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Introduction

by John Douglas




By the mid-1980s, I’d been employed by the FBI for more than a decade and had helped create the Behavioral Science Unit at Quantico, Virginia. Using FBI profiling techniques, our unit had been pursuing serial killers from coast to coast and assisting law enforcement in identifying some of the most dangerous criminals in the United States. As we’d gained success and built a national reputation, police departments across the country had sought our help in solving difficult cases. I was consumed with this job and had few colleagues to delegate responsibilities to. More and more people wanted the FBI’s help, and how could I turn down requests from those hunting serial killers? How could I not help families that had been victimized by the worst of crimes? When could I learn to say no? The answer to the last question came in 1983, when I went into a coma and barely escaped death. This brush with mortality caused me to lower my workload and to consider retirement. In 1995, I walked away from the job I loved.

I left the Bureau but didn’t lose any of my desire to educate the public about protecting themselves from extremely dangerous people. I wrote about my FBI career in Mindhunter, which gave laypeople access to information and techniques used by the federal government to locate and catch serial murderers. I spoke on college campuses about how to keep yourself from becoming a victim. After hearing my presentation, listeners often came up to me and shared their own experiences with violent crime. When shaking their hands or looking into their eyes, I could tell that they’d been raped or robbed or deeply hurt by others. They were “silent victims,” too ashamed or embarrassed to step forward and talk to law enforcement about what had been done to them. They were afraid of being victimized again—this time by the judicial system. I believe that criminals should be punished to the fullest extent of the law, but I could not fault these people for not wanting to testify because of the fear they lived with every day. Nothing was more satisfying to me than telling people how to protect themselves from predators.

I believed that law enforcement was making progress in the war on crime—until something happened that no one could have predicted. In the midnineties, the Internet arrived, and along with its great contribution to our society in so many areas, it began generating an entirely new criminal realm. The Wild, Wild West had returned, but this time it didn’t look like cowboys and Indians or lawmen and gunslingers shooting at each other on the American frontier. Things had become much more complicated. The new outlaws were sitting at keyboards typing—and defrauding, robbing, manipulating, and seducing people all over the world, and in some cases, ending their lives. After watching the dramatic spread of on-line crime, I realized that the same techniques and insights we’d discovered at the FBI could now be applied in cyberspace.

Criminals had found a new hunting ground, and instead of preying on a handful of people as they might have done in the past, these on-line predators could contact and manipulate tens or hundreds or even thousands of victims at a time. Instead of cruising the streets for potential victims, they were cruising the information highway. The possibilities were infinite and law enforcement was having trouble even figuring out how to use this new technology, let alone how to find and stop the perpetrators. There often weren’t enough qualified people tracking on-line criminals, and cyber-investigations were highly complicated. If police departments had had more resources in place a few years ago, the story you are about to read might not have unfolded in the same way with the same number of victims.

In 2000, my coauthor, Stephen Singular, told me that he’d been following the John Robinson case in suburban Kansas City. I began reading about the case and talking to some of those involved in the Robinson investigation. The more I read, the more intrigued I became. This was the first known example of a serial killer using the Internet to find his victims, seduce them with his charm and the promise of a better life, lure them to his turf, and kill them. It was a deeply compelling example of how the Net could be abused by the most dangerous people in our society. It showed how someone with an extensive criminal background could transfer his predatory skills into the high-tech world—and just how vulnerable people can be in cyberspace. All of my previous work about serial killers seemed to have led me in the direction of this story. I suddenly had a new mission: to tell the public that the same dangers it had needed to be aware of in the regular world, it now had to be aware in the on-line realm. You absolutely could not take for granted that people were who they said they were in cyberspace. Once you logged on to the Internet and began exchanging e-mails, you needed to be smarter and more vigilant than ever.

The John Robinson story, which is an amazing tale in itself, needed to be shared with those looking for romance and sex on-line. It was the best window I’d yet found into the new emotional and criminal reality that high technology had created. New machines had created new crimes—and new law enforcement tools. Robinson made history on the Net, and so did those who caught him.

The purpose of this book is educational—and it’s intended to be a warning. The on-line world has changed the nature of the awareness required to prevent yourself from being victimized. In the off-line world, you can pick up on the physical signals coming from people who could do you harm. You can use your intuition, your survival instincts, your senses, and your common sense to know when trouble is near. In cyberspace, you’re cut off from your senses and some of your instincts. You’re often dealing with a fantasyland that is unlike anything that preceded it. You don’t see the whole person at the other end of your e-mail but interact with a stranger who is only showing a small and highly selective portion of himself or herself. When you operate in such a place, you need to be keenly attuned to who you are and what you’re doing, as well as what possible predators are doing. Had the women in these pages been more discerning about such things, they might be alive today.

More than anything else, the arrival of the Internet inside private residences triggered the need for a new level of thought regarding this magnificent technological tool. The essence of that thought was simple: “Be conscious of what your computer is capable of and whom it can connect you to. It has effectively invited the entire world into your home, but is everyone welcome?”

In other words, you needed to become your own profiler of human behavior. You needed not only to understand the drives of the people the Net had hooked you up to—their desires and their real motivations—but just as importantly, you needed to understand yourself. What were your own weaknesses and vulnerabilities? What were your most secret longings? Where and how could you be manipulated? What were you afraid of? What kind of flattery were you most susceptible to? How did you see yourself? How did you want others to see you? What did you feel you were lacking that only another person could provide? Where were your emotional buttons and how easily could they be pushed? What parts of yourself did you have control over and which parts were you willing to let someone else control?

Several of these questions might have been casual, but not all of them were. As the following story demonstrates, some held the power of life and death.








Preface



In March 2000, the phone rang in Steve Haymes’s office and the voice on the line was urgent. Somebody needed to talk to him right now. Haymes was a parole officer in Liberty, Missouri, a suburb northeast of Kansas City, and in a sense he’d been expecting this call for fifteen years. He’d also been dreading it. The caller was part of a newly created task force put together by the police department in Lenexa, a suburb of Kansas City, Kansas. The Kansas-Missouri border runs through the heart of Kansas City and Haymes worked only a handful of miles from the Lenexa station. As soon as he answered the phone, the parole officer knew the matter was serious.

“The task force said they wanted to speak to me about someone,” he recalls. “They didn’t tell me who but said they needed to meet with me immediately. They came out here to Liberty that same day and asked me if the name John Robinson meant anything to me. I said, ‘Absolutely, and I’ve got a file here on him about yea thick.’”

“Yea” translated into roughly twelve to fourteen inches high. The file contained, among other things, the names of several local women who’d been missing for about a decade and a half.

Haymes welcomed the men into his office at the Missouri Board of Probation and Parole in a one-story beige building set behind a gas station and mini-mart. They began asking him questions and he began dredging up disturbing memories. The officer’s hair was a little grayer than it had been back in 1985, when he’d first looked into Robinson’s background, but he was still trim and his blue eyes conveyed intelligence and sensitivity. It was those eyes that had put him in this job throughout the past quarter century. In college, Haymes had studied criminal justice and had wanted to pursue a career in law enforcement, but faulty eyesight had kept him from becoming a policeman. He’d found work overseeing those on parole. Behind his small mustache, soft voice, and polite manner was an intensity and tenacity that in the mid-1980s had led him into the most frustrating investigation of his life.

“I’d maintained Robinson’s file for all those years between 1985 and 2000,” he says. “Normally, after a couple of years, some of that information would be in archives or destroyed, but fifteen years later his entire file was sitting in my desk. It had never gotten far from me.”

When he brought the file out for the detectives on the task force, they were amazed at its size and complexity. Haymes himself was surprised to hear about the new allegations against Robinson, especially those involving the Internet. Yet, when he thought about it, he realized that the con man had always used the latest technology for his new schemes. That was part of his pattern, his evolution through the criminal justice system during the past thirty-five years. Until now, Haymes had been the only person who’d closely examined that pattern or paid close attention to Robinson. No one else had woven together the whole tapestry of his past or penetrated the surface of his personality. No one else had seen the full range of his activities, some of which almost defied belief, or where they might be leading. No one else had looked deeply at Robinson’s roots or tried to uncover the source of his behavior or extremely unusual psychology. Nobody but Haymes had imagined what law enforcement was actually confronting.

Early in 1985, the slightly built parole officer had undertaken this mission alone—and in March 2000 he was still haunted by it. He was about to become a lot more haunted.
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In 1919, Al Capone had first arrived in Chicago from Brooklyn. He’d been sent there by Mafia boss Johnny Torrio, who wanted him to take over the rackets in the Windy City. The following year Prohibition was instituted across the United States, and Capone seized this opportunity to turn illicit booze into an empire. His home base was Cicero, a western suburb of Chicago, and prostitution rings, gambling, and bootleg-liquor operations were run from his headquarters in the Hawthorne Arms Hotel on Twenty-second Street. If Cicero had long been known for its buying and selling of police and politicians, the action inside the Hawthorne Arms solidified its reputation for Mob corruption. At the same time, clean cops were aggressively starting to pursue Capone and his gang. Five years after coming to Chicago, Capone got into a gun battle with the authorities on Cicero Avenue, which left his brother Frank dead.

John Robinson’s father, Henry, was eight when the violence erupted. The image of Frank Capone getting killed in the neighborhood—and then Al Capone repaying the favor the next year by dumping the corpse of Assistant State’s Attorney General William H. McSwiggin on a Cicero street corner—was extremely vivid in the memories of local people. They often talked about the bloodshed and spoke with awe of Capone’s headquarters, with its armed guards, metal windows, and impenetrable doors. Stories of the gangster and his crew were handed down from one Cicero generation to the next, part of a living oral history. On December 27, 1943, John Robinson entered a world where tales of legendary gangsters were common to every young boy.

In this neighborhood, having power and using it in illegal ways commanded respect. The streets were full of anecdotes about famous criminals who’d made up their own rules and lived by their own laws. Some locals admired those who could beat the system and make good money doing it, and a few old-timers regarded Capone as a hero. John Robinson heard these stories and absorbed them into his makeup, into his ideas about what was good and what was evil. He would not grow up to be a large boy or a strong one. He would not impress others with his physical prowess or good looks. As a youngster and later as an adult, he looked soft and round, friendly and harmless. If he was going to have power, he would have to find creative ways of getting it and using it. Al Capone had once said that you could go a lot further in life with a kind word and a gun than with just a kind word. Robinson only absorbed half of this adage—he would use kind words and smiles throughout his life to get what he wanted, but guns were not part of his routine. He didn’t need them in his line of work.

He grew up with four siblings: an older brother, Henry Jr., whom he did not like at all; a younger brother, Donald, of whom he was quite fond; and two sisters, JoAnn and Mary Ellen. He was much closer to JoAnn than to Mary Ellen (this swinging back and forth between intense personal likes and dislikes would mark him for life). The Robinson family lived in a well-kept but modest home at 4916 West Thirty-second Street. They drew little attention to themselves, and decades later, after Robinson became infamous, nobody in the neighborhood could even recall the people who’d once lived at this address. John’s father, Henry, worked as a machinist for Western Electric. When sober, he was a steady presence in the family, hardworking and law-abiding, totally unlike the gangsters from Cicero’s colorful past. From time to time, according to Robinson’s prison records, the older man went on bad drinking binges that disrupted everything. Despite this, his middle son had warm memories of him.

John did not feel that way about his mother, Alberta, who held the family together and kept the kids in line. When one of them misbehaved, she meted out the discipline and punishment. Five decades later, Robinson’s wife would testify to her coldness to John. Alberta demanded that her children be clean and neat, and she pushed them to better themselves. John seemed to respond to this prodding and was the most promising and ambitious of all the Robinson kids, the most eager to break out of their constraining blue-collar environment.

By thirteen, he’d channeled some of that ambition into becoming an Eagle Scout and was a senior patrol leader of Boy Scout Troop 259, sponsored by the Holy Name Society of Mary Queen of Heaven Roman Catholic Church in Chicago. A picture from that time shows a round-faced boy in his well-pressed Scout uniform; he’s offering a cherubic smile to the camera and giving a patriotic three-fingered salute. He’d recently been accepted into downtown Chicago’s renowned Quigley Preparatory Seminary for boys who were interested in becoming priests. He’d already told a number of people that he would eventually go to work in service to the Vatican.

A few weeks after making Eagle Scout, Robinson and 120 other Boy Scouts traveled to London to give a royal command performance for the newly crowned Queen Elizabeth II. Robinson, dressed in a bright red outfit, led all the others out onto the Palladium stage, becoming one of the first Americans to sing for Her Majesty and the youngest of his countrymen to appear at this acclaimed venue. The event made the front page of the Chicago Tribune, in an article headlined “Chicago Boy Scout Leads Troop to Sing for Queen.” His troop put on what they called “The Gang Show,” and after singing for the monarch, the boys gathered backstage to look at the celebrities who were also there to perform. When Judy Garland moved past him, Robinson boldly pursued her and caught up with the movie star, reaching out and shaking her hand.

“We Americans gotta stick together,” he told her.

“You’re right,” she said, laughing and kissing him on the cheek.

Another actress, the British singer Gracie Fields, hugged Robinson and told him, “You’re a mighty handsome youngster.”

The kid from Cicero loved the attention and being in the spotlight, but he soon returned to the seminary and quietly resumed his studies, still thinking of becoming a priest. He was a good student but not a great one. He wouldn’t be remembered there for his academic success but for his shrewdness: he always seemed to be thinking about what he would say or do next. He appeared to be calculating the effect he had on others and often acted as if he were smarter than everyone else. Yet he didn’t leave behind a negative image at the school. He graduated from Quigley at seventeen, not having distinguished himself at all.

Rumors had begun to surround Robinson suggesting that he was involved in a lot of things besides pursuing a religious education. Growing up in Cicero, he’d been exposed not only to stories of legendary gangsters but to people with ongoing connections to the Mob. He’d watched his father trudge off to the smokestacks at Western Electric each day and watched the older man labor tirelessly to support a family on a workingman’s wages. He’d watched his father seek escape from the grind in alcohol. By late adolescence Robinson knew that there were other, faster ways to turn a buck. His first exposure to crime came through meeting low-level underworld characters he did favors or legwork for, in exchange for money. By the close of his teenage years, his life had already become more complicated and entangled than it would have been on the narrow path toward the priesthood.

In 1961, he attended Cicero’s Morton Junior College, and in later years he would claim to have become a fully trained medical X-ray technician there. He would also brag about receiving more medical training at West Suburban Hospital in Oak Park, Illinois. With these limited credentials, he was able to land a job in the X-ray department of a Chicago hospital. His career was launched, but it was not a career in medicine.

In 1964, Robinson met an attractive young blonde named Nancy Jo Lynch and she was soon pregnant. They rushed into matrimony in a Catholic ceremony and he went back to work at the hospital. The young couple were starting a marital dance that would last through every imaginable kind of turmoil—and survive into the next millennium. From the beginning, they were locked together by mutual need, a need so deep that apparently nothing could break it. Robinson had avoided legal trouble, but almost as soon he got married, this changed. His living expenses were increasing and he was under pressure to take care of his wife and his about-to-arrive child. He didn’t respond to this by working harder or more hours. Before long, he was accused of stealing money from his employer.

Robinson’s marrying a pregnant woman had been an embarrassment to his family, but this was worse. The young man whose life had seemed so promising just a few years earlier, when he’d earned the title of Eagle Scout and sung for the queen of England, was on a downward spiral, but maybe he could learn from his mistakes and not repeat them. When confronted by his bosses with the suspicion that he’d embezzled from the hospital, he asked for their help, begged for another chance. If they would not tell the police about his transgressions, he would pay them back everything he’d taken. They agreed to this arrangement and he was not charged with a crime. What he’d learned from his mistakes was that he could get away with doing illegal things—even when he’d been caught doing them.
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Following his troubles at the Chicago hospital, Robinson decided to restart his career in another location, a couple of states to the west. He and Nancy relocated to Kansas City, where the couple began raising a family that would eventually include four children: John Jr., Kimberly, and twins Christopher and Christine. By touting his medical training, Robinson found a job performing pediatric X-rays at Children’s Mercy Hospital and X-rays on adults at General Hospital, later known as Truman Medical Center. He’d shown his new employers letters of recommendation that he said came from Morton College and other documents stating that he was a medical lab technologist, a nuclear medical technologist, and a radiographic technologist. Robinson was quite good at talking about this kind of work and seemed knowledgeable. His colleagues thought he was outgoing and friendly, and initially many of them liked him—until they saw him perform his duties. He was clumsy with babies and pediatric patients. He spoke to infants as if they were grown-ups and handled them awkwardly. He could barely take an X ray or read the results, but still…this was the pediatric health care field and he was dealing with infants and small kids. This wasn’t the sort of work one would be doing unless one was trained and competent, wasn’t the sort of job that anyone told lies about. Maybe he was just nervous because this was a new job in a new hospital and a new city. Maybe his performance would improve with time and experience.

Neither Missouri nor Kansas required that X-ray technicians be licensed, so when Robinson had told his employers about his extensive medical training, they believed him. The American Registry of Radiologic Technologists, however, had no paperwork showing that he’d ever been certified in any of the areas he’d claimed to be. No records backed up his insistence that he’d received training at Chicago’s West Suburban Hospital. At Children’s Mercy Hospital, he’d covered the walls of his office with official-looking documents detailing his credentials (nobody at the facility realized that all of them had been forged from a boxful of blank certificates; whenever he needed a new degree or other qualification, he simply pulled one from the box and wrote on it whatever he wanted to). If no one had yet caught on to his scam, among his colleagues he was building a reputation as something of a wild man, a night owl who left his wife at home with their young son, John Jr., while he roamed the Kansas City nightclubs or tried to start up affairs with female coworkers. He seemed obsessed with human sexuality. He had a taste, people were saying, for one of the most notorious spots in K.C., the Jewel Box, a club that featured male transvestites. He was curious about the violent side of sex, a subject that was absolutely hushed up in the Midwest in the 1960s. That curiosity was not being satisfied inside his marriage, so he went looking outside of it. Between his glaring incompetence on the job and his extracurricular activities, his time at Children’s Mercy was running out. When management fired him, he began searching for another position in the medical field.

Robinson was soon hired as a lab technician and office manager at Fountain Plaza X-Ray, a thriving business owned by Dr. Wallace Graham, President Harry Truman’s personal physician. Dr. Graham, like many others, was quickly impressed with how Robinson presented himself, but the physician was an easy mark. President Truman himself had once warned Dr. Graham that while he was diligent and gifted in his work, he was naive about the darker side of human nature. In 1946, the president wrote a letter to Graham’s father, lauding the physician but adding that he “is entirely too accommodating…the young doctor will work himself to death if he lets all the chiselers take advantage of him.”

At his new job, Robinson once again tacked up a handful of medical certificates on his wall, proudly displaying them to all visitors. He also tried to seduce female patients in the X-ray lab and immediately saw an opportunity to exploit Dr. Graham. By late 1966, the office was losing so much money that it couldn’t afford to give its employees Christmas bonuses, but nobody could figure out where all the missing funds had gone. Reports were surfacing about Robinson’s bungling performance as a medical technician; one doctor complained that in his haste to complete a project, the young man had poured a urine sample down a sink. A few months later, a coworker alleged that Robinson was embezzling. He was not only using Dr. Graham’s signature stamp on checks, but after he’d x-rayed patients, he asked them to pay him cash on the spot instead of making out a check to the office. Some people complied. Robinson was nothing if not brazen—stories were circulating through the office that he’d made love to a couple of colleagues and had seduced a patient, engaging her sympathy by telling her that his wife was terminally ill.

Those running Fountain Plaza X-Ray estimated that over $100,000 and perhaps as much as $300,000 was missing from their business. Dr. Graham also noticed that Robinson had taken an office chair that did not belong to him. When confronted with these accusations, Robinson tried to talk his way out of them by saying that he hadn’t stolen anything but was only transferring money from one account to another. When that explanation failed, he offered to pay back all the funds he’d stolen. Dr. Graham would not hear of that and called in the Kansas police. Robinson was arrested and led away from the medical building in handcuffs. In August 1969, he was prosecuted and found guilty of “stealing by means of deceit,” but remarkably, he served no time, receiving a sentence of three years probation.

In most jurisdictions there is a significant gap between time served for physically harming a human being and the leniency shown to those who engage in monetary or white-collar crime. Robinson’s criminal career would underline this gap again and again. His first run-in with the law had resulted in little more than public shame and humiliation, but as he would repeatedly demonstrate in the years ahead, he could not be humiliated into changing his behavior. Each time he went to court, his wife, who now had two small children at home, would come to his aid. She would testify on his behalf as a character witness and praise his virtues as a husband and father. She would do whatever she could to bring him home. This pattern—of him committing offenses and her rallying to his side—would grow deeper and stranger in the years and decades ahead. It would stretch the definition of love far beyond what most people would consider the snapping point.

In some ways, Robinson worked in reverse from the many criminals who have trouble establishing long-standing human relationships. He stayed married and kept expanding his family and his traditional roles as father, husband, and provider, but domestic stability did not settle him down. It appeared to bring out his wildness and his desire to break the law and to generate money any way he could. The more conventional one part of his life became, the more he explored the darker side of himself and others. The more his wife tried to help him, the more he violated the codes of marriage. He seemed to need the stability of marriage in order to give free rein to his deviancy. Once he took on adult responsibilities, he began searching the landscape for vulnerabilities in people and in the places that employed him. He was now under pressure to support his wife and children, and like most people, he constantly needed more income. He was never interested in working steadfastly for others, in getting raises and promotions and in gradually moving ahead. All that took far too much time. Routines were boring and pay increases lay in the distant future. He was lazy and ambitious at the same time. He enjoyed looking for weaknesses and hunting for criminal opportunities, using his natural intelligence and cunning to observe things carefully and to find areas to exploit.

Getting caught stealing from Dr. Graham didn’t deter Robinson, but only made him more determined to get better at being a thief. On probation, he worked as the manager of a television rental company. When the owner learned that Robinson was lifting merchandise, he was fired but not arrested or prosecuted. He went back on the street looking for another chance—eager to convince someone new that he was something he was not.
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In 1969, Robinson became a systems analyst for Mobil Oil, the best job he’d had thus far. His pleasant appearance and glib manner had once more helped him land the position. No one at Mobil had bothered to look into his background or discover that he was still on probation. His own probation officers were so impressed with his new employment that they believed he’d put his past behind him. While he was working at Mobil, the Missouri Board of Probation and Parole wrote a letter stating that Robinson “does not appear to be an individual who is basically inclined towards criminal activities and is motivated towards achieving middle class values.”

A second officer, this one a female, offered the opinion that Robinson was “responding extremely well to probation.” She encouraged him “to advance as far as possible with Mobil Oil.”

His advancement was soon cut short when he was accused of stealing 6,200 postage stamps from the corporation, worth just under $400. He was fired and charged with theft but ended up paying restitution and again avoiding jail. Because his record in Kansas City was lengthening, he and Nancy made plans to leave the area. In 1970, the Robinsons moved back to Chicago. John took a job as an insurance salesman with a company known as R. B. Jones; he made such a good impression on those interviewing him for this position that no one at the firm thought about running a background check on him (most businesses would normally only do that for those who raised suspicions). Robinson was good at selling insurance policies and had found something he could be successful doing, despite his having violated his parole in Kansas by coming to Illinois. But after working there only a few months, he began stealing from his employer, embezzling $5,586 before he was caught and fired. Once more the police were brought in, but Robinson avoided jail by making another restitution payment, and the charges against him were dismissed. With no prospects in front of him in Chicago, and a hopeless record as a corporate employee, he began thinking of a new career direction: he wanted to form his own business. He had more connections in the Kansas-Missouri region than in Illinois, so perhaps he should resettle in Kansas City. This decision was made easier when a Chicago court told a Kansas circuit court that he’d just broken the law in Illinois. Robinson was ordered back to the Kansas City area and his probation was extended for three more years. The family headed west again and settled in Raytown, Missouri, where he opened a medical consulting firm called Professional Services Association, Inc.

In 1971, as he was trying to establish the company, he was arrested for a parole violation and sent to jail. A Missouri probation officer named Gordon Morris studied Robinson’s recent history of con games and small-time thefts, concluding that he needed some time behind bars. In Gordon’s view, such punishment would serve as a “strong motivation for a complete reversal” in Robinson’s behavior and could only help this chronic offender. In spite of the strong recommendation, the inmate was released after only several weeks. Back on the street, Robinson’s criminal instincts immediately took over, and he created an investment scam designed to steal $30,000 from a retired schoolteacher named Evalee McKnight. His repeated arrests had done nothing to stop him from devising more scams.

An unsettling dance was taking place between Robinson and law enforcement. He kept breaking the law and the system kept giving this white-collar offender second and third and fourth chances. Many people believe that career criminals can be rehabilitated, but the evidence doesn’t support that. Robinson perfectly fit the profile of someone who could not be motivated or forced to change. You can’t rehabilitate a mind that was never “habilitated” or socialized in the first place. You can’t force repeat offenders to feel the pain their actions cause the victims. You can’t instill empathy in people who don’t have this quality. You can’t cure ingrained cruelty or greed. These people rarely get better in their psychological health after going into counseling, but only become worse and more sophisticated in their deviancy. They’re often quite intelligent and quickly learn the buzz words of psychotherapy and the kinds of behavior that are effective in front of prison therapists or other officials. They know how to present themselves as if they’ve been rehabilitated—they know how to talk convincingly. Yet they are constantly becoming more mission-oriented and their mission is not to redeem themselves but to hone their skills. They don’t study the real techniques of healing or of helping themselves; they study their own past errors when committing crimes so they can get better at their work and further their careers, just as any other professional does. And they get more daring.

One day in the early 1970s, Robinson was running Professional Services Association when he asked his secretary, Charlotte Bowersock, to prepare some letters for prospective clients. The letters stated that the Board of Regents of the University of Missouri–Kansas City “had voted [Robinson] the full rights and privileges of professor” at the School of Dentistry. The secretary, a naive young woman who needed this $7-an-hour job, mailed out the letters even though they were filled with lies. For one thing, UMKC had no Board of Regents. If that claim weren’t bold enough, the dental school dean’s signature had been forged on the letters. This scam was imaginative but went nowhere, unlike another one that Robinson had recently launched.

He’d presented himself to the University of Kansas Medical School as a financial consultant for its Family Practice Department. His new business suits, his smooth manner, his ability to speak well, and his general sense of appearing competent had impressed the physicians. Everyone he met at the medical school liked him, so Jack Walker, the department chairman, hired him, believing Robinson to be “an expert as a physicians’ professional consultant,” he once told the Kansas City Star. Walker was also the mayor of the respectable Kansas City suburb of Overland Park. He may have been taken in by the man’s people skills, but he wasn’t so impressed when he began hearing stories from the doctors in Orthopedic Surgery about how the new consultant was handling that department’s money. A few months into the job, Robinson was let go after being suspected of theft.

Then he approached John Hartlein, the executive director for Marion Laboratories, a well-known pharmaceutical company in Kansas, and asked the director to invest in PSA. When Hartlein declined the offer, Robinson fabricated a letter from Marion Labs to himself, suggesting that it wanted to acquire PSA. Robinson sent the fake letter out to potential investors and added Hartlein’s signature at the bottom. The letter also referred to the founder of Marion Labs, Ewing M. Kauffman, at that time the owner of the Kansas City Royals baseball team. Baseball was highly popular in Kansas City, and Kauffman was one of the metropolitan area’s most prominent citizens. The letter read:


Dear Mr. Robinson,

At Mr. Kaufman’s request, I have received the material you submitted on November 15, 1973. It is the decision of the executive committee that we continue discussions toward making Professional Services Association, Inc., a wholly owned subsidiary of Marion Laboratories, Inc.

We will begin discussions for your training manuals at $364,000. Of course, you will be a necessary part of our overall plan, if we can reach an agreement in the near future.

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Yours very truly,

S/John E. Hartlin

John E. Hartlein

Group Executive



Robinson misspelled Hartlein’s name the first time he used it and misspelled Kauffman’s name as well, but those were minor problems compared to what was coming. Some of those who got the letter were quite familiar with both Marion Labs and Ewing Kauffman. Mac Cahal, a Prairie Village businessman, received the forgery and took it seriously, committing $2,500 to PSA before deciding that he should phone Kauffman to talk about this investment. The call unleashed outrage.

“Ewing,” Cahal told the Kansas City Star some time later, “hit the ceiling.”

Cahal contacted the Securities and Exchange Commission, which sent forth investigators to look into Mr. Robinson and Professional Services Association. Two years later, a Missouri federal grand jury returned a four-count indictment against him for false representation, securities fraud, and mail fraud. Six months after that, Robinson pled out to charges of interstate securities fraud. Three more weeks passed before U.S. district judge John W. Oliver levied a $2,500 fine against the defendant and extended his probation for another three years. Beyond that he received no further punishment. In the last half dozen years, he’d gotten two similar sentences but spent only weeks behind bars.

By pleading no contest to the most recent charges, Robinson was not held liable for money he’d taken from PSA investors; he didn’t have to pay any of it back. In upcoming years, one of the most puzzling questions surrounding Robinson was where he got the money that allowed him not just to support a wife and four children, but to become upwardly mobile and to constantly improve his lifestyle. He never worked at any job for long, and his legal bills were ever present. One part of the answer was that while he made restitution on many of his thefts, law enforcement personnel have speculated that he never gave back all the money he stole from various businesses (he may, for example, have taken as much as a quarter million dollars from Dr. Graham and Fountain Plaza X-Ray and ended up pocketing most of it). Another suggestion is that by pleading guilty in 1976 to the PSA rap, he may have stashed away thousands of dollars that he’d collected from unsuspecting contributors to this business. Also, he occasionally presented himself to people as a money manager who was eager to help them grow their portfolios. He was as convincing in this role as he was in so many others.

“We can only guess how much money he took from people who were too ashamed to come forward to the police and report it,” says one officer. “The problem is that when this happens to someone, they tend not to want to pursue the charges in court or to confess their own role. When you’ve been taken by a con man, you don’t want to look foolish to the whole world.”








IV



Until now, the Robinsons had been living on the Missouri side of the border, but in July 1977 they relocated to an upscale neighborhood across the state line in Kansas, in the town of Stanley. Using money he’d put away and a breezy, confident manner with the local financiers, Robinson was able to buy a $125,000 nine-room home that sat on three handsome acres in an area known as Pleasant Valley Farms. Stanley was in Johnson County, which was on its way, as people moved out from Kansas City to this rural landscape, to becoming one of the wealthiest suburban areas in the United States. In earlier centuries, Native Americans had lived here and left behind their Shawnee names. The wife of an Indian chief had been called Lenexa—today a large town in Johnson County. The county seat is Olathe, which is Shawnee for “beautiful.” Johnson County was steadily growing, but Pleasant Valley Farms was removed from most of the population. The Robinson property, with its ranch-style design and its fashionable wooden shingles, was surrounded by elm and maple groves. It had a horse stable, a corral, a riding path, and a pond filled with fish. Robinson worked hard to fit in with the country gentry around him. He was often seen out in the yard tending his lawn or building a fence or making something for his children to play on.

At Pleasant Valley Farms, people knew Robinson as a devoted father and scoutmaster. Like his dad, John Jr. was well on his way to becoming an Eagle Scout. Robinson was very visible in the community, teaching Sunday school as an elder in the local Presbyterian church (although he’d been raised a Catholic); at Christmas, he dressed up like Santa Claus and gave treats to all the kids. As president of a group of volleyball officials, he assigned referees to games at area schools and was regarded as a good official himself. The license plate on his new Fiat read REFEREE. He’d also stepped forward and served as the “unofficial caretaker” at Pleasant Valley Farms, cleaning up the neighborhood pond and horse trails. He took over the Pleasant Valley Homeowners Association and even went so far as to haul a neighbor into court for failing to use wood shake shingles to reroof her house after it was hit by lightning. In Stanley, he was scaling the ladder of social responsibility and respectability. He bought a couple of horses so he could join the local equine groups. People at Pleasant Valley Farms knew nothing about his criminal past or brief periods in jail.

The move from Missouri to Kansas perfectly symbolized Robinson’s rising fortunes. The Kansas side of the border, if you were living in Johnson County, was a more prestigious address, although some Missourians might argue the point. The 1,200-mile Santa Fe Trail had gone through the heart of Johnson County and helped make Kansas City a prosperous town. The patch of land connecting Kansas and Missouri had seen a lot of rivalry and a lot of American history—much of it bloody. Back in 1838, the federal government had forced a tribe of Potawatomi to leave their home in Indiana, and their route west became known as the Trail of Death. After sixty-one days of hardship and thirty-nine fatalities, their journey ended just to the south of Johnson County. Prior to the Civil War, the antislavery leader John Brown had roamed this part of Kansas spreading his message of freeing blacks from white ownership. In 1859, he was seized at Harpers Ferry in what is now West Virginia and executed.

Kansas was a free state and Missouri was not. Raiders from both sides crossed the border, burned property, and killed their fellow citizens. In Linn County (where John Robinson would eventually buy a farm), a pro-slavery leader named Charles Hamilton and his followers lined up eleven Free State citizens and shot them dead. In October 1864, the largest cavalry battle west of the Mississippi River also took place in Linn County; once the carnage ended, Americans began using the phrase “Bleeding Kansas.” In 1892, the infamous Dalton gang was shot to death not far from Linn County, in the village of Coffeyville, after they were caught robbing a bank. Frank and Jesse James, the Ma Barker gang, and Pretty Boy Floyd terrorized the region as well. And in the mid–twentieth century, two of the world’s best-known killers, Perry Smith and Dick Hickock, had started out on their murderous trek to western Kansas from the latter’s home in Olathe. Their savage killing of all four members of the Clutter family was immortalized in Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood. The Kansas side of the border had produced legendary lawmen as well, including Wild Bill Hickok and Buffalo Bill Cody.

Nearly a century and a half after the Civil War had ended, the old rivalry between Missouri and Kansas lived on in their politics, their sports competitions, and their views of one another across the state line, which ran through the center of Kansas City. The athletic teams at Kansas University in Lawrence were named the Jayhawks, after the pro-abolitionist Jayhawkers during the War Between the States, while the teams at Missouri University in Columbia were called the Tigers, after a home guard unit in the Civil War. In his own peculiar way, John Robinson would eventually rekindle the rivalry that had always existed along the border, but this time it would erupt inside the legal system. The residue of the Civil War still lingered around this landscape, and it didn’t take much to set loose the old bad blood.

 

At Pleasant Valley Farms, Robinson introduced his newest business venture. Hydro-Gro, Inc., was a company based on the principle of hydroponics, a way of growing vegetables indoors within a nutrient rich environment. He created a sixty-four-page booklet entitled Fun with Home Hobby Hydroponics and promoted the enterprise by boasting, “If It Grows, It Grows Better Hydroponically.” He also promoted himself. As you read this booklet, he hoped that you would “form an acquaintance with John Robinson as a sensitive and stimulating human being. John Robinson’s lifetime goal in hydroponics is as far reaching as his imagination.” The book described water-based home gardening products that allowed families to grow tomatoes, cucumbers, and other vegetables “in a minimum space, in the corner of your home.” The literature featured a photograph of Robinson’s five-year-old twins, Christopher and Christine, wearing their GROW YOUR OWN T-shirts and smiling into the camera. The Hydro-Gro literature claimed that Robinson was one of America’s hydroponics pioneers and a “sought after lecturer, consultant and author.”

Not everyone who knew Robinson at Pleasant Valley Farms remembered him as a sensitive human being. Some neighbors felt that he was condescending and abrupt when they queried him about the business or refused to invest in it. Others heard Robinson screaming at his family members inside their spacious home, with its two large stone fireplaces and well-kept grounds, or noticed him barking orders at his wife and kids. Still others heard stories about how Robinson raised his hand to his wife, and people could see for themselves that he fed his horses so little they seemed in danger of starving.

Those who decided to invest in Hydro-Gro came away from the experience with a very different view of Robinson from the one he promoted in the company literature. Nancy Rickard first met him after her father, Brooks, put up $25,000 for the new business. Nancy’s mother, Beth, was dying of cancer and her father was under pressure to pay the mounting bills; he thought Hydro-Gro could bail him out. Robinson won over Nancy Rickard by hiring her to illustrate his how-to gardening booklet. The Rickards didn’t see any return on their investment. In fact, they lost every penny of the $25,000. No one knows how many other investors suffered similar losses.

One thing in Robinson’s promotional literature was accurate. He did have a “far reaching” imagination. This was evident when he tried to use Hydro-Gro in a grand publicity scheme designed to help finance his business. On December 8, 1977, the Kansas City Times carried an article stating that John Robinson, the president of an innovative hydroponics company, had been named the Man of the Year. The honor was bestowed on him for employing disabled people and was presented at a luncheon sponsored by a local sheltered workshop association. The previous year he’d been a consultant at Kansas City’s Blue Valley Sheltered Workshop. When Robert G. O’Bryant, the president of the workshop, resigned, Robinson was elected to take his place. From this position, he’d sent out a letter to Kansas City mayor Charles Wheeler on behalf of the Kansas City Area Association of Sheltered Workshops. The letter asked His Honor to attend a luncheon where awards would be presented to those who’d most generously helped these workshops.

“We would like,” the official-looking document read, “to invite you or a representative from your office to be present for a small keynote speech.”

Robinson wanted the mayor to be there so he could personally hand out the Kansas City Area Association of Sheltered Workshops’ Man of the Year award.

Within two weeks, the mayor’s office had gotten another letter that appeared to be signed by former Blue Valley Sheltered Workshop director Paul Reiff, who was described as the chairman of the Business Recognition Luncheon. This letter mentioned Mildred Quinnett, the mayor’s secretary, and said that Wheeler had approved “a proclamation and commendation or a combination of the two” for the upcoming event. After sending out this letter, Robinson, to make certain that everything was on track for the luncheon, called Quinnett and impersonated Reiff. The trick worked. Robinson was scheduled to receive the proclamation from the mayor at City Hall on December 5, 1977, and two days later the luncheon went off as planned. State senator Mary Gant presented Robinson with a Man of the Year plaque and praised him in a speech that had been written by the honoree himself. He’d also put together a six-page press release about his accomplishments, which he distributed to the media. He claimed to have been a medical consultant for more than 165 clinics or other facilities; the press release quoted numerous medical people about his achievements, all of whom would later deny saying these things.

Nancy Robinson and her four children, along with about fifty local businessmen, came to the event. They all watched as her husband stood up and acted surprised to receive the plaque, then graciously thanked everyone for honoring him in this unexpected way. The Kansas City Times covered the story and its headline stated, “Group for Disabled Honors Area Man.” As soon as the article went into print, the phones started ringing at the Times with howls of indignation from those who’d seemingly supported Robinson for this award.

The paper quickly discovered that the “honoree” had created the plaque himself, had done the writing promoting himself as a friend of the handicapped, and was behind the entire luncheon and the proclamation from the mayor. Robinson had fabricated everything. The mayor’s office, after learning what had happened, was extremely embarrassed, and the group that had “given” Robinson the award demanded that he cease all contact with them. The Kansas City Times ran a scalding story on Robinson, entitled “Man-of-the-Year Ploy Backfires on ‘Honoree.’” It exposed both his shameless exploitation of the sheltered workshops and his extensive criminal background. It was the first time Robinson had received any widespread publicity that began to hint at who he really was.

“I thought, this guy is bad news,” Paul Reiff later told the Kansas City Times. “If he’ll use an organization that’s trying to help the disabled to his personal advantage, he’ll stop at nothing.”

Yet most people, including those in law enforcement, still thought of him as nothing more than a small-time con man, a chiseler.
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In the past few years, Robinson had progressed from petty theft to conjuring up a false identity to stealing stamps to involving the Kansas City mayor’s office in a relentlessly self-serving scam. The Man of the Year scheme had been foiled, but Robinson was starting to tap into other groups where he might find potential victims among the weak and the ill. Like others whom he would come to resemble, Robinson was drawn to jobs that involved counseling or the ministry or medically related work. Tex Watson of the Charles Manson family, for example, became a jailhouse minister. So did David Berkowitz, the “Son of Sam” killer in New York. When Berkowitz appeared on CNN’s Larry King Live, he held a Bible in his hand throughout the interview, determined to show that even behind bars, he’d found a way to exert power and control over others. Robinson didn’t gravitate to the medical profession or to helping the disabled because he wanted to aid his fellow citizens. His real career, which was still taking shape, perhaps even in his own mind, was locating groups of potential victims who were vulnerable or drawn to fantasy or dependent on others.

By the late 1970s, one person who’d been dependent on Robinson for the past decade and a half had apparently had about enough of him. His wife had turned into a chain-smoker whom people described as increasingly nervous and distressed. Nancy now clearly understood that she was living with a repeat offender who showed no signs of going straight. He’d embarrassed the whole family during the Man of the Year fiasco and seemed incapable of holding a job or staying out of legal trouble. He was unfaithful and this habit would only get worse as he got older. In the decades ahead, Nancy would be reduced to conducting surveillance on her husband, following him around in her car to see whom he was meeting and where. She would gather the details, confront him head-on, threaten to end their marriage, and even throw him out of the house, but his exile never lasted. The children always wanted him to come home, so she let him back in. He was capable of things that no one had yet imagined, but he seemed incapable of one thing: giving up his wife or family.

Nancy could see that her husband’s penchant for trouble was escalating, and she was worried for her own future and her kids’ welfare. If she knew that John was unfaithful, she did not know what seedy corners of Kansas City his curiosity had led him into. Nor did she know that he was becoming interested in the subculture of sadomasochistic sex. If all that wasn’t enough, her neighbors were starting to talk about John because he made explicit comments to women at Pleasant Valley Farms. The Robinson children were chagrined at school because their father had gotten a reputation for getting arrested and creating humiliating public scenes. By 1980, after much inner debate and procrastination, Nancy was thinking of filing for divorce, but she waited a little longer, hoping things might improve.

Her body told her they wouldn’t. Her eyes were growing more strained, her posture more stooped. She bent forward when she walked, as if she were pulling a heavy weight. Her face was losing some of its early prettiness, as worry set into pockets of her skin. This small, slightly built woman, with bright blond hair that swept around one side of her face, looked weathered and worn, but she did not file for a divorce or break up the family. She endured. She smoked and suffered along, deciding to stay with Robinson and to accommodate his bad moods and occasional outbursts, directed at her and others. She was the peacekeeper inside the home, the rock for her children, a steady presence in a situation that was at best unpredictable.

In time, she would take standing by your man to an entirely new level.

 

In 1979, Robinson was released from federal probation with a glowing recommendation from his probation officer, Ronald L. Ferguson. In his report, Ferguson wrote that he hoped Robinson “will continue to reap the rewards of good citizenship….”

He began collecting those rewards by taking a job as the employee relations manager at Guy’s Foods in Liberty, Missouri. The firm, which manufactured potato chips and other foods, had just been sold and was transitioning to new ownership. Typically, no one there had taken the time to look into Robinson’s background; because of his apparent competence and warm personality, he’d quickly been hired. Guy’s liked the way he handled people and his intelligence. Robinson seemed a natural at the position. He was being given another opportunity to have a legitimate career and might have progressed well at this solid and successful company, but that wasn’t his goal. He merely used the facade of his personality while searching for the weak links at Guy’s.

He began an affair with a secretary and launched another round of thefts inside the business. In one, he fabricated nonexistent Guy’s employees and then paid them with money that went into his own pocket. In another, he deposited a $6,000 company check in an account that he created to look like a Guy’s corporate account. He used some of these funds to rent an apartment in the Johnson County suburb of Olathe, where he had sexual escapades with female coworkers. Within a few months, tens of thousands of dollars were missing from the company. His more pressing problem was that his secretary had fallen for him and now told him that he had a clear-cut choice: he could either leave his wife and marry her—or she was going to the police with what she knew about his stealing from Guy’s. When he wouldn’t meet her demands, she made good on her threat. Nancy Robinson now knew for certain that her husband was not only a crook but had been cheating on her at the office.

At the end of 1980, Robinson was fired from Guy’s and charged with felony theft. His former employer also hit him with a civil lawsuit asking for him to return what he’d stolen. He eventually settled the civil suit by agreeing to pay the company $50,000 in restitution (he paid Guy’s $41,000 over the next four years). On the criminal side, he pled guilty to stealing a $6,000 check, but instead of facing the maximum seven years for this felony conviction, he was given only sixty days of “shock time” in the Clay County Jail. In addition to the sixty days, he got five years probation in Missouri.

After this last debacle, the idea of divorce again surfaced for Nancy Robinson. Many of her friends and acquaintances were openly encouraging her to take this step, but before following through on their advice, she and Robinson went into marriage counseling. Once again, they stayed together, for better and for worse.

 

Robinson soon opened another business, called Equi-Plus, which offered his management consulting services to the public and hoped to bring new products to the marketplace. One of those products was designed to provide the consumer a better way of storing bull sperm. He rented a suite in Overland Park and hung out an Equi-Plus sign. Before long, his phone started to ring. A local outfit named Back Care Systems conducted corporate seminars on treating employees’ back pain on the job. The company approached Equi-Plus and asked Robinson to create a marketing plan for them. He undertook this mission and started sending them invoices that seemed very high—if not downright suspect. Unlike many other corporations in the past, Back Care Systems began gathering information on Robinson’s history and his current activities. The company took its findings to the Johnson County district attorney’s office, where prosecutors began yet another investigation into John Robinson. He sought legal advice and a lawyer told him that the best strategy for countering the authorities was to have sworn affidavits from customers about the soundness of his business. He came up with these documents by forging them.

The most significant aspect of Equi-Plus was not its success or failure, but something Robinson encountered while creating it. Two of his neighbors and potential Equi-Plus clients at Pleasant Valley Farms, Bob and Scott Davis, introduced him to the world of computers. In the early eighties, personal computers were quite rare, and the average person was barely aware of the technological revolution that was just a few years away. The Davises showed him what was on the high-tech horizon, and Robinson was intrigued by these new possibilities. He’d always found innovative ways to employ machines in his criminal adventures. He’d had his secretary use a typewriter to generate fake letters and he’d forged other documents by using Wite-Out and Xerox copiers. That seemed like amateur stuff compared to what he might be able to do with a word processor or more sophisticated technology. Everything could be utilized to expand his repertoire as a con man.

By mid-1984, he’d posed as so many different things to so many different people that he decided to try something new. He met a local woman named Mildred Amadi who desired to end her marriage to a Nigerian man and convinced her that he was an attorney who could represent her in divorce proceedings (he’d recently been telling other listeners that he’d raised the funds for Sylvester Stallone’s latest hit movie, First Blood). As part of his arrangement with Amadi, she gave him her marriage license and birth certificate, as well as the title to her automobile. In the months ahead, she would complain to the authorities that she wasn’t sure what Robinson had done with her legal documents and he never did help her get a divorce.

Until now the scams he’d run were designed to make money. They hurt people and were clearly illegal but had not yet taken a darker turn. They were just con games, but that was about to change because, like other serial criminals, Robinson was a work in progress, someone who was constantly evolving toward greater risks and new rewards. It was as though he kept pushing himself to see what he was capable of or if he had any limits at all.
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