marriage that was far from happy. Both Henry and Anna had vicious tempers, and when one or both of them had been drinking, things could descend into blazing rows in German. ‘When they had an argument it was an argument,’ said one attorney later.

Henry would disappear for booze-filled business lunches – Anna accused him of seeing other women. ‘My sister and her husband did not get along well together,’ said Anna’s sister Helen, who was with the family through much of March and April of 1922. ‘She was imaginative and jealous every time he spoke to another woman.’ Anna would gossip with the neighbours about how Henry was taking other women out in his car. That made him angry. ‘He had a quick temper when he drank and would fly into rages,’ Helen said.

The relationship deteriorated in the year leading up to Anna’s death. She was drinking more than ever, and Henry was getting more violent. Anna’s lawsuit described two drunken beatings, one of which left her with a black eye, and there were several more she didn’t mention.

When the Wilkens family visited Anna’s aunt and uncle at their ranch outside Petaluma in July 1921, Anna’s face, arms and shoulders were badly bruised – shocking black and blue marks against her pale skin. ‘He admitted that he had beaten her, declaring that she had falsely accused him of intimacy with another woman,’ said her aunt. ‘He expressed himself as contrite, and promised me he would not do it again.’

Over Easter, in April 1922, the family took a weekend trip to Napa Valley, where Henry knocked out one of Anna’s teeth during a fierce argument. He had been ‘drinking heavily of claret’ and the couple got into a fight when Henry and Helen said they were going to pick up Henry Jr from a family friend’s house, but returned without the boy.

The couple shouted at each other in German, then Henry hit Anna twice in the face, leaving her with a bloody mouth and a darkening bruise over one eye that had only just faded when she died.

‘Why should my husband beat me like this?’ Anna cried. Henry’s response was chilling. ‘Well, nobody saw me do it.’

Helen started crying when she came into the room and saw her sister’s injured face. Henry leapt to his feet to console his sister-in-law, who was leaning against a door frame in floods of tears. He told her Anna had hit her head on a windowsill. They called a doctor, who examined Anna and said, ‘There doesn’t seem to be as much wrong with the woman as the man.’

That night, when the unhappy trio finally did go to their friend’s house to pick up Henry Jr, Henry told the friend, Gertrude Stirness, that his wife had been ‘telling lies’, and that he had beaten her for it.

Another verbal fight ensued and at some point Henry scooped up his daughter in his arms and ran out of the house. ‘Stop him,’ shouted Helen Lange. ‘He’s going to kill himself.’

Stirness ran after Henry and caught him in the middle of the street. ‘In the argument that followed, he collapsed in the road’, reported The Call. ‘But before doing so,’ she said, he showed her a pistol he was carrying. ‘He said he was going to kill himself and “take his little girl with him”.’

Later, Henry would claim that he was ashamed by what he had done, and that he had sworn never to lay a hand on his wife again. But when he was confronted by the press the morning after Anna’s funeral he denied the allegations entirely, and said the suit was ‘all a mistake’. ‘My wife and I never were separated and she never left our home,’ he said. ‘There were no hard feelings between us nor any lack of love. We had our little differences, but everything had been patched up.’

These revelations stirred the city’s newspaper editors into a frenzy. But the police department continued its investigation along the same lines as before. Detective McGrath told reporters that he’d known about the Wilkens’ marital strife since the day after Anna’s death, but that after questioning Henry Jr he was satisfied with Henry’s account of the killing. Captain of Detectives Duncan Matheson said there was ‘no doubt’ in his mind that robbery was the only motive. But elsewhere in the Hall of Justice, suspicions were starting to mount.

On Sunday 4 June, San Francisco’s district attorney Matthew Brady announced his intention to launch an independent probe, and to bring Henry Wilkens back in for questioning following the news about his marriage.

Brady was in his mid-40s but looked much older – he was a stout man with white hair, a paunch and a taste for the public eye. District attorneys were elected, so visibility was vitally important for Brady, who was ‘part prosecutor, part politician – an intelligent attorney with career ambition’, as Kate Winkler Dawson puts it in American Sherlock.

He won office for the first time in 1919 and propelled himself into the papers during the multiple trials of Fatty Arbuckle in 1921, during which he pushed the pace of prosecution to what some argued was an irresponsible degree, with the end result being that Arbuckle was eventually acquitted. Brady was out of town when he first heard about the Arbuckle case, and had rushed back to the city to take over personally, ‘granting interviews, making pronouncements, and outlining the strategy of the prosecution’.

Here, he sniffed another opportunity to have a defining impact on a well-publicised case. ‘I have decided to summon Mr Wilkens before me because of conflicting reports regarding the death of his wife,’ Brady told reporters. ‘I intend to conduct a thorough inquiry into all circumstances of the case in order to be fortified for future developments. I will ask Mr Wilkens to tell me the whole story surrounding his wife’s death, their domestic troubles, and then decide what further action, if any, to take.’

On Monday 5 June, a grand jury met to rule on the cause of Anna’s death. Henry repeated the woeful tale of the chase, the shooting, the frantic dash to the hospital. Henry Jr perched on a chair next to the coroner, who adopted a kindly expression as the tearful child relayed how he’d hidden under a blanket while his mother tussled with the bandit.

But the most consequential evidence came from Jacob Gorfinkel, the attorney who had helped Henry get Anna to hospital on the night of the shooting. He testified that the car that had pursued the family was definitely not a Dodge, contradicting what Henry had told police.

That was the main topic of conversation the next morning, when Matheson gathered his detectives to discuss their next move. It had been a week since Anna’s death, and they were starting to doubt Henry’s interpretation of events.

After the meeting, one group of detectives started exploring whether Henry might have been wrong about the make and model of the car that had chased him. They took a thorough description from Jacob Gorfinkel, and then took him on a trip to see the Castors’ National touring car, and determine whether it was the one involved in the shooting.

But the National wasn’t at the Castor house, and neither were the brothers. The remaining occupants told detectives the car had been taken in for repairs to a garage on Golden Gate Avenue.

When they got there, Gorfinkel looked closely at the National, but he didn’t think it was the same car he’d seen pursuing the Wilkens family, either. Then, almost offhandedly, one of the detectives asked garage owner Walter Brownlee whether the Castors ever rented cars from him. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Walter Castor has rented automobiles from me on several occasions. Why, he even had a machine that was returned about 25 minutes after Mrs Wilkens was killed.’

The detectives were stunned. Brownlee told them that on 29 May, the day before the murder, Walter had rented an old Hudson touring car for the day. But he didn’t return it until 8.30pm the following day – about an hour after the shooting.

Gorfinkel looked at the Hudson, and he was almost certain it was the vehicle he’d seen. His wife and car-mad son agreed, which meant that Duncan Matheson urgently needed to speak to Walter and Arthur Castor again. ‘I am assuming that this identification is correct, as the Gorfinkels were absolutely positive that it was the machine used by the robbers,’ said Matheson, who was under fire for releasing the brothers so quickly. ‘But there was nothing on which I could hold the Castors and they have been released. I have not been looking for them and had no evidence to warrant their arrest.’

That quickly changed. Over the following days the Castors’ alibis fell apart. The poultry dealer Walter said he’d been helping at the time of the shooting told the inquest that those events had actually been two days prior. Arthur’s father-in-law denied seeing him on the evening of 30 May, while his sister-in-law said he’d left the house early that morning and hadn’t returned until late at night.

The police seemed to be closing in on the truth. In the identity parade, Henry had claimed not to recognise either Walter or Arthur Castor, but on Thursday 8 June, police discovered that Henry and Walter had actually worked together for several months in 1918, when Henry was the foreman at the Garford Truck Company. He had been Walter’s boss.

Reporters called at Henry’s home and work, confronting him with this new information. He feigned ignorance. ‘I don’t know the Castors,’ he said. ‘I never knew them. I never even saw or heard of them before. They are total strangers to me. What are you getting at anyway – has something new come up about them?’ But two witnesses had Walter and Henry working there concurrently, and a check of the company records revealed that both men were listed on the payroll for June 1918.

In the space of a few days, the investigation had completely flipped around, Matheson admitted to reporters. Henry Wilkens was now a key suspect in his own wife’s murder.

To make matters worse for the detective, Arthur and Walter Castor seemed to have completely disappeared from the city. There was no sign of them at their homes, or at their mother’s house on Kansas Street, where their brother Elmer said they’d gone in search of manual labour on the roads – one to Arizona, the other to southern California.

Matheson’s two main suspects were missing, and he was dealing with a grieving husband who may have deliberately lied to the police. With growing pressure from all sides, and Henry still refusing to change his story, Matheson and Chief O’Brien looked across the bay to Berkeley.

There, a visionary police chief, a rookie cop and a teenage magician had been developing a machine with the power to sort truth from fiction.

It had already successfully intervened in robberies and murders across the Bay Area, and was building a fearsome reputation in the speakeasies and cells of San Francisco. The detectives were sure it could help them solve the Wilkens case.
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