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  This book is for Walter and Barbara Swierczynski.

  I spent many years on the run, but you never stopped making me feel most wanted.
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“Give me your worst”:

  
An Introduction

  It was February 1949. A United Press crime reporter was looking for something to fill a column. Then an idea popped into his head, and he called an FBI agent he knew. “If the FBI could catch the nation’s 10 worst criminals,” asked the reporter, “who would they be?” A few days later, the FBI sent the reporter a list of 10 men, along with their photographs and details. The headline “FBI’s ‘MOST-WANTED FUGITIVES’ NAMED” screamed across the front page of the Washington Daily News on February 7, 1949. The story:

  The FBI today listed 10 men as the most-wanted fugitives not at large. They are two accused murderers, four escaped convicts, a bank robber, and three confidence men. There are about 5,700 fugitives from justice in this country. Of these, the FBI said it considered these to be the 10 most potentially dangerous. The FBI does not label any one of them as “Public Enemy No. 1.” But in response to a United Press inquiry, it compiled the list in the hope that this may lead to their arrest. Anyone knowing the whereabouts of these men should communicate immediately with the nearest FBI office or the local police.

  Following this brief introduction were 10 stark, black-and-white photographs of men. Some looked straight into the camera, practically daring you to blink first. Two of the men wore faint smiles; another looked like he was snickering at some private joke. One rotund balding man was shown with his jaw clamped down on a pipe, looking off into the distance. Still others had cold, dead stares, utterly devoid of humanity. These 10 men were the public faces of crime in 1949. Names were named, along with birthplaces, brief descriptions of their criminal offenses, and last—but not least—their height and weight.

  The byline belonged to a writer named James F. Donovan; but it is still unclear if he is the wire service reporter who first asked the FBI to “give me your worst.” (Other accounts name the reporter as “Sam Fogg.”) The byline didn’t matter: those 10 felonious mugs did. The article was an instant sensation, capturing the public’s imagination. For the first time ordinary civilians felt empowered to do something about the violent crime that has been on the rise in their towns and neighborhoods. All they had to do was take a closer look at these mug shots, then see if anybody around fit the description. Might a vicious killer be hiding in the boardinghouse next door? Working at the gas station down the street? Sitting one barstool away? That single list of 10 resulted in so much media coverage and public support—not to mention the capture of two fugitives—that FBI director J. Edgar Hoover institutionalized the “Top Ten” the very next year.

  Wanted posters are nothing new; Americans have been eyeing the mug shots of suspicious individuals since the time of the Old West. And rankings aren’t new either. Back in the 1930s, Depression-era newspaper readers thrilled to stories of the FBI’s “G-Men” duking it out with “Public Enemy No. 1,” be it Al Capone or Al Karpis or whoever Hoover had decided fit the bill. However, this was the first time the FBI laid out 10 bad guys at once, and actually asked for the public’s assistance. It was the FBI’s most shining public relations moment, and the Ten Most Wanted list became one of the most successful law enforcement tools in the country.

  From its inception on March 14, 1950, through January 2000, a total of 458 bad guys have made the FBI’s Most Wanted list. An astounding 94 percent have been captured. The first “Top Tenner” (as the Feds refer to them) was caught only two days after the list was announced. Others turned themselves in within hours of making the list. “Once we placed fugitives on the Top Ten, publicity was such that they’d even call in to surrender,” said Agent Carter DeLoach, Hoover’s number three man in the 1950s and 1960s. During the first year of the program, seven Top Tenners were caught; four of them thanks to tips from the public. In 1968 alone a record 33 fugitives were brought to justice.

  The complete list of Top Tenners—which you’ll find in the pages to follow—reads like a rouges’ gallery from Hell. On it you’ll find charming psycho Ted Bundy, Martin Luther King Jr. assassin James Earl Ray, controversial murderer Leonard Peltier, World Trade Center bomber Ramzi Ahmed Yousef, glam spree-killer Andrew Cunanan, and this generation’s most feared name: Usama Bin Laden. Over the past 50 years, the types of Top Tenners have changed with the times. In the 1950s the list was full of murderers and bank robbers; in the ’60s you’d find political subversives, black militants, and antiwar radicals; in the ’70s terrorists and organized crime leaders; in the ’80s drug lords; recently terrorists and abortion-clinic gunmen. “At any given time, the Ten Most Wanted is a snapshot of America’s crime concerns,” explained Rex Tomb, current head of the Fugitive Publicity Unit.

  If you need more proof that the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list is one of the most effective fugitive-nabbing tools since the invention of the snitch, check out the Top Ten’s imitators. Since 1950 countless other law enforcement agencies have adopted their own Top Ten lists, including the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (ATF), the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA), U.S. Customs, U.S. Marshals—which boasts a “Top 15” list—even Interpol, the international police agency. In early October 2001 President George W. Bush unveiled the latest incarnation of the Top Ten list: the Most Wanted Terrorist list. When unveiled, this list included 22 suspected terrorists who were badly sought in the days after the September 11, 2001, disaster.

  Even people who don’t like the FBI very much have a grudging respect for the Ten Most Wanted program. “The Ten Mutts Wanted? It’s about the only thing concerning the Feebs we pay any attention to,” one New York City detective told reporter Bob Drury in Details magazine. “I got lots of beefs with the Feebs. But the Top Ten ain’t one of them. They do a damn good job with that.” Fugitives, too, have publicly praised the Top Ten list—even ones who have appeared on it. “You fellows sure did a good job,” said armed robber Robert William Schuette (#155) after his capture. “I’m glad it’s over. I know the FBI,” said Edwin Sandford Garrison (#122), a two-time Top Ten fugitive. “You can’t fool the FBI for very long.”

  HOW TO MAKE THE TOP TEN LIST

  In the 1969 Woody Allen movie Take the Money and Run, Woody’s fictional wife complains about her husband’s disappointing criminal career. “I think if he’d been a successful criminal, he would have felt better,” she says. “You know, he never made the Ten Most Wanted list. It’s very unfair voting. It’s who you know.”

  Er . . . not quite.

  The Ten Most Wanted list is by no means a popularity contest. (Or even the inverse of a popularity contest.) There’s no checklist of atrocities—x number of murders, x number of drug deals—you have to commit to qualify. Making the list is often a matter of being the right perp at the right time.

  Then again, not just any old thug can make the Ten Most Wanted. For starters, you must be wanted on federal charges—a bank robbery, kidnapping, or by crossing state lines with stolen goods. Or you have to be a murderer, rapist, or thief who’s fled across state lines and committed an unlawful flight to avoid prosecution (UFAP). That last bit is important in terms of getting noticed by the FBI, and it’s just what it sounds like: You think you’re going to be pinched for something, so you skip out of town, and across state lines. Crossing a state line is what makes it a federal, not local, matter.

  Those are just the qualifications to make your case a so-called federal case. The official criteria for the Ten Most Wanted, according to the FBI:

  1. The fugitive must be a particularly dangerous menace to society.

  2. Nationwide publicity will assist in apprehending the fugitive.

  The first criteria—“a dangerous menace to society”—is fairly subjective, and depends on the crime concerns at the moment. Back in the early 1970s, for example, young radicals were seen as a particular threat against American society, so those types of fugitives were given precedence. As of this book’s printing, terrorists and child molesters seem to be on the FBI’s mind a lot. Equally as important as the type of crime is the frequency of the crime. One big drug deal might make you a bad guy, but maybe not Top Ten material. A series of drug deals over a decade that involved the deaths of innocent people? There are no certainties, but you’re getting warmer.

  The second criteria—“nationwide publicity”—is just as subjective. It’s basically a judgment call. Will taking this case public help or harm the case? Before the FBI proceeds with naming someone to the Top Ten list, they always clear it with prosecutors at the federal and local levels, just to make sure that publicity in the case won’t screw up any future prosecutions. Or maybe there’s already enough publicity out there, which is why you won’t find Charles Manson, Patty Hearst, or O. J. Simpson on the Top Ten. At the time, all had generated plenty of publicity on their own. (True, Ted Bundy’s name sticks out among the 460-plus members of the list so far, but back when he was added to the list, he was unknown to the public at large.)

  Still, thousands of perps fit those requirements every year. To make the Top Ten, you really have to stand out: You must remain at large and continue to pose a threat to the American public. It helps if you’ve killed people—especially a cop or a federal agent, or a child. It certainly helps if you’ve escaped federal prison more than once. You must also frustrate an FBI field agent to such a degree that he is compelled to convince his bosses in D.C.—with a report and case file thicker than a Stephen King novel—that worldwide publicity is the last, best chance they have to nail you.

  Whenever there’s a slot open on the Top Ten, the Criminal Investigative Division (CID) contacts all 56 FBI field offices and asks them to submit candidates. Choosing the worst of the worst is up to each field office. “To get one of your fugitives on the Top Ten list, you were a salesperson,” 25-year FBI veteran Clinton Van Zandt told National Public Radio in 2000. “You had to present this person in the most negative light, and you have to make that case to the nines, and you have to make it better than anybody else makes the case if you’re going to get your fugitive on there.”

  Special agents at the CID wade through the hundreds of nominees to come up with the few lucky winners—“the ones who jump out at you,” explained Robert Bryant, currently the FBI’s assistant director of the CID and the man with the next-to-final say on the Ten Most Wanted. The CID’s selection is then sent to the FBI’s deputy director for final approval, and a Top Tenner is born. A press conference is held; posters are distributed to law enforcement agencies big and small across the United States; your photo and vitals are posted to the Internet in many places.

  Once you make the list, congratulations. The pressure on you will never end. Your name, image, and vital stats will be sent to all 56 FBI field offices, as well as to countless police stations and post offices. John Walsh may talk about you on TV. Your cartoon likeness will appear in the Dick Tracy comic strip. Your image may even appear in the most random special interest magazines. Back in the 1960s the FBI put the photo of Benjamin Hoskins Paddock (#302) in The Sporting News after learning he was a big fan of stock-car racing. Your height, weight, tattoos, scars, and most insignificant marks will become fodder of the general public.

  You will never be “bumped” from the list by a more heinous criminal. In fact, if need be, the FBI will add an 11th or 12th person to the Ten Most Wanted (called “a special addition.”) In fact, there are only three ways off the list:

  1. You are captured or killed.

  2. The charges against you have been dismissed.

  3. You no longer fit “Top Ten” criteria.

  In other words: Unless a court of law decides to dismiss your case, there will be thousands of federal agents who will put in countless feverish hours of overtime until you are captured, surrendered, or dead.

  Then another slot opens up, and the process begins all over again. “A lot of work goes into these Top Ten announcements,” explains Special Agent Linda Vizi in the FBI’s Philadelphia field office. “If bang, you catch ‘em, means bang, you gotta do another one.”

  As you’ll see in the profiles that follow, there are many ways to get nabbed if you’re a Top Tenner. You could violate some minor traffic law, leading to your arrest and fingerprint check. (However, over the years many Top Ten fugitives have been arrested and released on bail before the fingerprint check could come back with a “hit.”) You could choose to visit old friends, neighbors, or your mother. (More than one Top Tenner has been nabbed by an FBI stakeout covering home turf—this is why the birthplace is always listed on the fugitive’s wanted poster.) The most popular way, of course, is to be recognized by someone who’s seen your face on a wanted poster somewhere. Nine of the first 20 fugitives put on the Top Ten list were caught thanks to eagle-eyed citizens; over the years 134 fugitives have been captured thanks to tips from the public.

  Sounds fairly straightforward, doesn’t it? But there are still some popular myths about the Top Ten list:

  Myth #1. The Top Ten is ranked in some kind of order. Some people believe that the Top Ten starts with the “most dangerous” and works its way down to “well, not exactly the most dangerous.” This is untrue. All fugitives are equally wanted, which is why there are no numbers assigned to the fugitives other than their identification order number, which is a number assigned to all federal fugitives. Or their ranking in Top Ten history, as in “the 458th fugitive to ever make the list.”

  Myth #2. Hide long enough, and the FBI will stop looking for you. This is not true. Alleged cop killer Donald Eugene Webb (#375) has been on the list since 1981, and he remains the holy grail of the Top Ten list—the fugitive the FBI most wants to bust. Webb has single-handedly skewed the statistics for average days at large: Before Webb it was 154 days; today it’s 314 days. The only way out for Webb is if prosecutors in Pennsylvania (where he allegedly shot a police chief to death) decide to give up on the case. While it’s true that a handful of Top Tenners were removed from the list when process was dismissed, it’s no guarantee. The only other way out is death, which is how 10 other Top Tenners between 1950 and 2000 made it off the list.

  Myth #3. You have to kill a cop or an FBI agent to make the list. It doesn’t hurt, but as you’ll see, the history of the Top Ten is populated by all manner of criminals, including thieves, confidence men, murderers, racketeers, drug dealers, rapists, and terrorists. Sadly, there are plenty of cop killers out there who haven’t made the Top Ten list.

  Myth #4. If you’re “most wanted” by the FBI, you’re automatically on the “Ten Most Wanted” list. Not true, but it’s easy to see how this can get confusing. Every month the FBI highlights a new crew of “most wanted” fugitives on its website (www.fbi.gov), culled from the 56 field offices around the country. However, these are not members of the official Ten Most Wanted list. Basically, there are three general layers of FBI fugitives: 1. the ordinary, garden-variety wanted; 2. the most wanted; and finally 3. the Ten Most Wanted. It’s kind of like Little League, then the Minors, and finally, the Major League. All are equally wanted by the Feds; the only difference is the amount of publicity thrown at them.

  Myth #5. The FBI throws up “easy” guys on the list. This was a criticism hurled at the FBI in the early days of the program when it seemed to be catching Top Tenners every other week. Critics said that it was simply J. Edgar Hoover, looking to boost his public image with a series of high-profile captures of “easy” crooks. Conspiracy theorists might have a field day with this one, but simply put, the history of the list doesn’t support this notion. There have been too many fugitives who were too difficult to catch, and the ones who were “easy” were usually caught thanks to a tip from the public, which is the whole point of the list in the first place. Take a look at the fugitives of the 1990s—there are only 29 of them—and see how “easy” those guys are to catch. If anything, the FBI seems to train its sights on fugitives increasingly difficult to catch every year.

  THE POWER OF TEN

  The Ten Most Wanted list is all about numbers: days on the run, height, weight, age, spot on the list. Here are 20 other interesting numbers that have emerged over 50 years of Ten Most Wanted history:

  
    
      
      
    
    
      	7
      	number of women who have appeared on the list
    

    
      	6
      	number of fugitives who have appeared on the list twice
    

    
      	37.4
      	average age of a Top Tenner
    

    
      	5’10”
      	average height of a Top Tenner
    

    
      	168.5
      	average weight of a Top Tenner
    

    
      	316
      	average number of days fugitives spend on the list
    

    
      	2
      	shortest fugitive run, in hours
    

    
      	6,800
      	longest fugitive run, in days (and still counting)
    

    
      	11
      	number of times the FBI has made a “special addition” to the Ten Most Wanted list, pushing the number above 10
    

    
      	16
      	the most fugitives ever to appear on the Top Ten list at once
    

    
      	13
      	number of fugitives captured thanks to magazine articles
    

    
      	3
      	number of fugitives captured thanks to radio broadcasts
    

    
      	21
      	number of fugitives captured thanks to TV shows
    

    
      	
134

      	number of fugitives captured thanks to tips from the public
    

    
      	9
      	number of fugitives killed during capture
    

    
      	10
      	number of fugitives who died before capture
    

    
      	21
      	number of fugitives who surrendered before capture
    

    
      	25
      	number of fugitives captured in foreign countries
    

    
      	47
      	number of U.S. states where fugitives have been captured (the missing states: Alaska, Maine, and Delaware.)
    

    
      	1,000
      	average number of miles from the crime scene from where a fugitive is arrested
    

  

  THE FUTURE OF THE TEN MOST WANTED

  Will the Top Ten list survive into the 21st century? Some experts think not, thanks to an increasingly indifferent public. “Americans are bombarded with so many messages of caution and alarm and fear that they have become desensitized and simply don’t respond,” said Jack Levin, director of the Program for the Study of Violence at Northeastern University in Boston, to USA Today. “We are in the age of information overload, especially in the wake of 9-11. Who’s going to worry about being on the lookout for a serial rapist when there are dirty bombs and anthrax and ricin and hijacked airplanes to worry about? Even the U.S. Postal Service stopped putting up Ten Most Wanted posters in their lobbies back in the mid-1990s. “We researched this and found that very few people, if any, had been caught in recent years as a result of post office display,” a spokeswoman for the Postal Service told USA Today. “So now post offices keep a copy, but you have to ask for it.”

  Technology is the other threat, according to others. Eventually computers with face-recognition software will be able to pluck out a fugitive’s mug from a sea of faces far more easily than even the keenest beat cop could. In the future all that might be needed is a series of surveillance cameras—rather than a series of wanted posters—to track down America’s worst.

  The FBI, of course, is nowhere near ready to abandon one of its most popular weapons in its war against crime. In the past 15 years the Ten Most Wanted program has been energized by two different mediums: television, thanks to such popular shows as America’s Most Wanted, and the Internet. Post office? Not if the posters for the Ten Most Wanted list are available at www.fbi.gov. Filing a tip is even easier than it’s ever been, thanks to the FBI’s website. Even after 50 plus years, the Top Ten list still has the ability to focus the eyes of a nation on a type of crime, at least, if not on a particular criminal.

  Not bad for an offhanded request made by a wire reporter looking to fill column inches back in 1949.

  RESEARCHING THIS BOOK

  For the nearly 500 profiles in this book, I relied heavily on two sources: 1. bulletins, placards, identification orders, and posters direct from the FBI’s files—in some cases, obtained by filing a Freedom of Information Act request—and 2. contemporary newspaper and magazine accounts. (In multiple cases, a fugitive’s identification order was sealed, most often because the fugitive was still living. As a result, some of the fugitive profiles in this book lack “vital stats” such as height and weight, birth date, and criminal background.) Still, I tried to use as much information direct from the FBI as possible and hope that it has resulted in the most accurate data.

  I am also thankful for two other existing books about the Ten Most Wanted program: FBI Most Wanted: An Encyclopedia by Michael and Judy Ann Newton (Garland, 1989) and Most Wanted: A History of the FBI’s Most Wanted List by Mark Sabljack and Martin H. Greenburg (Bonanza, 1990). Both titles helped me flesh out scarce details on many of the older fugitives, and I’m grateful to all four authors, as well as to the countless reporters and writers who contributed to stories about Top Ten fugitives to various newspapers and magazines over the years. Their frontline digging enabled me to compile a more complete picture of 50 years of Top Ten history.

  I hope you enjoy this roundup of the FBI’s Most Wanted. If you have information for future editions of this book, do not hesitate to contact me at duane. swier@verizon.net.


  
FUGITIVES OF THE 1950s



  Introduction

  Ah, the 1950s: simpler times, simpler crimes. Or so it seemed. Even though the list was populated with car thieves, bank robbers, and con men, there was still room for creepy harbingers of felonies to come. Freddy Tenuto (#14), Giachino Anthony Baccolla (#25), Dominic Scialo (#106), and Angelo Luigi Pero (#107) were all associates of the New York mob, but the FBI wouldn’t actually acknowledge the existence of a “Mafia” until years later. And Isaie Aldy Beausoleil (#33) was a cross-dressing killer whose story seems ripped right out of a Thomas Harris novel.

  Still, the Ten Most Wanted list enjoyed a wholesome, all-American beginning. The list was launched on March 14, 1950, with a new Top Tenner added every day for 10 days after that. Just four days later came the Top Ten’s first bona fide success with the capture of William Nesbit (#3). You couldn’t have scripted a better story: Nesbit, a heister linked to the bombing murder of his associates, was captured by a real-life version of the Hardy Boys—a pair of bright teenage boys who had spotted the fugitives skulking around a nearby cave. Not all of the Top Ten captures to follow would be as dramatic, but the arrest of Nesbit sent a clear message to the American public: This Top Ten list works—thanks to you.

  Other notable fugitives of this decade included 1930s-era heister Thomas Holden (#1), gentleman bank robber Willie Sutton (#11), Dutch Schultz numbers man Edwin Garrison (#59), home invader Franklin James Wilson (#60), disappearing killer David Daniel Keegan (#78), two-timer Nick George Montos (#37 and #94), and Brink’s robbers James Ignatius Faherty (#95) and Thomas Francis Richardson (#96).


  
1. THOMAS JAMES HOLDEN, bank robber, murderer

  LISTED: March 14, 1950

  CAUGHT: June 23, 1951

  DESCRIPTION: Born April 22, 1899, in Chicago, Illinois. Five feet 8 1/2 inches, with dark brown hair and blue eyes. Nickname: “Tough” Tommy.

  Number One With a Bullet. Holden’s was the first name on J. Edgar Hoover’s new list of March 1950, but he wasn’t a newbie to the world of crime. His career dated back to the 1920s, when he was convicted of robbing a mail train. In 1930 he escaped from Leavenworth Prison and eventually hooked up with a virtual all-star team of Depression-era crime: bank robbers Harvey Bailey, Verne Miller, Frank Keating, and Frank Nash. Golfing was big with the 1930s heist men. After a string of lucrative heists in 1932, the four met up for a couple of holes at the Old Mission Golf Course, a public course in Kansas City. Little did Holden know that the FBI was wise to their nine-iron addiction and had been snooping around public courses for months.

  Holden, Bailey, and Keating had just finished putting out when they heard a voice behind them.

  “Hold it, boys.”

  An FBI agent popped out of the trees along with six other cops. The golfers were arrested without resistance. After all, it’s hard to conceal a pistol in your finest golf duds. Holden was put on ice until November 28, 1947. By that time all of the 1930s heist men were either dead or in prison. The world had moved on. Holden returned to Chicago and picked up where he’d left off with his wife, Lillian, and their two boys. He didn’t quite know what to do with himself, so he spent a lot of time brooding and drinking in the local taverns. What does a former bank robber do for a follow-up act anyway?

  [image: images]

  Thomas Holden, a career criminal from the 1920s, became the first fugitive posted to the FBI’s “Ten Most Wanted” list in 1950.

  Nothing.

  On June 5, 1949, police found two men and a woman shot to death in an apartment on Chicago’s West Side. The murder weapon, a .38 revolver, was found in a dresser with four shells spent. The woman was Mrs. Thomas Holden, and the two men were her brothers. There had been a Holden family party that evening, and apparently it had gone horribly wrong. Thomas Holden was nowhere to be found.

  Nearly a year later, when J. Edgar Hoover decided to create a special “Most Wanted” list of the most notorious criminals in America, Holden’s name popped up almost immediately. He was a throwback to the 1930s—Hoover had made his name duking it out with the Depression-era heisters—but he was also symbolic of the unrepentant criminal that the Top Ten list was designed to catch. “Thomas James Holden is one man whose freedom in society is a menace to every man, woman and child in America,” read the FBI press release. On March 14, 1950, Holden was named to the newly created list.

  It took a little over a year, but Holden was finally caught after an Oregon resident saw the fugitive’s photo in the paper. Holden had been working as “John McCullough” in Beaverton, Oregon, doing plaster work. Holden was convicted of murder and sent to the Illinois state prison.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Holden didn’t receive hard time because of a bum ticker. After his capture in 1951, he died of his heart condition after only two years in jail.

  2. MORLEY VERNON KING, murderer

  LISTED: March 15, 1950

  CAUGHT: October 31, 1951

  DESCRIPTION: Born in Wheeling, West Virginia. King’s right leg is shorter than the left, forcing him to walk with a limp.

  The Killer from Casablanca. The maid noticed the “Do Not Disturb” sign on Morley King’s door. When the sign still hung the next day, the maid asked King if he wanted his room cleaned. He asked if she could leave it alone for a few days. Soon after, another hotel employee detected a weird smell coming from the room. That’s just a new perfume and shaving cream, King explained.

  King and his wife, Helen, had been staying at the San Luis Obispo, California, hotel for a few months, with Morley running the hotel kitchen. Then suddenly, on July 8, 1947, King left the hotel and the area. The next day the hotel staff finally forced their way into the room to see what had been going on. They found nothing in the room. But they did find something under the hotel’s back porch. It was a steamer trunk containing the body of Helen King. She had been strangled to death with a man’s scarf and apparently had been rotting away in the trunk for six days. Three days later, a warrant was issued charging King with murder. But King had disappeared, and he was no stranger to travel. He ran away from home at the age of 15, and spent his adolescence bumming his way through Europe, eventually landing in Casablanca, Morocco, where he met and married Helen in 1931. King ran a restaurant in New Orleans for a while before moving his wife out to the American Southwest in the mid-1940s, bouncing from restaurant to restaurant. He became the second addition to the Top Ten list on March 15, 1951.

  Fortunately, the FBI didn’t have to scour Europe to find their man. On Halloween 1950 agents found King working under the alias “William Wilson” in a Philadelphia seafood house, shucking oysters. He was sent back to California and sentenced to life in prison. Nobody knows why King decided to do away with his Casablancan bride; some people reported that the couple had bickered incessantly in the months preceding Helen’s murder. Here’s looking at you, King.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  King could say “I hid my wife’s corpse in a trunk under the porch” fluently in four different languages.

  3. WILLIAM RAYMOND NESBIT, burglar, murderer

  LISTED: March 16, 1950

  CAUGHT: March 18, 1950

  DESCRIPTION: Born June 1, 1899, in Marshalltown, Iowa. Five feet five inches, 160 pounds, with brown-gray hair and brown eyes. Occupations: box maker, butcher, electrician’s helper, laborer, and shoemaker. Boil scar on neck, scar above left eye, and an irregular scar on his left forearm. Nesbit is left-handed. Aliases: Lee Bradley, Patrick R. Davis, William R. Nesbeth, Harry Reeves, Gilbert Renard, and Frank Raymond Smith.

  The First Capture. Nesbit was living in a cave near St. Paul, Minnesota, when he suddenly became one of the most notorious criminals in the United States.

  He had already been famous once, having participated in one of the more spectacular crimes in Sioux City, Iowa’s, history—a $37,000 jewel heist on New Year’s Eve in 1936. A short while later, things turned ugly when two gang members started arguing while trying to steal dynamite from a powder house, and one ended up with a bullet in his gut. When the fallen crook’s girlfriend started screaming, another member of the gang beat her on the head with a hammer and another shot her. The three remaining gang members decided to dispose of the evidence. But how? Hasty preparations were made to dispose of them with dynamite. Bodies were stacked, and a fuse was lit. By the time the three surviving crooks were five miles away from the scene, the dynamite finally blew. There was more bang, however, than the crooks had bargained for. They unwittingly set off 3,500 pounds of dynamite and 7,000 pounds of black powder, and the resulting explosion destroyed $20,000 worth of plate glass in downtown Sioux Falls five miles away and reportedly could be heard 50 miles away.

  William Nesbit was one of the gang members, though nobody could pin either murder on him personally—and according to testimony from the other gang members, he wasn’t to blame. Still, he was slapped with a life sentence, later reduced to 20 years. He would have been out sometime in the 1950s, but Nesbit couldn’t wait. He bolted from prison in 1946 and stayed on the lam for four years.

  Life on the run wasn’t easy. By Thanksgiving 1949, Nesbit was making his home in an abandoned cave along the Mississippi River. Local boys from St. Paul started to befriend “Ray,” who they thought was a down-on-his-luck bum who had wild stories to tell about his adventures. James Lewis and his buddy James Radeck, 13, were among Ray’s biggest fans. That was until March 17, when Lewis came home from school and noticed a piece of newspaper on the kitchen floor. His mother had just scrubbed and waxed the floor and had tossed random pieces of the St. Paul Dispatch down to cover it. Lewis was shocked when he saw the face of his homeless buddy, “Ray,” looking back up at him.

  Lewis took the article to Radeck to confirm his suspicions, but he couldn’t be sure. They decided to take one last look the next day. Arming themselves with a plastic atomic ray gun and a slingshot, the teens wandered down to the cave. Ray was hiding inside. They still weren’t positive about the identification, so Lewis and Radeck decided to force him out of his cave. Using a perverse genius for mischief that only teen boys seem to possess, they got the idea to shove snow down a stovepipe that Ray had rigged in the cave. Smoke started pouring out of the front of the cave, and soon Ray came stumbling out. Lewis and Radeck took one hard look and knew they had their man. They ran to fetch police, who came back and took Ray Nesbit into custody. It was the first official capture of the new Top Ten list, and it had been made possible by two kids from St. Paul, Minnesota, armed with a ray gun and a slingshot.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Lewis and Radeck were later rewarded with a trip to Washington, D.C., to meet J. Edgar Hoover. A reporter asked if the boys were frightened as they approached the cave. Lewis said: “Naw, I wasn’t scared. We could have handled him.”

  4. HENRY RANDOLPH MITCHELL, robber

  LISTED: March 17, 1950

  REMOVED FROM LIST: July 18, 1958

  DESCRIPTION: Born in 1895. Five feet 5 1/2 inches tall, 155 pounds.

  Little Mitch Beats the Rap. Nobody knew it at the time, but the fourth man to make the original roster of the Ten Most Wanted would eventually become an anomaly—the rare fugitive who would actually evade capture.

  Allegedly, Mitchell was part of a duo that knocked over a bank in Wiliston, Florida, on January 21, 1948. The robbers forced the employees to the floor at gunpoint, then helped themselves to $10,353 in the cash box. FBI agents interviewed bank employees later and discovered that the two men resembled two recent guests at the Florida State Penitentiary—one of them being Henry Randolph Mitchell, a gambling nut nicknamed “Little Mitch,” who robbed to support his pony habit. Mitchell’s partner was quickly arrested, but Mitchell stayed on the lam and eventually became the fourth fugitive on the new Ten Most Wanted list.
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  Process dismissed. Mitchell was placed on the list two days after its inception and was the only person on the original list still at large when process was dismissed.

  Eight years later, when Mitchell would have been 63 years old, there wasn’t a trace of him. Mitchell remained on the list as dozens of new fugitives joined him on posters tacked up in post offices across the country. Still nothing. Finally, the Federal District Court at Jacksonville, Florida, threw in the towel and federal process was dismissed. Only then was Mitchell begrudgingly removed from the Top Ten. Nobody knows what ever became of Little Mitch, but some theorized that he welshed on too big a loan and other criminals took justice into their own hands.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Mitchell was never charged with the Wiliston robbery, but his record did include bad check passing, grand larceny, narcotics violations, breaking and entering, and forgery.

  
5. OMAR AUGUST PINSON, burglar, murderer

  LISTED: March 18, 1950

  CAUGHT: August 28, 1952

  DESCRIPTION: Born in Iowa. Alias: Joseph Anthony Dorian.

  Dead Man Running. If you lived in a private home on the West Coast in the 1940s and happened to own a gun, you were among burglar Omar Pinson’s favorite targets. He was extremely skilled at sneak-thievery and loved it when the occupants of the house owned a weapon—they were extremely easy to exchange for cash. But Pinson’s love of guns backfired on the night of April 25, 1947. He had been sneaking back to his truck when an Oregon State police officer named Delmond Rondeau stopped him. Pinson whipped out a .32-20 automatic and started blasting at Rondeau, fatally wounding him. Pinson made his escape, bursting through a police blockade and hopping a freight train, but was captured before the train could make it out of Oregon. Convicted of first-degree murder, Pinson was sentenced to life in prison at the Oregon State Penitentiary.

  Two years later, on May 30, 1949, Pinson and a fellow inmate made their escape. The other inmate was caught four months later and grilled about the whereabouts of Pinson. He told investigating FBI agents that Pinson had caught a couple of slugs during the escape and subsequently died. The fellow con did the honorable thing and buried his buddy’s body in a shallow grave near Kellogg, Idaho. Oddly, the convict also told the Ohio police a different story: that Pinson had died of gangrene poisoning and was buried near Salem, Oregon. Meanwhile, Omar Pinson was alive and well, and back in business for himself under the name Joseph Anthony Dorian. Soon even this alias was being sought in connection with a series of West Coast burglaries. FBI agents made the connection and identified Dorian as Pinson. (The search parties looking for Pinson’s shallow grave were relieved of their grim duty.) By that time Pinson had adopted yet another alias—Sam Cignitti—and three new partners. The gang was caught trying to knock over a hardware store in Polson, Montana. Two crooks were nabbed and hastily identified their ringleader’s real name. Pinson was made the fifth member of the fledgling Ten Most Wanted list on March 18, 1950.

  Pinson was finally caught after he adopted still another alias—“D.C. Audell”—and purchased a 1942 Ford in South Dakota. (Salesmen remembered that the buyer matched Pinson’s description.) A statewide alert was issued, and Pinson was caught in an FBI sting while trying to register that car in person on August 28, 1950. But the sneak-thief had one ruse left in him. Pinson asked a special agent for a glass of water, only to throw the glass in his face and then tried to run for it. Agents grabbed Pinson before he made it to his 1942 Ford, which contained a rifle, a shotgun, and two revolvers.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Even in prison Pinson stuck to the story that he had been buried alive by his fellow escapee. “I went out of my head from a fever. The man told me I was going to die and asked me what he should do. I remember telling him to bury me.” Pinson claimed waking up later in a shallow ditch with a blanket of sticks and stones. “I don’t know how long I laid there,” he said.

  6. LEE EMORY DOWNS, robber

  LISTED: March 20, 1950

  CAUGHT: April 7, 1950

  DESCRIPTION: Born April 2, 1906, in Butte, Montana. Six feet, 167 pounds, with brown hair and blue eyes. Occupations: presser, salesman, jewelry engraver, barber, bartender. Downs has a scar on the right side of his upper lip, a cut scar on his forehead, freckles on his forehead and face, a scar on his upper right arm, a round burn scar on his inner right forearm, a scar on his inner left wrist, and both little fingers are deformed at the second joint. His upper teeth are false. Aliases: Emery Lee Downs, C.E. Gardner, Harold Gordon, Lee Harrington, Lee Landers, Ed Morris, Charles Murphy, Lee Murphy, Frank Ralston, and “Gabe.”

  Trailer Park Takedown. A pair of heisters brazenly entered the office of a telephone company in San Jose, California, near midnight, subdued and tied up the employees, then helped themselves to $10,800 inside a safe. Later, a hogtied employee told police that she had noticed a 1948 beige Olds-mobile parked outside immediately before the robbery. The car traced to one “C.E. Gardner,” which was an alias of none other than Lee Downs, a veteran hold-up man thought to be connected to a series of clever burglaries and robberies up and down the Pacific coastline. By the time the first Ten Most Wanted list was being compiled, Downs’s name emerged as a natural candidate.

  Indeed, Downs was clever. By the time he made the Top Ten he had long abandoned his favored stomping grounds—the West Coast—and hid out with his wife in Florida. Still, he wasn’t that clever. FBI agents traced him to a trailer park in Daytona Beach, Florida, anyway. Downs was arrested while working on his 1949 Lincoln automobile, having long since traded in the telltale Olds. But he wasn’t about to trade in his criminal ways. Inside Downs’s trailer, arresting officers found two pistols, six rifles, nine sticks of dynamite, 12 fuses, and two bulging leather suitcases full of bullets. Downs was returned to San Jose and convicted of robbery.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  In 1968, shortly after being paroled, Downs tried to rob the Colombian consulate in San Francisco. Downs grossly underestimated the Colombian security guard’s prowess with a crowbar, and he was quickly—not to mention painfully—subdued, then returned to jail for parole violation.

  7. ORBA ELMER JACKSON, armed robber

  LISTED: March 21, 1950

  CAUGHT: March 23, 1950

  DESCRIPTION: Born in Missouri in 1906.

  The Last Picture Show. Orba Jackson grew up a farmer, got tired of the hardscrabble life of livestock and dirt, turned his hand to crime, but eventually ended up right back where he started: among the livestock and the dirt. By the age of 18, Jackson had boosted his first car. But by 30 Jackson had really hit the big time, pistol-whipping the owner of a store near Poplar Bluff, Missouri, before cleaning out the till. But it was a poor target. The store also happened to serve as a U.S. Post Office, and it’s a federal offense to knock over a post office. Jackson was convicted of assault and armed robbery, and shipped off to Leavenworth to serve a 25-year hitch.

  Eleven years later, Jackson was transferred to a Leavenworth “honor farm”—a less secure facility where prisoners toiled with livestock and dirt. Jackson was apparently overcome with an unpleasant bout of déjà vu, for three weeks later the convict turned up missing during a prisoner headcount. He stayed hidden for three years until the brand-new Top Ten list came into existence, and when that happened, Jackson would last only three more days. A citizen who lived near Portland, Oregon, had previously written the FBI a letter complaining about a “suspicious character” seen working at a nearby poultry farm. When Jackson was named to the Top Ten and a short profile of him ran in the Portland Oregonian, the citizen became convinced. The poultry worker was, in truth, one of the most wanted men in America. After years spent desperately trying to escape the farm, Jackson had resigned himself to the lifestyle once again. Jackson was quickly arrested and returned to the prison. On the bright side, Jackson wouldn’t have to toil on a farm anytime in the near future.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Fellow poultry farm workers in Portland considered Jackson to be a “perfect gentleman.”

  8. GLEN ROY WRIGHT, armed robber

  LISTED: March 22, 1950

  CAUGHT: December 13, 1950

  DESCRIPTION: Born March 16, 1899, in Malvern, Arkansas. Five feet 8 1/2 inches tall, 130 pounds, with gray hair and blue eyes. Occupations: laborer, plumber, steam fitter, tool dresser, and welder. Wright has a gunshot wound on outer left forearm five inches above his wrist, a cut scar on the left side of his chin, and a cut scar on the cheek near his left eye. Aliases: J.R. Dare, Jack Dare, Jack Hudson, Roy Hudson, and Glen LeRoy Wright.

  The Smoking Gun. Pity Glen Wright. He was locked away during the gunslinging, bank-robbing afternoons of the 1930s, having worked with such Depression-era luminaries as Alvin Karpis and Fred Barker, and not hesitated to unload hot lead at police when it came down to it. When he was finally pinned down, Wright tried to use a sawed-off shotgun to discourage his pursuers, but to no avail. Put on ice in 1934, Wright had to wait 14 years before he could make his escape from the Oklahoma State Penitentiary. By then the glory days of bank robbing were over, and a new law enforcement tool was waiting to be unveiled. After a year and a half of life as a fugitive, Wright became number eight on the new Ten Most Wanted list.

  Nine months later, a mysterious tipster told the FBI that Wright would be at a particular drug store in Salina, Kansas, on December 13. Wright was arrested without a fight and shipped back to Oklahoma to complete his life sentence. For Glen Wright, however, there wasn’t much of a life left to serve. He died on May 7, 1954.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  The tipster who ratted on Wright was never publicly identified.

  9. HENRY HARLAND SHELTON, kidnapper, car thief

  LISTED: March 23, 1950

  CAUGHT: June 23, 1950

  Road Trip. The FBI caught up with Henry Shelton outside of a bar. “Come on, fella,” said one agent. “It’s over.”

  “That’s what you think,” Shelton replied and reached for the .45 caliber pistol he had tucked under his belt. But the agents already had their weapons drawn, and they fired first. Shelton bucked, twisted, and collapsed. Number nine had been taken down, and it had been the most violent arrest in the Top Ten’s short history. Fugitives weren’t liking the extra attention, and many to follow would take Shelton’s lead and swear not to be taken alive.

  Shelton was a bank robber who managed to pop out of the Michigan House of Correction and Branch Prison on September 5, 1949, along with a fellow con named Sam Lieb. The pair hid in the woods for 12 days, then got desperate and decided to hijack a citizen. They chose an electrical worker from Amasa, Michigan, who stepped outside of his workplace for a midnight meal and suddenly found himself sandwiched between two foul-smelling, slightly crazed criminals who threatened to carve him up with a knife unless he drove them away. Shelton and Lieb directed the worker to drive them to Illinois, then Wisconsin, back to Illinois, and finally to Indiana. By then, the second morning after his abduction, the electrical worker had decided he’d had enough. He ran from the car during a meal break in Montmorenci, Indiana, and managed to alert Indiana state police. Meanwhile, Shelton and Lieb hit the road again and would steal three more cars at knifepoint before Lieb was finally caught. Shelton slipped away somehow and managed to stay hidden throughout the fall and winter.

  Then came spring, and the creation of the Top Ten list, and suddenly there was more heat on Shelton than he could handle. FBI agents learned that there was a certain bar in Indianapolis that Shelton liked to frequent, and on June 23—exactly three months after he was named to the list—agents cornered him at the tavern. As it turned out, Shelton survived his wounds and later pled guilty to kidnapping and car theft charges. He was sentenced to 50 years in prison.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Shelton, with two FBI bullets in his body, had a beer and couple of cigarettes before being hauled away.

  10. MORRIS GURALNICK, attempted murderer

  LISTED: March 24, 1950

  CAUGHT: December 15, 1950

  DESCRIPTION: Born on New York City’s Lower East Side. Five feet four inches tall, 138 pounds. Guralnick has a broken nose, two upper front teeth missing, and a sloping forehead. Previous occupations: popcorn vendor and candy maker.

  The Finger-Man. In April 1948, after nearly stabbing his girlfriend to death, Morris Guralnick apparently still had some steam to blow off. Arresting officers worked hard to subdue the violent, spitting-mad Guralnick, but even then he wasn’t finished. The would-be killer craned his neck forward and chomped down on the finger of one of the cops, severing it from the hand. Either he wanted to blow off steam, or he’d skipped a few meals. Police threw Guralnick in the Ulster County Jail at Kingston, New York. But just three months later Guralnick teamed up with a gang of four other inmates, ripped apart the prison’s plumbing system, then used the broken pipes to brutally assault two prison guards. The four accomplices were quickly rounded up, but Guralnick stayed on the lam for nearly two years before becoming number ten on the newly minted Top Ten list, which is ironic, considering the fugitive left his earliest victim with only nine fingers.

  Meanwhile, Guralnick had hightailed it to Madison, Wisconsin, and tried to hide himself among the racks of a clothing store where he’d found a low-paying job. But one of the store’s customers thought Guralnick’s dome-shaped head looked familiar; he looked an awful lot like one of the fugitives pictured in a Coronet magazine article. An FBI agent and Madison cop teamed up to make the arrest, and true to form, Guralnick bitterly resisted. In the end the collar was made without another finger lost. Number 10 was extradited back to New York.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  According to Guralnick’s wanted poster he was a “wild-eyed person” and a “constant menace to society.”

  
11. WILLIE SUTTON, bank robber

  LISTED: March 20, 1950

  CAUGHT: February 18, 1952

  DESCRIPTION: Born June 30, 1901, in Brooklyn, New York. Five feet, eight inches tall, 150 pounds, with brown hair and blue eyes. Occupations: clerk, driller, florist, gardener, stenographer, hospital porter. Sutton smokes cigarettes in moderation, is a continuous user of chewing gum, dresses neatly and conservatively, wears or carries gloves no matter the season, is soft spoken and courteous in manner, and may be wearing tinted glasses to disguise appearance. Aliases: William Bowles, James Clayton, Richard Courtney, Leo Holland, Julian Loring, Edward Lynch, “Slick Willie,” and “Willie the Actor.”

  Prince of Thieves. William Francis Sutton’s quip about robbing banks—“Because that’s where the money is”—has appeared in hundreds of articles about banks. Actually, Sutton never said it. He later admitted that the quip came from a snarky newspaper man, and Sutton never thought to dispute ownership. “If anyone had asked me, I would have said it. Anyone would have said it.”

  Sutton always knew where the money was; at first the problem was getting to it. The first bank Willie Sutton tried to rob, Ozone Park National Bank in Queens, was an unmitigated disaster. Sutton took all night to chop through a concrete floor to gain access to the vault, and by the time he did, he only had 15 minutes to burn through the vault before the bank opened up in the morning. Ten minutes later, two bank employees were standing outside, ready to open the joint. Sutton had to abandon his expensive tools and the robbery. To make matters worse, an oxygen tank—the kind used for safe-burning torches—was traced to his partner, Eddie Wilson, two weeks later. Sutton was linked to Wilson the morning of the attempted caper, and on April 5, 1926, he was found guilty of burglary in the third degree and attempted grand larceny. Sutton was headed to Sing Sing state prison.

  After winning parole in 1929, Sutton found himself trying to make an honest living—along with a new bride—on the eve of the Great Depression. Sutton was laid off from his landscaping job a week after his wife told him she was pregnant. “Right there, I began to think about making money the way I knew best,” wrote Sutton.

  Sutton started kicking around the shortcomings of the Ozone Park heist and remembered the two employees lingering outside, ready to open the bank. Why chop through inches of concrete and steel, Sutton thought, when the waiting employees could be forced to open the vault at gunpoint? Why not be the employees? “That is the answer,” wrote Sutton. “A uniform provided automatic entrée. Ring the bell and you could walk right in.” Hence Willie “The Actor” was born. Sutton used theatrical costume houses to outfit himself with enough disguises—cop, mailman, fireman, security guard—to make the Village People jealous.

  Next Sutton went looking for a partner and found one in Jack Bassett, a trustworthy prison buddy who had been sprung from Dannemora and was looking for work. Now it was time to test run for the Method. On October 28, 1930, Sutton disguised himself as a Western Union delivery man and knocked over the M. Rosenthal and Sons jewelry store, which was on Broadway between 50th and 51st Streets—practically in the heart of Times Square. He bagged $150,000 worth of gems and jewelry, which he fenced through the infamous Dutch Schultz, who was running most of the rackets in the city. “I doubt very much that there could be a recital of crime so daring in New York,” a judge would later say.

  Sutton and Bassett considered themselves ready for a bank. Sutton had been eyeing one in Jamaica, Queens, and he set himself to study it more closely, specifically the comings and goings of its employees. Sutton called the bank and asked for the name of the manager. He sent himself a Western Union telegram just to get the envelope, and typed up a phony telegram to the bank manager. Presto—a key prop was ready. “I was beginning to think of this as a drama, with myself as director and main actor,” Sutton recalled. Together with Bassett, Sutton carefully rehearsed their roles.

  The morning of the robbery Sutton whipped out his makeup box for the first time and spent time flattening his nose and lightening his complexion. Then he donned a Western Union uniform and paid the bank a visit an hour before it was set to open. After the guard entered, Sutton waited a minute, then knocked on the door. It opened a cautious inch or two, but when the guard saw the uniform he opened it all the way.

  “I got a telegram for the boss,” Sutton cheerfully announced.

  When the guard took Sutton’s offered clipboard and pencil, Sutton reached down and took the guard’s gun. Jack Bassett appeared with another gun and closed the bank door behind him. The show had begun.

  Thirty minutes later, the first bank employee arrived, exactly as Sutton had expected. “It’s a wonderful day, Fred,” he called to the guard.

  “That’s what you think,” replied the guard.

  When the manager arrived, Sutton approached him with the gun. “All I want you to do is open the vault. It would be very silly to refuse.”

  Apparently the manager agreed with Sutton’s logic. He opened the vault without complaint. Sutton helped himself to $48,000 in crisp new bills, then told the frightened employees that a third man was waiting outside. If anyone bolted after them, they’d get shot. Of course employees could use the phone to call the cops, but that didn’t bother Sutton, since he knew it would take the first squad car at least 10 minutes to respond. Sutton and Bassett would be long gone by then. The drama was an amazing success, with Sutton giving himself rave reviews. “This,” Sutton decided, “would be my technique from now on.”

  Willie the Actor, along with Bassett, used a variety of rouses and disguises—postal worker, cop, window cleaner with sponge—on at least a dozen more banks. It became fun to spot some of the code signals bank guards and managers used to warn one another in case of trouble. For instance, window blinds might be pulled halfway up until the bank guard pulled them up all the way, giving the signal that all was fine. Once Sutton told a bank guard to turn up the calendar in the front window. “I thought he was going to fall right through the floor,” recalled Sutton.

  The technique was wonderful, but trouble came from the best supporting actor. Bassett, flush with money for the first time in a long time, felt rich enough to start cheating on his wife. When the wife got wise to his tomcatting, she turned both Bassett and Sutton in to the cops. “Me? A rob-ber?” Sutton protested, trying to play the part of the innocent rube. “I’m not a rob-ber.” But fingerprints matched up; Sutton was indeed the robber they were looking for. Sutton was sent back to Sing Sing in June 1931, five years after he’d left it. A year and a half later, Sutton made his first prison escape when he fit two nine-foot ladders together and scaled the wall.

  Eager to resume the drama, Sutton hooked up with his old pal Eddie Wilson and a new robber named Joe Perlango to rob the Corn Exchange Bank, on 110th Street between Amsterdam Avenue and Broadway, which netted the trio $30,000. Not the take of a lifetime, but it was enough to move to another city and make a new start for himself.

  New York City cops were too wise to the Sutton technique, so after New Year’s 1933, Sutton moved to West Philadelphia, where he found an apartment for himself and his new girlfriend, Olga. (Sutton’s wife, Louise, had already left him.) Eddie Wilson would bring his girlfriend down to visit, and the foursome watched football games at nearby Franklin Field on the University of Pennsylvania campus. But all the while Sutton was casing his new city for a juicy target and found one at the Corn Exchange Bank at 60th and Market, not far from a busy elevated train station. “We’d been lucky with one Corn Exchange,” Sutton reasoned, “we might be lucky with another.”
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  A bank robber, Sutton was arrested in Brooklyn, New York, without incident. He was spotted by a citizen who had seen Sutton’s wanted flyer and notified the local police after seeing Sutton on the subway in New York City.

  Sutton noticed that the bank’s mail slot was fairly small, so he rented a postal worker’s uniform and made up a phony package that couldn’t possibly fit it. Then on January 15, 1934, Sutton took his package in a leather pouch to the bank an hour before it opened. A tired-looking guard peeked through the glass and decided to let him in. Sutton pulled his gun, and his two partners—Wilson and Perlango—entered behind him. As bank employees would enter for the money, the three would round them up and tell them to behave or risk a bullet. When the manager finally arrived, Sutton forced him to open the vault and put $160,000 in cash into his leather pouch. As they were about to make their getaway, Sutton was surprised to see that customers had already begun to line up outside. Sutton sent Wilson and Perlango outside to their getaway car and told the customers it’d only be a few more minutes. When he heard the car start up, he exited the bank, locking the door behind him. “Just another minute,” he told the puzzled customers. Who was this guy?

  The next day the newspaper supplied the answer: Law enforcement officials branded the Corn Exchange Bank heist a Willie Sutton job. “They recognized my technique, all right,” recalled Sutton, “and according to newspapers, police of both cities were searching intensively for me.” However, the law found Wilson and Perlango first and engaged in a brief shootout in New York City that would leave Wilson blinded by a bullet to the head. The squeeze was put on Perlango, who told them exactly where to find Willie the Actor.

  A 15-man team of NYPD and Philly cops armed with tommy guns stormed Sutton’s West Philly apartment and arrested him on February 5, 1934. He was sentenced to 25 to 50 years at Eastern State Penitentiary, an old prison known for keeping inmates in solitary confinement. “From its birth the Eastern State Pen had a bad name,” wrote Sutton, who would be a guest of the prison for over a decade. Entering during the height of the Depression, Sutton would pop out—quite literally—at the tail end of World War II.

  On April 3, 1945, Sutton and 11 other convicts performed a daring escape from the prison, tunneling under the huge walls and right up onto Fairmount Avenue, a busy city thoroughfare. Unfortunately for Sutton, two beat cops happened to be walking by across the street and rounded up the escapees. Sutton was given a life term and transferred to another tough Philly jail: Holmesburg Prison. On February 10, 1947, Willie Sutton and four other prisoners stole a set of guard uniforms and marched across the yard with two huge ladders.

  Spotlights swung in their direction. Sutton cried out, “It’s okay!”

  The bluff was lame, but it bought Sutton and his friends enough time to scale the wall, hijack an early morning milk truck, and race toward downtown Philadelphia. The group split up, and hours later Sutton ducked out of the cold snow and hitched a ride from a kindly man who was headed to Princeton, New Jersey. The man had a late-edition paper on the seat next to him. Sutton glanced over and saw his own face staring back at him.

  “I hear they got all of ’em by now,” the driver said cheerfully.

  “I’m glad of that,” Sutton said.

  After getting dropped off in Princeton, Sutton wandered in the snowy dark all night, thinking the cops would find his frozen corpse in the middle of New Jersey. Luckily, another drive gave him a lift all the way to the Bronx, and soon Sutton set himself up with a new alias—“Eddie Lynch”—and a new job as an orderly at a hospital for the infirm on Staten Island. The job left him with enough time to take trains and wander odd corners of New York City, and before long Sutton was getting that old feeling again.

  On a walk through Sunnyside, Queens, Sutton passed the Manufacturer’s Trust Company. “Almost unconsciously my mind photographed the bank entrance, the condition of its roof, the depth of the plot on which it was situated, and the number of people who were going in and out of the establishment,” recalled Sutton.

  On March 9, 1950, the Manufacturer’s Trust Company in Sunnyside was hit, and the three bandits got away with $63,933.

  Weekdays, “Eddie Lynch” cleaned hospital halls with a mop; on weekends, Willie Sutton and some bank robbing buddies mopped up at small banks in New York and New Jersey. It was the perfect cover. Once a nurse saw Willie Sutton’s photograph in the New York Daily News after he had landed on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list and confronted him.

  “Hello, Willie Sutton.”

  “What did you call me?” Sutton asked.

  “I’m calling you Willie Sutton. Here’s your picture in the paper.”

  “You kidding me?” Sutton laughed. “You think I’d be working in this dump at ninety dollars a month if I was this person?”

  Of course he would.

  In late February 1952, Sutton was riding the BMT subway when he noticed a young guy giving him strange looks. Sutton’s eyes darted down to the guy’s shoes; they were black suede. No cop—even a plain-clothesman—would be caught dead in black suede “hepcat” shoes. He shrugged off the incident as paranoia. When he left the station, Sutton walked to his car and discovered his battery had died. He started to change it himself when two cops approached and asked if he needed help.

  “This damn battery’s gone sour,” Sutton said.

  “Let’s see your license.”

  The bank robber handed over the papers, which seemed to satisfy the officers. Sutton continued to fiddle with the battery.

  Unbeknownst to Sutton, that young man with the black suede shoes had trailed Sutton as he emerged from the BMT, and tipped off the two cops who had approached him. They promptly ran to the station house to grab a detective, and before long Sutton heard a voice behind him.

  “You’d better come to the station house with us.”

  Sutton turned. One of the original cops was standing there, along with a detective. “Why?”

  “You look like Willie Sutton.”

  “Do I look like a bank robber to you?” Sutton replied.

  “That’s the point. Come on.”

  Once in a custody, after a fingerprint check, Sutton admitted who he was.

  The tipster was 24-year-old Arnold Shuster, who had seen Willie the Actor’s mug on an FBI Ten Most Wanted poster. Shuster was immediately famous, which turned out to be the worst thing that could have happened to him. A local mob chieftain named Albert Anastasia watched a TV report featuring Shuster and immediately launched into a blind rage. He didn’t know Sutton, nor particularly care that he had been captured. Something else bugged him. “I hate squealers!” he reportedly screamed. “Hit that guy!” Apparently one of his underlings took the request seriously, and on March 8, 1952, an unknown gunman pumped four bullets into Shuster’s head and two into his stomach. Shuster was only 10 steps away from his own front door. The primary suspect: FREDERICK J. TENUTO (Top Tenners #14; see later in this section), who had been along with Sutton for both his Eastern State breakout attempt and the Holmesburg escape.

  Nevertheless, Sutton insisted he had nothing to do with Shuster’s murder. There was good reason to believe him; he had never so much as laid a finger on bank employees during any of his heists. Then again, there was that tricky matter of the Sutton-Tenuto connection. A loyal criminal buddy might have felt it a matter of honor to ice Shuster—and an opportunity to make a little cash from the Anastasia contract. It was a dead-end proposition for Tenuto either way; he was later believed to be gunned down by fellow mobsters, who thought that killing a civilian betrayed their own code of ethics. His body has never been found.

  Willie Sutton was sentenced to 30 years in prison, and there would be no more escapes—the kind that required a shovel or ladder, anyway. Sutton, suffering from emphysema and clogged leg arteries, was shown mercy and released from Attica on Christmas Eve 1969. A year later, he was paid to appear in a TV commercial promoting the New Britain, Connecticut, Bank and Trust Company’s credit cards and subsequently wrote the more candid of his two biographies, 1976’s Where the Money Was. (The previous bio, I, Willie Sutton, was co-written by Quentin Reynolds and published in 1953.) The Actor took his final bow in Spring Hill, Florida, on November 2, 1980.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Open a medical textbook and there’s a good chance you’ll find “Sutton’s Law,” which was inspired by the bank robber. In short, it means that it’s never a bad idea to look at the simplest answer when diagnosing a patient. The term originated with a doctor from Yale who used the alleged Sutton quip—“Because that’s where the money is”—with medical interns who were overlooking the obvious.

  12. STEPHEN WILLIAM DAVENPORT, murderer, robber

  LISTED: April 4, 1950

  CAUGHT: May 5, 1950

  DESCRIPTION: Born in Iowa. Alias: William Stephen Daniels.

  Most Wanted Bum. Most cop killers, they lock them up and forget where they put the key for 50, 60, 70 years. Not Stephen Davenport. He was cornered by Hammond, Indiana, cops after a robbery gone awry in 1929 and tried to shoot his way to freedom. One police officer was killed in the shootout, and Davenport was sentenced to spend the rest of his life behind bars. Somehow he earned parole less than 20 years into his sentence.

  Did Davenport take this amazing break and try to make a run at the straight life? No. Next the police found Davenport was boosting stolen cars, and he was tossed into the U.S. penitentiary at Leavenworth. He didn’t wait around for parole this time. Using razor blades, Davenport managed to saw through bars and squeeze out of prison in July 1949. Less than a year later, the Top Ten list was created, and Davenport was named as the 12th member in early April 1950. His arrest only a month later might be seen as a kind of cosmic payback. Davenport had been hiding out as a bum in Las Vegas, where local cops picked him up for vagrancy. Davenport claimed to be “William Stephen Daniels,” but a fingerprint check revealed the truth—that this “bum” was one of the most hunted criminals in the country. Davenport, fresh out of lucky breaks, was returned to Leavenworth.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Davenport deserted the U.S. Army in the 1920s and received jail time for the offense.

  
13. HENRY CLAY TOLLETT, armed robber

  LISTED: April 11, 1950

  CAUGHT: June 4, 1951

  DESCRIPTION: Born July 21, 1894, in Howard County, Arkansas. Five feet 8 1/2 inches tall, 180 pounds, with gray hair (often dyed black) and brown eyes. Occupations: barber, butcher, farmer, makeup artist. Tollett has an appendectomy scar, walks with a slouch, and has tattoos—“Henry-Goldie-Clay,” a black cat, and the number 13—on his left calf. Aliases: Clay Henry Tollett, Claye Tollett, Howard Web, Frank Woods, and “Seminole.”

  Flushed Tollett. Henry Tollett was serving a 25-year hitch for bank robbery at the U.S. penitentiary at McNeil Island in Washington, but escaped on November 22, 1949. His trick: the old hide-in-the-prison-delivery-truck ploy. (In this case, it was a shipment of convict-crafted furniture.) If it was simply a matter of skipping on a quarter-century sentence, the FBI might not have bothered with Tollett. But the fugitive had nearly 30 years of violent robbery experience, along with assorted weapons and kidnapping charges. When Tollett was named to the Top Ten list in April 1950, the FBI advised law enforcement agents that Tollett was fond of carrying two hidden guns: one in a special pocket of his left sleeve and another under the front seat of his car. More than a year after Tollett made the list, the FBI tracked him to California, and that state’s highway patrol spotted him in a stolen car near Redding on June 4, 1951. Fortunately, the CHiPpers heeded the advice on Tollett’s wanted poster and approached him with caution, because Tollett popped out of the car looking for a gunfight. The fugitive was fatally wounded in the ensuing shootout.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Tollett had an odd-shaped head, like a criminal right out of a Dick Tracy comic strip. The top of his head was so flat, you could almost rest a cup of coffee (and saucer) on top.

  14. FREDERICK J. TENUTO, murderer

  LISTED: May 24, 1950

  REMOVED FROM LIST: March 9, 1964

  DESCRIPTION: Born January 20, 1915, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Five feet five inches, 143 pounds, with black hair and dark brown eyes. Occupations: butcher’s helper, sheet metal worker, laborer. Scars and marks: imperfect tattoo: “S.J.” on left forearm, imperfect tattoo on right forearm which may be “ANA” or “ANNA,” or “AMA,” a small brown mole on right cheek, 1-1/2 inch scar over right eye. Tenuto has suffered from a recurring skin eruption. Aliases: Leonard Durham, Leonard Durken, John Thomas Lestella, Frank Pinto, Durso Thornberry, “St. John,” “St. Johnny,” “The Angel,” and others.

  Freddy Got the Finger-Man. Freddy Tenuto was a South Philly tough guy full of contradictions. He liked a sharp suit, but somehow always managed to look rumpled and sloppy. He was fond of booze, but couldn’t handle it. Though he would eventually become affiliated with the top East Coast mobsters, he would also pull a two-bit stickup for beer money.

  Contradictions or not, Tenuto was consistent about one thing: running afoul of the law. He was in and out of reform schools for burglary, robbery, and in the words of the police, just being a “suspicious person” in general. As he matured, the crimes became more serious—a dairy stickup here, a Railway Express truck boost there. Then on March 11, 1940, two Philly boys named William O’Neill and Dominic DeCaro were duking it out in a neighborhood tavern when DeCaro left to get his father, James, who was mob related. This frightened O’Neill, who in turn fetched Tenuto—known around the nabe as a rough customer—to watch his back. O’Neill and Tenuto were the first guys to return, according to a profile of Tenuto in Reader’s Digest. O’Neill hung out front, while Tenuto hid in a room in the back. A short while later, the elder DeCaro entered the bar. “I’m looking for a guy named O’Neill.”

  “I can get a message to him,” the bartender said.

  DeCaro pulled out a pistol. “Tell him that when I see him, I’ll give him six of these.”

  O’Neill, of course, was in the room, watching DeCaro threaten to ventilate him. Still hidden in the back, Tenuto made a noise. “It’s the cops,” said O’Neill walking up to DeCaro. “You’d better not let them catch you with that gun,” he said in the friendliest voice he could muster. “Give it to me and I’ll get rid of it.”

  DeCaro thought that was a good idea—he was too closely associated with the underworld to be caught in a bar with a gun. He handed O’Neill the gun, and O’Neill promptly turned it on him.

  From outside Dominic DeCaro saw what was going on, then rushed inside with a gun and started blasting away at O’Neill, who caught a slug in the back. That was Tenuto’s cue. He emerged with a .38 revolver and started firing at father and son. James DeCaro was killed on the scene, and young Dominic suffered serious injuries. Tenuto fled, but was rounded up two days later and sentenced to 10 to 20 years at the Graterford State Penitentiary.

  Over the next seven years Tenuto dedicated himself to busting out. In late September 1942, he and a fellow convict constructed two dummies with paper heads and hair clipped from a brush. Then they took a ladder they had fashioned from old sections of pipe, propped it against the prison wall, then climbed over to freedom. Almost. The pipe ladder worked with the trip up, but broke apart on the trip down. Both cons tumbled 30 feet, injuring their feet on the hard ground below. It didn’t take much to round them up within 24 hours of the escape. Next Tenuto was shipped over to the infamous Eastern State Penitentiary near downtown Philadelphia. Another guest of Eastern State at the same time was bank robber extraordinaire—and future Top Tenner—WILLIE SUTTON. On April 3, 1945, Tenuto, Sutton, and other cons used a secret tunnel they’d built to escape to Fairmount Avenue outside. (For more details, see Sutton’s profile, #11.) Most of the escapees were rounded up right away, but Tenuto somehow scrambled through the streets of Philadelphia and made his way to New York City . . . for about seven weeks. For a third time, Tenuto was thrown into a different jail. This time, it was Holmesburg Prison in Northeast Philadelphia. Oddly enough, his old escape buddy Willie Sutton was also in residence. On February 10, 1947, Tenuto and Sutton gave it another go, this time deciding to use two ladders to go over the wall instead of under it. Third time was a charm—Sutton and Tenuto both escaped for the long haul. On May 24, 1950, Tenuto became the 14th addition to the Ten Most Wanted list.

  Tenuto was assumed to have evaded the FBI for a new record—14 years. That is, until Joe Valachi made his infamous confessions about the inner workings of the Mafia in the early 1960s, and it was revealed that Tenuto didn’t escape after all. The way Valachi told it, Tenuto ran up to New York, asked the local mob for protection, and quickly found himself working as a hit man for Brooklyn mob boss Albert Anastasia. One day Anastasia saw the news that a rat named Arnold Shuster had pointed cops in Willie Sutton’s direction. (For more, see entry #11.)

  “I hate squealers!” he reportedly screamed. “Hit that guy!”

  Valachi said the job fell to Tenuto, who allegedly pumped four bullets into Shuster. But Anastasia also wanted to cover his tracks—it wasn’t considered couth for the mob to be whacking innocent straights—and ordered Tenuto dead, too. Best as Valachi could say, Tenuto was buried double-decker, Mafia style: his corpse hidden in a special coffin compartment beneath the corpse of another person who had been buried legit.

  In light of this new information the FBI stopped looking for Freddy Tenuto. (Federal process was dismissed in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, by a U.S. district judge.) Was Freddy whacked? Or was he one of the few fugitives to find a way to beat the Ten Most Wanted list? We’ll probably never know.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  The author’s grandfather, Louis Wojciechowski, grew up with Tenuto in South Philadelphia. “Know him?” Wojciechowski asks. “Guy still owes me five bucks.” (Good luck getting that fiver, Grandpop.)

  15. THOMAS KLING, bank robber

  LISTED: July 17, 1950

  CAUGHT: February 20, 1952

  DESCRIPTION: Born in 1906 in New York City. Alias: “Mad Dog.”

  Friend of Willie. Thomas Kling, a one-time enforcer for waterfront unions in New York, had the incredible luck to team up with one of the most talented bank robbers of the 20th century, WILLIE SUTTON. Kling also had the misfortune of meeting up with Sutton toward the end of his career and ended up taking the big fall just two days after Sutton. Even in criminal careers, timing can mean everything.

  Sutton and Kling’s joint caper was the robbery of $63,942 from the Sunnyside branch of the Manufacturer’s Trust Company in Queens on March 9, 1950. The heist started promptly at 8 A.M., with a third accomplice named John De Venuta acting as getaway driver. Sutton knew that the same bank guard, James Weston, always opened the bank doors at the same time, after stopping at the corner newsstand for his morning paper. The three men got out of the car, with De Venuta leading the way. He pressed a gun into Weston’s back, snarling, “Just keep walking, and you won’t get hurt.” Sutton caught up with Weston. “I’ll take it from here,” he told De Venuta. The guard was tied to a radiator, and two rows of chairs were carefully lined up in the bank lobby. As bank employees entered, they were led to the chairs, as if being ushered to their seats at a film premiere. The vault was opened, cash boxes were dumped into a sack that Kling had supplied, and the trio made their getaway. A smooth heist, in typical Willie Sutton style. Kling and De Venuta were more than happy to be along just for the ride.
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  Kling was arrested in New York by local police.

  The only problem: A few days after the heist, the FBI announced the creation of the Ten Most Wanted list. Sutton was named to the list as number 11, and not long after a spot opened up just for Kling, his number two man. Oddly enough, Kling stayed on the lam as long as Sutton did. On February 18, 1952, a 24-year-old Brooklyn man named Arnold Shuster fingered Sutton to the cops, and just two days later the cops descended upon Kling in his 18th Street apartment in Manhattan. (Whether or not Sutton ratted out Kling is unknown.) De Venuta ended up turning state’s evidence against his former partners, who both were slapped with prison terms of 29 years. Sutton’s name would go down in bank robbery history, while Kling’s exists only as a footnote.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Kling’s first recorded arrest took place in 1916, when Kling was 10 years old.

  16. MEYER DEMBIN, bank robber

  LISTED: September 5, 1950

  CAUGHT: November 26, 1951

  DESCRIPTION: Born on New York City’s Lower East Side.

  Out of the Past. In 1935 Meyer Dembin and three accomplices knocked over a bank in Sparkill, New York, stealing $20,000. Two of the robbers were arrested quickly, and a third was nabbed 11 years later. But by 1950, Dembin—who had a history of knockovers and jewel heists since running with the gangs of the Lower East Side—remained at large. The trail had gone hopelessly cold; some thought he might be dead. Still, the FBI thought it might be a good idea to add Dembin to the newly created Ten Most Wanted list. Could the public turn up the criminal who had managed to elude the FBI for so long?

  The answer was yes—sort of. Dembin had been on the lam in Mexico, leading a straight life as a rug merchant. He had popped back up into San Diego to broker a legit deal and saw his face among the Ten Most Wanted in a local newspaper. “In his heyday, Dembin had been so tough a character that between crimes he served as a bodyguard,” observed the Saturday Evening Post in 1953. “But now the thought of having to fear recognition in every passer-by’s eyes was too much for him.” The suddenly unnerved Dembin returned to his hometown of New York City and peacefully surrendered to the U.S. attorney there.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Some FBI agents believe that Dembin actually hadn’t gone straight and linked him to a series of bank robberies in the Southwest.

  17. COURTNEY TOWNSHEND TAYLOR, con artist

  LISTED: January 18, 1951

  CAUGHT: February 16, 1951

  DESCRIPTION: Born June 22, 1908, in East Hartford, Connecticut. Five feet 10 inches, 220 pounds, with brown hair and eyes. Occupations: clerk accountant. Scars and marks: a tattoo of cupid or kewpie doll and “Jerry” on forearm. Aliases: James Anderson, Glen C. Baker, Jacob S. Deane, Robert S. Dikeman, Justin B. Hart, Ralph G. Howard, Richard N. Howard, Carlton H. Hunt, David A. King, Homer D. Nevin, Henry J. Pate, Curtis N. Reid, Edward S. Sims, Joseph M. Vossley, Wilson B. Walker, among others.

  Taylor Made. Even though he was a thick, meaty guy who looked like a mob legbreaker, Courtney Taylor was involved in a nonviolent criminal enterprise: paperhanging—that is, fake check writing. “This is all the gun I need,” he was fond of saying, holding up a fountain pen. He was right. By the time Taylor was named to the Top Ten list, he had written more than 225 rubber checks worth more than $100,000 in over 100 cities. But you can’t just turn off such a compulsion, even after every law enforcement agency in the country has started looking for you. Taylor was nabbed on a vacation trip in Alabama after a jeweler recognized his mug from a wanted flyer. Sending his clerk to follow Taylor, the jeweler called the FBI and police. Within 25 minutes Taylor was surrounded by agents, eager to discuss more than 225 pieces of business with him. He was eventually sentenced to 15 years in prison.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Taylor occasionally wore a mustache and eyeglasses to mask his appearance and had a removable upper bridge.

  18. JOSEPH FRANKLIN BENT, robber

  LISTED: January 9, 1951

  CAUGHT: August 29, 1952

  ALIASES: Charles Rayborn, Coal Frederick Redmond.

  Get Bent. Joseph Bent was one of the hardest-to-catch fugitives in the history of the Ten Most Wanted program. That’s mainly because Bent was so prolific a stickup artist, the FBI originally thought they were chasing three separate crooks.

  As far as the FBI knew, Joe Bent was wanted for a long list of stickups, most spectacularly a July 24, 1949, supermarket heist in San Diego that netted Bent and his accomplice $2,150. That wasn’t the spectacular part; the getaway was. A motorcycle cop followed them during the getaway, and Bent started blasting at him with a shotgun. Later, the accomplice was pinched and confessed that Bent was on a bus headed for Santa Barbara the next morning. The police barely missed Bent, who hopped off the bus, stole a car, and went screeching out of town. An hour later, cops found the abandoned car on the edge of the Mojave Desert. Footsteps and a trail of blood led cops into the desert. A mile out, the cops expected to find Bent either dead or mortally injured. After all, it was 105 degrees and based on the trail of blood, Bent wasn’t doing too well when he started the trip. But instead of a dying crook, the cops found a gray suit and maroon shirt buried neatly in the sand, as well as wrapping paper and twine. Somehow Bent had wandered out there, changed into new duds, buried the old, then mysteriously vanished. There were no footprints leading anywhere else.

  In early 1950 the FBI started looking for a robber named Charles “Hap” Rayborn, who was pulling stickups in Wyoming, Colorado, and New Mexico. In the fall of 1950 the FBI issued a wanted poster for Coal Frederick Redmond, a robber based in Granite Falls, Washington, who was suspected of robberies in New Orleans, Baton Rouge, Cincinnati, Minneapolis, and New York City.

  Joe Bent made it to the Top Ten list in early January 1951, but it took agents the following 16 months to piece together fingerprints, evidence, and eyewitness accounts to figure out that Bent was actually Rayborn and Redmond, too. Amazing as it was, Bent had been hopping around the country, pulling heists in no discernible patterns, seemingly allowing whimsy to lead the way. He had an equally amazing lucky streak, facing arrest at least twice, but each time taking advantage of a nearby car and hightailing it away.

  In August 1951, Bent/Rayborn/Redmond appeared to pull his last heist, stealing $3,198 from a supermarket in Des Moines, Iowa. Then nothing. A year passed; had the prolific stickup artist been stricken by a criminal form of writer’s block? Then a resident of Anchorage, Alaska, saw Bent’s picture in an issue of Pageant magazine, called the FBI, and told them Bent was last seen in Monterrey, Mexico. As ridiculous as the tip sounded—Alaska isn’t exactly next door to Mexico—it checked out, and the trail led agents to an apartment in Texas City, Texas. There Bent had holed up with a dark-haired beauty. Late in the evening of August 29, 1952, a team of agents swarmed around Bent as he hopped out of a cab. Here’s how it went down, according to the FBI report:

  “Bent made a darting motion with his hands toward his belt, wheeled and ran south between two small buildings. Two agents pursued him. He circled a small frame building and attempted to cut back to his car. In doing so, he approached two other agents who were coming at him. Again, he made a motion with his hands toward his trousers, as though attempting to draw a weapon. One of the agents fired one shot, striking the fugitive in the left leg midway between the knee and hip. Bent continued to run for approximately 50 feet, when he was finally forced to the ground (with a diving football tackle) by an agent. While still struggling violently, Bent was handcuffed and restrained, after which he completely relaxed into submission. He (finally) admitted his identity and was brought to a clinic, where his bullet wound was treated.”

  As it turned out, Bent wasn’t even armed. But it would be his last escape.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  In 1946 Bent had another amazing escape—he was freed from the U.S. penitentiary at Leavenworth after a legal technicality overturned a conviction for robbing a post office. Later, a higher court reversed the decision and ordered Bent thrown back behind bars. “They’ll never get me alive,” he told friends and went on the run before officers could bring him back.

  19. HARRY H. BURTON, alleged murderer

  LISTED: March 9, 1951

  CAUGHT: February 7, 1952

  DESCRIPTION: Born December 14, 1902, in Clinton, Kentucky. Five feet 10 inches, 190 pounds, with brown hair and gray eyes. Occupations: automobile salesman, welder. Scars and marks: a bullet wound scar behind right ear, operation scar behind left ear, two blotch scars on right side of neck, small black marks on face resembling powder marks resulting from explosion while welding. Remarks: Burton reportedly wears pancake makeup to hide scars on his face. Alias: Harry Halliburton.

  Harry’s Alibi. Was Harry Burton the pancake-faced killer-bandit? To this day, nobody’s sure. In October 1947, a team of tough guys held up a private party in Los Angeles, ordering the tipsy revelers to eat carpet and surrender their purses and wallets. One guest, Robert Crane, made the mistake of lifting his head and received a bullet through the skull. The robbers fled, but one guest noticed that one of them wore a lot of pancake makeup. That fit the freakish description of longtime heist man Harry Burton, who received a set of scars from a welding mishap and tried to cover it up with enough stage makeup to make the Phantom of the Opera jealous. The LAPD tried to bring in Burton on their own, but after three years enlisted the help of the FBI and their new Top Ten list. Burton was announced almost exactly a year after the list was created. Burton was finally arrested a year later in Cody, Wyoming, by the local sheriff and FBI. His arrest was thanks to the True Detective Mysteries radio show, which broadcast an episode about Burton, and the scarred fugitive’s neighbors put two and two together. When it came time to try Burton, however, two witnesses testified that at the time of the L.A. robbery the scarred robber was at his dying mother’s bedside. The jury acquitted him.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Burton was no angel. His record, dating back to 1921, included a score of forgery and robbery beefs.

  20. JOSEPH PAUL CATO, murderer

  LISTED: June 27, 1951

  CAUGHT: June 21, 1951

  DESCRIPTION: Born in 1903. Nickname: “Flat Top.”

  The Original Cato. Phyllis McCullough was young when she married a firefighter and gave birth to their first child. The relationship didn’t quite work out, and eventually she found herself dating Joe Cato, a tough-talking gangster type. He wasn’t exactly a dreamboat, either, so she searched elsewhere for love, finding it in a taxi driver named Herb Wellander. Cato found out about it. On March 22, 1946, Cato shot and killed McCullough in a jealous rage. He withdrew $7,000 from his bank account, then fled San Francisco and disappeared, and from there the law lost track of him. Meanwhile, Cato hooked up with the Los Angeles syndicate boys and found work as a trigger man. (It is widely believed that Cato was the guy who pumped bullets into rival gangster Mickey Cohen’s right-hand man, Neddie Herbert.) By the time Cato was being considered for the Top Ten list more than five years later, he was getting married under the name “Joseph Royale Lombardo” and ostensibly working as a machine shearer in Cleveland. Acting on a tip, FBI agents swarmed the manufacturing plant and arrested him. “In spite of his boasts that he would never be taken alive,” said FBI agent Ray J. Abbaticchio Jr. to a San Francisco Chronicle reporter, “he put up only a slight struggle. He was not armed.”
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  Brancato surrendered to the FBI in San Francisco, California, after seeing the INS story in the San Francisco Call-Bulletin.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Cato was the first Top Tenner to be arrested before formally being announced to the list. (He was rubber-stamped by J. Edgar Hoover, however, so he counts.)

  21. ANTHONY BRANCATO, robber

  LISTED: June 27, 1951

  CAUGHT: June 29, 1951

  DESCRIPTION: Born July 18, 1914, in Kansas City, Missouri. Five feet eight inches tall, 170 pounds, with black receding hair and brown eyes. Occupations: mechanic, machinist. Scars and marks: two-inch scar on right knee, small scar right wrist, scar on right hand at base of fingers, burn scar on lower right arm, cut scar on little finger right hand, small scar on left side of upper lip, two-inch scar about nose between eyes. Remarks: Brancato has a prominent nose and usually wears horn-rimmed glasses. Aliases: Giovanni Brancato, Tony Brancato, Tony Brancatto, Tony Brancato.

  Double Down. In May 1951, Tony Brancato robbed the Flamingo Casino in Las Vegas—yes, that Flamingo Casino—with three accomplices. The take was only $3,500, but it was enough to propel L.A.-based Brancato to the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list a month later. That’s because Brancato’s criminal record, which dated back to the 1930s, was full of robbery, gambling, drug, bootlegging, and murder beefs—a total of 46 arrests. The Flamingo heist tipped the scales for Brancato, and apparently the national attention was too much. Just two days after the announcement, Brancato and his lawyer walked into FBI headquarters and surrendered. Brancato didn’t intend to stay surrendered, however; he’d brought along $10,000 to post bail and turned to leave the building, most likely feeling proud of himself. That’s when Nevada cops showed up to arrest him on a state warrant, and the ex-Top Tenner was all out of cash.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  At one point, Brancato was a suspect in the sniper slaying of Bugsy Siegel, who practically invented Las Vegas.

  22. FREDERICK EMERSON PETERS, con artist

  LISTED: July 2, 1951

  CAUGHT: January 15, 1952

  DESCRIPTION: Born September 28, 1885, in West Salem, Ohio. Five feet eight inches tall, 160 pounds with gray hair and blue eyes. Occupations: advertising agent, book salesman, as well as some experience in journalistic work. Peters is a smooth talker and frequently claims to be a physician or college professor. Aliases: Dr. Ernest E. Baker, Frederick V. Chase, Dr. A. B. Davis, Alan de Palme, Russell Erskine, Philip Fleming, Dean Hanson, Robert U. Johnson, Dudley Nicoll, P. W. Payne, Fred. C. Pillsbury, Richard E. Wainwright, among many, many others.

  The Writer. Fred Peters had so many aliases bouncing around in his head it was a wonder he never developed a split personality. Cons and bad-check writing was his game, and he frequently claimed to be a doctor, a college professor—and at one point, even Franklin D. Roosevelt—to pull his scams. By the time Peters had reached his mid-60s, the federal government had had enough of his swindles and impersonations, and the FBI added his name to the Ten Most Wanted list in July 1952. Six months later, two FBI agents were in the lobby of a Washington D.C. hotel when one of them thought he recognized a face from the Top Ten list. The agents approached the man, who claimed to be “Paul Carpenter,” and was in from New York to discuss the possibility of a music festival in Uruguay with members of the U.S. State Department. The agents said fine. We’ll take you there. Once “Carpenter” arrived at the State Department, he snapped his fingers and remembered that he was supposed to meet with the Pan American Union, not the State Department. But by that point Peters was all out of lines. A fingerprint check later, the agents knew they’d bagged a Top Tenner.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Peters would routinely con his own parents, sending them a terse telegram informing them that their son had been found dead and that $100 was required to send the body home. Mr. and Mrs. Peters would immediately wire the money.

  23. ERNEST TAIT, burglar, safecracker

  LISTED: July 11, 1951

  CAUGHT: July 12, 1951

  DESCRIPTION: Born January 1, 1911, in Indianapolis, Indiana. Six feet 1/2 inch tall, 163 pounds with dark brown hair and brown eyes. Education: eighth grade. Occupations: laborer, automobile mechanic. Scars and marks: several small moles on forearms, five vertical scars below left knee, vertical scar between nose and upper lip. Characteristics: Has high cheek bones and thick lips; reported to have impediment in speech. Subject is believed to be armed and very dangerous. He has escaped several times, recently after a running gun battle with police officers. Aliases: Theodore Lawrence, Ted Malloy, Theodore Malloy, Ted Maloy, Emil Tait, Ernest Tate, Ernest Willhelm, George Wilson, Ted Wilson.

  Fried Chicken. It was 10:15 P.M. on July 11, 1951. Ernie Tait sat himself down at a diner in Coral Gables, Florida, and ordered a fried chicken dinner and coffee. Then he pulled out a newspaper and started to skim the headlines. The waiter brought the food, but Tait hardly touched it. His eyes bugged out at the newspaper. “Right away,” he told police later, “I knew I was done.”

  What Tait saw was his own name added to the Ten Most Wanted list. Tait quietly dropped his napkin, slid out of his chair, then made a beeline for the exit.

  Tait was a veteran safecracker who had picked the wrong box to beat on April Fool’s Day 1951. That night he and an accomplice named Richard Schmidt were getting ready to pop a safe in New Castle, Indiana, when two cops surprised them in the act. Tait whipped out a pistol and started blasting, hoping he could shoot his way to freedom. Cops returned fire, killing Schmidt and winging Tait in his left arm. Tait kept pressing the trigger, but his gun clicked empty. There was only one thing left to do: run for it. Tait burst past the police and hightailed it three blocks to the getaway car. A cop caught up with him, but Tait spun around and heaved a knee into his pursuer’s genitals. Once inside the car, the safecracker pounded the gas and drove to Indianapolis, where he abandoned the car and promptly disappeared.

  Tait was named to the Ten Most Wanted a little over three months later. That same night Tait saw his announcement while eating fried chicken in Coral Gables, Florida. After Tait bolted, the owner of the restaurant, Lewis Hillsberg, picked up a copy of the paper and recognized the fugitive. Hillsberg called the FBI, as did a local jeweler and haberdasher, who both saw Tait, too. Once the FBI has a fugitive pinned down in a certain region, they start working his habits. Where does he like to go? Horse races? Taverns? Brothels? Does the fugitive have any interesting hobbies? Vices? Fetishes? In Tait’s case an obsession with cars was the link the FBI needed to capture him. One witness in Coral Gables spotted Tait in a late-model car. Knowing that the obsessive fugitive would probably want to have it serviced at some point, agents passed out Tait’s photo to every possible auto dealer in the Miami-Coral Gables area. It was a long shot, but sometimes long shots pay off. In this case, it did—just 17 hours after Lewis Hillsberg watched Tait leave his restaurant.

  At about 3:45 P.M. on July 12 a service manager named Hugh O. Chaney called the FBI and said he thought Tait was in his motor shop.

  “If there’s any way you can safely stall until our agents arrive,” said the FBI agent on the phone, “we’d appreciate it.”

  “Don’t worry,” said Chaney, according to a story in the Saturday Evening Post. “We’ve already taken care of that.”

  When agents arrived, they found Tait, hands in pockets, looking up at his car, which was suspended high on the auto shop hoist.

  “Are you James Marsh?”

  “Yes,” Tait replied.

  “Are you also Ernest Tait?”

  Tait hesitated, then held out his wrists for the handcuffs. “O.K. Let’s go.” He might have been thinking about his twin loaded .45s, but they were up in the car, out of reach.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  In addition to having them serviced, Tait enjoyed rebuilding cars, especially those of the vintage type.

  24. OLLIE GENE EMBRY, bank robber

  LISTED: July 25, 1951

  CAUGHT: August 5, 1951

  DESCRIPTION: Born in 1929 in Harrisburg, Arkansas.

  The Busted Radiator. Ollie Embry carried pistols on his hip and shoulder—he liked the way they looked. His first arrest came at the tender age of 15, and over the next few years he racked up convictions for highway robbery, grand theft, transportation of stolen cars, and attempted burglary in California and Oklahoma. At the age of 22, Embry signed on for what would be his biggest gig yet: a daylight bank robbery. The target was the Monroe National Bank in Columbia, Illinois, and he and three accomplices planned the heist in exacting detail, from the imbedded nails they drove into the ground to discourage pursuit to the three cars they used to make their getaway. On February 6, 1951, Embry and his gang were successful, stealing $8,943 from the vault and speeding away. But a tip from a neighbor led police to one of the robbers—the teenaged getaway driver—who quickly gave the identities of his partners. Two were nabbed; only Embry remained at large. A few months later, he was named to the Top Ten list.

  Once on the list, however, it was only a matter of 10 days before his capture. A Kansas City resident happened to notice that the guy pumping gas at a nearby filling station looked an awful lot like a guy he saw on a poster. That citizen notified a local cop, James Messick, who then called the FBI. The G-men knew Embry always carried pistols on him, so they came up with a ruse that would allow them to bring in their man without bullets flying everywhere. Special Agent Lee Bordman drove up to the station and complained about a busted radiator. Embry put the car up on the rack to take a look, and the FBI swiftly made their arrest. Embry didn’t resist—and he didn’t have any guns on him, either. He was returned to Illinois to face the bank robbery charges.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Embry was fond of popping Benzedrine pills to speed up his gunslinging moves.

  
25. GIACHINO ANTHONY BACCOLLA, alleged murderer

  LISTED: August 20, 1951

  CAUGHT: December 10, 1951

  DESCRIPTION: Born 1917 in Paterson, New Jersey. Baccolla is an extremely dangerous criminal who may kill without the slightest provocation.

  Silence the Jeweler. You’re a mobster. You know two thugs who knocked over a jeweler and stole $25,000 worth of merchandise. Now the jeweler wants to testify. You have to protect your boys. What do you do? Hire someone like Giachino Baccolla, a New York City–based slab of mob muscle who also did a little narcotics smuggling on the side. In May 1951, Detroit jeweler Albert Swartz was gunned down just a week before he was due to testify against two Chicago gangsters who stole from him. Baccolla was quickly identified as the triggerman, and he went into hiding at an Ulsterville, New York, boardinghouse. On August 20, he was named to the Ten Most Wanted list. The very next day Baccolla split from Ulsterville and decided to hide in New York City. The FBI rounded up William C. Cottone (a.k.a. “Willie Greco”), the man who’d hidden Baccolla, and after staking out some of Baccolla’s usual city haunts arrested their man on December 10. A few days after Christmas 1952 Baccolla received a present: He was acquitted of the murder charges. Unfortunately for Baccolla, however, he had already been convicted of smuggling drugs out of Mexico and was sentenced to seven years in jail.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Baccolla was a former professional boxer.

  26. RAYMOND EDWARD YOUNG, armed robber

  LISTED: November 12, 1951

  CAUGHT: November 16, 1951

  DESCRIPTION: Native of Lincoln, Nebraska. Alias: Donald Sherman.

  Steal the Bread. Ray Young pulled a bunch of burglaries in California in the 1940s and was finally slapped with a five-year-to-life sentence at the California state prison in Soledad. One of his prison duties included helping out with a crew that fought forest fires, and on August 31, 1948, Young saw his last chance out and slipped away in the confusion of smoke and brush. A month later, an acquaintance of Young’s claimed that he was in Los Angeles, and that the two had gotten into a scuffle. Young fired six bullets at his former pal—fortunately, none of them hit—and disappeared again. By late October Young was still in Los Angeles and apparently up to his old tricks. A suspicious cop pulled Young’s car over, and the fugitive panicked. He blasted away at the cop, striking him in the leg, then took off on foot. As it turned out, the car was stolen and hidden inside were the proceeds from a number of recent L.A. burglaries. Seemingly, Young had disappeared for good. Three years passed. Finally, in November 1951, law enforcement officials convinced the FBI to name Young to the newly minted Ten Most Wanted list.

  Four days later, the FBI found their man.

  Young had been hiding in Denver, hard at work. He had been there since December 1948 and immediately decided to try a run at the straight life. Young married a Denver woman in late February 1949 and found two jobs to support them both. By day Young delivered messages by motorcycle for a local mortuary. By night Young slaved away at a bakery, loading fresh loaves of bread onto awaiting delivery trucks. (Young had gone from sneak-thieving bread to baking it.) When Denver FBI agent George Burton showed up on a Friday evening to arrest Young—who had been living under the alias Donald Sherman—he offered no resistance and immediately admitted his true identity. “I’m going straight,” Young insisted. Young’s neighbors agreed and even petitioned the governor of Colorado to stop his extradition to California. It didn’t work.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Young tried to rob a bank when he was 20 years old.

  27. JOHN THOMAS HILL, murderer

  LISTED: December 10, 1951

  CAUGHT: August 16, 1952

  DESCRIPTION: Born in 1903 in Maryland. Terribly ferocious when drunk. Known to occasionally pose as a doctor.

  Hill the Hammer. “He wouldn’t hesitate to kill anyone to further his own interests,” read John Hill’s FBI wanted poster. It would be hard to refute that statement. In 1926 Hill was convicted of breaking into a woman’s bedroom and stabbing her in the stomach while she slept. He was also once accused of trying to drown a woman by plunging her head into a tub of water, and by 1950 was even charged with trying to slay his own nephew.

  But the crime that landed Hill on the Top Ten list occurred on March 19, 1950—ironically enough, just around the time the list was created. That’s when Hill and five accomplices robbed a 70-year-old shopkeeper in Willoughby, Maryland. They took turns beating the elderly merchant with the blunt end of an axe he had behind the counter, then fled with a small amount of money. The shopkeeper died from his injuries. Police immediately rounded up the five accomplices, but Hill somehow slipped through the dragnet. He made his way to his mother-in-law’s house in Portsmouth, Virginia, where his estranged wife was living. At first Hill and the ex got along fairly well. Then booze entered the picture and suddenly Hill was reminded of all the reasons his wife was estranged in the first place. In an alcohol-fueled rage, Hill took an ice pick and jabbed at her head and chest five times, then fled. Amazingly, she survived her wounds and named her husband as her attacker. A year and a half later, with no sign of the Hill, his name was added to the Ten Most Wanted list.

  After making the list, there was word that he was in Albany, New York, working as a short order cook. A short while later, he worked in a junkyard in Detroit, using the alias “James Smith.” But the FBI finally pinned him down in Hamtramck, Michigan, thanks to an anonymous tipster who saw Hill’s poster. Hill was sleeping in a rooming house when agents, led by chief agent James A. Robey, raided at 5:30 A.M. Robey questioned his suspect, who meekly admitted: “You’ve got the right man.” Police found a butcher knife hidden in the room. Hill later confessed to the slaying of the Willoughby shopkeeper and was charged with murder and felonious assault.

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  Hill used to work as an oyster dredger and had stopped attending school around third grade.

  28. GEORGE HEROUX, bank robber

  LISTED: December 19, 1951

  CAUGHT: July 25, 1952

  DESCRIPTION: Born in 1930.

  You’re Coming with Me, Copper. George Arthur Heroux was desperate. He was wanted by the FBI, thanks to the little matter of two big-ticket bank robberies in Missouri and Kansas, and now two cops were knocking on the door—his door in suburban El Portal, Florida, where he’d been hiding out for the past few months. Heroux took his gun and opened the door. He forced the stunned cops, El Portal police chief Barron Shields and patrol officer Robert Dubray, back into their own vehicle to drive away. Soon much of the El Portal police force was in hot pursuit, and a nervous Heroux started trading bullets with them from the backseat.

  [image: images]

  Heroux was arrested in El Portal, Florida, by local police following a police department investigation.

  It all started with those two big heists. Heroux had been robbing banks for years, but none with paydays this large. Along with GERHARD PUFF (see #30), Heroux hit the South Side Bank in Kansas City on October 10, 1951, then followed up that job on November 23 by stealing $62,000 from the Johnson County National Bank in Prairie Village, Kansas. Heroux made the Ten Most Wanted list just weeks later; his accomplice Puff would have to wait over a month for an open spot.

  Heroux and Puff had temporarily separated while on the lam in Florida, and now Heroux was in this strange predicament—squad cars chasing another squad car, with a Top Ten fugitive in the backseat, blasting away. Finally, Police Chief Shields decided he’d had enough. He jerked the steering wheel to the right and rammed into a tree. The blow stunned Heroux long enough for the cops to disarm him. Heroux was arrested and immediately questioned about the whereabouts of his partner, Puff. Heroux refused to say anything, but as it turned out, accidentally dropped a hint that would lead to Puff’s arrest. (See below for more.)

  INTERESTING FUGITIVE FACT:

  A year later, Heroux pulled a little scam to get out of solitary confinement. In July 1953, while languishing in a Miami jail, Heroux promised that he would at long last testify against his partner. He was given a trip to New York City to meet with the assistant U.S. attorney working the case, but then changed his mind—he wanted to testify for Puff, not against him. Heroux was shipped back to finish out his 40-year sentence, but at least the ploy got him out of stir for a while. “[Heroux received] a happy holiday in the comparative luxury of the Tombs here last week, all at Government expense,” wrote columnist Meyer Berger in The New York Times.

  29. SYDNEY GORDON MARTIN, murderer

  LISTED: January 7, 1952

  CAUGHT: November 27, 1953

  DESCRIPTION: Born June 18, 1922, in Longmeadow, Massachusetts. Five feet six inches tall, 145 pounds, with curly dark brown hair and blue eyes. Occupations: laborer, farmer, cook, dishwasher, pantryman. Scars and marks: burn scar on left cheek, three-inch scar on palm of left hand. Aliases: William Jesse Bishop, Sid Martin, William Gordon Martin. Subject is armed and should be considered extremely dangerous. He has attempted to commit suicide in the past.

  A Crushing Blow. Sydney Martin didn’t like playing by the rules. Not the army’s rules in World War II—he deserted twice and eventually was dishonorably discharged. And not society’s rules, either. On June 1, 1950, Martin shot and bludgeoned a Massachusetts farmer right outside of his home, just to steal a measly $440 the farmer had tucked away inside. (Amazingly, the farmer lived.) Martin was arrested just 17 days later and confessed. But apparently Martin’s confession didn’t come from a sense of remorse for his crime. Just two and a half months later, while awaiting trial, Martin busted out of prison. On January 7 he was named to the Top Ten list and stayed on the list for nearly two years. He might have stayed longer, if not for a story in the Saturday Evening Post, which had run a huge feature on the Ten Most Wanted program. A reader recognized Martin from his mug shot, and the vicious fugitive was quickly arrested without incident and shipped back to Massachusetts to face life in prison.
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