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PREFACE


Fifteen years ago I stumbled upon a story that has since become a cause célèbre in the annals of American crime. At first I was little inclined to believe in the story myself until I began to unearth hard evidence in the form of documents that utterly disproved the FBI claim that John Herbert Dillinger, the most infamous bank robber in the nation, was shot down and killed outside the Biograph Theater in Chicago on the night of July 22, 1934. Someone, indeed, was killed—executed is the correct word—but, as my investigative research shows, he was not Public Enemy Number One. Just the opposite, the victim was a low-echelon criminal who was set up unknowingly to be killed in place of Dillinger.


In the spring of 1968 such a story was as remote from my mind as the idea of men walking on the moon as I drove to Little Bohemia Lodge outside of Manitowish Waters, a sidetrip to a vacation I had taken in the north woods of Wisconsin. Since childhood I had heard and read of Dillinger’s terrible exploits and, as fascinated as any citizen might be with such an individual, I went to Little Bohemia to look over the lodge’s “Dillinger museum.”


On April 22, 1934, a small army of FBI agents under the direction of the flamboyant Melvin Purvis attacked Little Bohemia at night, recklessly opening up a withering barrage, without warning, on the front of the lodge. They had had a tip that Dillinger and his gang were hiding out at Little Bohemia. In their wild assault on the building, agents raked a car parked in front of the lodge which contained three CCC workers who had just emerged from the lodge’s dining room. Two of the men were wounded, a third killed. (This killing was later conveniently attributed to John Dillinger who, as I learned, was considered to be “the slowest gun in the underworld,” an outlaw who hated to fire weapons of any kind and most likely never killed anyone, although I now know he certainly had a hand in setting up the man who died in his place.)


The shoot-out was a one-way affair I was to learn. The Dillinger gangsters inside the lodge, according to owner Emil Wanatka, Sr., who witnessed the onslaught, never gave return fire, not a single bullet. Instead, the practical-minded Dillinger and others with him, all of whom were upstairs in their rooms, merely slipped out back windows, dropped to a small one-story roof below and then ran along a silvery lake echoing with gunfire to tall trees. They then commandeered cars and fled. Only “Baby Face” Nelson, who was staying apart from the gang with his wife Helen in a nearby cottage, reportedly traded shots with agents before fleeing but only after the FBI men let loose their hail of bullets.


The raid had been a fiasco but a small boon to the proprietor in that the gangsters, in their haste to flee, left behind their clothes, luggage, and personal effects (but not their weapons). Emil Wanatka put these strange artifacts into a small cottage near the main lodge, and so that it would serve as a tourist attraction, labeled the place a “Dillinger museum.”


I was really humoring my love of offbeat Americana by driving 40 miles out of my way (though this was in a day when gasoline was only 28¢ a gallon). I finally found the lodge with its rustic Bavarian façade shaded by tall hardwoods. Going up the small driveway, I spotted a heavy-set man in his early 40s playing ball with his family in the empty parking area fronting the lodge. As I came to a stop the man jumped high to catch the ball. He looked at me with a curious expression. Then, juggling the ball, he walked over.


“Yes? Can I help you?”


“Is it all right to look around?” I inquired.


“That depends. What are you looking for? The lodge is closed up and we’re not taking anybody in right now.”


It was then that I saw the little cottage to my right which passed for the Dillinger museum. A small sign on the cottage wall proclaimed: “The personal belongings of John W. Dillinger [the proprietors had made the mistake of using the middle initial of Dillinger’s father, John Wilson Dillinger, instead of John Herbert Dillinger’s], Tommy Carroll, Homer Van Meter, John Hamilton, Baby Face Nelson.”


“Well, I thought I might write a piece for my magazine,” I told the heavy-set man. It was only a thought. I hadn’t seriously intended to write any such article, but the idea did appeal to me, that is, if the “museum” yielded a good nostalgic tale. I dug out my wallet and pulled forth a card which I handed to the heavy-set man.


He scanned the card. “Oh, you’re from Chicago, huh?”


“Yes.”


He held out his hand. “I’ m Emil Wanatka.”


I took his hand but was puzzled. Was this the same Emil Wanatka who had played unwilling host to John Dillinger and his boys in the spring of 1934? “You weren’t running the lodge when Dillinger was here, were you?”


Wanatka smiled. “Aww, no. That was my father. I’m Emil Wanatka, Junior.”


“Could I look at your museum?”


“Sure. It’s locked, though. I gotta get the key.”


I walked over to the lodge with Wanatka. His wife and children continued to play ball. He invited me in and showed me the bullet-ridden front windows of the lodge, the gaping holes resulting from the FBI raid, preserved for the curious by partitions of glass on either side. Then I walked out across the parking area with Wanatka, and he opened the little museum.


“We don’t use this much anymore,” he said. “Not much call for it. But it was a big hit in its day. Everybody was interested in Dillinger then.” He jiggled the lock with his key. “It hasn’t been opened in a long time.”


Finally, the door swung open, and strong, musty smells seeped out. We went inside. All about the walls of the small building were pieces of clothing, shaving equipment, scuffed suitcases, and old newspapers screaming their giant headlines: “DILLINGER GANG ESCAPES.”


“You think you’ll really do a write-up?” Wanatka said.


“I was thinking of it.”


Wanatka gave me a studied look. Then he looked briefly around the room at the old pinstripe suits, yellowed shirts still in their original cleaning bands. “Are you going to be here for a while?”


“Why?”


“I’d like to show you something. I have to go somewhere and get it. If you’re going to do a story, I think you should see it.” He seemed nervous.


“I’d be glad to stick around.”


“I’ll try to get right back.”


Emil Wanatka, Jr., walked swiftly from the little museum to his large station wagon, got in and roared off down the driveway, onto the highway.


I looked closely at the suits and tried to figure out which one might be Dillinger’s. I knew he was a small man, around 5’8". None of the suits would seem to have fitted him. They, along with the long, well-tapered overcoats, snug at the waist in typical ’30s fashion, were all for large men, it appeared. There was a tin can on the table with a hole in it and a label reading “Donations.” I dropped some coins into it.


Then, while I was reading the faded newspaper accounts of Dillinger’s escapades tacked to the wall, Wanatka’s car came down the driveway. He parked and motioned me back to the lodge. He was holding a large, brown envelope.


I walked past the old bar area where the gangsters Van Meter and Hamilton had once lounged with lumberjacks and CCC workers those long years back. Wanatka took me into a small office and turned on a light. He opened the envelope.


“I got this several years ago. It’s a letter and a picture. Here.”


There was a picture of an old man staring grimly into the camera’s eye. His mouth sagged. His nose was large and his ears pointed. The eyes were fierce. The letter, which was dated July 30, 1963, and postmarked from California, I read aloud:




Emil Wanatka, Jr.


Little Bohemia Lodge


Manitowish Waters, Wisconsin


Dear Sir,


Am sending a letter and photo of Dillinger as he looks today for you to place on exhibit [sic] in your museum. The man shot was James Lawrence who told the woman in red, Anna Compana that he was Dillinger.


After the shooting Dillinger moved to Hollywood where he has worked ever since under an assumed name.


J. E. Hoover stated, “There is every indication that the man shot is Dillinger except the proof. It’s customary to send in to headquarters the fingerprints of every man shot by the F.B.I. but no fingerprints of Dillinger have come in spite of a regulation burial.”


The fingerprints were taken of the man shot, but they did not match those of Dillinger, therefore they were not sent in, because if they were the F.B.I. would then have to admit the wrong man was killed.


Dillinger’s sister Audrey said she could positively identify her brother by a scar on his leg.


After viewing the body she said, “There is no question in my mind. Bury him.” But what she was really looking for was a birthmark, which was not there. But naturally by saying this she protected both Dillinger and the F.B.I.


The man shot had black hair and brown eyes, and weighed 170 lbs. to [sic] large for Dillinger.


Yours Sincerely,


John H. Dillinger





When I looked up at Wanatka, I found him staring at me.


“This is incredible. Has anyone else seen this?”


“My lawyer. He’s checked on it.”


“What has he found?”


“Not much. He seems to feel that there’s some truth to it.”


“Why?”


Wanatka shrugged.


“Have you shown this to the FBI?”


Wanatka smiled slightly. “Are you kidding?”


We continued to stare at the picture and then the letter and then back to the picture. I reread the letter several times and I tried to photograph both the letter and the picture, but without success. My equipment wasn’t up to it.


In desperation I turned to Wanatka. “Would you let me have these?”


He thought for a moment. “Are you going to do a story?”


“I’m certainly going to look into this.”


“You can take the letter. I have a copy. But return the picture. It’s my only one.”


“Sure. I’ll return it. Have you any idea why this was sent to you, Mr. Wanatka?”


“No, I guess it was for the museum.”


The museum? Of course. . . . And by then my mind pondered the old man’s claim: if Dillinger was alive— alive ?—and, bizarre as it may seem, visited the museum, he certainly would have noticed the error of his name on the building. The “W” for the middle initial instead of the “H”. Then he would sign the letter “John H. Dillinger.” But it was absurd, crazy. The Dillinger case was exclusively an FBI matter, and it had been thoroughly recorded and documented. The apprehension of John Dillinger was the very pillar for the Bureau’s reputation as “gangbusters”, as “G-Men”. It was the most famous case in its war on crime in the dark and terrible ’30s.


I could not believe it. But I took the letter and the photo. We walked outside. I questioned Wanatka further, but he could volunteer no more information and had little memory for events that trailed back over 30 years. “You know, you ought to stop by and see my father. He’s got all kinds of stories about Dillinger and that bunch.”


“You mean he’s still alive?”


“Sure. He lives in one of the cottages. Right up the lodge road. Go on over. He loves to talk about it.”


I drove up the lodge road to a trim log cabin cottage. An attractive woman was placing bread crumbs on a tree stump for the stray deer that wandered in and out of the hardwoods. A squat, burly man with massive arms was plucking embryo dandelions from his lawn.


Introductions were made and 80-year-old Emil Wanatka, Sr., and his young wife invited us into the cottage. There he quickly began to recall the well-known story of how the gangsters took over his lodge for several days in April 1934. He brought out a stack of old photographs. Then something odd happened. The first yellowed photograph showed Wanatka as a young proprietor of Little Bohemia with a large, fair-haired, heavyset man, his arms folded. Wanatka’s arm was around the man’s shoulders.


“Ahh, here,” Wanatka said and grabbed the top photo away, tucking it beneath the stack of photos hurriedly. He kept both hands on the stack of photos—to stop any casual inspection? The photo now on top was the same photo as the one Wanatka had quickly buried—except for one thing. The body, the folded arms, the sweater and the workman’s shirt with its turned-up collar were those of the fair-haired man, but the face was that of John Dillinger. Wanatka talked rapidly, perhaps thinking I hadn’t noticed the faked photo. (Later, Robert Cromie told me that he, too, in the research for his Dillinger: A Short and Violent Lie, published six years before my visit to Little Bohemia, had noticed the faked photo, called Wanatka on it and was told rather lamely by Wanatka that “an FBI man had superimposed Dillinger’s face on the photo as a joke” however, John Toland mistakenly published this doctored photo in his Dillinger Days in 1963 as an authentic portrait.)


I said nothing about all this to Wanatka. He rattled off the legendary stories. And I listened quietly. He was enjoying himself.


I thought I’d risk something with the old man and took out the photo and the letter that Emil Wanatka, Jr., had given me. After a brief explanation to Emil, Sr., the old man scowled, glanced at the photo and thrust it toward me. “No! That’s crazy! Dillinger is dead. Everybody knows that. Where did you get that?”


“From your son.”


“What? That’s crazy! He’s crazy, the man who sent such a thing. He’s crazy! He doesn’t even look like Dillinger. Look. You can see for yourself. Look. Hell, no! No!”


“But this photo was taken 30 years later. A man changes or can change himself a great deal in 30 years.”


“Hell, no. It ain’t him! Are you telling me? I knew him. I seen him in the flesh. He stayed here. He ate here. I did his laundry. I talked with him and played cards with him. We had steaks and played poker. That’s when I seen he was wearin’ them twin .45s. He reached for the pot and his coat opened and there was them two guns. Two big .45s”


“I thought he was partial to .38s.”


“How do you figure that?”


“I’ve read a lot about him.”


The old man pointed once more to the photo in my hand. “Well,” he said emphatically, “I’ m tellin’ you that ain’t him and I ought to know! That’s the end of that.”


A half hour later I was driving back to Chicago. The photo and letter were on the seat next to me. My eyes were drawn to the photo every now and then. It was almost impossible to concentrate on driving. Night was falling, and the smell of the dense fir woods about me was pungent.


That letter made strange claims. But could they be facts? If they were facts . . .


On the return night trip from Wisconsin to Chicago my thoughts were captured by John Dillinger. (The name I was to learn later was originally pronounced with a hard “g” .) He was the boy born on the flatlands of Indiana, son of a farmer, who, in a 12-month period (June 1933 through June 1934) robbed banks with the easy regularity of a locomotive snatching mailbags from wayside hooks, a cool and calculating man whose name became synonymous with bank robbery. He had been, in fact, the dean of the 1930s bank robbers, roaming throughout the Midwest at will to pluck a recorded $500,000 from vaults. The real figure of his take in the crime wave of the 1930s could have been as much as $1 million.


If the claims in the letter the old man had sent to Wanatka were correct, John Dillinger could have disappeared in style with the kind of loot he had gleaned. And it was easy to vanish in 1934. The Great Depression enveloped the nation then and tens of thousands of men—farmers, businessmen, shopkeepers, factory workers, homeowners—all gone bankrupt, were on the roads begging for work, an army of nameless drifting men. The whole nation was a hobo camp.


No one asked for identification half a century ago from those who lined up at soup kitchens from Chicago to Los Angeles, no one wrote down the half million names of the scarecrow “Okies” clogging the routes to California to pick, at slave wages, the fruits of the Golden State. It was a time of financial and social chaos. Social security, credit cards, all the modem systems that verify the existence of U.S. citizens today, simply did not exist. No one was on paper. And who, if Dillinger was not shot outside the Biograph that sweltering night in Chicago, would be looking for a dead man? Certainly not the FBI, not publicly.


The authority of the FBI, then at the core of the federal government, with J. Edgar Hoover as its rockbed, was unimpeachable. The public looked to the federal government under FDR to lead them from America’s hard times and, without question, they then looked upon the FBI as school children gazed in awe at Tom Mix, the legendary cowboy star of the silent film, then the hero of a popular children’s radio show. In short, whatever J. Edgar Hoover and the FBI said was the final word, the absolute truth.


No one questioned the FBI then, not politicians nor the press and certainly not the lowly citizens with threadbare clothes and holes in their shoes. If J. Edgar Hoover announced to the world in 1934 that John Herbert Dillinger, bank robber, had been killed, he was believed. If Hoover’s agents explained that the reason the dead man did not look like Dillinger was due to plastic surgery, they were believed (even though such surgery had never been performed upon the man killed, I was later to learn). Hoover was a sort of a king with a private fiefdom and his words were royal decrees. Dillinger was dead, long live J. Edgar Hoover.


But the truth was that the American public of that day, its press, law officials and even King Hoover wallowed in fantasies and flaunted grossly naive interpretations of events, partly to escape the brutal realities of the Depression, mostly because we were still a nation of child-like innocence, an unsophisticated, uncomplicated society wholly without the luxury of instant information via television and untouched by Machievellian suspicions that had long gripped other lands. The Big Lie was an easy sell to Americans in 1934. Huey “Kingfish” Long sold it successfully. So did the racist radio priest Father Coughlin. So did J. Edgar Hoover.


Hoover’s lie was that the FBI was a superhuman organization that never failed, never made a mistake. The FBI got Dillinger and the Bureau would get anyone they went after. The Dillinger case, of course, was the cornerstone myth of “the G-Men,” a sobriquet Hoover made up to bolster a flagging image in the early 1930s. There were many public enemies after the Bureau officially closed the Dillinger dossier, but he remained Hoover’s lifelong nemesis. (And a haunting one at that—why else would the Director have the death mask taken from the Biograph victim boldly displayed on a wall in his personal office in Washington, if not to remind the world that Dillinger was dead, dead, dead? Amen.)


Yet this larger-than-life adversary in crime, this Dillinger, who was a million times more lethal than any Professor Moriarity, according to Hoover, was also labeled, paradoxically, by the Director, a “dumb farm boy,” a “super-rodent . . . who used women as shields,” and an “arch killer.” What John Dillinger really was may never be determined but it’s now certain that he wasn’t a “dumb farm boy”—but rather one of the most ingenious bandits ever known.


Not that Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker weren’t clever in their penny-ante way. They, like the Barker brothers and their infamous Ma, “Pretty Boy” Floyd, Harvey Baily, and “Machine Gun” Kelly, were shrewd, conniving Chautauqua bandits. But the king of their Broadway was Dillinger. It was Dillinger and his timeconscious companions, John Hamilton, Harry Pierpont, Charles Makley, Russell Clark, and others, who expertly perfected the well-precisioned bank robbery. And they did it as one might rehearse a play, with a careful reading of the script. One of the gang—a “jug marker”—would inspect the intended bank and all of its protective facilities. This could be quickly achieved under the guise of a newspaper reporter inquiring as to what kind of preventatives against robbery the bank could offer. And the “jug marker” would have the proper credentials and press pass. Or he might be a vault salesman who would naturally have to inspect the present bank facilities to prove its equipment was inadequate against Dillinger and company.


When robbing a bank, each of the Dillinger gang knew his role. One would guard the door, herd those who entered and have them stand to the side, hands down to avoid suspicion from passersby outside. One would clean out the tellers’ cages while another headed for the main vault. The driver would idle the car outside, carefully parked so it could pull away easily into traffic. The man at the door, usually armed with a machine gun—its mere sight was commanding and lethal—would generally allow a period of two minutes to elapse on the stopwatch in his hand. When he called “time,” the gang immediately reassembled at the door of the bank and left. On several occasions, one of the gang members would be reaching for a huge stack of big bills or be about to scoop up a pile of securities, but, gritting teeth and softly cursing, he would tum about and head for the door. It was this discipline that kept the Dillinger gang running as effectively as a well-greased Hudson Terraplane and also prevented their early capture.


The roads and streets leading to and from the bank would be carefully mapped, and the time it took to leave town would be clocked again and again, stop signs, lights and traffic policemen included. They never broke traffic laws. The careening escape car screeching almost out of control with rapid fire blazing from the windows was strictly Hollywood. The Dillinger gang rode away quietly, stopping at the necessary intersections, chatting and smoking.


This seemingly foolproof system of bank robbing had been inaugerated by a German immigrant, a Baron Herman K. Lamm, who had been discharged from the German army shortly before the First World War for cheating at cards. The enterprising baron migrated to the United States and, establishing his Prussian tactics, employed himself as a full-time bank robber. He was successful for almost a decade until he was killed in a gun battle, in 1930. But a few of his surviving gang members lived on to describe minutely the proper style and procedure in bank robbing to the Dillinger gang, all of whom, at that time, were serving long terms in the Indiana State Prison in Michigan City. And it was from this prison that ten of these men escaped on September 26, 1933, with the help of young John Dillinger, who had been paroled the previous May. Then the crime wave really began.


Dillinger proved by engineering this escape—smuggling guns to his people in a box of sewing thread—his sense of timing and ingenuity. He was to prove over and over again, almost faultlessly, that he was a master of escape, a Houdini of crime, who, it has been established, could drive from Chicago to St. Paul using nothing but back-country roads—all marked on maps of his own making in his special codes—and arrive only a few hours later than regular highway driving would permit, thus avoiding any and all roadblocks.


He was also clever enough to get out of three “airtight” jails—one with a self-devised petition, another through the help of his friends and the third with a hand-made wooden gun. Throughout his public career, Dillinger was clever enough to avoid detection and capture by lawmen of seven states combined with the monolithic weight of the FBI.


And from all the evidence I have gathered in the writing of this story, John Herbert Dillinger was even clever enough to outlive his own death, through the aid of crafty accomplices, public gullibility, a sophomoric press, bungling officialdom, and an immature federal agency. Dillinger’s is one of the strangest stories of American crime, so replete with acceptable evidence that the real mystery to be unraveled was not discovered for 35 years after his supposed body had been laid to rest.


When I first set forth the components of the real mystery—in Dillinger—Dead or Alive? which forms the core of this book—law enforcement leaders, including the omnipotent J. Edgar Hoover, and the press took hotly debated sides, and I received hundreds of letters from those connected somehow to the Dillinger case and many who merely wanted to voice their strong opinions. Then came scores of individuals who volunteered additional information, from eyewitnesses to the shooting at the Biograph Theater to local and federal lawmen who added more information. There were also crackpots and clairvoyants who had their own answers and solutions. (These reactions are examined in Chapter 13.)


But, in 1979, came the end of the story, or as much of a conclusion as can be hoped for, when an elderly bank robber, a close associate of John Dillinger, explained to me what really happened to Public Enemy Number One after the Biograph execution on Jul y 22, 1934. That story is recounted at length in the last chapter of this book. It is an appropriate and—for me, at least—fitting denouement to ten years of investigative research.


In any investigation, it is of course not sufficient to accept at face value the public record. As the historians James West Davidson and Mark Hamilton Lytle put it in their After the Fact: The Art of Historical Detection(1982):




Obviously, historians cannot rest content with the facts that come most easily to hand. They must search the odd corners . . . in order to put together a complete story. But how do historians know when their research is “complete”? How do they know to search one collection of letters rather than another? These questions point up the misconception at the heart of the everyday view of history. History is not “what happened in the past”; rather, it is the act of selecting, analyzing, and writing about the past. It is something that is done, that is constructed, rather than an inert body of data that lies scattered through the archives.





In the Dillinger investigation, especially, historians should have been most cautious in accepting the facts that came most easily to hand, because powerful people had a strong vested interest in such an acceptance. A great error can be compounded many times before its detection, if detection ever does take place once the layers of legend are encrusted with belief. The error is often too great to discover, like a misspelling in the large 72-point type of a newspaper’s banner headline. Anything that large, the conditioned mind insists, just can’t be wrong, or the facts disguising the error are universally accepted, or the responsibility and authority for the error emanate from such a pinnacle of power; taintless in its jurisdiction, it cannot be challenged.


But in the case of John Dillinger, the error was there all along . . . waiting to be discovered.


Jay Robert Nash


Chicago, Illinois, 1983




I. ON THE WAY TO LITTLE BOHEMIA-DILLINGER


John Dillinger was as much a mystery at birth as he was to be in his improbable death. On the morning of April 20, 1934, he was also the most wanted man in America: Public Enemy Number One. And John Dillinger, perpetuating with a grin the old legends of Butch Cassidy and Jesse James in his image, enjoyed and distrusted the notoriety.


But he hadn’t forgotten caution. A number of fast cars carrying a total of ten people were spread out over a considerable distance as they moved on a 400-mile trip to the Wisconsin north woods for a retreat from the manhunt. Homer Van Meter and his girl, Marie Conforti, were in advance of the caravan with their driver, Pat Reilly. They were the scouts, marking possible getaway routes.


Van Meter, a shifty-eyed, intelligentbank robber, also knew caution. Dillinger could count on him. The other cars contained the amiable master bank robber John Hamilton - “Three-Fingered Jack” -and his girl, Pat Cherrington, machine gunner Tommy Carroll and his wife, Jean, and a deadly killer, George “Baby Face” Nelson (née Lester Giles) and his wife, Helen.


As the country grew hilly and thick with pine and fir trees, Dillinger must have thought about his own girl, Evelyn Frechette. He was the only one without a girl. And now she was gone, picked up in Chicago by federal agents on April 9 in a bar at 416 North State Street while he stood helplessly across the street. He had watched FBI man Melvin Purvis and his men take her outside, put her into a car and drive away. He had lighted a cigarette, and Evelyn had seen him and said nothing. Now she was in federal custody, with a picture of another man in her purse. There was nothing that could be done about her now. Nothing at all. There was $20,000 on Dillinger’s head, and J. Edgar Hoover had put out a shoot-to-kill order on him. He had to look out for himself.


It was a long ride to Little Bohemia. John settled back and watched the scenery and his own life slip past.


CHICAGO, ILLINOIS/ATLANTIC HOTEL RESTAURANT/SPRING, 1968




Going after the deeply buried facts of the Dillinger case was more than a one-man job. Another writer, someone who could be trusted, was needed. A conversation took place between the originator of this story and his friend Ron Offen, who had once been an insurance investigator. It was quick and decisive.


“I tell you, I’ve just reread most of the books and a slug of articles. The entire case is full of holes. Take a look at that letter and that photo again. That guy’s pointing out things that no one’s ever said about Dillinger.”


“It sounds crazy to me. I mean, that was the FBI’s most airtight case, right?”


“Wrong. It’s full of holes. Everybody’s story seems contradictory. I’m going into a full-scale investigation on this-the old newspapers, the files, the records — everything I can get my hands on.”


“You know what you need?”


“What’s that?”


“A legman. Me.”


“That’s the idea, but keep your mouth shut.”


“It’s going to be a bitch. Those records are way underground.”


“You’re telling me. Thirty-four years is a long time to go back.”


“How about some wienerschnitzel?”


“Okay.”


“Waiter?”





Born legally to John Wilson and Mollie Dillinger on June 22, 1903 – on the very cusp of Gemini, the ominous sign of the twins – John Herbert Dillinger’s only record of birth is marked nondescriptively as “infant.” A midwife, not a doctor, delivered the child.


Strangely enough, John’s sister, Audrey, close to 16 and the only other Dillinger child, married almost immediately after his birth. Little is known of Audrey’s early years, but after her marriage she gave birth to seven children. She “adopted” John as what she would later term “my own child.”
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The woman squinted her eyes suspiciously, holding the paper in her hand. She approached the desk and crossed out the mother’s name. “This here is all wrong. I can’t give you no information on that birth.”


“Why not? If the information I’ve written down for you is correct – the names of the parents and the street address – you ’re obligated to give me a copy of the birth certificate.”


“I don’t have to do nothin’ like that a-tall,” she snickered. “We gotta law in this state. Mister – you ain’t from this state, are you?”


“No. Chicago.”


“Well, we gotta law that says you gotta have all the right information about the family before we give out that information. You’re talkin’ about them there Dillinger [she pronounced it with a hard ‘g’] people ain’t you?”


“Yes.”


“Well, I knowed them Dillingers and they was nice people and I’m guessin’ that you come down here to write up Johnnie.” Her smile was knowing, smug and protective: Horatio at the gate. “I don’t have to give you no certificate unless you got the right information, which you don’t” She scratched out the mother’s name rapidly in pencil while she talked. “Besides, he ain’t got no name. Just ‘infant,’ and you gotta have a name to get the certificate.”


“That sounds crazy to me.”


“That’s the law. Why, even if Johnnie Dillinger came walkin’ right in here now, he couldn’t get a copy of his own certificate unless he had identification.”


“Yeah, sure. Like a birth certificate.”


“That ain’t so funny, Mr. Big-Shot Chicago Writer!” She walked away humming knowingly and disappeared into a maze of file cabinets.





Three years after his birth, Dillinger’s mother, Mollie, died following an apoplectic attack and an operation. His father, John Wilson Dillinger, owned four houses and a grocery store in Indianapolis, and he tried to raise his infant son but was awkward in the role. Audrey took care of him as if he were her own.


Young John Dillinger took rides on the rickety seat of his father’s grocery wagon, the elder Dillinger urging on a swaybacked horse. The little boy was a normal child, and neighbors saw him frequently in front of the Dillinger house pedaling his tricycle.


Audrey, who had become Mrs. Emmett Hancock, moved back into her father’s house upon her mother’s death and looked after John until the elder Dillinger remarried. John, Sr., married Elizabeth Fields of Mooresville, in 1912. However, Audrey remained closer to John than to her own children.


His was an easy childhood, although his father was sometimes too severe in his discipline, locking the young boy in the house; some claim young John even was tied to a bed when unruly. On the whole, Dillinger’s youth was not unusual, dotted with the usual childish schemes of petty stealing, playing hooky and occasional fist fights. Many remember him as a good student with above-average grades. He was also a fast and expert baseball player who performed well in the infield.


Dillinger’s first brush with John Law came while he was a sixth-grader at Washington School. He was rounded up with a pack of neighborhood youths for stealing coal from the Pennsylvania Railroad and selling it to neighbors.


Arms folded, cap cocked upon his head, the grinning, gum-chewing Dillinger was defiant to the judge of the juvenile court, who reportedly gave him a severe once-over, ending with a damning statement: “Your mind is crippled.”


It was an age when the rod flourished and the child was socially leashed, when “getting into trouble” was a serious, heart-pounding affair no matter what the infraction. Still, young Johnnie Dillinger was considered a good boy by his neighbors and schoolteachers.
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May Jeffers, age 87, a Dillinger neighbor in the Indianapolis days, remembered him well.


“Did you know the Dillinger family pretty well?”


“Oh, yes. My son, Fred – he’s dead now – used to play with little John all the time. Johnnie wasn’t a bad boy, no worse than any of the rest of them. I suspect that he later got in with bad companions.”


“Did you know Mr. Dillinger?”


Her speech was careful, her memory crisp. “Yes, indeed. My husband worked for him on two different occasions. He was in the grocery business. Owned a store on Bloyd.”


“Did you know Audrey Dillinger?”


“Oh yes. She was 15 when John was born.”


“Was there any mystery surrounding John’s birth?”
 

“Mystery? No, not that I know of! Only thing strange was that Audrey was 15 years old at the time.”


“Did little John ever have any serious illness when he was a child, Mrs. Jeffers? Like diphtheria, scarlet fever or rheumatic fever?”


“No, he never had any of that . . . He was a healthy boy . . . same as all the rest.” A pause. “He was a cute little boy with blue eyes.”


“Blue eyes?”


“Yes, kind of blue.”





John Dillinger had no intention of entering high school. Instead he took a job as a machinist in Indianapolis at the Reliance Specialty Company. His on-the-job performance indicated amazing manual dexterity. The owner reported that Dillinger’s work was “very fast and accurate” and appraised him as “sober, honest and very industrious.”


But for a young boy just out of school earning money, city life was a premature opportunity to slip inside the adult world. Soon Dillinger began coming home later and later, offering no excuse to his worried father, who retired at that time, selling his store and houses and purchasing a small farm in Mooresville. One of the motives for his retirement and move into the country was undoubtedly to stem his son’s wild streak.


After one last stab at his first semester in high school – a disaster of absenteeism and miserable grades – Dillinger quit and began commuting on a bike to Indianapolis, resuming his old job at the Reliance Specialty Company. He began visiting Martinsville, the county seat, 16 miles from Mooresville, where most of his time was spent inside Gebhardt’s pool room, playing baseball in the nearby sandlots or sampling the local girls. Dillinger’s sex drive was by then extremely pronounced. After being rejected by his uncle’s stepdaughter, Frances Thornton, in his first thrust for marriage, Dillinger went back to Indianapolis, where he was seen in the company of prostitutes. Wracked with gonorrhea, late hours and the inability to hold his job, Dillinger stole a car for a date from the Friends Church on July 21, 1923.
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