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For what it’s worth, I never stole from anybody who would go hungry.


—Cary Grant as John Robie in To Catch a Thief, 1955
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I only robbed the rich. If a woman can carry around a necklace worth $750,000, she knows where her next meal is coming from.


—Arthur Barry, 1932















A NOTE TO READERS
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WHILE MANY OF Arthur Barry’s crimes are so audacious that they read like fiction, they are fact. Every statement within quotation marks in the pages that follow is drawn from newspaper reports, interviews Barry granted over the years, court files, prison records, histories and memoirs of the Jazz Age, and documents found in archives as far afield as Wyoming and Southampton, England. No quotations have been altered; no details have been added or embellished. All scenes and events unfolded as described. Where there were differing accounts of conversations or what happened, I relied on what was said at the time, rather than what Barry and others remembered or asserted long afterward. An essential element of true crime, after all, is truth.













PROLOGUE
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PRINCE CHARMING


Long Island and Manhattan • 1924


A MAN IN A tuxedo and winged collar navigated a room filled with black-clad men and elegant women in Parisian gowns, sparkling with jewels. He docked alongside a group of guests who had formed a cordon around a punch bowl. Someone offered him a drink, and as names were exchanged the newcomer identified himself as Gibson. Dr. Gibson. He had thick black hair, blue eyes, and the chiseled good looks of the matinee idols seen—but not yet heard—in the movie houses. Some guests may have done a double take as he passed; he was a dead ringer for the British actor Ronald Colman, who had been catapulted to Hollywood stardom the previous year in The White Sister, starring opposite silent-era legend Lillian Gish.


One of the punch bowl’s defenders was short and slim, with sandy hair, and needed no introduction. His boyish face was tilted slightly downward, betraying his shyness, and his puppy-dog eyes had been staring out from the pages of every newspaper in the United States for days. Gibson, who scoured the society pages of New York City’s papers as meticulously as a prospector in search of gold or precious jewels, had recognized him from across the room. Edward, the Prince of Wales, was almost a week into a much-ballyhooed American holiday. Eager for a break from his royal duties, the heir to the British throne had headed for “that slender riotous island,” as F. Scott Fitzgerald would describe it in his soon-to-be-published novel, The Great Gatsby, “which extends itself due east of New York.” Long Island.


The September 1924 royal holiday coincided with a late-summer heat wave. The prince was the guest of honor at dinners, dances, and cocktail parties in the imposing mansions of the island’s elite. He went riding and played polo on their manicured grounds. He boarded their yachts to skim the waves of Long Island Sound. He golfed their private courses and plunged into their swimming pools. A fox hunt with a pack of about a hundred hounds was organized, to make him feel at home. “Never before in the history of metropolitan society,” claimed a columnist for the New York American, “has any visitor to these shores been so persistently and so extravagantly feted.”


Standard Oil executive Harold Irving Pratt and his wife, Harriet, threw a garden party for the prince and two hundred guests at Welwyn, their country estate at Glen Cove, which overlooked the sound and was considered “one of the show places of Long Island.” But they were soon upstaged by Clarence H. Mackay, a financier and heir to a mining fortune, who hosted a dinner and dance for the distinguished visitor and almost one thousand worthies at Harbor Hill, a replica French château with six hundred acres of grounds. A platoon of workmen spent days trucking in potted orange trees and installing strands of yellow electric lights, transforming the outdoor dining area into “a fairyland” fit for a prince. “A royal fete for a royal guest,” gushed Washington, DC’s Evening Star.


Not to be outdone, iron and steel magnate James Abercrombie Burden handed the prince the keys to Woodside, a Georgian mansion near Syosset that could have been transported intact from the English countryside. One New York newspaper gave it a new name: Burden Palace. The prince and his entourage were also free to drive the automobiles Burden kept on-site, a fleet that included five chrome-grilled, bug-eyed Rolls-Royce limousines.


The Cedars, the estate of Oklahoma oilman Joshua S. Cosden and his wife, Nellie, in Sands Point, however, turned out to be the biggest draw for the prince. The mansion, overlooking a wide white-sand beach, was a rambling, colonial-style confection of porches and columned verandas, with two tiers of dormers and eyebrow windows peeking out from its barnlike gambrel roof. Its owners offered the prince something the Burdens, Pratts, and other Long Island hosts could not: familiar faces. His cousin Lord Louis Mountbatten and his wife, Lady Edwina, along with his close friend Jean Norton, wife of the future Lord Grantley, were staying at The Cedars.
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The Prince of Wales in 1924, the year of his Long Island visit (Author Collection)








When the Cosdens hosted a late-night party in early September, the prince and his aides commandeered one of the Burden cars and drove over. It was there, in the midst of what one press report termed a “small but jolly” gathering, that Gibson met the prince. Gibson also caught a glimpse of the Mountbattens—the “dark, handsome naval officer,” he recalled, and the “lovely Lady Mountbatten, a pearl of international society”—as they chatted with other guests.


The party was the kind of modest, laid-back gathering the prince had been craving since his arrival. This was a holiday, not an official visit; his only commitment was to attend an international polo championship being staged on Long Island, to cheer on the British team. Edward had been traveling the world as Britain’s goodwill ambassador—cutting ribbons, making speeches, and shaking hands to shore up wartime alliances and drum up trade deals. He wanted a break. “He is here to play,” one of his aides, Tommy Lascelles, reminded the reporters and photographers documenting his every move. “His royal highness is entitled to some time to enjoy himself.”


The prince was the first of what would become a twentieth-century phenomenon: the royal celebrity. And he was furious to discover that American journalists were more aggressive and relentless than their British counterparts. “These Yank pressmen are b––s,” he griped to his private secretary in unroyal language. “One does resent their d––d spying.” The most eligible bachelor on the planet had turned thirty in June, and the American papers were obsessed with the notion that “Prince Charming” had come to their shores in search of a bride. “Would you marry an American girl if you fell in love with one?” was one of the first questions a reporter fired at him when he reached New York on board the liner SS Berengaria. And there were plenty of candidates eager to meet him or to catch his eye. ARMY OF LOVELY WOMEN SEEK HIS PRINCELY SMILE, shouted a headline in the New York Daily News. Hundreds of women “forgot decorum,” as one journalist put it, and stood on their seats at Belmont Park to catch a glimpse of him as he watched the thoroughbred races from the judges’ box.


When Gibson first spotted the prince at the Cosdens’ party, an older woman was monopolizing the guest of honor’s time, no doubt extolling the beauty and virtues of a daughter or niece. The prince had been listening politely, a cocktail in his right hand and his left arm gracefully folded against the small of his back. But it was not the woman vying for the prince’s attention that caught Gibson’s eye; it was the expensive jewelry adorning the necks and wrists and fingers of so many others. “I’m a judge of that sort of thing,” he admitted, “and I couldn’t help but admire what they wore.” Years later, he still remembered an antique Chinese piece he spotted that night, fashioned from hand-hammered gold and set with a single diamond.


Someone in the prince’s group suggested they “get away from the women” for a while. Gibson piped up and suggested “a sortie to gayer places,” that they drive into Manhattan and “see the town.” Gibson offered to be their guide.


A couple of the men surrounding the prince objected, and the idea was dropped. But Edward was not willing to pass up the opportunity to sample New York’s nightlife. “Wales does things spontaneously and when he chooses,” noted one of the American journalists covering his visit. “That is part of his charm.” The prince took his new acquaintance aside. For once, he was free of the reporters who relentlessly shadowed him. This was his chance to see New York as a tourist, not as a future king.


“Dr. Gibson,” he asked, “is that little lark still on?”
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“HELLO, SUCKERS!”


Those were the first words most patrons heard after they climbed a flight of stairs and slipped inside one of New York’s most famous speakeasies, a greeting shouted over the din of the crowd by a brash blue-eyed blond woman who was clearly in charge. The awning over the entrance door below, on West Forty-Fifth Street, identified it as the El Fey Club, but everyone in New York called it Texas Guinan’s place. Mary Louise Cecilia Guinan was a former vaudeville and movie star who had reinvented herself as a nightclub manager. Texas-born, which explained her nickname, she had appeared in The Gun Woman, Code of the West, The Wildcat, and dozens of other westerns.


When bootlegger Larry Fay opened the El Fey earlier that year, he hired Guinan to recruit musicians and dancers, emcee the floor shows, and welcome customers with her cheeky trademark greeting. A “formidable woman,” was the verdict of critic and journalist Edmund Wilson, “with her pearls, her prodigious glittering bosom, her abundant and beautifully bleached yellow coiffure, her bear-trap of shining white teeth.” A saucy Mae West prototype, she presided over her domain, mused one journalist who dropped by, “like a gorgeous tamer who had just let herself into a large cage of pet tigers.”


As many as two hundred could be packed into the club’s narrow, smoke-filled room, but no more than a half dozen couples could sardine onto the tiny patch of dance floor. A jazz band and Guinan’s outsized personality attracted the likes of actor Al Jolson, boxer Jack Dempsey and, on this night, a future king of England. Guinan, ever the cheeky self-promoter, would later boast to audiences that she had once hosted the world’s most famous prince, “a little fellow who never had a backyard or a dirty face.”


The prince had convinced a few of his companions to join Gibson on the lark. Their destination was Broadway. The White Light Belt, New Yorkers called it, or simply the Big Street. The grid of avenues and cross streets of the theater district—an area known as the Roaring Forties, with the El Fey at its epicenter—was jammed with restaurants, nightclubs, and cabarets. This was where “society, the stage, the movies and the wealth and the fashion of the town go,” noted the Daily News, “in the hours when the gay set is at its best.” Alcohol flowed as if Prohibition had never become the law of the land. To stymie the federal agents who conducted periodic raids, the El Fey stashed its liquor in the building next door, passing bottles into the club as needed through a hole in the wall that could be concealed with a loose brick.


The El Fey was known for the young, scantily clad dancers who performed and, between numbers, mingled with the men in the audience. “It was a bacchanalian feast, a Roman orgy, a politician’s clambake, all rolled into one,” recalled one of Guinan’s friends, the theater producer and publicist Nils T. Granlund. A newspaper illustrator would later imagine the prince and Gibson seated at a table and offering toasts to a lineup of bob-haired showgirls in low-cut outfits, one of them wearing a top hat presumably plucked from the royal head. The caption: “Princely Fun.”


At the El Fey and other stops, Dr. Gibson would recall, the prince’s companions referred to him as Mr. Windsor, “a high-ranking member of the British diplomatic corps.” The subterfuge suited the prince’s guide. He wasn’t a doctor, and his name wasn’t Gibson.
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Broadway in the 1920s (Author Collection)








They hopped from the El Fey to what Gibson billed as “a swell spot” on East Fifty-Ninth Street. The Club Deauville’s “atmosphere of mystery,” press reports noted, attracted “many socially prominent New Yorkers.” Members of the house orchestra, Clark’s Hawaiians, navigated between tables as they took requests and played music from the islands. It was a slow night, with only a few tables occupied and the occasional couple fox-trotting around the dance floor. Someone offered the prince a lei, which he draped around his neck. He praised the fine tenor voice of one of the singers, then asked the band to play his favorite Hawaiian song, a chart-topping hit that year called “Aloha ‘Oe” (“Farewell to Thee”). Gibson grabbed a seat beside the prince, and they chatted, about nothing in particular—Broadway shows, popular tunes of the day, how Prohibition made it so hard to find decent liquor, even in fun-loving, booze-soaked New York. Gibson helped himself to champagne but noticed that the prince drank little. A third stop was the Florida Club, on West Fifty-Fifth Street, where a piano was set up in the middle of the room and the group took in a musical review.


The two men hit it off. The prince struck Gibson as “a real fellow. A real sport.” They were almost the same age. Both were unmarried, and both had served in the war—Gibson as a medic in the US Army, the prince as an officer in the Grenadier Guards, who toured front-line trenches to boost morale. Gibson’s posh accent masked his working-class roots in Worcester, Massachusetts. He seemed to know everyone who mattered, dropping names of the rich and famous with ease. His wit, charm, and flawless manners were those of a well-educated, well-bred member of a family that was wealthy and important. And in a tux—the work clothes of his trade—he looked the part, too. For a nighttime foray like the one to the Cosden estate, Gibson “dressed faultlessly in evening clothes,” his future wife, Anna Blake, would note. “He always looked handsome in them.”


Gibson said his goodbyes around half past five, barely an hour before sunrise, hailed a taxi, and returned to his Manhattan apartment. The prince and his companions piled into their car for the thirty-five-mile trek back to the Burden estate.


The royal tour of Manhattan’s nightlife was soon the talk of the city. The borrowed car was spotted near Texas Guinan’s, on a street off Broadway. A suspicious journalist traced the plates and discovered it belonged to the prince’s host. “He went in disguise to one of the white light jazz palaces on Broadway,” noted one account. “Nothing could prevent his instinct for fun bringing him into close view of the twinkling lights and engaging characters of New York’s night life.”
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A KING-IN-WAITING HAD managed to enjoy a few fleeting hours of freedom by pretending to be Mr. Windsor. He never suspected that his guide had been playing a part as well.


Gibson had not been on the guest list for the Cosdens’ party. Before meeting the prince that night, he had parked his red Cadillac coupe on a secluded lane at the edge of the estate, bypassing the fieldstone gatehouse at the entrance to The Cedars. He crouched in the shrubbery in his tux until he saw an opening, then emerged—“as spick and span in my dress clothes as any guest,” he later boasted—to mingle with people chatting and drinking nearby on a brick terrace. As a waiter passed, he scooped up a cocktail and joined the conversation.


He soon slipped into the darkness and wandered alongside the mansion until he found a secluded spot. He climbed a rose trellis to the roof of a porch. Above him was a second-floor window, left open on the warm summer night. Grasping the ledge, he hoisted himself inside.


He pulled on a pair of white silk gloves, ensuring that he left no fingerprints, and crept from bedroom to bedroom. He checked the tops of dressing tables and quietly slid open bureau drawers. He could hear muffled voices and music from the party below. If anyone came upstairs and spotted him in the hallway, he knew what to do—he would pretend to be lost or drunk, or claim he was looking for the bathroom.


He could find no jewelry worth taking. The fortune in gems he had come for was either locked away or on display downstairs. He returned to the open window and was about to climb out when he realized a few guests had gathered under the porch while he was inside. A waiter was refreshing their glasses, and they appeared to be in no hurry to move along. There was only one other way out. He followed the hallway to the main staircase and descended into the heart of the party. When a young woman coming up the stairs smiled at him as they passed, he was certain he looked like any other guest.


Gibson’s real name was Arthur Barry, and he was one of the most brazen and successful jewel thieves in history. He was a bold impostor, a charming con artist, and a master cat burglar rolled into one. During the Roaring Twenties, with the posh estates of Long Island and New York’s Westchester County as his hunting grounds, he swiped diamonds, pearls, rubies, emeralds, and other glittering gems worth almost $60 million today. His victims included a Rockefeller, bankers and industrialists, Wall Street bigwigs, and an heiress to the Woolworth five-and-dime store fortune. A skilled “second-story man,” Barry could slip in and out of bedrooms undetected, sometimes as the occupants were sleeping inches away, oblivious to his presence. He hobnobbed with celebrities and millionaires as he cased their mansions and planned some of the most audacious and lucrative jewel heists of the Jazz Age. He outfoxed investigators, eluded the posse of police and private detectives trying to hunt him down, and staged a spectacular prison break to reunite with the woman he loved. He was touted in the press as a “Prince of Thieves” and an “Aristocrat of Crime.” Life magazine would proclaim him “the greatest jewel thief who ever lived.”


Barry smoothed his hair into place, straightened his bow tie, and headed for the punch bowl to launch his night on the town with the prince. He now knew the upstairs layout of the Cosden mansion. He would be back.
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“A GRAND LIFE”
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THE COURIER


Worcester, Massachusetts • 1896–1913


THE TEENAGER WAS traveling alone on a southbound train that rattled and clanged toward New Haven. A cap shielded his eyes, and a large black suitcase was clamped between his knees. Arthur Barry was big for a thirteen-year-old. He had an athlete’s thick build and stood almost five foot eight, the height he would be for the rest of his life. Other passengers who had climbed aboard at the station in the factory town of Worcester, Massachusetts, likely thought he was on his way to college. None could have guessed what was in the suitcase he seemed to be guarding with his life.


The case and its contents belonged to Lowell Jack, a retired safecracker—a peteman or yeggman, in the slang of the day—who was reputed to be one of the best. He had robbed businesses and banks all over New England, drilling holes in the doors of safes and gingerly pouring in enough nitroglycerin to blow them open. He was “of the dangerous class,” noted a newspaper account that lumped him in with a select group of notorious thieves, all named after their hometowns—Portland Fatty, Pawtucket Johnnie, Philadelphia Slim—and “all having prison records.” Jack’s most dangerous days, however, were behind him. He was too old to break into buildings and blow up safes, let alone to scamper away with the loot. His retirement pastime was supplying nitroglycerin to a new generation of yeggmen.


The “soup,” as the safecrackers called it, was simple to make. Jack heated dynamite in a bucket of water on a kitchen stove, extracting the nitro as an oily yellow-tinted liquid that flowed like ink. It was a risky business. If the water reached too high a temperature, the nitroglycerin could explode. And in liquid form, nitro was extremely volatile. If it was shaken or bumped, or its container was dropped, the explosion would be deadly. Jack carefully poured the nitro into a thick-walled glass bottle, then nestled it in a suitcase stuffed with cotton. It was enough padding, he reckoned, to absorb any shocks or jolts.


Delivering his product to safecrackers across New England and beyond was the next challenge. He needed a reliable courier, someone railroad conductors, ticket agents, and nosy policemen would never suspect was carrying high explosives. Someone like Arthur Barry.


He had met the youth several times. Arthur had a part-time job delivering coffee and sandwiches for a restaurant and had brought food to Jack’s apartment turned bomb factory.


“Son,” he said to him at some point in 1910, “how would you like to make five dollars?” That would be almost fifty dollars today. Jack explained that he needed a package delivered to a customer in New Haven. All Arthur had to do was to take it there by train.


He handed the suitcase to his new employee.


“Don’t drop it. In fact, don’t shake it too much,” he cautioned. “And try not to bump into anybody on the train.”
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ARTHUR’S HOMETOWN WAS one of New England’s industrial powerhouses. Located fifty miles due west of Boston, Worcester at the dawn of the twentieth century was the second-largest city in Massachusetts and close enough to the state’s geographical center to be the self-proclaimed Heart of the Commonwealth. Worcesterites had been in the thick of things since the Revolutionary era. A young John Adams, the future president, taught school there in the 1750s and discovered a town “immersed in politics” and primed for the impending rupture with Britain. The Declaration of Independence was read in public for the first time in New England from the steps of one of its churches. In 1854, when a man who had escaped enslavement was arrested in Boston and faced extradition to the South, almost one thousand people from the Worcester area converged on the city to protest, giving the abolitionist movement a shot in the arm. And a canal to the sea and a railway link to Boston put Worcester at the vanguard of New England’s nineteenth-century industrial revolution. The population, approaching 100,000 when Arthur was born, would balloon to almost 150,000 by the time he reached his teens.
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Worcester, Massachusetts, in the early 1900s (Worcester Historical Museum Collection)








The downtown core was nestled in a serpentine valley, but the streets and tenements of new neighborhoods spilled onto the slopes of surrounding hills like a relentless tide rising against a shoreline. The newcomers were a hodgepodge of nationalities: Poles, Scots, Germans, and Swedes; Italians and other immigrants from the Mediterranean; French Canadians who had migrated south; Irish castoffs like the Barrys. They came for the factory jobs. Worcester’s smoke-belching mills, tanneries, and foundries churned out everything from textiles and shoes to firearms and railcars. Washburn & Moen’s sprawling works was the leading producer of wire, cable, and fencing in the United States. The Royal Worcester Corset Company boasted one of the largest female workforces in the country. Irish newcomers, most of them unskilled laborers, toiled “at the city’s worst jobs,” the historian Timothy Meagher noted in an account of Worcester’s Irish community, supplying the muscle needed to keep the factories humming.


Arthur’s father had been born in Cork in the late 1850s. Thomas Barry’s parents died before he reached the age of ten, and he emigrated to America as a youth. When he married in the fall of 1880 at twenty-three, he was living in Worcester and working as a plumber. His bride, Bridget Walsh, an Irish-born servant, was twenty. They posed for a studio photograph about that time. Thomas, square-jawed, walrus-mustached, and uncomfortable as he sat in his Sunday-best suit, stared down the camera as if it were an intruder. Bridget stood at his side in a flowing dress with frilled collar and cuffs, her pinned-back dark hair revealing her delicate features; she seemed more at ease as she rested her right hand reassuringly on his shoulder.


By 1890, the Barrys had four children and were living in an apartment block at 81 Ward Street in the Vernon Hill neighborhood on the city’s east side—“the poor, workaday part of Worcester,” as a journalist later described it. Thomas now worked as a laborer at Bowler Brothers, brewers of Matchless Porter and Extra Seneca Lager. Arthur, born on December 10, 1896, was the sixth of the couple’s nine surviving children—four others died in infancy.


Each Sunday, the Barrys attended Sacred Heart on Cambridge Street, a cathedral-like church with a spectacular arched stained-glass window dominating a facade of red brick trimmed in white stone. When he was old enough, Arthur served as an altar boy. He filled cruets with wine, then pulled on a starched white linen surplice over his black cassock so he was ready to assist the priest during Mass. One of his tasks, he remembered, was ringing “the sweet-toned bell” that signaled each stage of the Communion rites. He later sang in the choir. For a time, his father and mother hoped he might enter the priesthood. The calling attracted so many of Worcester’s young Catholics that the local diocese could not find parishes for them all. Not Arthur. “I didn’t take to the idea,” is how he put it.


His first school was Millbury Street Schoolhouse No. 4, a brick-walled, slate-roofed hulk that dwarfed its young occupants. Built to accommodate the children of Worcester’s growing workforce, it had opened its doors only a few years before Arthur began making the five-minute walk down Ward Street to his classes.
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Thomas and Bridget Barry and their children. Arthur is on the right, beside his mother (Mary Schumacher)








Sometime before 1905, Thomas Barry changed employers. He was taken on as a laborer at Worcester Brewing Corporation, a smaller operation, where he would be eventually promoted to foreman. He moved his family as well, into a newly built tenement around the corner. The building at 32 Perry Avenue was one of the city’s many “three-deckers”—large wood-frame structures that were common in New England’s industrial cities, with three full floors and more space for the growing Barry clan. In Worcester, the tenements were built on narrow lots, but they extended well back from the street, creating a flat with a large living area on each floor. Row after row of them straddled the hillside, and peeling paint combined with shoebox-shape monotony to create an eyesore. The image-conscious Worcester Board of Trade dismissed the buildings as an “architectural monstrosity” and “a blot on any landscape.”


In the early twentieth century, however, Vernon Hill was a good place to raise children, recalled the playwright, screenwriter, and journalist Samuel Behrman, who was about Arthur’s age and grew up in a three-decker a half mile from the Barry home. With kids everywhere, and two other families living in each building, it was easy to find playmates. There were apples, pears, and cherries to be picked from backyard trees. Each tier had balconies—residents called them “piazzas”—front and back. “The contemplative and withdrawn could sit on the back piazzas and look at the fruit trees,” Behrman noted, “the urban and worldly could sit on the front piazzas and survey the passing scene.” Arthur was no doubt one of the kids drawn to a front balcony.


The Barrys were “a fine and close-knit family,” Arthur recalled. His parents were “firm but fair” as they meted out discipline, and his father’s take-home pay was “low but adequate.” His father drank—Arthur later described him as “moderately alcoholic”—but there was “no more than the usual amount of friction” within the family. One household rule stuck with him: never tell a lie. “We knew we’d be punished far more for lying than for telling the truth, no matter what the truth was,” he told an interviewer. Not once, he claimed, had he ever lied to his parents. This, of course, was a lie.
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IT’S NOT CLEAR how many suitcases Arthur delivered for Lowell Jack before he realized he was carrying bombs—and hair-trigger ones at that. He “enjoyed the intrigue,” he recalled, and had sensed from the start that “the transaction was outside the law.” Jack began sending him farther afield—to Boston; into New York State to supply customers in Albany, Syracuse, and Rochester; and as far west as Cleveland. It was, Arthur recalled, “a grand life.” On the days he was traveling, his parents assumed he was in school. When longer trips required overnight stays, he lied and assured them he was spending the night at a friend’s house.


Soon, Arthur was being hauled before judges for minor offenses. In September 1910, about the time he became a courier for Lowell Jack and three months before he turned fourteen, two patrolmen caught him smashing the globes of electric streetlamps—“amusing himself by putting the lights out of commission,” as the arresting officers put it. He was convicted of vandalism, fined three dollars, and written up in the Worcester Daily Telegram. A few weeks later, he paid another three-dollar fine for discharging a firearm; the type of gun, how he obtained it, and where he fired it are a mystery. In April 1912 he was again convicted of discharging a firearm, and this time, as a repeat offender, the fine was bumped up to seven dollars. Worcester police considered him “a pretty bad boy.”


Arthur would one day attribute his early descent into a life of crime—his “downfall,” as he called it—to his size as a youth. He was bigger, and looked years older, than friends and classmates his age. He preferred the company of older teenagers and adults. He started drinking beer and wine at age seven and smoking at fifteen. At sixteen, he was gambling—“excessively,” he later admitted—on card games and dice rolls. Running nitro for Lowell Jack brought him into contact with plenty of shady characters. And in Irish enclaves such as Arthur’s Vernon Hill neighborhood, observed Timothy Meagher, “crime flourished.” The Worcester Police Department had added thirty officers to its roster of ninety patrolmen during the 1890s to meet “an urgent demand… for increased police protection,” noted an account of the force’s history. Vernon Hill backed onto Union Hill, an area that was a “byword,” wrote one historian, “for poverty, disorder, fights, and youth gangs,” and the Worcester Spy condemned its back lanes as “lurking corners for filth and vice.” Another city newspaper described the nearby Oak Hill neighborhood as a “hot-bed of drunkenness and rum-fights.”


Sometime that year, Arthur shadowed a middle-aged couple who owned a dry goods store and memorized their routine: Each evening, he noted, they closed the store and took home the day’s earnings. The money would be deposited the next day, when the banks reopened. Several times, while they were at work, he entered their empty house through an unlocked window. He moved from room to room, getting a feel for the layout as he hunted for the hiding place where the cash was kept overnight. He opened a desk drawer and was sure he detected the faint odor of well-handled paper money. He returned that night, entered through the same unlocked window, grabbed a stack of banknotes from the drawer, and slipped back out through the window. His take was about one hundred dollars, a small fortune for a teenager. He could order a roast turkey dinner at a restaurant for thirty-five cents; a decent watch would set him back less than five dollars. His haul was the equivalent of almost $3,000 today. “I wish I could remember,” he would wonder aloud years later, “how I actually got up the nerve to enter a house and take property.”


His patience and dry runs had paid off. And after carrying around enough high explosives to blow him sky-high, breaking into a house—even one that was occupied—seemed easy. If he had made a noise and roused the homeowners, he was confident he could have escaped. “If they had awakened, the advantage would have been all mine,” he explained as he remembered that night. “I was wide awake, they were groggy. I knew what was behind every door as well as they did. I could have been halfway down the block before they got organized.”


He had pulled off his first burglary. The job had been so meticulously planned and carefully executed, one journalist later noted with admiration, it was as if he had been “preparing to steal the British Crown Jewels.” He was fifteen.


His parents, unable to control him or keep him out of trouble, took a drastic step in the summer of 1913. They went to court and had him declared a “stubborn child” under a Massachusetts law that allowed the courts to intervene to help parents unable to cope with a disobedient and unruly teenager. It was a polite way of saying he was a juvenile delinquent. Arthur could have been sent to a reformatory but instead was released on probation, on the condition that he behave and remain in the care and custody of his father and mother.


Arthur ignored the close call. A few weeks later, a frantic Bridget Barry contacted the Worcester police to report that Arthur had locked her out of the family home. A patrolman was sent to arrest him for breaching the terms of his probation. When Arthur struggled with the officer and tried to run away, he was handcuffed. A search of his pockets turned up packs of cigarettes stolen from a tobacco store the previous night. The arrest and scuffle made the front page of the Worcester Evening Gazette. He was charged, along with two other youths, with breaking into the store and stealing the cigarettes. The case went to trial in juvenile court, but the local papers do not appear to have reported the outcome. In June 1914, Arthur failed to appear before a Worcester judge to answer to a charge of breaking and entering.


A bad boy had found his calling.






[image: image]








BEFORE DISPATCHING ARTHUR on one of his nitro deliveries, Lowell Jack took him aside. The teenager who no longer listened to his parents would never forget the advice he was offered, crook to crook.


“Always be courteous, my boy, particularly to the police,” he told his protégé. “Be gentlemanly and be sincere. It will save you countless inconveniences, and maybe a few trips to the clink.”


Arthur would become a gentlemanly thief. But it would be years before he heeded Jack’s advice and learned how to deal with the police. And how to stay out of jail.















TWO
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A “BIG-TIMER”


Massachusetts and Connecticut • 1914–17


ARTHUR BOLTED FROM the railyard and ran until he reached an intersection. A thick fog shrouded the empty streets, making it hard to tell if the cops were still after him. It was an hour before dawn and he was in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, a city of more than thirty thousand nestled among the Berkshires and only a few miles from the New York State border. He was a hundred miles from home.


He was on his way back to Worcester from Cleveland on that August morning in 1914, after delivering a batch of Lowell Jack’s nitroglycerin. Short of money, he had decided to ride “blind baggage”—hop a freight—for the trip home. When the Boston and Albany Railroad train stopped in Pittsfield to pick up mail, Arthur climbed down from his perch between two boxcars to stretch his legs. Then he heard shouts.


A police officer and a railroad worker were running toward him. Arthur raced through the railyard, zigzagging between boxcars to give them the slip. When he reached an adjacent street, he stopped at the intersection to catch his breath. On the opposite corner, another policeman materialized from the fog. Arthur turned and ran as patrolman John Sullivan pulled his revolver and fired a warning shot into the air.


Arthur kept running, turning onto side streets and ducking into dark alleys. He struggled to keep his footing as he scrambled over the Pittsfield Electric Company’s coal pile. He turned down an alley and came face-to-face with another officer, John O’Connor, who had heard the gunshot and joined the chase.


Arthur heaved himself over a fence and dropped into the backyard of a house as O’Connor squeezed off two more warning shots. Within moments, Sullivan had Arthur cornered in the yard. He pointed his revolver at Arthur’s chest.


“The next one,” he warned, “will be to kill.” Arthur, panting and dripping with sweat, surrendered.


Sullivan and O’Connor marched him to police headquarters, an aging and forbidding building with dungeon-like, iron-barred windows. It was barely a block away. Arthur, in Pittsfield for the first time, had been running toward the station house. He sat for hours on a bench, awaiting the arrival of another officer, who was investigating a break-in at a clothing store near the railyard. Arthur matched the description of a man seen fleeing the scene. He had not been hunted down and arrested at gunpoint for riding a freight train. He was a suspect in a burglary.






[image: image]








LESS THAN AN hour earlier, at about four o’clock, officer Charles Barry had been walking his beat when he spotted a figure on a ladder at the back of Brown’s drugstore. A man was trying to open an upper-story window. As the patrolman approached, he stepped on a board that creaked under his weight, betraying his presence. The man jumped from the ladder and fled into the railyard.


Officer Barry alerted other patrolmen and gave them a description of the suspect. Sullivan and O’Connor searched the railyard and the surrounding streets. Peering through the fog, Sullivan spotted two men walking down the tracks, one of them carrying a suitcase. They split up when they heard the officer approaching, and Sullivan searched for them among the boxcars and behind buildings on the nearby streets. Then he saw a young man standing on a street corner. Arthur matched the description of the burglar. The chase was on.


Back on West Street, Officer Barry discovered that someone had smashed a window and entered the Boston Bargain Store, steps from where he had seen the man on the ladder. An expensive suit, a pair of shoes, a suitcase, and a watch were missing, worth a total of almost $500 today. The burglar had changed into the stolen clothing, leaving behind an old suit and shoes.


Officer Barry returned to the police station. Despite the fog and the darkness, he was certain Arthur was the man he had seen on the ladder. Arthur admitted he had been in the railyard but insisted he knew nothing about the break-in. And he was not wearing or carrying any of the stolen items. Sullivan’s sighting of the men on the railroad tracks, however, suggested that an accomplice, who was still at large, had made off with the stolen goods and the suitcase. Arthur was charged with breaking and entering and larceny.


Later that morning, on a day that German troops poured into Belgium as the Great War began and the first ship navigated the Panama Canal, Arthur appeared in court. He stood in the prisoner’s dock in the Berkshire County Courthouse—an austere pile of local white marble with just enough Italianate flourishes to give it style as well as gravitas—and pleaded not guilty. A reporter for the local paper sized up Arthur and guessed he was twenty-five; he was just seventeen. Asked to identify himself, Arthur said he was Frank J. Walsh from Boston. District Court Judge Charles Hibbard delayed the proceedings, to give the police a few days to establish whether he had a criminal record. To ensure that the suspect remained in custody, the judge set bail at an impossibly high figure—$500, or more than $13,000 today.


That night was the first Arthur spent behind bars, in a six-by-ten-foot cell at the Pittsfield Jail, a sprawling brick-walled relic of the Civil War era. If he stretched out his arms, his fingertips would touch the wall on either side of the spartan cell. He would be locked up for ten days as he awaited trial.


The Pittsfield police contacted the authorities in Boston and discovered there was no record of a Frank J. Walsh. He finally provided his real name and home address. He also admitted being prosecuted in Worcester as a stubborn child.


Despite being caught in a lie, Arthur insisted he was innocent. And the case against him was weak. The stolen watch was found on the route he had taken as he fled from Officer Sullivan, but there was no evidence he had discarded it. It was his word against the sworn testimony of Officer Barry.


The patrolman was convinced Arthur was the man he had seen on the ladder, and this was all the evidence Judge Hibbard needed to convict him of attempted breaking and entering. A journalist, likely the one who had been wrong about Arthur’s age, noted he was “of good appearance” and “neatly dressed” as he appealed to the judge for leniency—echoes of the dapper man who would one day fool millionaires and royalty. The judge, however, said Arthur’s attempts to mislead the authorities ruled out a light sentence. And the youth appeared to have lost the support of his family. While his father had been notified of his arrest, he had not shown up. Arthur offered an explanation: his father was in poor health—“a rheumatic cripple,” he said—and unable to travel to Pittsfield for the hearing.


The judge imposed the maximum sentence—up to five years in the Massachusetts Reformatory. The harsh penalty, Pittsfield’s Berkshire Eagle newspaper would later note, “marked the end of his amateur days and his debut as a ‘big-timer.’”


Arthur was telling the truth. The store had been broken into before his train had stopped in Pittsfield. One of the most accomplished burglars in history had been wrongly convicted of the very crime that would make him famous.
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ARTHUR WAS IN handcuffs when he arrived at the reformatory. The massive building, about twenty miles west of Boston, in Concord, looked like an architect’s attempt to graft a chapel onto a military barracks. An eight-sided central rotunda, topped with a tower, loomed over the outstretched, high-windowed wings that housed tiers of cells. Once inside, newcomers were processed with assembly-line efficiency. Arthur’s height and weight were recorded. He signed a form authorizing staff to open his mail. He handed over his pocket money, to be returned upon his release. His hair was cut short—“ruthlessly shorn away,” as one prisoner put it. He pulled on a prison-issue uniform. His mug shot was snapped, and his Bertillon measurements were recorded—the width of his head, the length of his middle finger, his left foot, and other body parts—to identify him if he broke the law again. Fingerprints were being hailed as the criminal identification system of the future, and his were likely inked for the reformatory’s files. His brick-walled cell, with an iron-grate door, was barely large enough for a bed, wash basin, toilet, and a small table and chair.
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The Massachusetts Reformatory, Concord (Author Collection)








The Concord Reformatory, as it was known, had opened almost four decades earlier as an alternative to the state prison for youths, men convicted of minor crimes, and first-time offenders. “Correction of waywardness and education along lines adapted to the boy’s special needs and capabilities must be always kept in mind,” one writer said of the institution. “They are there to learn, rather than to be punished.” And they were there, explained one Massachusetts juvenile court judge who sent his share of young offenders to Concord, because “the influence of the home, the school and the church has been a failure.” The reformatory was seen as the last chance to save wayward youths from a life of crime.


Arthur settled into a regimented routine of work, training, and instruction. A bell—“the hated bell,” one inmate called it—jarred him awake every weekday at half past six. The reformatory’s workshops turned out shoes, clothing, and furniture for hospitals and other public buildings. Inmates could learn an array of trades, from printing and engraving to bricklaying, carpentry, and plumbing. They farmed the surrounding fields to put vegetables on the dining hall’s tables.


At the end of the workday, however, the reformatory resembled a boarding school with locked doors. Inmates attended evening classes—a “school of letters,” the staff called it—to upgrade their education. They were encouraged to borrow books from the library’s six-thousand-volume collection, which featured inspiring works about “men who have fought the battles of life,” noted chaplain Robert Walker, “and won.” Guest speakers turned up to lecture on an array of subjects—beekeeping, coal mining, hiking in Norway, life in faraway Siberia. Dozens of inmates joined societies that met twice a month to discuss such weighty matters as ethics, literature, and temperance. Staff and prisoners collaborated to produce a sixteen-page weekly newspaper, featuring poems and stories written by inmates and a column of “News from the Outside World.” Sports and military-style drills promoted fitness and instilled discipline.


A darker, grittier reality, however, lurked below the surface. Some Concord inmates were beyond redemption and took “pride in their criminal tendencies,” noted one state legislator, and “will corrupt others if they can.” The facility held about seven hundred inmates while Arthur was incarcerated there, ranging in age from fifteen to thirty-six. Most, like him, were serving time for burglary or theft, but a handful had been convicted of assault, robbery, sexual offenses, or arson, and nothing was done to separate the young and impressionable from the streetwise and incorrigible.


A politician who toured the facility was outraged to discover “a boy in short trousers in the company of habitual criminals.” And this core of hardened crooks often scuttled the rehabilitation efforts underway in the workshops and the classrooms. The reformatory, in one newspaper’s opinion, was little more than “a school for the education of criminals.” Former prisoners who landed back in court for new crimes were described in the press as Concord “graduates.” One teenager assured a judge that inmates devoted “most of their leisure time to planning criminal work to be done when released.” If Arthur wanted to learn how to be a better burglar and thief, Concord offered plenty of teachers.
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HE WAS ELIGIBLE for release on parole in March 1915, after serving seven months. Inmates who behaved, followed the rules, and learned a trade or furthered their education could earn their freedom. Arthur was summoned for an interview. His work history and conduct while in custody were assessed, including whether he had borrowed books from the library and attended religious services on Sundays. The parole board refused to release offenders who did not have a job, a place to live, and someone to supervise them. “A man coming out of prison in good times or bad,” warned one parole board member, “will quickly be open to severe temptations of the underworld when he cannot get a job at once.”


Arthur’s parents had visited him at Concord—he assured them he was innocent of the Pittsfield burglary—and confirmed he could live with them. One of his brothers, who ran a liquor business, agreed to hire him to do clerical work. Somehow, amid his brushes with the law and his time behind bars, Arthur had earned a high school diploma. Parole was granted.


He stayed out of jail for a year and a half. His only run-in with the police in 1915 was a ten-dollar fine for drunkenness. A car accident that fall put him back in the local papers. He was walking with a girlfriend after dark when a driver, blinded by the headlights of an oncoming vehicle, swerved to the side of the street and struck them. The driver bundled them into his car and sped to the home of a doctor; they were both badly bruised but suffered no broken bones.


Arthur was arrested in September 1916, for violating the conditions of his parole. Details of his latest infraction were not reported in the press, and he never discussed his time in the reformatory. He was sent back to Concord to resume serving his five-year term. He was about to turn twenty. If he served his full sentence, he would be twenty-four by the time he was released in early 1921.


The war raging in Europe appears to have been his ticket to freedom. By 1916, all Concord inmates were required to take part in military drills, possibly in preparation for the day the United States might be drawn into the war. “We do not attempt to make soldiers,” chaplain Robert Walker explained, “but we are making fine examples of physical, mental and moral manhood.” The chaplain was impressed by “the spirit of patriotism” among the inmates. “They have heard the call of youth to the defense of humanity,” he noted, “and are eagerly awaiting the opportunity to respond in service, military or industrial, as occasion shall demand, upon their release.”
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Barry worked at the Remington Arms factory in Bridgeport, Connecticut (Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division)








After the United States declared war on Germany in April 1917, Arthur was among Concord’s fine examples of manhood eager to do their part. By June 1917, nine months after his return to the reformatory, he was again free on parole. He was hired by the Remington Arms-Union Metallic Cartridge Company in Bridgeport, Connecticut, a major producer of rifles, handguns, ammunition, and bayonets for the US Army and for Britain, Russia, and other allies. He was assigned to the drop forge department, where machines hammered red-hot ingots into shape. Workers, as a visitor who toured the plant that summer noted, seemed oblivious to the “terrific heat” from the furnaces and molten metal.


Arthur’s job was to inspect the components produced, looking for flaws. A defective firearm or round of ammunition could maim or kill the user, and the company employed an inspection staff of several hundred. By 1917, the vast complex, with a million square feet of production area and a workforce of almost twenty thousand, was producing five thousand rifles for the Russian army—and millions of cartridges—every day. The company paid high wages and introduced an eight-hour workday to retain employees and reduce the risk that strikes would disrupt production. Security was tight, to prevent sabotage; local militiamen stood guard, and Arthur flashed a small card bearing his employee number each time he entered and left the plant.


When Arthur registered for the draft on June 5, he noted on the registration form that he was helping to support his mother and his disabled father. And there was something else: He told the draft board he had been born in 1894, making him twenty-two instead of twenty. Providing his “true age and background,” he later explained, would have revealed his criminal record in Massachusetts. While men convicted of minor offenses could be drafted or enlist, those convicted of burglary and other felonies were ineligible for military service. And Arthur was determined to get to the front as soon as he could.















THREE
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FIRST-AID MAN


North Carolina and France • 1917–18


A LOOKOUT SPOTTED SOMETHING in the water. Could it be a periscope? The USS Princess Matoika had passed north of the Azores two days earlier, and the closer the ship steamed toward the French coast, the greater the risk of encountering a U-boat.


Alarms sounded. Crewmen rushed to the four gun batteries grafted onto the deck of the former passenger liner. Cannons thundered and belched smoke as a volley of six-inch shells hurtled toward the object. Explosions sent columns of water high into the air.


It was May 20, 1918, and Arthur Barry was in the midst of his first battle as a private in the United States Army. He was among the four thousand soldiers crammed onto the Princess Matoika, bound for the trenches of the Western Front. U-boats had forced the United States into the Great War—one had torpedoed and sunk the liner RMS Lusitania in 1915, killing more than 125 Americans. The final straw was Germany’s declaration, at the outset of 1917, of open season on the ships of the United States and other neutral nations. The massive troopship, as Barry and everyone else on board knew, was a tempting target for any submarine lurking below. Crewmen and soldiers alike were ordered to sleep in their clothes. There had been an abandon-ship drill at the start of the voyage. If a torpedo struck, one of the sailors reckoned, they could get everyone into rafts and lifeboats and clear of the ship within five minutes.


The deck-shaking cannon blasts stopped after a few salvos. Only then was the enemy’s true identity discovered. It was a bucket bobbing in the water.
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BARRY ENLISTED BARELY a month after registering for the draft. He traveled to New York and was processed at a recruiting station in Times Square on July 12, 1917. He did not tell his parents he was signing up and listed an older sister, Evelyn, as his next of kin. Recruits were subjected to a battery of written examinations—to gauge their knowledge of everything from grammar and spelling to arithmetic, geometry, and the structure of the US government—as well as psychological and aptitude tests. Barry’s results pegged him for assignment to the medical corps as a “first-aid man,” as medics were known in the Great War. He was dispatched to a base hospital for training, along with about three dozen other recruits. He practiced carrying injured men on stretchers. He learned how to prepare bandages and dress wounds. He inoculated long lineups of soldiers. There were lectures and examinations on anatomy and physiology.


Barry was assigned to the Forty-Seventh Infantry. Camp Greene, on a four-square-mile site on the outskirts of Charlotte, North Carolina, was chosen for the unit’s training base. Buildings and roads were still under construction in the fall of 1917 as thousands of soldiers began arriving from New England and western states. The largest contingent was from Barry’s home state. The camp was a sea of long, narrow barracks and cone-shaped tents perched on wooden platforms.


At some point, Private Barry dropped by a photographer’s studio. For one image, he stood smartly at attention in his dress uniform, turning slightly to one side to show off the Red Cross insignia on his white armband. Brass disks stamped with the Medical Corps insignia—two snakes entwined around a winged staff—adorned his collar. For another shot, he faced the camera in a rumpled field uniform and puttee leggings, and had slipped off his brimless garrison cap to reveal a mop of dark hair parted in the center. “Barry possessed a wonderful personality,” recalled a recruit from upstate New York who trained at Camp Greene and served with him overseas, “and was considered a hale fellow, well met.”
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Barry in his army uniform (Tom Galliher/Findagrave.com)








The army established Camp Greene and other training sites in southern states, where the weather was mild and recruits could march and drill outside year-round. But the winter of 1917–18 would be the coldest in memory in many parts of the eastern United States, including the South. Frosts hit North Carolina in early October, an ominous herald of the punishing weather ahead. On one December day, thermometers in the state dipped to a record low of twenty-one below zero Fahrenheit. As 1918 began, “cold waves of increasing severity,” a climatologist reported, “held the country in its icy grip.”


Life was miserable for the recruits trapped in Camp Greene’s tent city. A succession of storms blasted North Carolina. Boots and wheels churned the camp’s red-clay roads “into a sea of mud, which froze and thawed and froze again, to the continual discomfort of both officers and men,” Second Lieutenant James Pollard recalled in an official history of the regiment. Outdoor training exercises were suspended for weeks, leaving only guard duty, work detail, and indoor lessons on bayonet fighting and handling rifles and machine guns to relieve the tedium. Much of the time, Barry and his comrades shivered in their eight-man tents. Swaths of the surrounding pine forest were chopped down for firewood. Tents caught fire, sending men scrambling into the cold night. “A modern sewage system,” Pollard noted, “was lacking.” Illnesses spread, and the men endured almost a month in quarantine after an outbreak of spinal meningitis.


The cold, the monotony, and the strict rules—forgetting to shave meant five days on kitchen duty—chipped away at morale. The YMCA fought back, entertaining the troops with vaudeville performances and publishing a camp newspaper filled with articles on recruitment drives and other matters of interest to “army men and their home folks.” But when leaves were granted for forays into Charlotte, one diversion was not on offer. The city was “full of soldiers,” a visitor scribbled on a postcard home in the spring of 1918, but there was “no liquor sold”—a statewide ban on alcohol had been in effect for a decade.


By the time field training resumed in March, the regiment was only weeks away from being sent overseas as part of the army’s Fourth Division. There was a last-minute scramble to finish the practice trenches and rifle range needed to prepare recruits and draftees for the battles ahead. By the time the Forty-Seventh boarded trains bound for New York at the end of April, Barry had endured Camp Greene’s mud and misery for more than six months. And now the war was about to become real.
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MEN IN KHAKI uniforms filled the decks of the Princess Matoika as the sleek two-funneled ship steamed out of New York Harbor on the morning of May 11. Rain sputtered from a somber sky that was as gray and dull as the liner’s camouflage paint. In an ironic twist, soldiers who would soon fight the Germans were traveling in a German-built vessel that had been seized in the Philippines when the United States entered the war. It now carried double its pre-war capacity of two thousand passengers.


The ship carrying the Forty-Seventh joined a convoy of thirteen transports and an escort, the cruiser USS Frederick. The threat of a submarine attack and the battle with the bucket had put everyone on edge. Fresh water was rationed, and the overwhelmed kitchen staff could serve only two meals a day. Rough weather midway through the voyage left many men too seasick to care about the dining schedule. “I never saw so much water in my whole life,” exclaimed a crewman fresh from the wheat fields of Kansas.


A cavalry of nine Allied destroyers intercepted the convoy for the hazardous final approach to the French coast. On May 21, after a ten-day crossing, Princess Matoika and the other transports reached the port of Brest, near the western tip of Brittany.


Trains were waiting to whisk them across northern France. “They were all anxious to go to the front and get it over with,” a sailor on Barry’s ship assured his folks in a letter home. But the sight of Red Cross trains disgorging men homeward-bound with horrible wounds—some with missing arms or legs, some blinded—dampened the enthusiasm of the new arrivals. They saw the savagery and slaughter that lay ahead.


“Never before,” noted a Pennsylvania newspaper not long after the United States entered the war, “have the means of dealing death been so numerous or so ingenious, or so terrible.” High-explosive shells. Rapid-fire machine guns. Poison gas. Flamethrowers. Bomb-laden airplanes and zeppelins. The first lumbering tanks. Shrapnel—fragments from exploding artillery shells—felled far more soldiers than bullets and inflicted ghastly wounds; the jagged metal “rips, tears and lacerates the tissues,” noted one military surgeon. An American who volunteered to drive Red Cross ambulances early in the war, Leslie Buswell, published a book in 1916 to expose “the futility, the utter damnable wickedness and butchery” of the war. He held nothing back. The muddy shell craters of No Man’s Land, he reported, were littered with “hundreds of mangled forms… arms, legs, heads, scattered disjointedly everywhere… some half rotted, some newly dead, some still warm, some semi-alive, stranded between foe and friend.” Barry’s gruesome, dangerous job was to charge into this hell on earth, oblivious to bullets and shells, to find those still alive.


First-aid men were part of every offensive, tending to wounded men where they fell. A Red Cross armband alone announced their role on the battlefield; otherwise, their uniforms and helmets made them indistinguishable from their fellow soldiers. They carried iodine to clean wounds, and bandages to stop bleeding. This early intervention was crucial, reducing the risk of infection and increasing the chances that even badly wounded soldiers might survive long enough to be transported by ambulance to a field hospital, a safe distance from the front lines, for surgery and treatment. Stretcher bearers collected the wounded; if none were available, first-aid men slogged through the mud to carry or drag them to safety.


Before being sent to field hospitals, casualties were stabilized and assessed at dressing stations in ruined buildings or trench dugouts. “A gloomy cavern lighted by two lanterns,” was how a Washington Post correspondent touring the American front lines described one of the stations. A medic inside had pointed to a rough bench and two boxes that served as chairs. The primitive setup, he’d told the journalist, was “our operating table.” Tetanus shots were administered. Splints were fashioned for shattered limbs. Triage weeded out those beyond saving. The Medical Corps also tended to wounded Germans, but only when there were no more Allied soldiers to bandage and carry to safety. “Ours come first,” noted one stretcher bearer. “Fritz must wait.”


The courage of the first-aid men astonished a Boston Globe journalist covering the war. “It is one thing to go over the top in a company,” he noted in a dispatch from France. “It is something else again to go quietly out into the hail of bullets and pick up or bandage where he lies, a wounded comrade.” Since the skill and quick actions of the first-aid men could mean the difference between life and death, they were held in high esteem within their units. They were often “the most popular man in the platoon or company,” noted one US Army report, and earned a good-natured nickname: Trench Rats.


Casualty rates for medical units were shockingly high. Medics and stretcher bearers were easy targets for enemy artillery, machine gunners, and pilots. One group of first-aid men trying to establish a dressing station near the front lines was pinned down for hours as shrapnel and poison-gas shells exploded around them. In another battle, an exploding shell killed two stretcher bearers and the soldier they were carrying. Private Charles Holt of Brooklyn watched in horror as German biplanes strafed a battlefield, killing wounded soldiers and the medics trying to save them. The first-aid men could do little to fight back. They were issued two weapons—a .38-caliber Colt automatic pistol and a bowie knife—useful only for close combat. While some of those targeted may have been mistaken for combatants, such attacks were touted in the American press as proof of German barbarity. “A Red Cross,” huffed one soldier from Connecticut, “means nothing to most Huns.”
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A team of first-aid men tend to a casualty (Author Collection)
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BARRY AND HIS medical corps comrades faced their first test at the end of July. The Americans spearheaded an offensive that pushed deep into German-occupied French territory north of the Marne River. At the village of Sergy, the Forty-Seventh faced the Fourth Prussian Guards, one of the German army’s crack units. The Americans were shelled and sprayed with machine-gun fire as they forded a river and stormed into the battered village on the morning of July 29. The Guards counterattacked, were swept back, and attacked again. Sergy changed hands as many as nine times. Savage fighting littered the ruined streets with dead and wounded.


German soldiers were seen bayoneting injured Americans left behind during one of the retreats. Enemy machine gunners and snipers fired on stretcher bearers, and a German flier dropped a bomb on a truckload of wounded Americans. The infuriated Yanks were just as ruthless, taking few prisoners when it was their turn to counterattack. “It was simply hell,” reported the commanding officer of one of the Forty-Seventh Infantry’s medical units. Two of his fourteen men died in the battle, and six more were wounded. “Medical officers and enlisted men,” James Pollard recorded in his account of the battle, “were brave almost to the point of recklessness in establishing and maintaining first aid stations well within the hottest zone of enemy fire.”


Barry was in the thick of the fighting. He crawled on his hands and knees to reach a soldier who had been shot in the chest and leg. Barry hoisted him onto his back and ran to the American lines; the soldier’s leg had to be amputated, but he survived. Barry—“a soldier who always volunteered for hazardous duty,” said one of his commanding officers—made a dozen forays onto the battlefield to administer first aid or to carry or drag wounded men to safety. Then a shell exploded nearby, and a chunk of shrapnel sliced into his lower leg. It was a minor wound, and no bones were broken, but he had to be carried to a dressing station behind the front lines for treatment. Impressed with his “extraordinary heroism in action,” his superiors recommended him for the Distinguished Service Cross, the army’s second-highest decoration for bravery. “Barry repeatedly crawled into areas swept by shell and machine-gun fire to administer first aid to wounded soldiers,” read the official citation, and “disregarded his own safety.”


He was patched up and able to rejoin his regiment within days. The Forty-Seventh kept up the pressure on the retreating Germans, pushing them ten miles beyond Sergy to the village of Saint-Thibaut on the River Vesle. The regiment again faced the Fourth Prussian Guards on August 8, when a barrage of shells unleashed mustard gas on the American lines. Barry was temporarily blinded, suffered serious burns to his body, and inhaled the caustic gas, searing the lining of his nose and throat. He was evacuated to a hospital at Nemours, south of Paris, where doctors inserted rubber tubing into his nose and mouth to allow the damaged tissue to heal. Every hour for a week, he recalled, he endured a painful ritual as nurses cleaned and applied fresh bandages to his burned, blistered skin, to prevent infection. Back home, his name appeared in newspaper listings of casualties under the alarming headline WOUNDED, DEGREE UNDETERMINED.


As he recovered, Barry became restless. One afternoon, he hopped aboard a train bound for Paris with another patient, a sergeant from his regiment. They immersed themselves in the city’s nightlife. They took in risqué shows at the Folies-Bergère, strolled down the Champs-Élysées, sipped cognac in the cafés of Montparnasse. Ernest Hemingway, who would soon haunt the same cafés as he launched his writing career, was serving as an ambulance driver on the Italian front when he was riddled with bullet and shrapnel wounds, just a few weeks before Barry was wounded. For Hemingway, it was a turning point in his life. “When you go to war as a boy you have a great illusion of immortality. Other people get killed not you,” he would one day write. “Then when you are badly wounded the first time you lose that illusion and you know it can happen to you.” The Paris spree suggested that Barry, too, was determined to make the most of his second chance.


After a fortnight, with no money left, they hitchhiked back to the hospital and were charged with being absent without leave. Before a court-martial could be convened, however, Barry left the hospital without permission a second time and rejoined his regiment at the front. Military officials never prosecuted him for the unauthorized leaves, and none of his superiors raised an eyebrow when he returned to duty. The jaunt to Paris, however, likely cost him the Distinguished Service Cross. Since he was AWOL when the medal was bestowed on other recipients, his name was withdrawn from the list of candidates for the award. “Don’t know why I never received it,” he deadpanned when he was asked about the honor years later.


That fall, the Forty-Seventh joined the Meuse-Argonne offensive, a massive Allied push to end the war. Even with the Germans in retreat, American casualties were appalling—more than twenty-six thousand killed in action. Barry’s regiment was fortunate to be held in reserve during many battles and was rotated to the front during lulls in the fighting. The unit was camped near the ruined village of Montsec and was preparing to go into battle the next day when word spread of the armistice. “The men were doubtful at first,” regimental historian James Pollard recalled, but when the official announcement was made on November 11, “they yelled and cheered as only Americans can.” The rumble of distant artillery duels ceased, replaced by songs and laughter as men gathered around flickering bonfires, grateful to be alive.


The regiment had suffered more than 2,600 casualties, including 473 who were killed in action or died of wounds or disease. Five of Barry’s fellow first-aid men were dead, and he was among the more than twenty others who had been wounded. The Forty-Seventh’s division, the Fourth, “came in mighty green from the states,” noted the American war correspondent Georges Seldes, “and fought like the best of them.”


Barry’s war was over. But his days in uniform, he soon discovered, were not.
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THE LONG WATCH


Germany • 1918–19


ARTHUR BARRY LAUNCHED his invasion of Germany on November 20, 1918, barely a week after the armistice. The men of his division, the Fourth, crossed scarred battlefields and camped in ruined buildings that, only days before, had housed enemy soldiers. They marched along rutted roads littered with helmets and wooden-handled grenades—“potato-mashers,” Allied soldiers called them—discarded as the Germans hastily withdrew from French territory they had held since 1914. The men of the Forty-Seventh Infantry reached the Moselle River and entered Germany on December 3. The Eifel mountains, heavy packs, and wet, bone-chilling weather slowed their advance. They reached their destination—the area around Adenau, a town about forty miles west of the city of Koblenz, spelled Coblenz in those days—on December 15. They had marched 225 miles, the distance from New York City to Washington, DC.


The Forty-Seventh was among the first American units ordered to occupy the Rhineland. As negotiators hammered out a peace treaty in Paris, Allied armies established a beachhead inside Germany’s western border and took control of three bridges that crossed the Rhine river, including the crossing at Coblenz. A quarter million US troops were sandwiched between a British occupation zone to the north and French forces stationed to the south. Barry was billeted in Dümpelfeld, a village of a few hundred. The Rhineland, untouched by the war, remained a fairy-tale land of postcard-perfect hamlets, terraced vineyards, and white-towered mountaintop castles. “It made a picture for tired eyes,” admitted one Fourth Division soldier.


For Barry and other men fresh from the adrenaline rush of battle, however, what the press was calling the Watch on the Rhine would be mind-numbing, tedious duty. They policed towns and villages and kept their fellow soldiers in line. They guarded public buildings. They asked for passes at checkpoints. Barry picked up enough German and French to feel comfortable speaking in either language.


Commanders prescribed a regime of training exercises, target practice, and athletic events to keep the men busy—and battle-ready, in case the armistice did not hold. Leaves were granted to boost morale, and soldiers fanned out on jaunts to London, Paris, and the South of France. One American pilot, desperate for some excitement, ducked his plane under the soaring arches of a Rhine bridge just to see if he could pull off the stunt.
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American soldiers gather in a German village during the occupation of the Rhineland (Author Collection)








For the Fourth Division, isolation compounded the boredom. While most American units were based in Coblenz and other major centers along the Rhine, the Fourth was scattered over eight hundred square miles of sparsely populated hinterland. It became known as the Forgotten Fourth, the Hard Luck Division. “War is hell but I believe peace is worse,” complained one member of the division’s military police. “We’d rather watch on the Mississippi or some other American stream.”


Soldiers were ordered not to fraternize with residents, except when transacting business, but these rules were impossible to fully enforce since many soldiers were billeted in the homes of German families. The restrictions made day-to-day life a bureaucratic nightmare. Buying a glass of beer was not fraternizing, an American journalist was relieved to discover, but tipping the waiter was. “No man in American uniform was to speak, let alone have other relations, with any German man or woman,” recalled George Seldes, who reported from the Rhineland. The real goal was to deter soldiers who wanted to “promenade with the blonde fräulein,” as Seldes delicately put it. But the rules did little to keep soldiers away from young German women who were willing to trade sex for chocolates or a bar of soap.


What Barry and his fellow Rhine watchers wanted most of all was not beer or sex. They wanted to go home. By early 1919, US soldiers were boarding troopships at the rate of three hundred thousand every month, including draftees never sent into battle and units shipped overseas long after Barry’s regiment arrived in France. “Men in fighting men’s uniforms who had not fired a shot,” sniffed Seldes, echoing the outrage of many of those marooned in Germany. Allied leaders, however, needed to maintain their military presence along the Rhine, to pressure the Germans into signing a treaty to officially end the war. “As their armed forces demobilized,” the historian Margaret MacMillan noted, “their power was shrinking.”


American morale plummeted. The “growing spirit of dissatisfaction” within the occupying army shocked journalist Edwin James. “Now that Germany is licked,” he reported in a dispatch from Coblenz, “the vast majority of them want to get out of the army.” General John Pershing, commander of the American Expeditionary Force, heard the grumbling for himself when he inspected the occupying forces in mid-March. At stop after stop, once the troops had paraded past the reviewing stand, shouts of “When do we go home?” erupted before the general could begin his pep-talk speech. Pershing refused to offer false hope. Some of them, he warned, might still be in Germany in 1920.


The last unit to assemble for Pershing’s inspection was, fittingly, Barry’s hard-luck Forgotten Fourth. Some of its far-flung units had to march forty miles over three days to reach the parade grounds near Cochem, on the Moselle River. Snow was falling as they pitched pup tents in the nearby forest, and a storm blew in overnight. Huge bonfires blazed in the darkness to defend against the cold. More than ten thousand men donned full battle gear and began assembling at nine o’clock on the morning of March 18 on a field surrounded by snow-covered mountains. The men of the Forty-Seventh Infantry, among the first to take their places, stood for five hours as a biting wind mounted a relentless attack. The sun had broken through the clouds, offering some warmth, by the time Pershing arrived at two in the afternoon.


After the troops marched past in formation, the general praised their “magnificent appearance” and thanked them for serving their country. He was confident, he said, that they would “be ready for and equal to the tasks… peace would be sure to impose.” He likely repeated a line he had used during earlier reviews, urging them to “uphold their fine, clean records as soldiers when they become civilians.” This time, though, there were no shouts from the ranks, no demands to know when the division would be sent home. Instead, men who had been shivering in the cold for hours took off their helmets, as a sign of respect, and cheered for their commander. “They presented a brave spectacle,” Seldes told his readers.


The Fourth Division received its long-awaited orders to ship out at the end of May 1919. “Everybody was in a fever of excitement,” noted James Pollard, the Forty-Seventh Infantry’s historian, “over the approach of the day for which they had been waiting so long.” Training ceased, and the men handed in their weapons—only to have their hopes dashed. There were fears the German government would reject a peace treaty that, among its humiliating terms, required Germany to pay massive sums to compensate the victors. The Allies needed leverage.


The Fourth Division was rearmed as part of a new military buildup. Plans were drafted for a full-scale invasion of Germany and a march to Berlin. French prime minister Georges Clemenceau, with American and British backing, vowed to strike “a vigorous and unremitting military blow” to “force the signing.” The threat worked; German delegates formally signed the pact at the Palace of Versailles on June 28. The Fourth Division was finally bound for home.


The soldiers of the Forty-Seventh jammed the decks of the USS Mobile on the evening of July 26, eager to see the Manhattan skyline as the ship nosed into New York Harbor. But the ship was flying a yellow flag, a warning of contagious disease. A crewman had developed smallpox early in the voyage. Everyone on board had to be inoculated and spend several days in quarantine, to make sure they had not been infected. The delay was a final blow for men eager to get out of the army and return home.


When Barry and his comrades disembarked at Hoboken, New Jersey, the New-York Tribune described the regiment as “the most upset aggregation of returning troops” to arrive from Europe since the armistice. Cheering crowds and blizzards of ticker tape had welcomed earlier shiploads of veterans as they marched down Fifth Avenue. Barry and his comrades had returned “at the tail end of the homeward exodus from France, when soldiers no longer attract much public attention,” the Tribune noted. “All the jubilation over peace,” added journalist George Seldes, “had been spent by the American people on the first arrivals.”


Private Arthur Barry’s “honest and faithful service” earned him an honorable discharge from the army on the first day of August. Barry had been a hero on the battlefield, risking his life to save his comrades. He had been wounded. His army record was unblemished, officially at least. But he had been in trouble with the law before the war and had served time behind bars. He may have wanted to follow General Pershing’s advice to keep his record clean as a civilian, but as America began to hurtle at full throttle into the Roaring Twenties, he would find it impossible to change his dishonest ways.

















2







[image: image]








THE LADDER BURGLAR
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SECOND-STORY MAN


Manhattan and Westchester County • 1919–22


THE MEN IN the first waves of soldiers sent home from France claimed most of the jobs as well as all of the glory. Arthur Barry returned to Worcester in the fall of 1919 but could not find work. He had no trade and a criminal record. Few factories and businesses were hiring—government contracts for munitions and supplies were canceled after the armistice, throwing tens of thousands out of work. And many of the city’s employers refused to hire Irish Catholics—preferring, as one put it, a workforce of “thrifty, industrious, capable and law-abiding” Swedes. He went back to New York City to look for a job, brushing off his mother’s objections and misgivings. “Time and again I pleaded with him to stay home,” Bridget Barry recalled. “I thought his service in France would satisfy his craving for adventure, but it did not.”
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