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Prologue




If it had been raining twenty miles west of Dallas on April 1, 1934, H. D. Murphy probably wouldn’t have become the most famous dead motorcycle cop in America. Officers of the Texas Highway Patrol usually didn’t take their two-wheelers out in inclement weather. But on this sunny Easter Sunday Murphy and two partners, Polk Ivy and E. B. Wheeler, were on holiday duty, cruising on their motorcycles along two-lane Texas Highway 114 near the town of Grapevine. It was considered onerous to be working on Easter, but not particularly hazardous. On a day like this the trio might nab a few speeders, or perhaps help motorists stranded by car trouble. It was the twenty-four-year-old Murphy’s first day on motorcycle patrol. He was tagging along with veteran officers Ivy and Wheeler. Ivy rode a few yards ahead of the other two.

Up to the moment he was gunned down, this was a particularly good time in H. D. Murphy’s young life. In twelve days he was to marry Marie Tullis, his twenty-year-old girlfriend. They’d just found an inexpensive furnished apartment to rent. Until the nuptials, Murphy was living at the YMCA. Marie had purchased her wedding gown. In spite of the current terrible times—Americans were still reeling through the Great Depression—Murphy seemed destined for a happy life. He had a secure job with a steady income and a loving fiancée who was about to become his wife. For most twenty-four-year-old men in 1934 America, that was as good as it got.


At about 3:30 in the afternoon, Murphy and Wheeler were still lagging behind Ivy when Wheeler spied a flashy black Ford V-8 with yellow wire rim wheels parked off Highway 114 on a narrow side road. The car could have been there because it had broken down, in which case whoever was in it might need assistance. Wheeler gestured for Murphy to follow him as he turned off to make a routine check. Polk Ivy, apparently oblivious, kept riding ahead. Wheeler and Murphy clearly didn’t expect trouble. They both had shotguns, but neither pulled his weapon from the harnesses by the seats of their motorcycles. Murphy’s shotgun wasn’t even loaded. He had the shells in his pocket. The patrolmen rolled up to the Ford; two men in nice suits stood beside the car, and there was a woman sitting inside it. Wheeler and Murphy had no idea they were in the presence of the country’s most notorious criminals.

Twenty-four-year-old Clyde Barrow and twenty-three-year-old Bonnie Parker had come to the area for a holiday get-together with their families, who lived in the slum known as West Dallas. Clyde and Bonnie realized the local police would be on the lookout for them—it was well known that they frequently ran the risk of visiting loved ones on special occasions—so they had decided to meet the other Barrows and Parkers out in the isolated countryside. Earlier in the day, Clyde had dispatched henchman Joe Palmer to hitchhike into West Dallas and tell the families to rendezvous off Highway 114 outside Grapevine as soon as possible. Meanwhile, he and Bonnie took long naps in their parked car and enjoyed a pleasant break from their normally frantic lives on the run. Bonnie also spent some time sitting on the grass and playing with the Easter gift she intended to give her mother that day—a live white rabbit that Bonnie had named Sonny Boy.

Thanks to newsreels at movie theaters and photos transmitted to newspapers through the recent magic of wire services, most Americans believed they knew exactly what Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker looked like. The young couple loved to strike dramatic poses for the cameras that they carried along with their guns, and some of these pictures had fallen into the hands of lawmen who made them available to the media. So the nation became familiar with nattily dressed Clyde brandishing a menacing Browning Automatic Rifle, and with Bonnie assuming unladylike postures on the bumpers of stolen cars. The most famous photo showed Bonnie with a cigar dangling from the corner of her mouth, a particularly eye-catching image in a time when most respectable women would discreetly puff cigarettes in private. Thanks to the media, Clyde and Bonnie had quickly come to be considered the epitome of scandalous glamour. But in person Clyde was short and scrawny, and Bonnie’s looks were ordinary. They were both crippled, Clyde from cutting off two of his own toes in prison and Bonnie as the result of a car wreck nine months earlier in which her right leg was burned so badly that bone was visible in several places. She hopped now rather than walked. Clyde often had to carry her. They had little in common with the glittering images of themselves that mesmerized the public. So as the two patrolmen approached the Ford, Wheeler and Murphy were relaxed rather than on guard. There seemed to be nothing threatening about these two strangers or the stocky young fellow who was with them.

But people had a way of dying around the Barrow Gang, and that Easter Sunday proved to be no exception. Clyde Barrow had never intended to kill so many people. Of the seven men who’d died directly by his hand to date—he’d been erroneously blamed for two other murders—only two killings had been premeditated. The first was in 1931, when Clyde used a lead pipe to crush the skull of a fellow inmate who’d repeatedly raped him on a Texas prison farm. The second came six weeks before H. D. Murphy died outside Grapevine, when Clyde helped Joe Palmer murder a guard who’d abused Palmer in prison. Otherwise Clyde always preferred to run rather than fight. Previously he’d even taken lawmen as temporary hostages rather than engaging in unnecessary shootouts, and he always released them unharmed. That was his intention when Wheeler and Murphy rode up. While Bonnie remained in the Ford with Sonny Boy, Clyde turned to twenty-two-year-old Henry Methvin, the third Barrow Gang member present, and muttered, “Let’s take them.”

But Henry, an escaped con who’d joined the gang ten weeks earlier, misinterpreted his boss’s instructions. Henry was always prone to violence, all the more so when he had been drinking. On this Easter afternoon he and Bonnie, a borderline alcoholic, had indulged themselves with whiskey. As usual when he was out in public, Clyde had abstained. Tipsy and mean to begin with, Henry leveled a rifle he’d been concealing behind his back and shot E. B. Wheeler at point-blank range. The veteran patrolman died instantly. Murphy fumbled for his shotgun and the shells in his pocket. Clyde, furious with Henry but resigned to finishing what his partner had foolishly started, shot Murphy. The rookie fell to the ground, badly wounded but not dead. Once again, Henry Methvin overreacted. He stood over the fallen Murphy and fired several more shots into his body. Then he jumped into the Ford with Clyde and Bonnie, and the trio fled. Clyde, at the wheel as usual, cursed Henry while he drove away at breakneck speed, heading northeast toward the Oklahoma state line. This was one of Clyde’s regular tricks—lawmen from one state in pursuit of criminals had no jurisdiction in any other.

Back outside Grapevine, officers gathered at the site of the shooting. Wheeler was dead on the scene, and Murphy died soon afterward. One particularly gregarious witness, who claimed to have watched the whole thing from his farmhouse porch several hundred yards away, swore that two men shot down the patrolmen, and then the woman with them fired more shots into the fallen Murphy while her victim’s head bounced off the ground like a rubber ball. His false statement, combined with less colorful testimony from a couple who’d been driving by on the highway and several other bits of evidence, convinced the authorities that Wheeler and Murphy had become the Barrow Gang’s latest victims. They said as much to the reporters who swarmed to the scene, and these journalists gladly printed every shocking allegation.

Depression-era readers were desperate for entertainment, and stories about the Barrow Gang invariably boosted newspaper and magazine circulation. Many Americans considered cops and bankers to be their enemies. Although Clyde and Bonnie were never criminal masterminds or even particularly competent crooks—their two-year crime spree was as much a reign of error as terror—the media made them seem like they were, and that was enough to turn them into icons. Celebrities reflect their times and cultures: from the spring of 1932, when the newly formed Barrow Gang pulled its first holdups, through May 23, 1934, when a posse led by the only lawman in America who was as famous as they were led the ambush that killed them, Clyde and Bonnie came to epitomize the edgy daydreams of the economically and socially downtrodden. Resentful of their own powerlessness and poverty, Barrow Gang fans liked the idea of colorful young rebels sticking it to bankers and cops. Clyde and Bonnie were even better than actors like Jimmy Cagney who committed crimes onscreen, because they were doing it for real.

But as historian Iris Chang noted in an interview a generation later, “Celebrities are really distractions for the general public, first created, then most often destroyed, consumed, for our amusement.” Up to April 1, 1934, Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker provided distraction for most Americans. Their victims in robberies and shootouts were generally perceived as part of a faceless Them who in some sense deserved what they got. But the stories following the shootings in Grapevine emphasized the death of H. D. Murphy—his partner E. B. Wheeler got at most fleeting mention. There were articles about brokenhearted Marie Tullis, who wore her wedding gown to her fiancé’s funeral, and descriptions of the apartment she and Murphy had been about to share. Bonnie Parker had been regarded as the sexy companion of a criminal kingpin. Overnight, she was newly perceived as a kill-crazy floozy who laughed as she finished off an innocent rookie patrolman and simultaneously ruined the life of the sweet young girl who’d been about to marry him. The vicarious love affair between Americans and the Barrow Gang was over. Having been entertained by Clyde and Bonnie for many months, the public now turned on them. It was time for the couple to get its comeuppance. Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker still had seven weeks to live, but during those weeks they would be more reviled than celebrated. Their destruction, their consuming, had begun.









BEFORE


“Americans have fought one war to win their
 independence and another to preserve the Union.
 Now they face a new war, between the men who possess
 more than they have earned and the men who have
 earned more than they possess.”

—FORMER PRESIDENT THEODORE ROOSEVELT IN 1910, THE YEAR OF CLYDE BARROW’S BIRTH












CHAPTER 1

Henry and Cumie




Clyde Barrow’s father, Henry, never had much luck in life, and the hard times started for him right out of the womb. There is some question about his birthplace and date—it seems most likely he was born to shoemaker Jim Barrow and his wife, Marie, in Pensacola, Florida, on January 10, 1873—but there is no doubt Henry was sickly from birth. The chills and fever he suffered regularly as an infant continued to plague him as an adult. No record exists of a doctor diagnosing the illness—which might have been recurrent malaria—and prescribing treatment. Sick babies lived or died in those days and Henry lived, barely. A tall, skinny boy, he staggered through early childhood. The first day Henry attended school he collapsed before noon, was taken home in a buggy, and never went back again. Throughout his life, he was completely illiterate.

Henry’s mother apparently died in 1884. Afterward, Jim Barrow decided to make a fresh start in a new location with an equally new vocation. With sons Henry and Frank in tow, he moved from Pensacola to Grimes County in East Texas, where he set himself up as a farmer by renting a small plot of land and cultivating cotton. Tenant farming, in those years, had several attractions. Crop prices were decent, and landowners with extensive acreage were usually glad to have some of it tilled by renters who would pay a portion of their annual harvest or profits in return for a place for their families to work and live. The most fortunate tenant farmers would string together several good years and eventually save sufficient money to buy land of their own. And as long as weather and economic conditions were favorable, the renters had the satisfaction of being their own bosses, beholden to no one but themselves, their independence baptized with their own sweat.

Jim apparently remarried in Texas—Henry would eventually claim two half-brothers, Ed and Jim, as well as Frank—and expected, as farming fathers did in that age, that his children would pitch in as unpaid laborers. Henry did, though his continuing health problems made him a sporadic contributor. East Texas was less swampy than the Florida Panhandle, so the episodes of illness weren’t as frequent. He found he liked farming just fine, but there was something else he soon came to love better.

Horse racing was a popular recreation in the East Texas backwoods. A man with a fast horse and a willingness to wager could make tidy sums. Henry had the willingness but not the fast horse, and as the son of a tenant farmer it wasn’t likely he would ever have one. The only horses on Jim Barrow’s place were bred to pull a plow. Henry still dreamed of someday owning his own racehorse rather than placing wagers on someone else’s. He spent his limited leisure time at the races, watching and dreaming, and making small bets the few times he had any money. He was pulled in once by the local law on some unspecified racing-related charge. Nothing came of it—Henry was never convicted of anything in his life—but the brief brush with alleged crime alarmed devout Baptist Jim Barrow enough that he decided it was time to take his teenaged boy in hand.

Jim, by the standards of the day, would never have been considered a particularly strict parent. All country children expected to receive occasional whippings, usually some stinging lashes on the calves or hands or rear with thin switches cut and trimmed specifically for that purpose. Corporal punishment was as much a part of a farm childhood as chores. Henry would say later that his father “seldom if ever” whipped him, and even in this moment when Jim felt Henry was teetering on the abyss of unredeemable sin he still talked to his son rather than hit him. From that moment on, Jim decreed, Henry would attend church and Sunday School regularly, so that he would be constantly reminded of the difference between right and wrong. Gambling or anything else to do with horse racing was the first major step toward total dereliction. Henry, a dutiful son, did as he was told. He stopped going to the races and started going to church.

Soon afterward, Henry followed his father’s example in another way. Denied his goal of owning a fast horse, Henry now set his sights on at least owning his own land. Starting from scratch, he couldn’t afford the tools necessary for tenant farming, so when Henry was about sixteen he moved to nearby Nacogdoches and took a job in a sawmill to earn enough money for a grubstake. He didn’t intend to spend the rest of his days turning out lumber and obeying somebody else’s orders about what work to do and when to do it. The sawmill was just a jumping-off point.

Nacogdoches wasn’t a particularly big town, and sometime in late 1890 Henry made the acquaintance there of teenager Cumie Walker. Like Henry, Cumie was the child of a farming father, and the two also shared similar beliefs in the value of hard, honest work. But in almost every other way, they were different.

Cumie had lived in Nacogdoches all her life, and was part of a family that adhered to the most conservative of Christian faiths. A tiny girl just under five feet tall, she was a churchgoing Baptist of the “hard shell” variety, raised in the belief that she needed to be good because that was what Jesus expected, and reminded of it by her parents, W. W. and Mahaly Walker, with frequent beatings for the slightest transgression. When she met Henry, she had just endured what she later recalled as “one of the worst whippings I ever got” for some perceived misstep with a previous beau. Cumie was not allowed to apply the profane face paint known as “make-up,” which was just starting to sneak its Satan-inspired way into the Texas countryside. She was so swayed by her parents’ lectures on the subject that, for the rest of her life, Cumie assumed that any woman using cosmetics was at least someone of low morals and most likely a prostitute.

Rigorous discipline didn’t mean Cumie’s childhood was unhappy. She loved animals, cats especially, and had many pets. Though some conservative Christian homes banned all but religious music, secular tunes were allowed in Cumie’s. She had a knack for playing instruments, and was especially talented on the Jew’s harp. And, very much unlike Henry, she went to school regularly.


On December 5, 1891, Henry and Cumie were married in her parents’ house. The bride was sixteen, ten months younger than her new husband. Cumie immediately embraced Henry’s dream of owning his own farm. It was a fine Christian ambition, one she could understand and wholeheartedly support. Newlywed Henry quit his job at the sawmill and rented a few acres near town. It was risky. The sawmill paid regular wages, and people always needed lumber. But there was no reason for Henry to doubt he could someday evolve from tenant to landowner. Many young men shared similar ambitions. Forty percent of all Americans lived on farms. Of the 4.6 million farms operating in 1891, more than one-fourth were at least partially worked by tenants. In Texas, it was closer to one-third. During good years, even a smallish tenant farm of five or six acres could produce three thousand pounds, or about five bales, of cotton, enough after sale to pay the landlord, provide at least a subsistence living for the tenant’s family, and, perhaps, leave a few dollars over for savings. The work was arduous, but Henry was mostly past his bouts with illness. Cumie recalled in her unpublished memoir that the first half-decade of her marriage was “bright and rosey then, for we were young and saw things with the eyes of youth…. But we soon awoke to a realization that life was indeed earnest.”

The fortunes of Nacogdoches farmers fluctuated more than Henry and Cumie liked. It was a given that farm couples produced children as well as crops, since every offspring who survived infancy, as all Henry and Cumie’s babies did, eventually meant an additional pair of hands in the field. But the arrivals of son Elvin in 1894 and daughter Artie in 1899 initially added just two more mouths to feed, and their parents decided a move to Milam County, also in East Texas, might provide better opportunity. They did not consider giving up farming.

The Barrows rented another small acreage in Jones Prairie, where they continued to grow cotton and produce babies. A second son, Ivan, was born in 1903, and another daughter, Nell, came in 1905. Later there would be considerable dispute over whether Ivan’s year of birth was 1903 or 1905; in the terrible times to come, Cumie sometimes mixed up the dates and order of her children’s births. But she entered 1903 as Ivan’s birth year in her family Bible, Cumie’s most sacred possession. She would never have recorded inaccurate information there.

Milam County didn’t prove any more profitable for Henry than Nacogdoches. Cumie would recall “it got pretty rough.” When Henry’s few acres couldn’t financially support the family, they all—mother and older children as well as father—had to begin “hiring out” to help pick the cotton on other farmers’ property. It now seemed obvious that Henry Barrow was never going to be in a position to buy a farm of his own, but still he wouldn’t give up the dream.

Once again, Henry packed his family and few possessions into his wagon and moved on, this time a little to the north near the tiny hamlet of Telico in Ellis County, Texas. The familiar pattern immediately began to repeat itself: Henry struggled to break even, and more babies came. The first was Clyde in 1910, and his date of birth, like Ivan’s, was destined to be incorrectly reported. Cumie, in the subsequent time of confusion, told some authorities that her third son was born in 1909, but she entered the date as March 24, 1910, in the family Bible, which would seem more authoritative. Farm women like Cumie usually gave birth in their shacks, often with the help of local midwives (Clyde’s was Annie Curtis of Telico), and public birth records were kept haphazardly. None for Clyde Chestnut Barrow apparently exist. L.C. (the initials were his full name) came in 1913, then Marie in 1918, and the family was complete with seven children.

All four Barrow sons were addressed in the family by nicknames rather than their given ones. Elvin became “Jack.” No one seems to recall why. Ivan was nicknamed “Buck” by an aunt. Clyde was “Bud” because he was such buddies with his little brother, and L.C. was “Flop” thanks to an unfortunate pair of ears. Jack was serious and industrious like his father, Buck and Bud were high-spirited, and Flop was a good-natured tagalong.

Looking back on life in Telico, Nell Barrow later said, “I suppose we weren’t a very happy family.” Being happy took energy her parents didn’t have. Henry came home to their three-room shack every day from his rented fields feeling exhausted. Cumie spent some of each day out working with him while the older children minded the younger ones. Then she had to come in, fix dinner, haul water, wash clothes, nurse anyone who was sick, and do whatever else needed to be done. Clothing and food were equally hard to come by. Running water and electricity were unimaginable for most rich rural Texans, let alone any poor ones. After dark, children sleeping on pallets took up much of the floor. A few family photographs were taken at the Telico farm, no one knows by whom. Certainly the Barrows didn’t have the money to hire a photographer to come out to their rented property. The original prints and negatives have long since disappeared—sold to or stolen by collectors—but L.C.’s stepson Buddy still has a few grainy copies. In them, Cumie Barrow’s mouth is striking. Her lips are pursed in a thin, pinched line. Families of the time liked to pose formally, but there is not even the slightest hint of warmth or contentment in Cumie’s face, and the expressions of her husband and children are equally joyless. “We had no time, then, for day dreaming,” Cumie would write. “Life was very much of a struggle.”

Cumie divided that struggle into two parts: for earthly survival, and for heavenly glory. None of her children demonstrated interest in emulating their father as farmers. Accordingly, they, unlike him, needed educations. Although they had to go to country school “by the littles,” attending in between working their own family harvests and hiring out as field workers to other, more well-to-do neighbors, Cumie saw to it that they were in class whenever possible. She tolerated no debate, telling them, “If you don’t go to school, you’ll grow up to be idiots.”

Even more important to Cumie than her children’s ongoing education was the state of their faith. Jesus constantly watched and judged all; life on earth was an eyeblink of eternity, and Cumie wanted her offspring weighing that into every decision they made. The Jesus worshipped by Cumie Barrow and her fellow backcountry fundamentalists saved through fear rather than forgiveness. You did what the Bible said because Jesus would send your soul straight to hell if you didn’t. At home, the Barrow children were reminded of this daily. It would have also been pointed out to them in church as well as by their mother that, in fact, their poverty was a plus in their relationship with Christ. The Bible was replete with reminders that Jesus loved poor people a lot more than he did rich ones. Wearing patched clothes and sometimes not having enough to eat were, in effect, evidence of personal godliness. The implication was obvious, if not declared outright: poor people were good, rich people were bad.

The Bible as well as her own experience guided Cumie’s approach to discipline. She did not want to spoil her children, so she never spared the rod. The legs of all seven kids were constant targets. Youngest child Marie would later recall how her mother made them “dance.” Cumie never doubted her stern methods. She was hitting those kids to save them.

Cumie was the Barrow parent who did the hitting, not Henry. He was a typical man of his time and background. The father’s job was to provide for his family, and Henry took this seriously. It was the mother’s responsibility to discipline the children. Taciturn to the point of muteness, Henry would mutter, “Cumie, make that child mind,” and expect it to be done.

It speaks well of Cumie that none of the Barrow children grew up hating or even resenting their grimly determined mother. All seven had close relationships with her throughout their lives. She loved them, and in spite of her sternness and whippings, they realized it. Whatever problems any of the Barrows ever had with the outside world, within their family they were devoted to each other.

Most of the Barrow kids didn’t give Cumie cause for concern. They were fairly typical East Texas country youngsters who did their chores, played when they had time, loved going to the picture show as a special treat—the theater in Telico was a three-mile walk from the family farm, but they happily made the six-mile round-trip—and went to church and school as mandated by their mother. Their worst offenses were simple ones, like smoking primitive cigarettes packed with grapevine. But then Buck and Bud began straying from the straight and narrow, and Cumie’s preaching and whipping didn’t seem to help.

Buck started out attending school, and he did well when he was there. But he loved the outdoors better and aggravated his mother by frequently playing hooky. Buck quit school for good after the third grade, and was almost as illiterate as his father. For a while, Cumie still had hopes for him because he kept attending church, but even there he eventually defied her.

It wasn’t that Buck was in any way mean-spirited. He’d always been as happy-go-lucky as his family’s hardscrabble lifestyle allowed. When, as a little boy, he had no toy horses to play with, he pretended to be a horse himself. Hunting and fishing, critical to keeping food on the Barrow table, were pastimes Buck considered fun rather than a chore. He had a quick temper, but would cool down just as fast. And though he flouted Cumie’s edicts about school and church, he never was insolent. Instead, he was just—Buck.

But as a teenager, Buck began getting involved in cockfighting. Much as his father had once yearned for a horse so he could compete rather than bet, Buck wanted his own pugnacious rooster, and it was easier for a country kid to acquire one of those than a racehorse. Cumie noted in her memoir that Buck “had some game roosters that he got hold of.” It wouldn’t be the last time Cumie chose not to know what one of her sons had really been up to. Nell Barrow was more specific: her brother, she said, wasn’t above “lifting” a bird. And Buck developed a personal philosophy, one he shared with his younger siblings. “A good run,” he would lecture them, “is better than a poor stand.”

There appeared to be little chance of reforming Buck, but Bud was seven years younger. He didn’t like school any more than Buck did, but he stuck with it, and to Cumie’s pleasure he very much enjoyed attending church. Later, at age fourteen, Bud would even be “saved” and baptized at the Eureka Baptist Church, a necessary step in the life of any fundamentalist believer who hoped to gain a place in heaven. It involved admitting before the congregation that he was a helpless sinner who wanted to accept Jesus and His teachings into his own life, for fear of being damned for eternity. Cumie didn’t doubt Bud meant it.

But there were still those bothersome traits, like hero-worshipping Buck and bossing even his older sister Nell around. When she and Bud and Flop played, Bud had to be the one in charge, saying who would pretend to be who, and no backtalk. He had a forceful enough personality to make them go along with it. And the roles Bud inevitably chose for himself were outlaws. He was Jesse James or Billy the Kid. Nell and Flop were variously members of his gang, outfoxed lawmen, or victims. Sometimes Bud had a toy gun; usually, just pointed sticks. All the kids around Telico played games mimicking frontier violence, at least in part because that was a regular theme of the picture shows there. Flashy, gun-wielding William S. Hart was Bud’s favorite actor, and Jesse and Billy had been poor people’s folk heroes for years, defiant rebels who stood up to for themselves and died doing it, each betrayed by someone he trusted but never wavering in his disdain for powerful oppressors.

Bud liked and was handy with real guns, too. Every country family had a rifle or two, which were necessary for hunting and also for doing away with farm animals too sick or decrepit to be of further use. Cumie recalled that Bud “could shoot good,” adding the caveat that “he hardly ever carried a gun much.” Bud liked handling the guns far more than he liked shooting animals. Unlike Buck, he hunted out of duty rather than for pleasure, and avoided it as much as possible. Target practice was more to his taste.

Bud’s temper was different, too, from his older brother’s. Bud remembered every slight, every insult. His anger would smolder long-term. Forgiveness was not part of his character.


Cumie fretted most about Bud’s behavior in fights. All country boys had their share of scraps. Bud usually tried to avoid them, preferring to talk rather than punch his way out of disagreements. But when fighting was inevitable, when Bud believed he had no other option, then he completely lost control and exploded into violence. He’d use fists, sticks, rocks, or any other handy weapon, and never showed mercy to opponents. If Bud lost a fight, he brooded and waited for the opportunity to attack again.

Perhaps Bud’s greatest pleasure was music. He took after his mother that way, and it was a special bond between them. (Cumie would later brag that “all during his life his mother seems to have been first in his thoughts.”) There was a guitar in the Barrow shack, and Bud taught himself to play. Cumie’s religious strictures were also flexible regarding dancing. Bud excelled at this among the Barrow kids, to the extent that his mother pronounced him “an extra good dancer.” He had some thoughts of making music his livelihood. His first announced professional ambition was “to be in some kind of band with other boys.”

Bud spent part of each year living with his uncle. Frank Barrow had set himself up farming in Corsicana, Texas, about twenty-seven miles from Henry’s place in Telico, and Nellie and Bud, and later Flop and Marie, would be sent there for weeks at a time. Frank was a little more successful than Henry, and it’s probable the younger kids among the Ellis County Barrows were sent to him so they could still have something to eat when the cupboard was mostly bare in Telico. But the sojourns at Uncle Frank’s weren’t vacations. Visiting nieces and nephews were expected to go to school, and, outside the classroom, to pitch in and work just like at home, picking cotton or hoeing corn. Bud’s cousins, Pete and Dood, enjoyed his company, but they did have one complaint. The guy never wanted to hunt. Instead, he wanted to play Billy the Kid or Jesse James.

So, despite his love of religion and music, Cumie continued to fret about Bud, and she agonized over Buck. In her later years, as with many parents who regret tragedy in their children’s lives, Cumie decided she and Henry were at least partially to blame. “We have both learned since that each child born is a challenge, and a duty and responsibility we should all try to fully and squarely meet,” Cumie reflected. “Perhaps had my husband [and I] understood that then and taken more time to really be with our children, played with them more and watched over their growing up as we should have, things might have been far different from what they were.”

At least Buck and Bud were out in the country, where their potential for mischief was mostly confined to stealing roosters, cutting school, or pretending to be famous outlaws. There wasn’t that much trouble available for them to get into, until a war’s aftermath and the ambitions of their older siblings conspired to end their isolation from more substantial temptation.

 

When World War I ended on November 11, 1918, American farmers went down to defeat along with the Germans. The term “global economics” would have meant nothing to Henry and Cumie, but it was deadly to the tattered remnants of their dreams.

During the war, farm production in Europe came to a standstill. American grain and cotton were suddenly in worldwide demand. There wasn’t enough to go around, and, because of scarcity, prices skyrocketed accordingly. From the halls of Congress in Washington, D.C., to the tenant farms of East Texas, no one apparently anticipated that the price boom would ever end. Cotton had been selling for about ten to twelve cents a pound in the years prior to the war, but just before Armistice Day it was forty cents, and rumored to soon be shooting up to fifty or even sixty. Between 1910 and 1918, the average value of Texas farms had doubled. Big landowners took out loans to acquire even more property and additional seed to plant on it. Banks were glad to cooperate. Tenants like Henry didn’t have money to invest, but they did hope the effects of the boom would eventually trickle down to them. Instead, soon after hostilities ceased, European farmers once again had their own crops to sell, international supply was great enough to meet or even exceed overseas demand, and cotton prices in America plummeted to eight cents a pound. Wealthy U.S. landowners who’d borrowed to take advantage of the high prices were hard-pressed to meet their loan payments. They were no longer in position to extend credit to tenants who needed extra time to pay their rent. In East Texas, the price of cotton seed was more than what the resulting crop could be sold for after harvest. Devastated tenant farmers began giving up their land and moving their families to the cities, where there was the promise of jobs in factories. American industry, unlike agriculture, was still booming.


Henry wouldn’t quit. He kept working the land and supplemented his evaporating income with a part-time job at a brickyard in Telico. This might have made the most marginal survival possible, but it caused another problem.

Although Henry had to be away from his fields when he was baking bricks in town, the Barrows’ rented land still required just as much labor—constant planting and weeding and picking. Ideally, Cumie could have taken up the slack with the assistance of her entire brood, with the greatest responsibility falling on the oldest. But those children had already begun leaving the farm for the city.

These weren’t unexpected desertions. Jack and Artie and Nell had seen the never-ending pressure and poverty their parents endured. For young people like them, farming now seemed like a near-suicidal choice. Cities promised a better living, and, better still with their bijous and nightclubs and shops and restaurants, fun, something that seemed permanently absent now from impoverished country life.

Jack left first, marrying a girl named Drusilla. They moved north to Dallas, where Jack set up a small mechanic’s shop in the back of their house. He had a knack for repairing any kind of machinery or motor. All the Barrow boys did. Drusilla used another part of the house to operate a small beauty parlor. More and more lah-de-dah city women wanted stylish hairdos and manicured nails. Drusilla was smart enough to take advantage of that, and soon afterward Artie and Nell decided they would do the same. They moved to the city, too, and trained as beauticians. Nell settled in Dallas like Jack and found work in a hotel beauty shop. Artie lived in Dallas awhile—Nell would brag that her sister was Dallas’s first woman barber—then moved north to the Texas town of Denison, where she married a newspaperman and opened her own beautician’s shop. And when Jack got his mechanic’s business going, Buck left home, too. He promised he would go to work for his brother and learn the trade. Cumie probably had her suspicions, but she couldn’t stop him. It was arranged for Buck to temporarily move in with Cumie’s sister, a widow named Belle, who had a place in Dallas. Beyond that, all his mother could do was pray.

She and Henry were left with rented acres that couldn’t provide a living and three remaining children—Bud, Flop, and Marie—who still had to be fed and clothed. It may have seemed things couldn’t get worse, but another unpleasant surprise followed. In 1920, just as cotton prices fell to their lowest, some Ellis County farmers discovered boll weevils devastating their already nearly unsellable crops. There were also reports of cotton root rot, a soil-generated disease.

Henry and Cumie Barrow were not quitters. In three decades of marriage they’d labored hard and honestly, doing their best to live as good Christians and never expecting or asking for help from anyone but themselves. When things hadn’t worked out in one place, they’d moved on to another. But the many years of honorable effort only emphasized one more reason why their farming dreams were about to end.

Cumie and Henry were in their forties. Four of their seven children had already left the farm for the city, and there was no reason to doubt the remaining three would go as soon as they were old enough. In their declining years, which usually came upon undernourished, overworked country folk sooner rather than later, Henry and Cumie would be physically unable to tend land all by themselves, even if through some miracle cotton prices shot up again and the boll weevils took their devastating presence elsewhere. A means had to be found to support themselves in their old age, and it couldn’t be discovered out in the country. It wasn’t the fate Henry and Cumie had wanted, but they had no other options left. Just as they’d done several times before, they would load the wagon, hitch up the old white horse, and move along. This time, though, they’d go to the city, where a hardworking man like Henry had a better chance, maybe his only remaining chance, to provide for his family. Their goal now was survival. They had to last long enough in the city for Henry to get himself started in some small business.

They weren’t sure what kind of business that might be, but there was never any doubt which city they’d go to. It wasn’t far away, and Jack, Artie, Nell, and Buck were already there. In desperate times like these, the comfort of being near their children meant more to Henry and Cumie than ever. So in 1922 they took twelve-year-old Bud, nine-year-old Flop, and four-year-old Marie and moved thirty miles north to Dallas.










CHAPTER 2

The Devil’s Back Porch




Dallas was a fine place to live in 1922, and not by accident. From its founding in 1841 on the east bank of the Trinity River, civic leaders planned for orderly, controlled growth. Each of its rivals for supremacy among major Texas cities—Houston with its haphazard sprawl, Austin with its rowdy state legislature and university, San Antonio with its messy cultural and architectural ties to Mexico—exhibited the flaws of spontaneity. There was nothing spontaneous about Dallas. Its economic heart was progressive industry, evolving from sawmills to cotton gins to manufacturing. Major rail lines intersected in Dallas, making it the state hub of travel and trade. Downtown Dallas had its first skyscraper in 1907, and was the home of one of the nation’s twelve Federal Reserve Banks. Banking was Dallas’s religion, and capitalism was its creed.

Problems were solved cooperatively by the wealthy leaders who knew best, always with a constant view to the future. A series of floods plagued the city, and in 1908 the Trinity swelled until five residents died, four thousand were left homeless, and property damage reached $2.5 million. Dallas businessmen banded together, raised money, and hired renowned St. Louis landscape architect George Kessler, who proposed grassy levees to divert the river and hold back floodwater, and bridges to safely and attractively link the city to the outside world. The levees and bridges were promptly built, and Kessler was summoned back a few years later to upgrade his original plan to include parks and playgrounds, and better, wider streets.

Dallas leaders’ vision encompassed more than economic prosperity. They wanted a vibrant, sophisticated city as well as a rich one. Those with the price of admission could attend performances by the Dallas opera or symphony. A dozen different theaters presented the hit films of the day. On Dallas’s south side, Fair Park spread over more than a hundred acres, with movie theaters, some of the first rental cars in the country available for pleasant drives along the park’s shady lanes, and even a skating rink. Every fall, the State Fair of Texas took over the park and treated Dallas residents to carnival rides, livestock exhibits, and the latest entertainments. Buffalo Bill Cody and Annie Oakley performed there. Once on “Colored People’s Day,” Booker T. Washington took the stage and gave a rousing speech.

Dallas had immense pride in its plethora of downtown shops and hotels, in Southern Methodist University with its graceful campus, and, perhaps most of all, in the quality of people choosing to live within its carefully controlled boundaries. The goal of its leaders, many believed, was to build a city that rivaled San Francisco or even Athens or Paris as a cultural mecca. They did not want Dallas thought of as just another “Texas” town. It must reflect modern, forward-looking attitudes. Cowboy imagery in any form was anathema to them.

Population growth had, for decades, been much on the minds of Dallas power brokers. To remain a truly dynamic city, recognized as such across the nation, Dallas needed a constant influx of new residents—investors to keep its economy stimulated, taxpayers to fund its ongoing civic improvements, philanthropists to underwrite artistic endeavors, and affluent consumers to keep afloat the sort of high-end shops, nightclubs, and restaurants that Dallas wanted to boast. In 1905, businessmen formed the 150,000 Club, with the goal of doubling the city’s population to that figure by 1910. They missed by about fifty thousand, and began incorporating a few of the more acceptable suburbs. The chamber of commerce stepped up its efforts to publicize Dallas’s charms to the right sort of potential residents. One chamber publication claimed that the Dallas businessman “conducts his large enterprise in impressive, modern office buildings, goes home to his attractive residence, with a landscaped lawn that enhances the beauty of a wide, tree lined street; takes his exercise on the sweeping, sporty golf courses, the hard, smooth tennis courts, or the sandy beaches that his own public spirit has created; pays his homage to God and educates his children in magnificent churches and schools that are second to none in beauty and facilities.”

And, gradually, it worked. By 1910 Dallas had doubled in area to about eighteen square miles. It built a magnificent zoo, downtown municipal buildings, new railroad terminals, and the Houston Street Viaduct, described as “the longest concrete bridge in the world.” The city acquired expansive White Rock Lake Park, and the “sandy beaches” described in chamber of commerce puffery became reality. Dallas’s population topped 150,000 in 1920, and kept climbing. There was opportunity for young arrivals like Jack, Artie, and Nell Barrow, whose skills in mechanics and hairdressing were needed. They were welcome in Dallas because they could, in their very minor, supporting-role ways, help move things forward by making life a little easier, a little more comfortable, for the people who really counted.

But Henry Barrow had no such potential. Arriving by archaic horse and wagon in 1922, broke and desperate with a wife and small children, illiterate and without any discernible skills that might contribute to the community, Henry was the sort of interloper Dallas leaders didn’t want cluttering up the civic path to further progress. He and his farm-fleeing ilk were seen as comprising another flood spilling into town, this one consisting of destitute families rather than overspill from the Trinity River. But its effects, they feared, would be every bit as devastating.

It was understood that Dallas, like every major city, needed poorly educated laborers to work for low pay in menial jobs, from sweeping streets to working on the line in factories. But there were only so many of those jobs, and it was important that the less-desirables applying to fill them didn’t too far exceed the number of low-end jobs available. Refugees of the East Texas farm crisis didn’t care whether they were welcome or not. The slightest chance for employment in Dallas was better than the even more minuscule odds of survival back in the country. It took Dallas eighty years to reach its population goal of 150,000 in 1920. The next 100,000 arrived within five or six, and most of them weren’t the kind of residents that Dallas wanted.


At first, civic leaders tried to stem the tide by indirect means. As early as July 1920, there were meetings about “stemming the tide of immigration from farm to city.” It was suggested that tenant farmers be taught how to make their rented acres more productive, but that missed the point. The tenants couldn’t sell the crops they were already raising. Forums were held to allow disgruntled farmers the opportunity of explaining what they would need to stay in the country and not invade Dallas. “Better crop prices” was something city leaders couldn’t deliver. Then came meetings to identify empty buildings that could be used to provide temporary shelter to the unwelcome influx, but these raggedy bumpkins showed no intention of passing through and inflicting themselves on less elite communities. They wanted to stay in Dallas.

And there Dallas differed again from other Texas cities. Like all the rest—Houston, Austin, San Antonio, El Paso, Fort Worth just thirty-five miles to the west—Dallas was soon overrun. But unlike the others, Dallas did not gradually assimilate the newcomers. It had a special place for them instead.

The bridges and levees of Dallas had been built to protect and beautify the area east of the Trinity. The west side of the river, the floodplain there, was unincorporated semimarsh where impoverished newcomers could squat for as long as they liked, out of sight and mind of nice people. Two adjacent communities sprang up: Cement City, named for the plants whose manufacturing operations supplied jobs, albeit low-paying, backbreaking ones, along with pollution; and West Dallas, associated with no industry at all, an appalling collection of ramshackle shanties and tent camps set up along the west bank of the Trinity. Every city had its slums, but in all of Texas, West Dallas was recognized as the worst. Its fetid air and swarming bugs, open sewers and garbage-strewn blocks bisected by narrow dirt streets contributed to dozens of deaths annually from tuberculosis and pneumonia. Even a few drops of rain turned those dirt streets to mud: West Dallas was known as “The Bog” because it often was. In 1922, nobody knew exactly how many people were there, or cared, so long as they weren’t across the river in Dallas ruining its carefully crafted image. In 1948, when a social service agency in the city finally got around to the first formal survey of West Dallas, its estimated population was 24,150.

Dallas had tough vagrancy laws in place to keep out the riffraff. Jack, Artie, and Nell had no extra room for their parents and three young children, let alone an old horse and older wagon. Henry and Cumie couldn’t find a pleasant spot inside the city limits to set up camp without inviting arrest. So they went to West Dallas, and joined hundreds of other impoverished families in a campground a few dozen yards from the river and near the railroad tracks. It was the most primitive of places. There was one well, where everyone drew marginally potable water, and a few outhouses. Many families lived in tents. Henry and Cumie Barrow had no tent. They slept with the kids under their wagon, the horse tethered alongside them.

They were very hungry, with little money for food. When there was something to fix, Cumie cooked out in the open on an old-fashioned camp stove. The older children undoubtedly tried to help, but mostly the Barrows had to depend on the Salvation Army. Every day, its wagon would appear at the camp, and representatives would distribute sandwiches of “West Dallas Round Steak”—thin discs of bologna between slices of stale bread. Sometimes even bologna was scarce, and plain bread had to do. On holidays, children were given oranges. The oranges were the only Christmas gifts the Barrow kids received.

During the week, many of the adults in camp would go out looking for work, usually in Dallas’s factories-cum-sweatshops, or else in manufacturing plants in Cement City or on the other side of the river. They walked to these places; the Dallas factories were five or six miles away, but West Dallas job seekers couldn’t afford the bus. Downtown Dallas itself was less than a mile away across the viaduct. Its skyscrapers gleamed in vivid contrast to Cement City’s smokestacks, which spewed thick, foul smoke. The lucky few from the wrong side of the river who found jobs invariably didn’t make enough to escape West Dallas for the inviting environs of the so-near city. Once you arrived in West Dallas, you usually stayed.

Henry Barrow didn’t have the luxury of thinking long-term. His family needed income, fast. Other fathers living in the campground made the rounds of the factories and begged for jobs, but Henry’s preference for working in the open air and answering to no boss other than himself remained. Besides his own work ethic, he had two other assets. So each morning he hitched up the horse and took his wagon over the bridge into Dallas, where he spent the day picking up scrap metal of any kind and hauling it to nearby foundries, which for pennies on the hundred pounds bought the scrap to be melted down. It was a hard way to make a meager living. Dallas city streets were now intended for cars, not horses. The Texas summer sun was scorching, and in winter Dallas endured “northers” blowing unimpeded all the way down from Canada. Nice Dallas businesses didn’t like a ragamuffin junk man picking through their trash, and every time Henry did hit a big haul, he had to load everything into the wagon and unload it at the foundries all by himself. On slow days, he guided the old white horse up and down residential streets, looking for discarded cast iron skillets and similar bits of metal household effluvia. Other people’s trash had become the Barrow family’s livelihood.

But almost every day Henry came back to the camp with a little money. The growing children needed clothes, and the family diet couldn’t consist entirely of Salvation Army sandwiches. The Barrows acquired a tent, which made for slightly more comfortable sleeping quarters than underneath their wagon. Cumie spent only what she absolutely had to. Anything left over, even if only a few pennies, went for wood, shingles, and nails. In the few daylight hours when he wasn’t “rag picking,” the pounding of Henry’s hammer reverberated through the camp. He was building a house, really just a cramped shed, but at least something to offer more protection from the rain and wind. It took a long time, but gradually the frame of a structure appeared, then walls and a roof added on literally inch by inch. At some point, no one recalls exactly when, the Barrows moved into their boxy house right there on the campground, sheltered by a roof when almost everyone else had only tent canvas above their heads.

While Henry sold scrap metal and bought wood, Cumie spent her days watching over Flop and Marie. Bud was splitting time between the camp and Uncle Frank’s farm in Corsicana. Mostly, he was in the country. It was a better place for him than West Dallas. The campground was congenial. Everyone there was in the same desperate straits, and Cumie even made a new best friend named Tookie Jones, a widow who had three sons almost exactly the same ages as her own three youngest. But there was no denying that West Dallas was essentially a lawless place. Many families, some thought most, supplemented the little they could earn honestly with shadier income. People in the camp generally didn’t steal from each other—they had so little, what was the point? But across the river, other families’ chickens, knickknacks, and even cars were considered fair game. Victims on the east side of the Trinity gave West Dallas another nickname: “The Devil’s Back Porch.” Because it was outside the official city limits, West Dallas was supposedly beyond the jurisdiction of the Dallas police department, but the city cops prowled the campground anyway, accusing and arresting whomever they pleased. “Suspicion,” in those days, was sufficient in the eyes of the courts for the police to take in anyone for questioning. The Dallas County sheriff’s department, which did have the technical authority to act in West Dallas, also made its share of arrests. Its deputies seemed to assume, not without cause, that almost every West Dallas family included thieves.

Cumie didn’t want that to be the case with the Barrows. For the time being, Bud was safer, better off, on the farm in Corsicana, where he couldn’t fall into the cesspool of big-city sin.

Buck, unfortunately, was already swimming in it. Every troublesome trait he’d exhibited in the country found full flower in West Dallas.

When he arrived in the city, Buck didn’t go to work for Jack as promised. Instead, he began making a living from vague pursuits that didn’t bear close inspection. Cumie said he “bought and sold poultry,” a sugarcoated description of chicken theft that even she certainly didn’t believe. He got married, too, to Margaret Heneger, and the couple somehow had the money to rent an apartment. The chicken business, illicit or not, didn’t provide the income Buck and Margaret required, so Buck moved into the same scrap metal business as his father, but on a more sophisticated scale. He and some partners only described by Cumie as “other boys” got their hands on a car and began driving the Dallas streets in search of booty. One day they filled up the car with a load of brass, valuable metal that attracted the attention of the police. Buck swore he’d been told it was scrap; the cops said it was stolen. Buck held up well enough during questioning that “the laws” let him go after they’d confiscated his haul. But now he had come to the attention of the police, and they’d noted him as a likely suspect in future theft investigations.

Things went poorly between Buck and Margaret. They became the parents of twin boys, but one died after only five months. They divorced, and Buck temporarily rejoined his parents, Flop, and Marie at the West Dallas camp. He brought with him a new means of income: a vicious pit bull he was entering in dog fights. The pit bull hated everyone but its master. After it ripped little Marie’s dress right off her, Cumie insisted the dog or Buck had to go. The dog went and Buck stayed, but not for long. He fell in love again, and married Pearl Churchley, a name Pearl’s new mother-in-law undoubtedly admired. But Buck’s second marriage ended much the same way as his first. Pearl gave birth to a daughter, and then the couple divorced. As with the surviving twin boy, after the divorce the child lived with her mother. Buck took up with other West Dallas undesirables, and it seemed inevitable that great trouble loomed in his future.

Then Henry had another of his spells, but this time he wasn’t alone. Bud was spending some time in West Dallas when he, his father, and little sister all became so ill they had to be admitted to a local hospital as charity patients. Marie said later that they suffered from either malaria or yellow fever, common enough diseases among residents of the musty West Dallas camp. She also swore that Bud was so cheerful, all the nurses considered him their favorite patient. The three Barrows were still shaky when they were allowed to go home—no records apparently still exist of how long they were hospitalized, or what treatment they received. Without Henry out picking up scrap metal every day, family finances must have been especially abysmal. But Cumie insisted that the invalids gulp down huge daily doses of foul-tasting Grove’s Chill Tonic, a questionable elixir in which she had considerable faith. Each bottle cost fifty cents, an enormous expenditure. Though the elder Barrows were determined to be self-sufficient, Cumie probably had to turn to Jack, Artie, and Nell for help until Henry recovered enough to resume working.

Bud went back to Corsicana for a while, but he didn’t stay. His parents’ time in the West Dallas campground began to stretch out—one year, two, then three. Uncle Frank’s farm undoubtedly seemed backward compared to the city wonders Bud glimpsed on his visits to Henry and Cumie. Buck, Bud’s hero, was up to all kinds of interesting things. Pit bull fights, one romance after another, and even close calls with the law over contraband might have horrified Cumie, but to Bud they must have seemed exciting compared to his own dull country life of school and farm chores. On his visits to the campground, he would stand staring raptly over the river at the towering skyscrapers. No wonder, then, as he turned fifteen, that Bud decided he’d henceforth spend most of his time in Dallas. Country Bud would become City Clyde.










CHAPTER 3

Clyde




Everything about Dallas excited fifteen-year-old Clyde Barrow.

The city dazzled him with its endless stream of possibilities. Unlike tiny Telico, if you wanted to go to the picture show, you could choose between dozens of films instead of just one. Some Dallas theaters changed features four times a week, and not long after Clyde arrived for good in 1925, silent movies began gradually giving way to talkies. Fair Park had its carnival rides, exhibit buildings, picture-taking booths, and a skating rink with real ice. Skyscrapers beat farm silos any day, and in downtown Dallas every store window displayed the kinds of treasures Clyde knew he had to have, clothes and musical instruments especially. Clyde still wanted to make his living as a musician. He spent hours gazing through plate glass at the guitars.

Campground life in West Dallas didn’t dismay the short, skinny teenager—Clyde’s height topped out at just under five feet, six inches, and he weighed 125 pounds. The Barrows hadn’t exactly existed in luxury on their tenant farms, so living rough was natural for the teenager. Some nights, Clyde would go over to one of the many campfires and play his guitar and sing. He was a social sort of boy, so he made new friends easily among West Dallas kids. Two of the closest were Clarence Clay and Tookie Jones’s oldest son, who shared both Clyde’s age and first name.

It was great fun for Clyde to be reunited with Buck, who had clearly found ways to live an exciting city life. Clyde’s sister Nell had just married a man named Leon, who supplemented his factory wages by leading a band at night and on weekends. The couple lived fairly close to the campground, on Pear Street in South Dallas. Clyde went over to see them all the time, and slept there as often as in his parents’ tent. Leon played the saxophone, and he was happy to give lessons to his new brother-in-law. It wasn’t long before Clyde’s sister Artie was telling everyone how she loved hearing her little brother tootling “Melancholy Baby” on the sax.

Cumie Barrow still had her rules about school, and Clyde obeyed—sort of. His country schooling had reached approximately sixth-grade level, but he attended Sidney Lanier High in Dallas. It was a long walk from the campground, and he was expected to chaperone L.C. and Marie part of the way to Cedar Valley Elementary. Often Clyde and L.C. never made it to school. In nice weather, Dallas’s parks beckoned, or else window shopping downtown proved irresistible. Marie profited by their poor example. Young as she was, she developed a knack for blackmail. In return for not tattling to Cumie, Marie demanded use of L.C.’s bicycle, the only bike in the family. L.C. would always give in for the privilege of spending time with his brother. He hero-worshipped Clyde.

And there was the other thing about Dallas that thrilled Clyde. Girls were everywhere, too many pretty ones to count, often dressed in the very latest fashions and fixed up fine with lipstick and rouge like the glamorous ladies in the movies. Cumie warned him about these “wayward women” in their sinful makeup, but it was the look modern girls wanted. Admiring swains like Clyde couldn’t agree more, and his obsession with fashion extended to his own wardrobe. He wanted to dress stylishly, too.

That desire wasn’t unique to Clyde. Poor kids in West Dallas fixated on nice clothes above all else. How a person dressed was crucial to his or her public image. Everyone, even those in flat-broke families like the Barrows, had “Sunday clothes,” something nicer than overalls to wear to church. Males might have one dress shirt and a pair of cheap department store slacks. Women would have a single frock made of material that was store-bought rather than homespun.

The unmistakable sign of success, the proof of being someone to respect, came when you wore your Sunday clothes all through the week. The vast majority of Texas men didn’t. The most desirable girls often sized up a prospective boyfriend by what he was wearing, and Clyde Barrow meant to impress them. That required decking himself out daily in a nice suit with a vest, and also a snowy dress shirt with a fashionably wide tie. Then he would clearly be someone special. His pride demanded it.

To do that—to have the money for clothes, and dates, and the guitars and saxophones in shop windows—he needed a job. Country school hadn’t appealed to Clyde at all, and city school was worse. His new teachers, stuck in bad neighborhoods and with classes full of unruly poor kids, tolerated their students at best. If they had to teach in that part of Dallas, it was either their first job or, more likely, they weren’t very good teachers and these were the only jobs they could get. It wasn’t as though getting a high school diploma was going to make much difference in Clyde’s life. He was willing to work hard to get all the things he wanted. Sticking around school was just delaying his chance to get a job and start generating disposable income.

So when Clyde was around sixteen he quit school forever, and Cumie really couldn’t object. For West Dallas kids, the object of going to school was to learn to read and write decently. They were expected to leave school in their midteens and then go to work to help support their families until they married, moved out, and started the cycle again with their own offspring. Across the country, only about 40 percent of all students during Clyde’s lifetime ever went beyond the eighth grade.

There were jobs in Dallas factories for dropout boys like Clyde. His ability to read and write made no difference at all. But he was good with his hands. The same fingers that could race along guitar frets or saxophone keys were nimble enough for the most intricate shop piecework. Clyde didn’t like the idea of having bosses—he always wanted to be the one giving orders—but he needed a paycheck.

So Clyde took a job at the Brown Cracker & Candy Company for a dollar a day. Some biographers would later claim he worked at Western Union as a messenger boy instead, but L.C. had the only bike among the Barrows, and the Western Union messengers had to supply their own. Clyde was glad to have the job at Brown, right up to the time he got his first few pay envelopes and realized that most of what he wanted, he still couldn’t have.

Clyde Barrow might love all the fine things in Dallas, but Dallas didn’t love him back. As a useful worker bee he was tolerated, but that was the extent of it. In Dallas and all across America, the mid-1920s was a time when social and economic standing was rigid: you stayed where you were born. That was certainly true in Clyde’s new job. Almost as soon as he figured out a dollar a day didn’t go all that far, he also realized he had nearly reached the peak of his earning potential. The rich men he worked for were glad to have him as a line employee, but he would never be a manager. That was for his social superiors. People from Dallas owned and ran the factories. People from West Dallas worked in them, and were expected to be grateful for the opportunity. Unlike the East, where postwar industry was often affected by strikes called to win workers higher pay, in Dallas labor unions were virtually nonexistent. Those holding factory jobs there averaged less than $7 a week. Would-be union organizers claimed prostitution was common among female workers because they earned so little in Dallas’s factories, dime stores, and restaurants.

During his leisure hours, no one could keep Clyde from visiting downtown Dallas. But it became frustrating to go there. The nice suits on display in store windows cost $20 or more. A saxophone was twice as much. When Clyde went to the movies—he could at least afford the dime admission for that—he saw actors wearing the latest fashions, dining in swanky restaurants, driving flashy cars, living the kind of life he wanted for himself. Around downtown, or in the leafy expanse of Fair Park with all its exhibits and attractions, if he happened to meet teenagers from the nicer parts of town, he was snubbed. Jim Wright, who spent some of his teenage years in Dallas and grew up to become speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, recalled that even among Dallas middle-class youth, “I would not say West Dallas residents were considered subhuman, but they certainly were thought to be less than everybody else in every way. You wouldn’t want to be friends with, let alone date, a kid from West Dallas.”

It was bad enough on the east side of the Trinity, but to Clyde’s dismay he found he was also at the bottom of the West Dallas social pecking order. Families there didn’t have much, but some still had more than others, and it mattered. The Barrows lived in the campgrounds and showed no signs of ever being able to leave. Henry Barrow was a junk man. Clyde was the son of the lowest of the low. Many West Dallas fathers would not allow their daughters to go out with him. Decades later, Louise Barrett’s family would tease her about a “double date” with Clyde. Louise’s grandfather, who sold milk and vegetables, was several West Dallas social rungs higher than Henry Barrow, and he would not have permitted Clyde to court Louise. The kids got around that by going out as part of a group to Fair Park. It was one of the most popular destinations for West Dallas teenagers. Walking in the park was free, as was admission to many of the car and animal exhibits. But the main attraction, when they could afford it, was posing for silly pictures in the photo booths. The girls donned huge hats and flourished frilly parasols. The boys decked themselves out in goofy cowboy gear. They pointed fake guns at each other, brandished “cigarettes” in long holders, and struck exaggerated poses behind rubber prison bars. The photos came in strips of three for a nickel. The girl would take one, the boy another, and the third might be given to a parent or friend. The daily lives of West Dallas kids were hard and essentially hopeless. They savored these few moments of make-believe.

Clyde Barrow wouldn’t settle for make-believe. The teenager who always had to be in charge wouldn’t accept that in Dallas he had no control over his own destiny. He was willing to work hard to have a better life in the city. He’d grown up in the country, where there was minimal social stratification. In rural farm communities, everybody wore the same clothes, went to the same dances, interacted on a more even basis. Now he was locked into a system intended to permanently separate the haves and have-nots. There was no doubt which category he belonged to, and Clyde’s frustration gradually festered into anger.

He tried the most traditional means of legitimately earning more money by changing jobs, upgrading from Brown’s dollar a day to Procter & Gamble’s thirty cents an hour. One of his pay packets, signed for in a rounded schoolboy hand, held $18 for a sixty-hour workweek. Then Clyde moved on to the United Glass Company, where he worked as a glazier. Long afterward, his family would insist with pride that during this time he was never fired. Every job change came through Clyde’s own choice. He was trying to make something of himself. At one point he even tried to enlist in the navy. He was turned down because of lingering effects from the illness that hospitalized him soon after the Barrows had arrived in West Dallas. It was a major disappointment—in anticipation of military service, Clyde had adorned his left arm with a “USN” tattoo.

Back in the West Dallas campground that was always soggy with river dampness and noisy from the rumble of freight trains passing nearby, Clyde looked at his father and saw his own socially mandated future. Every day Henry Barrow returned exhausted from picking up junk metal, and after a skimpy supper spent his last few waking hours tacking together a pathetic shack. His life would continue to be hard until he was released by death.

But there were other potential role models for Clyde in the West Dallas slums, young men who hadn’t surrendered themselves to lives of impoverished drudgery. Their career choices usually didn’t involve working in factories like Clyde did. Instead, they took control of their own lives by breaking the law.

Many West Dallas teenagers engaged in petty theft across the river, mostly small crimes of opportunity—a shop clerk being distracted by another customer, a rich woman momentarily leaving her purse unattended in a park. These weren’t instances of shoplifting or purse snatching for the thrill of it. The juvenile perpetrators were trying to acquire self-respect as well as loot. A take of even a few dollars meant multiple trips to the movies, bus rides instead of miles-long hikes to Fair Park, or a nice shirt to wear all during the week and not just on Sunday—the chance, for a few precious moments, to not be poor.

Clyde didn’t give up his day job, but he did decide to illegally supplement his factory earnings. He started dipping his toe in the criminal waters. Stealing chickens that pecked and scratched their way around innumerable Dallas backyards was one of the most common types of minor local crime. Snatching a chicken was relatively easy, and if you somehow couldn’t sell it, the evidence could be disposed of with a satisfying family meal. Dallas County deputy Bob Alcorn told a reporter that his first encounter with Clyde Barrow came sometime around 1926, when he picked up the sixteen-year-old for poultry theft. In keeping with Dallas legal custom, Clyde wasn’t jailed. There weren’t enough cells in the county to hold all the poor boys caught heisting a hen or two. Instead, Clyde got a bawling out, and Henry and Cumie were probably summoned to pick up their wayward son. Whatever the light punishment, it wasn’t enough to discourage Clyde. He wasn’t just stealing for himself anymore. There was a girlfriend involved.

Eleanor Bee Williams was a pretty high school student from the east side of the Trinity, and Clyde was completely smitten. Being with a classy girl like Eleanor gave him instant status. Amazingly, her parents didn’t forbid the teenagers to date. Clyde added an “EBW” tattoo to his arm, gave Eleanor a hand mirror he made at work with her initials engraved on the back, and according to his mother “in some way” always had money to buy the girl gifts. Soon, Clyde was telling friends they were engaged.

Then Eleanor and Clyde quarreled in late 1926, and she left Dallas to stay for a while with relatives in the East Texas community of Broaddus. Clyde was distraught and decided to follow Eleanor and win her back. His plan involved renting a car—no train or bus for a sophisticated boyfriend like Clyde Barrow—and driving there. He not only came up with money for the car rental, he invited Eleanor’s mother to make the drive with him. A few days after they arrived in Broaddus, Eleanor and Clyde reconciled, but their rekindled romance was interrupted when the local sheriff arrived looking for Clyde. To save a few dollars on the fee, he hadn’t told the rental agency he was taking the car out of town. When he didn’t return the car on time, agency employees came looking for Clyde in West Dallas. His parents told them where he was supposed to be staying in Broaddus, and the agency contacted the sheriff there.

If Clyde had faced the Broaddus cops and explained the mix-up, things might have been worked out, but when they arrived he hid in the attic. After the lawmen collected the car and left, Clyde hitchhiked back to Dallas, leaving Eleanor and her mother to find their own way home. The rental agency filed an official complaint. On December 3, Clyde was arrested by the Dallas police for car theft. There was no bawling out and immediate release this time. The mug shot of Prisoner 6048 shows a tight-lipped teenager with slicked-down hair parted neatly down the center and prominent, pointy ears. He looks resigned rather than scared. Since the agency had its car back, the company eventually decided not to press charges and Clyde was released. But he now had an official arrest record.

Despite the Broaddus debacle, Eleanor soon took Clyde back. Still just sixteen, he persuaded her to elope, and they left town with another couple. As Cumie dryly noted, “they were away several days, when the girl got suspicious that Clyde really didn’t intend to marry her, and she came home, and Clyde showed up a few days later.” Soon afterward, Eleanor was permanently out of Clyde’s life. She was not the type of girl who held a grudge. Decades later, asked about long-standing rumors suggesting that her infamous former beau was either gay or impotent, she assured the interviewer that Clyde “didn’t have any problems at all,” and left no doubt that she spoke as an authority on the subject.

Clyde had been out of jail for only about three weeks when he was arrested again, this time with Buck. The elder Barrow brother asked Clyde to help him pick up a truckload of turkeys to be sold for the holidays. Buck kept the details vague about how he’d acquired the turkeys, but Clyde wasn’t missing the dual opportunity for extra money and time with his big brother. The police received a complaint that the turkeys were stolen and arrested the Barrow boys before they could dispose of their haul. Both claimed they had no idea they were in possession of stolen property, but Buck offered to take full responsibility if Clyde was released. Buck spent a week in jail; Clyde avoided any prison time, but two arrests in one month encouraged the Dallas police to consider him a likely suspect in future robbery investigations. Dallas County deputy Ted Hinton wrote that the police began referring to Buck and Clyde as “the Barrow Boys…a term that signified no-accounts.”

Sometime in late 1927 or early 1928 Clyde left United Glass for the Bama Pie Company, where he worked with Nell’s husband, Leon. Then he switched jobs again, to A&K Top and Paint Shop. Besides the continuing curse of low wages, there was a new complication. Clyde would frequently be picked up at work by Dallas police officers on “suspicion” and taken downtown for questioning. He was never formally charged with any crimes. But when he was released after questioning, the officers never offered to drive him back to work. So he had to walk, often distances of several miles in the sweltering summer heat or biting winter cold. He was not paid by his employers for the hours he missed.

Clyde resented what he considered unfair, ongoing harassment, and his family felt he was turning harder. Cumie wrote that her son “just came to form a kind of contempt or hatred for the law, and figured it didn’t do much, if any, good to try to do right…he became somewhat discouraged at trying to get by honestly, which to him seemed to be the hardest way after all.” Henry made a rare attempt at parental counseling, but to no avail. “A working man just don’t have time to sit on his kids,” he later told Hinton. “And he’s really not all bad.”

Clyde still cared very much about dressing nicely and impressing women. Eleanor was followed by other girlfriends—the names “Anne” and “Grace” joined “EBW” and “USN” as tattoos on his arms. One girl named Gladys made a particular impression on the rest of the Barrows. Nell described her as “a likeable person, very slim and pretty,” adding, “She wanted a lot of clothes, a watch, money for good times, and a car. When these things were not all forthcoming, she was very disagreeable.” Gladys soon moved along, but she stayed agreeable long enough to join Clyde on a vacation in Mexico. A postcard he sent home was proof to Cumie that her child was being corrupted by a hussy: “Drunk as hell. Having fun with Gladys.” The postcard became one of Marie’s favorite mementos of her brother.

Clyde financed that vacation and other expenditures, such as a shiny new saxophone, by involving himself in higher-revenue crime. Car theft was an obvious, relatively new option for poverty-stricken young men like him who wanted to make lots of money in a hurry, and who didn’t care if they broke the law in the process. There were suddenly so many cars, and they were so easy to steal.

There had been automobiles on America’s roads since the mid-1890s, when hundreds of manufacturers turned out limited numbers of prohibitively expensive models, mostly purchased by wealthy hobbyists who could afford chauffeurs. Around the beginning of the twentieth century, automobile manufacturers’ attention turned to the potential middle-class market, and Henry Ford made automotive history in 1908 by declaring he’d “build a motor car for the great multitude…. It will be so low in price that no man making a good salary will be unable to own one.” The 1909 Model T Ford was the first market smash, with almost 11,000 sold that year for $825 each. By 1915 there were 2.5 million cars on the road, and many of these were almost impervious to thieves because of their primitive technology. Starting them involved squatting in front of the vehicle and turning a hand crank, which whipsawed back when the engine caught. Would-be thieves had to engage in this noisy, prolonged procedure, which eliminated the element of surprise, and, with it, the potential for theft. But by 1912, inventors had perfected electric starting systems, and within a few years they became standard on all car models. Many car owners fell into the habit of leaving their keys in the ignition, and, even if the keys weren’t handy, now it was easy for thieves to hot-wire the cars.

Ford in particular stepped up production and kept lowering prices. In 1927, as Clyde Barrow began actively pilfering whatever vehicles he could, a basic Model T cost $260. General Motors introduced “hire-purchase,” allowing customers to put down one-third of a car’s price and then pay the rest in installments, and the process was quickly adopted by the company’s competitors. Henry Ford’s prediction had come true: anyone making a good salary could afford to own a car. In the late 1920s, Dallas County registered more than seventy thousand. Dallas police began regularly bringing in Clyde on suspicion of stealing some of them. None of the charges stuck, but even his family was aware of what he was up to. Nell caught Clyde filing the serial number off the engine of a car he was hiding in a garage and confronted him. Instead of denying her accusations, he accused his sister of being disloyal.

There was considerable profit in stealing a car and then disposing of it. Cars stolen in North Texas were usually driven across the border to Oklahoma and sold to fences there, who’d repaint the vehicles and sell them as slightly used. A stolen car in good condition could bring Clyde $100 or more. That made the risk well worth it. He began dressing much better.

The attention paid to him by the Dallas police convinced Clyde to conduct his car thefts out of town. Denton to the north and Waco to the south were prime locations. On February 22, 1928, he was held for “investigation” thirty-five miles west of Dallas in Fort Worth, a general charge that allowed the police to hold him while they tried to find evidence he’d committed a specific crime. To Clyde’s immense satisfaction, they couldn’t and he was released again. It would have been impossible for Clyde not to begin developing a sense of invulnerability. The law seemingly couldn’t touch him.

But then it touched Buck, who had also started making out-of-town trips to steal cars. He was arrested on August 13 in San Antonio when police caught him trying door handles on a series of vehicles. He’d just hopped into one when the arrest was made. Buck was given a court date and released on bond, but he didn’t appear for his hearing. The San Antonio police had Buck picked up, and they deposited him in the city jail to await trial. Since he’d been caught in the act, it was likely Buck would do serious prison time.

Cumie and Henry didn’t approve of stealing, but they were loyal to their son. When Buck’s trial was set for late January 1929, his parents decided they would go to San Antonio to lend whatever moral support they could, and possibly by their presence influence the judge to show leniency. It was 275 miles from West Dallas to San Antonio, and the Barrows couldn’t afford train or even bus fare. Henry hitched up the horse and loaded Cumie, L.C., and Marie in the wagon. Tookie Jones, Cumie’s best friend in the campground, came along, too, bringing her youngest sons, W.D. and Leroy. They left without even enough money to buy meals. The trip took almost three weeks. Every few days along the way they would stop and hire out at roadside farms where cotton was being picked or some other field work needed to be done. Marie recalled how, during the trip, her father’s fingernails were literally ripped off by prickly plants. All seven of them got down on their knees in the dirt and worked, though ten-year-old Marie was excused after the first day when her cotton sack contained as many twigs and leaves as fluffy bolls. When they were paid for their labor, they used the money to buy inexpensive food for themselves and feed for the horse. At night, Cumie cooked potatoes and pots of beans over a campfire. They slept under and around the wagon.

Perhaps swayed by the presence of the accused man’s family, the judge in San Antonio dismissed the charges against Buck. After all, no car had actually been stolen. But it was increasingly clear to everyone except Buck and Clyde that such good luck couldn’t last much longer.

Soon after they returned to West Dallas, Cumie and Henry were dismayed to discover that Clyde had a new, clearly undesirable friend. Frank Clause was about Clyde’s age, and he had grown up on the east side of the Trinity in Dallas proper. Clyde said they met at work, but the Barrows believed they became acquainted while both were in custody at the county jail. Frank was a “second-story man,” someone who broke into houses and businesses. With his encouragement, Clyde’s immersion in crime escalated. Nell Barrow wrote later that if she had realized just how bad an influence Frank would be, she would have shot Clyde dead before she allowed them to become friends. Soon after Frank and Clyde teamed up, they came by Nell’s apartment late one night with armloads of ice cream bars, pocketknives, and hot water bottles. They swore everything had been tossed out on the street for anyone to claim by employees trying to put out a fire at a drugstore. When she called them liars, Clyde shouted at her and left.

Sometime in the fall of 1929, Frank Clause, Clyde, and Buck were arrested on suspicion of planning to burglarize a lumber company. They were released the next day, and had just returned to see Cumie in West Dallas when the police came for them again, telling Cumie and Nell, who was also there, that they were being taken back in for questioning about a different crime. Nell followed her brothers and their friend downtown and confronted the chief of police, accusing him and his officers of picking on the Barrows, Clyde in particular. The chief asked Nell about the canary yellow Buick roadster she was driving, a car she often loaned to Clyde. Was she aware that the car had been spotted in the towns of Lufkin and Hillsboro just before recent safe-crackings? Even though they hadn’t been able to prove anything yet, Nell was told, the police had no doubt her brother Clyde was guilty of those robberies and several more. “I could figure back,” she wrote. The alleged crimes had all occurred since Clyde became friends with Frank Clause. Clyde and Buck were released again, but the rest of the Barrows took little comfort from it. “It wasn’t a happy day,” Nell concluded.

There was at least one happy day for Henry Barrow in the fall of 1929, though it wasn’t as pleasant for his horse. Henry was following his usual scrap metal route along the Houston Street Viaduct when a car careened out of control and hit the horse. The mortally injured animal bolted all the way back to the campground before it died. Henry—or, more likely, his older children—threatened a lawsuit, and the driver settled for “either $600 or $800,” according to Marie. Henry used some of the money to buy a Model T Ford, probably a truck rather than a coupé. The Ford was the only car Henry ever owned. Using it to search out and haul scrap metal increased the amount of ground he could cover every working day. It was a rare bright spot in the life of a man who needed them desperately.

Then things turned desperate for the entire nation. In late October, the stock market crashed and America was instantly plunged into the economic depths later known as the Great Depression. The worst effect was initially in the Northeast, where businesses shut down in droves and many previously well-to-do citizens found themselves penniless in a matter of days. There was far less immediate impact in Texas, where the state economy was already in ruins due to the ongoing farm crisis. Many Texas families never even realized that a national economic depression had begun. There was certainly trepidation among Dallas business leaders—the city’s banks were the backbone of its economy—but for many families like the Barrows in West Dallas, their lives didn’t change a bit. They didn’t own stocks and bonds, or have money in a bank.

In fact, early November 1929 brought the Barrows reason to feel hopeful. Buck had a new girlfriend, one his parents and sisters believed might be able to coax him back to honest work. Pretty, petite Blanche Caldwell Callaway was eighteen, the daughter of an Oklahoma preacher. Her parents, Matthew and Lillian Caldwell, were divorced, and Blanche had lived with her father until at her mother’s insistence she reluctantly married a much older man named John Callaway. The marriage was disastrous, and Blanche fled to West Dallas, where she stayed with a friend named Emma Lou Renfro. Emma Lou’s house wasn’t far from the campground where the Barrows still lived, and on November 11, Blanche met Buck somewhere in the neighborhood. Though she was still legally married to John Callaway, Blanche was instantly attracted to Buck, whom she nicknamed “Daddy.” Buck called her “Baby.” He’d been dating another woman, but gave her up for Blanche. Cumie was ecstatic—the daughter of a preacher, even one who was married and hiding out from her husband, was exactly the kind of good influence she felt her wayward son needed. Marie wrote that Blanche struck the Barrows as “a good, nice, sweet gentle person…as proper and respectable as a preacher’s daughter could be expected to be.”

Buck told Blanche about his two previous marriages, and the two surviving children from them. He didn’t mention being involved in car thefts and robberies, but Blanche hadn’t known her charming new boyfriend for three weeks before she was presented with irrefutable evidence of his darker side.

The cocky Barrow brothers had bragged to their little brother, L.C., that “you never break the law until you’re caught.” On November 29 they did, and Buck was. He, Clyde, and an accomplice named Sidney Moore drove north in a stolen Buick. In the small town of Henrietta, they abandoned the Buick in favor of a Ford. They spied a house that appeared to be empty and broke into it. The haul was disappointing—some bits of jewelry and very little cash. They split the proceeds in thirds and turned back for West Dallas, passing through the medium-sized town of Denton on the way. It was one in the morning, and they weren’t returning home with much to show for the trip. Motor Mark Garage looked promising, so they broke in and found a small safe that defied their efforts to crack. Unwilling to give up, they lugged the safe outside and loaded it into the Ford. They were spotted by a patrol car, and Clyde, who was driving, decided to run for it. The chase didn’t last long. Clyde took a turn too fast and smashed the Ford’s front axle on the curb. He, Buck, and Moore took off on foot, and the Denton police began shooting. Buck was hit, suffering flesh wounds in both legs. The cops arrested him where he fell screaming in pain, and Moore surrendered. Clyde kept going. He hid under a house until the police gave up hunting for him, then he hitchhiked back to Dallas. The owner of the garage told the cops he had only $30 in the safe. Buck’s freedom had been squandered for a pittance. Searching him and Moore after their arrests, the lawmen also found jewelry from the Henrietta break-in. This time, there was plenty of evidence to convict Buck Barrow.

There was no cockiness left in Clyde when he arrived back in the campground. He’d spent his hours in flight thinking Buck had been killed, so there was some relief in learning he’d just been wounded, and not too badly. Denton’s wheel of justice spun fast, and on December 6, Buck and Moore were indicted for burglary, then tried on December 17. A jury took only a few minutes to pronounce them guilty. Buck was sentenced to four years in the main state prison at Huntsville. Blanche promised she’d wait for him.

In early January 1930, just before he was transferred from the Denton jail to Huntsville, Buck sent a letter to his parents. Because he was illiterate, he had to dictate it to another prisoner, but the message was what Cumie had been praying for. Buck promised that “if God gives me one more chance I shall try to the best that is in me to lead a life worth while in the future and be a man that the people will respect and my relatives will honor. I know the heart aches and sorrow that my crookedness has did to you and Father.”

Cumie found it “a terrible disgrace” to have a son in prison, but she “felt some better” when Buck’s first letter from Huntsville arrived a few days later. He said he was in the prison hospital because his legs were hurting, and that “it sure looks hard but I am going to take it.” He urged Cumie to get him a “furlow” or parole; she soon was in contact with the governor’s office in Austin. It was typical for prisoners’ families to request paroles. With Texas prisons plagued by overcrowding, pardons were the most convenient means of reducing the number of inmates. They were granted on a regular basis.


The rest of the Barrows knew Clyde had nearly been captured with Buck in Denton. They hoped that close call would make Clyde reconsider his criminal ways before he otherwise inevitably joined Buck in prison. He was nineteen, between jobs, and frequently hauled in for questioning by the Dallas police. Clyde also knew what the rest of his family didn’t—he was being sought in several other towns for crimes ranging from car theft to burglary. This contributed to a crushing sense of being powerless. Clyde wanted to be the one in charge, but now he couldn’t even walk out on the street without being afraid the cops would pick him up. Marie thought he was “thoroughly shaken and unnerved.”

Unlike Buck, Clyde didn’t promise his parents he’d give up crime, but he did start spending time again with old West Dallas friends who were better influences than sinister Frank Clause. One of Clyde’s rediscovered pals was Clarence Clay, who on January 5, 1930, invited Clyde to a party. With his spirits at their all-time low, Clyde went with Clarence to 105 Herbert Street, a boxy little residence a few blocks away from the campground, and that was where he met her.










CHAPTER 4

Bonnie




On the day she met Clyde Barrow, nineteen-year-old Bonnie Parker’s life was also in complete shambles. Everything that could be wrong in it, was. She’d lost her job and couldn’t find another. The handsome young husband she’d expected to make all her romantic dreams come true was gone for good. After years of predicting she’d be a famous star on Broadway, or perhaps a renowned poet, she was still a nobody in the Dallas slums. It was enough to make her cry, and she frequently did. But after each temporary surrender to the blues, she came back strong. A bone-deep belief that great things were in her future kept Bonnie going. The worse her circumstances were in life, the grander her fantasies became. Something amazing was going to happen because she was Bonnie Parker. She just had to be ready when it did.

Bonnie learned unshakable self-esteem from her mother. All Bonnie’s life, Emma Krause Parker believed—and acted like—her family was better than everyone else’s. It began in the little West Texas town of Rowena where Bonnie was born. Most of the men who lived there were farmers, but Bonnie’s father, Charles Parker, was a brick mason. As far as her mother, Emma, was concerned, that placed the Parkers at the top of the social ladder. Charles had a trade, unlike the sodbusters whose yearly fortunes depended on enough rain to coax cotton out of the dry West Texas soil. Emma had an equally high opinion of her two-year-old son, Hubert, nicknamed Buster, and the baby daughter she delivered on October 1, 1910. In Fugitives, a family memoir published a quarter-century later, Emma approvingly described Buster as “sober,” an appropriate personality for a boy who was destined to go far, and infant Bonnie inspired her mother to descriptive heights. Bonnie, Emma gushed, “was a beautiful baby, with cotton colored curls, the bluest eyes you ever saw, and an impudent little red mouth.”

Rowena’s community life revolved around its First Baptist Church, and Emma made certain the Parkers were in the middle of it—“socials, box suppers and the like.” She took every opportunity to show off her children, and from the time she could toddle, Bonnie thrived as the center of attention. Sunday School provided an early example. Three-year-old Bonnie was one of several children selected to stand on a platform and take solo turns singing favorite hymns to the congregation. Emma thought her daughter looked “resplendent in starched bows and ruffles,” but when precocious Bonnie took the stage she shocked the crowd by belting out the honky-tonk tune “He’s a Devil in His Own Home Town.” Afterward, Bonnie was thrilled. She’d wanted extra attention, and she got it.

In 1913 Emma gave birth to her third child, a daughter named Billie Jean. Bonnie enjoyed her new sister, but she found special pleasure in expanding her own vocabulary. One of Charles Parker’s brothers came to Rowena for a visit, and he delighted his feisty little niece by teaching her to swear. Bonnie immediately addressed her father in salty language. Charles spanked Buster for even the slightest use of questionable slang—“darn” was forbidden—but he couldn’t bring himself to paddle Bonnie. She was just too cute.

Then, in December 1914, Charles Parker died. There is no record of the cause, but it seems to have been unexpected. Emma described herself as “left with three small children and the problem of providing for them.” There were no jobs for young widows in Rowena, so Emma packed up her three kids and moved 240 miles east. Her parents, Frank and Mary Krause, lived in Cement City across the Trinity River from Dallas. Frank had been a farmer, and now he worked in a mill. Like everyone else in Cement City, the Krauses were barely getting by, but they didn’t hesitate to take in their daughter and grandchildren. Many Cement City and West Dallas households included two or even three generations. Family loyalty was strengthened by poverty. When relatives had nothing else, they had each other.

It was a difficult adjustment for Emma. Back in Rowena she had been a lady of considerable substance, but in Cement City she was just one more flat-broke woman scrambling to support her children. Staying home to care for them wasn’t an option—Frank Krause didn’t make enough to feed four more dependents. So Emma looked for work, and eventually found it as a seamstress in a factory manufacturing overalls. The work was hard and tedious. Based on average salaries in the area for “garment workers,” Emma probably earned about nine and a half dollars a week.

Like West Dallas, Cement City was a dirty, boisterous place. It was slightly farther away from the Trinity River and downtown Dallas, and most of the adults living there worked at menial jobs in the various factories and foundries that lined the dirt streets. Chalk Hill Road separated the white and black neighborhoods. The smokestacks of the Trinity-Portland Cement Company and other manufacturers towered over everything. Air pollution made it hard to breathe. The stink of industrial fumes clung to skin and hair.

Yet Emma Parker did not surrender her opinion of herself and her family as high-class. Circumstances might have forced her to move to a slum and work sewing overalls, but she still carried herself like a queen. Every Sunday morning, she and the children walked several miles to church, ignoring the dust that swirled up when the weather was dry or the mud coating their shoes if there had been recent rain. Cumie Barrow made family church attendance mandatory because that was what Jesus wanted. Emma Parker marched her brood to church on Sunday because that was what the best people did.

While Emma was at work, her mother cared for the Parker kids, as well as for Bonnie’s cousin Bess, who was three years older than Bonnie. Mary Krause did her best, and Buster and Billie Jean usually behaved. But Bonnie was an adorable terror. Emma wrote that Bonnie kept the household “generally in a stew from morning to night,” often in tandem with Bess. There was nothing mean-spirited about the little girl. From setting small fires because she liked the pretty flames to raiding her grandfather’s stash of wine—she passed out—Bonnie did what she wanted without regard to consequences. No punishments could deter her.

That trait carried over when six-year-old Bonnie began attending Cement City School. She was cute, and undeniably bright. School pageants included Bonnie Parker in featured roles. But on any public occasion, Bonnie was liable to do something outrageous to make herself stand out from everyone else. One of the most memorable moments came during an elementary school program. Blackface performers were the rage in vaudeville, so Bonnie and her classmates had their faces darkened with powder and were sent on stage to play “pickaninnies.” Bonnie had a stocking cap covering her blond hair. During the show, one of her classmates pulled the cap off Bonnie’s head, revealing her light curls. The audience laughed, and the little girl felt humiliated. She began to cry, the dark makeup on her face streaked, and there was more laughter. According to Emma, “it gave her a new idea.” Tears still dripping down her cheeks, Bonnie started doing somersaults and cartwheels. The laughter turned to cheers, “and the program broke up in a riot.”

Bonnie had a hot temper. Even genteel Emma admitted her daughter “fought her way” through school. She was willing to slug it out with boys as well as other girls over stolen pencils or perceived snubs. But many of the little boys in Cement City School developed crushes on her, which she encouraged. Even at an early age, Bonnie always liked to be someone’s girlfriend. Gifts of candy and gum were expected from her prepubescent beaus.

She expected special consideration from her family, too. On weekends, the Parker girls would often be sent out to fish. Anything they caught was a welcome addition to their dinner table. Billie Jean loved fishing, but Bonnie found it boring. While Billie Jean waited silently for a bite, Bonnie sang at the top of her lungs. Billie Jean recalled that when she tried to hush her sister, Bonnie’s usual reply was, “When I’m on Broadway and I have my name in lights, you’ll be sorry you talked to me like this.” Besides Broadway tunes, Bonnie liked to serenade the fish or anyone else who’d listen with popular hits of the day. Her absolute favorite performer was Jimmie Rodgers, the “Singing Brakeman.” Bonnie loved Rodgers songs like “My Old Pal,” “T for Texas” (also known as “Blue Yodel”) and, prophetically, “In the Jailhouse Now.”

Puberty brought with it an obsession with clothes and makeup. The teenaged girls in Cement City yearned to look like the glamorous movie stars they saw in the picture shows. Thanks to films and magazines, the “flapper look” that dominated East Coast fashion extended its influence to Texas. Even in the Dallas slums, girls wanted to wear cloche hats over short permed hair, and slenderizing long skirts with jersey tops. Makeup was essential, too—lots of eyeliner, rouge, and lipstick. Bonnie and her friends all undoubtedly acquired the latest cosmetic must-have, a newfangled rouge holder known as a “compact.” When they felt properly attired and made up, many of the girls rushed to Fair Park to capture their magnificence in the three-for-a-nickel photo strips. That wasn’t good enough for Bonnie Parker. When she was about fifteen, she scraped together the money to pose for a studio “glamour shot.” In it, the heavily made-up girl tilts her head alluringly, eyes gazing up and off-camera toward dreams she’s certain will someday come true.

And that was the problem for Bonnie. Most of her dreams had to remain fantasies. The grandest of them—singing in Broadway musicals, acting in Hollywood movies, writing best-selling volumes of poetry—were virtually impossible, even if she refused to accept it. Broadway and Hollywood producers didn’t scout for talent in Cement City. Publishers didn’t seek out the next Emily Dickinson there. Perhaps, with her dedication to endless self-promotion and a degree of talent, she might have become a star if she went to California or New York, but Bonnie wasn’t going anywhere. She had no money to make such a trip, let alone to live on while she made the rounds of auditions.

There wasn’t even a realistic chance for her to become somebody special in Cement City. Bonnie was one of the best students in her high school, where she won a spelling bee. That was a source of considerable pride to Emma. But it made no difference. Smart slum girls still had limited career opportunities. Staying in school, getting a high school diploma, wouldn’t have improved Bonnie’s prospects. College was out of the question. Emma Parker barely made enough to feed her children, let alone pay tuition. Whether Bonnie left high school as a graduate or a dropout, if she worked for a living she would still have to choose between becoming a factory line worker, a maid, a waitress, or a clerk in a shop. Those were the professional options for Cement City girls.

But there was another kind of option with the possibility of at least temporary joy. A vivacious teenaged girl like Bonnie could do more than dream about meeting and marrying a wonderful man. She could actively go out and try to find one. Marriage itself didn’t promise much. Cement City girls usually married young, were soon pregnant, and ended up like their mothers, raising children in poverty with no chance for anything better. But between puberty and marriage there was the potential for at least a few brief years of coquetry and romance before a poor girl’s life became as hard and hopeless as her mother’s. Bonnie, who never let evidence to the contrary spoil a good fantasy, believed she would be the exception to the rule. Her romance would equal or surpass the happily-ever-after love stories that mesmerized her at the movies. All that was necessary was the right man, and when she was fifteen she decided she’d found him.

Bonnie met Roy Thornton in high school. He was big, good-looking, and well dressed—appearance always mattered to her. And Roy was fun. He had money for dates, and it didn’t matter to Bonnie where he got it. The timing was just right in her life. There was no sense staying in school, she didn’t want to work in a factory like her mother, and Roy seemed like he could support a girl in style. So Bonnie fell in love, going overboard as she did in everything else. Roy was perfect. No criticism of him was permitted. She ran out and got a tattoo high up on the inside of her right thigh. It had two red hearts connected by arrows, and the hearts were labeled “Bonnie” and “Roy.” She insisted she had to marry him right away—true love couldn’t wait. Emma Parker wasn’t in favor of the marriage, but Bonnie was headstrong and wore her mother down. She became Mrs. Roy Thornton on September 25, 1926, just a few weeks before her sixteenth birthday.

The young couple found a place to live near Emma’s house, and their problems began almost immediately. Roy had mysterious ways of making money to pay the bills, and didn’t confide in his new wife. Bonnie suddenly couldn’t stand being apart from her mother. Every night she made Roy take her over for a visit, or else she’d insist that Emma spend the night with the newlyweds at their place. Emma couldn’t help feeling sorry for the new son-in-law who “was having a lot of difficulty with his honeymoon.” Finally, she told Roy they might as well move in with her.

Bonnie loved children and wanted a baby. Emma Parker and Marie Barrow hinted later that there were unspecified gynecological problems, and that some medical procedure left Bonnie unable to conceive. But the result was no children then or ever. Never mind that motherhood might have interfered with her dreams of stardom—Bonnie mourned. She had a talent for that.

In August 1927, Roy disappeared for ten days. He didn’t tell Bonnie he was leaving, wasn’t in touch while he was gone, and offered no explanation after he got back. He started drinking heavily, and when Bonnie rebuked him for it he hit her. Things like that didn’t happen in the movies. Then in October he left again and stayed away nineteen days. Even a dreamer like Bonnie couldn’t avoid facing the facts: her grand romance wasn’t so grand after all. Emma counseled divorce, but Bonnie wasn’t ready for such a drastic step. When Roy vanished for the third time in December, she suspected he’d left her for another girl named Reba Griffin.

Bonnie briefly began keeping a diary. Its entries alternated between righteous anger at Roy’s actions, moony declarations of endless love for him, and general frustration: when was something great going to happen in her life?

In her first entry, dated January 1, 1928, seventeen-year-old Bonnie wrote, “I wish to tell you that I have a roaming husband with a roaming mind. We are separated again for the third and last time…I love him very much and miss him terribly. But I intend doing my duty. I am not going to take him back.” She added that she and her friend Rosa Mary “have resolved this New Year’s to take no men or nothing seriously. Let all men go to hell! But we are not going to sit back and let the world sweep by us.”

In a second New Year’s entry, she noted she’d gone to see Ken Maynard in The Overland Stage that night and then “I got drunk. Trying to forget. Drowning my sorrows in bottled hell!” Prohibition was the law of the land, but a flirtatious girl like Bonnie could always get a drink.

On January 2, she and Rosa Mary saw another movie, Ronald Colman and Vilma Bánky in The Night of Love. A boy she knew named Scottie came on to her, but she “gave him the air. He’s a pain in the neck to me.” The next day, believing Roy was gone for good, she went looking for work: “Searched this damn town over for a job…I guess luck is against me.” She hunted down Reba Griffin. Roy wasn’t with her, but Bonnie thought “she has taken my place in his heart.”

Over the next ten days Bonnie had casual dates with boys named Lewis and Raymond, brushed off advances by a few other would-be suitors, frequently went to the movies, and confided that “Oh, God, how I wish I could see Roy! But I try my best to brush all thought of him aside and have a good time. If I knew for sure he didn’t care for me, I’d cut my throat and say here goes nothing! Maybe he does though. I still have hopes.”

By January 11 Bonnie hadn’t found a job and asked her diary plaintively, “Why don’t something happen?” She repeated the question two days later. On January 16 she made her final entry: “Sure am blue tonight. Have been crying. I wish I could see Roy.”

Bonnie probably abandoned her diary because she found a job waitressing at Hargrave’s Café on Swiss Avenue in Dallas. It was several miles from Cement City in a neighborhood split between residences, small businesses, and the Baylor Medical College. Her outgoing personality was an immediate plus, since waitresses in 1928 received very small weekly salaries—no more than $3 or $4 a week—and had to rely on tips. Most of those tips were meager, a penny or two. Big spenders trying to impress their servers might leave a dime.

She became special friends with the women who worked at a laundry behind the café. When it was time for their lunch break, they’d whistle and Bonnie would run around the building to take their orders. Sometimes, if business in the café was slow, she’d visit the laundry just to chat. The employees there thought she always seemed especially fresh and clean.

She also dressed well, even though she made very little money at the café. Her wardrobe might have reflected income from occasional prostitution. If so, she wasn’t doing anything out of the ordinary for working-class girls from the Dallas slums. If they were cute—and Bonnie was—they had to at least consider the option. Hargrave’s was in a much more affluent neighborhood than the greasy spoons of Cement City and West Dallas. As a waitress there, Bonnie would have been in position to judge prospects among the Hargrave’s patrons. If they were friendly and tipped generously, why not? Because of her infertility, there was no danger of pregnancy. Bonnie hadn’t given up on any of her big dreams, but until they came true a girl still had to eat and find a way to pay for her clothes. Circumstances forced her to have a practical streak.

Roy finally came back a year later, in January 1929. Bonnie told him they were through, and meant it. She had her own income now, and Emma Parker believed “she was seeing Roy through new eyes.” A few months later, Roy was picked up for robbery and sentenced to five years in prison. He hadn’t just been courting Reba Griffin during his long absences. Bonnie never saw Roy again, and didn’t try to communicate with him in prison. But she didn’t divorce him, either. That, she said, “just wouldn’t be right,” kicking a man while he was down. She continued wearing Roy’s wedding ring.

Early in 1929, Bonnie changed jobs. She began working at Marco’s, a restaurant in downtown Dallas near the courthouse and post office. The tips were undoubtedly better, since Marco’s customers included lawyers, judges, and bankers. One of Bonnie’s regulars was Ted Hinton, a postal worker who later became a Dallas County deputy. Hinton enjoyed bantering with her. She told Hinton she wanted to be “a singer, or maybe a poet.” Many of Bonnie’s male customers flirted with her, and Hinton noticed she “could turn off the advances or lead a customer on with her easy conversation.” If she was still turning occasional tricks, the move from Hargrave’s to Marco’s meant a more well-to-do clientele.

Emma, ever alert for evidence her family was morally superior, was proud rather than dismayed when the manager at Marco’s told her that Bonnie’s job was in jeopardy. Bonnie, he complained, had such a soft heart that she gave food away to indigents who couldn’t afford to pay for their meals. Despite several warnings, she continued to do it, and if she didn’t stop he was going to “can her.” Emma agreed to speak to her daughter, and as she recalled later Bonnie “promised to do better but she didn’t…as long as she worked at Marco’s, she fed people, and she never got fired for it, either.”

In November 1929, the effects of the previous month’s stock market crash hit downtown Dallas. Many small businesses closed, and Marco’s was among them. Bonnie was out of work, and suddenly there were no jobs to be found. Working-class girls in cities all over Texas were left without income and no prospects of employment. Things were so desperate that convents throughout the state faced a sudden deluge of applicants, most of whom weren’t even Catholic. Emma didn’t lose her job, but money in the Parker household was scarce. Frank Krause had died in 1919. Buster was grown and self-supporting, but Billie Jean had married Fred Mace, and the young couple lived with Emma. Bonnie had to find some way to contribute income. Unable to find anything permanent, she began hiring out as a temporary housekeeper or babysitter.


Bonnie was miserable. She still believed in the fairy-tale lives of the characters she saw in movies, with their gorgeous clothes and grand love affairs and exciting adventures. Daily reality was the exact opposite: she was broke, unemployed, and didn’t have a husband anymore. The farm crisis had already crippled the Texas economy for almost a decade. The Depression was taken as just one more sign the bad times were permanent. Hanging on to dreams of fame and hopes for true love got tougher every day, yet Bonnie still wondered, as she’d written twice in her diary, “Why don’t something happen?”

When it finally did, she knew right away. Bonnie’s brother, Buster, married Clarence Clay’s sister, and in early January 1930, Bonnie went over to their house for a party. There were enough people living in Cement City and West Dallas that they didn’t all know each other, and Clarence brought along a stranger who caught Bonnie’s eye. At the moment they met, Clyde Chestnut Barrow and Bonnie Elizabeth Parker exactly filled the needs in each other’s lives. He wasn’t as tall or as good-looking as Roy, but he liked making all the decisions. Bonnie always responded to a man who acted like he was in charge, just like Ronald Colman in The Night of Love or Milton Stills in Framed, two movies she had recently seen and enjoyed. Clyde had nice clothes and drove a fancy car. She might have suspected he stole it, but so what? Being with him promised some fun, of which there had recently been precious little in her life. So she fell instantly in love.

For Clyde, the attraction was mutual. Bonnie was tiny as well as cute, a plus for a short man so sensitive about his height that he had stood on curbs to appear taller when posing for photos with previous girlfriends. Well-dressed Bonnie was clingy, always hanging adoringly on his arm. This bolstered Clyde’s self-image, which was probably still shaken from his narrow escape in Denton. Best of all, Bonnie’s fanatic determination to rise up out of poverty, to not meekly accept second-class status, matched his own.

They were immediately inseparable. Clyde didn’t take Bonnie over to the campground right away to be introduced to his family—Cumie was unlikely to be impressed by a girl so fond of cosmetics—but Bonnie was eager for him to meet her mother. Emma’s first impression was that Clyde “was a likable boy…with his dark wavy hair, dancing brown eyes and a dimple that popped out every now and then when he smiled.” As crazy as Bonnie had once been about Roy, Emma thought, “she never worshipped him as she did Clyde.”


Clyde found it very pleasant to be worshipped. It helped get his mind off Buck being in prison and his own ongoing risk of arrest. It’s not clear whether he told Bonnie about his problems with “the laws.” If not, she found out soon enough.

In early February, Clyde made an evening visit to Bonnie’s home to tell her he’d be leaving town the next day. He’d undoubtedly planned a car theft or robbery. Squiring his new lady friend in style required cash. Bonnie made it obvious how much she would miss him until he returned, and their parting dragged on and on until Emma finally suggested he just go ahead and spend the night. It wasn’t an invitation to share Bonnie’s bed. Emma was much too starchy for that. Because the Parkers’ house was crowded—besides Emma, Bonnie, and Grandma Mary, Billie Jean and her husband still lived there, along with their newborn baby—Clyde had to sleep on the living room couch. That made it convenient for him to answer the front door the next morning when the Dallas police came to arrest him.
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