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			Foreword

			On April 19, 1882, during a stop in St. Joseph, Missouri, on his nationwide speaking tour, Oscar Wilde reflected on the assassination, sixteen days earlier in St. Joseph, of Jesse James, the most notorious American outlaw up to that time. “The Americans are certainly great hero-worshippers, and always take their heroes from the criminal classes,” Wilde, exhibiting the wit of a great playwright and poet, wrote a friend. And in another letter to a different correspondent on the same day, Wilde remarked, “The Americans, if not hero-worshippers, are villain-worshippers.” 

			Wilde’s remarks are difficult to dispute. Jesse James is just one of many American criminals—a group that includes thieves, gangsters, and fraudsters—who have been enshrined in the culture despite their dark and desperate ways. Billy the Kid, Al Capone, John Dillinger, Bonnie and Clyde, Pretty Boy Floyd, Willie Sutton: Each, even today, is readily recognizable to historians and the general public alike. Except in a few instances—longtime Federal Bureau of Investigation director J. Edgar Hoover, for example, or Eliot Ness, whose crime-fighting vigilance famously helped the federal government use the tax code to topple Capone—most criminals are better known in the United States than the men and women who arrested and prosecuted them. Many outlaws have been able to steal their way into the American imagination, especially after death, in ways that detectives, police officers and district attorneys have not.

			William J. Burns stands out as a different character.

			In his day, “the American Sherlock Holmes” was one of the most famous detectives in the United States—for reasons good and bad. He first worked for the federal government tracking down counterfeiters as a Secret Service agent, and used his skills and reputation to found the William J. Burns International Detective Agency, one of the leading organizations of its kind in the United States. Starting in 1921, as the director of the U.S. Department of Justice’s fledgling Bureau of Investigation, Burns established a foundation for his successor, J. Edgar Hoover, and the agency that would eventually become the towering FBI. But while he was heading the Bureau of Investigation, Burns also participated in a scheme meant to blackmail the junior United States senator from Montana, Burton K. Wheeler, who had helped spark the investigations that uncovered the Teapot Dome scandal, the worst scandal of the presidency of Warren G. Harding, which was replete with them. His deviousness revealed in the Wheeler matter and in other cases, Burns was forced to resign from the Bureau of Investigation in May 1924 at the request of Attorney General Harlan Fiske Stone, a reformer who later took a seat on the Supreme Court. Stone named Hoover, Burns’s chief assistant, to take over the Bureau of Investigation, and the rehabilitation and expansion of what would become the FBI was soon underway.

			Burns by now had taken on the guise of both hero and villain. He had elevated the profile of the Bureau of Investigation, but contributed to tarnishing its standing so badly that the Department of Justice was known as the “Department of Easy Virtue” by the time Stone forced Burns to step down. In retirement, in Florida, Burns wrote detective and mystery stories and was able to retain his reputation for Sherlockian genius, at least in the popular imagination, up until he died at age seventy, in Sarasota, on April 14, 1932. “Burns as a detective was a figure in the annals of international crime equal, if not superior, in renown to his romantic compeers of fiction—Sherlock Holmes, M. Lecoq and Arsene Lupin,” the Associated Press declared in an extensive obituary of Burns that ran in newspapers throughout the United States, including the New York Times. The paper of record, like the Associated Press, put Burns’s professional triumphs alongside his ethical failings, though praise for Burns far outweighed censure. “Burns was not always scrupulous or even subtle,” the Times opined. But in the next paragraph, the paper wrote, “Although his exploits were as glamorous as any detective-worshiping boy could wish, his success was due primarily to native shrewdness, exceptional courage, direct methods and a bluff honesty not usually associated with private detectives.” 

			Burns’s techniques and ideas—which, when he was at the peak of his career, indeed made him more famous than any outlaw—have endured, even if his name has faded with time. Burns talked about common sense and how a detective had to deceive the deceiver. Certainly no good detective would find harm in that approach. He broke down investigations into two stages, whose obviousness today can be traced largely to Burns’s championing of them during his era: the detective first gathers the evidence and then confronts the culprit most likely to confess. Burns displayed all the qualities of a solid detective: rational methods, patience, and intelligence. And he possessed bravado, which only bolstered his image as a master of deductive reasoning. Solving cases, Burns said, is “all quite simple—as natural as life itself—and as easily explained.”

			William J. Burns continues to fascinate us because he was so much like Sherlock Holmes but was a real person. Jesse James, John Dillinger, Bonnie and Clyde, and other outlaws became larger than life and, ultimately, legendary, because their exploits resembled, or were made to resemble, the deeds of Robin Hood and other crooks who became known as noble bandits. Americans came to worship these criminals because they seemed like something out of myth. Burns’s near-mythical crime-solving adventures warranted him the same degree of public adoration. Burns, unlike Sherlock Holmes, did not star in fiction. He starred in real life. For that alone, he remains worthy of our consideration.

			Jerry Clark, Ph.D., FBI Special Agent (Retired)

		

	
		
			Preface

			Arthur Conan Doyle, a friend and admirer, did not hesitate to call Burns “America’s Sherlock Holmes,” a tribute of some meaning. Burns’ genius did not quite reach the heights of Holmes, but his involvement in major social and criminal events (1880–1930) provides a perspective on a fascinating era and a significant profession.

			Burns, the immediate predecessor of J. Edgar Hoover as chief of the Bureau of Investigation, resigned after exposure of his misuse of his office. The sensational scandal, arising from the efforts to protect a corrupt attorney general, clouded his reputation. Before his downfall Burns had enjoyed wide public regard, although Samuel Gompers and many union men damned his labor-baiting and “Red Scare” tactics.

			The Burns International Detective Agency ranked with the Pinkertons in handling celebrated criminal cases. Private detectives played a large role in criminal investigation and were often employed by local police forces lacking in manpower and expertise.

			For many years before organizing his agency, Burns was the star detective of the U.S. Secret Service and the leading actor in numerous investigations. With attorney Francis Heney he brought down Abe Ruef, the corrupt boss of San Francisco, and highly placed politicians and land-grabbers of public lands in the West.

			Burns produced the evidence in the Los Angeles Times bombing case and almost succeeded in getting defense attorney Clarence Darrow convicted of jury bribing.

			His exploits were featured in the nation’s press and even in Broadway plays he helped create. At different points in his career he illustrated the place of both the public and the private detective in the development of modern American patterns of crime detection.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Amateur Detective

			He told great tales of miraculous doings with criminals.

			Allan Pinkerton

			William Jerome Burns was born in Baltimore in 1861. His father, Michael Burns, had emigrated from Ireland in 1853—a twelve year old stowaway on a ship loaded with Irish refugees from the potato famine. Michael found opportunity in America. After apprenticeship with a tailor, he started his own shop and married an Irish girl, Bridget Treahy. Shortly after William’s birth, the family moved to Zanesville, Ohio, and prospered mildly. In 1873 the Burns family included six children and Michael relocated to Columbus, Ohio.

			Michael Burns had very clear ambitions for his eldest son. Since the boy was bright and liked to talk, Michael figured he would make a good lawyer. It was always a fine thing to have a lawyer in the family and the profession was a good one. William had other ideas. He enjoyed his high school studies and was the captain of the school’s debate team, but he resisted his father’s career suggestion. To him it appeared that lawyers were very serious and dull individuals intent upon protecting their clients’ property or helping them take something from someone else. William fancied himself ill-suited to the commercial world. He was a descendant of the great poets of Ireland. His soul responded to the lyrical. He must not be constrained by the tedious dictates of the law.

			How was the young man so sure of his calling? Well, he had tasted of the homage paid to artists. He had always won the best parts in school plays and performed with a zest that audiences appreciated. When playgoers roared with laughter at his sallies from the stage, he knew what he was and what the future could bring. He was meant to be famous, a celebrity, someone who was talked about. Yes, surely, he was meant to be a great actor. He would travel all over the country and even go abroad, enjoying the fruits of stardom. Friends said he possessed all the necessary talents: wit, glibness, and physical dexterity. He amused them with dog-dance routines, Irish dialect monologues, and recitations of great lines from Shakespeare. Maybe he lacked the handsomeness of a matinee idol type but he knew how to catch the attention of people. The confrontation between the ambitions of father and son came in time. For Michael there could be only one course. No son of his was going to waste his time hanging around theatres. Michael had seen too many glib Irishmen with holes in their boots who lacked a sound trade or profession. Don’t talk to me about the stage, he warned William. You want to talk—be a lawyer; you don’t want to be a lawyer, learn bookkeeping and take over the books in my shop. In Michael Burns’ generation sons obeyed—or left home. Young William was not so romantic nor so stage-struck as to imagine himself going without his victuals. Grudgingly, he completed his high school studies and enrolled at a local business college.

			William completed his course and went to work for his father. He was not too happy but, as he matured, his visions of artistic grandeur faded a little. He found an outlet for his passion by founding a Shakespeare Society with some other young enthusiasts. He might not become a professional actor but he could still act, and dream of worlds beyond the tailor shop. People praised him for his energy and abilities; he did not believe that the shop would hold him for life.

			Ulrich the Story-teller

			As a teenager William was attracted to men of unconventional background. It was probably through talks with one of them, Charles Ulrich, that the youth first became aware of the world of the Secret Service. Ulrich was an old con, a veteran of 15 years in the Ohio State prison when Burns met him. Ulrich had stopped counterfeiting for a while and had an engraving shop in Columbus. Burns called there often to draw out the old fellow, who did not mind describing past criminal activities.

			Ulrich, a skilled engraver, when he emigrated from Germany in 1853 after swindling Berlin banks with forged paper, looked for a quick fortune in America. Counterfeiter Jim Colbert recruited him to engrave plates for state bank notes but both were collared and served two years time. On release Ulrich joined the British army for Crimean War service. In time the handsome, powerfully built six-footer rode into poetic fame with other members of the Light Brigade led by the gallant Lord Cardigan at Balaklava. With a cracked skull and gaping Russian bayonet wound, Ulrich lay among the dead and wounded on the battlefield for 36 hours before treatment by the British medical staff. After hospitalization and decoration for bravery, Ulrich voyaged again to the New World, perhaps reflecting that the risks of soldiering far surpassed those of counterfeiting.

			He hooked up with Colbert again and was soon caught. He escaped from jail by counterfeiting a jail key. As a fugitive in Canada, he encountered Colbert, who informed to the Secret Service and assisted the Canadian police in arresting Ulrich. But Ulrich refused to wait for the arrival of Americans with extradition papers. He broke jail and returned to the states. In Cincinnati he met another former confederate who made a deal with the Secret Service and turned Ulrich in.

			Ulrich shared his adventurous generously with young Burns. The youth did not have many opportunities to talk to characters who were as big and romantic as those one read about in books. Men he met at the tailor shop did not have anything like the fascination of an Ulrich. As the engraver talked and Burns listened with rapt attention, neither guessed that years later they would meet again in a professional relationship.

			Police Work

			At age seventeen William was looking for more exciting career possibilities when Michael got involved in public life. At the time a civic reform spirit was sweeping Columbus. Corrupt interests ran the city for their own enrichment, as with most large towns in the nation. A group of reformers urged Michael to challenge the incumbent police commissioner. Michael, honest and a persuasive talker, was a successful candidate. With election Michael took on his new, part-time job and opened the way for his son’s opportunity to find exciting employment.

			Every day, after finishing his bookkeeping chores, William headed for the police station. The Columbus police department was typical of that in other American cities. Patrolmen were expected to keep the lid on civic disorder and apprehend petty criminals. Crimes that required the arts of detection were not too well served. The city had only two detectives, who worked without the benefit of forensic training or any other skills that they had not learned on the streets. Detectives handled all major crimes in a simple, time-honored fashion. Suspects, identified by stool pigeons or the intuition of detectives, were rounded up and submitted to a fierce third degree. Sometimes detectives solved the crime and got a conviction. Sometimes they got a conviction without solving the crime. The public wanted law and order, but did not look closely at the rights of the accused. People figured that the costs of crime busting were already too high and did not take kindly to suggestions for expanding police budgets.

			The two Columbus detectives probably should have been too busy to fill a boy’s ears with criminal lore, but they did it. They liked his eagerness and tolerated him as the commissioner’s son. Over many months William got some basic training in crime detection. He learned what he would have learned had he joined the force. He took to the streets as an unofficial detective and office mascot and soaked up the experiences gained. It was not a sophisticated training program but it was quite according to current practice.

			By the time Michael finished his one term as commissioner, William was hooked on his new career. Fortunately, the new commissioner, impressed by the lad’s enthusiasm, allowed him to carry on his detective education. Michael Burns was not happy with his son’s devotion to crime. It seemed pointless to him, a waste of time. Did he really want to take a poor-paying policeman’s job, Michael asked William? A man could hardly afford to marry on what the police paid.

			Money was a concern for William. At this time he had been smitten by a comely maiden. He loved Anna Marie Ressler, a girl of Irish-German parentage, and wanted to marry her. The young couple married in 1881 to the relief of Michael Burns. He calculated that William would focus on the practical world with his new marital responsibilities. He could promise William and Marie that they could look forward to William’s partnership in the tailoring business some day.

			But events saved the young man from tailoring just as it appeared that his road to a glamorous life was being blocked. The October 1884 election in Columbus highlighted civic corruption and evoked a firestorm of protest from citizens. The County clerk, who had been responsible for safeguarding vote tally sheets, discovered forgeries. By some means the Democratic candidates of the 13th ward had gained 300 fake votes. People demanded an investigation of this embarrassing scandal. Robert Montgomery, the county prosecutor, had been elected with the help of the 300 forged votes. As his election margin was less than 300 votes, he was forced to give way to the runner-up after the fraud was exposed.

			Cyrus Huling was the new prosecutor. He wanted an investigation of the scandal but would not entrust it to police who might have been involved. For a couple of decades, officials who needed effective criminal investigation had been hiring private detectives—when money was available. The public accepted the practice, recognizing that the temporary employment of detectives was cheaper than supporting a strong detective force on the city, county, or state level. Someone told Huling about young Burns, a crime enthusiast who was well respected and would work cheap. Huling called at the Burns home and met William, Anna, three-year old George, and one-year-old Charles. William, who must have felt the stirring of destiny, agreed to work part-time on the case.

			In solving his first case, Burns set the pattern for his future work. If his account can be accepted, he understood clearly how the investigation of crimes must be approached. First, he pondered over the problem, reviewing the incidents, and searching for threads that might be worth following. He laid out the matter in logical form. Someone had directed the tally sheet fraud and had required the talents of two crooked specialists, a safecracker and a forger. Burns knew enough about criminal specialization to assume that the safe man who broke in and got hold of the sheets was not the same man as the forger. This was an advantage for Burns. Two crooks were better than one in this case because they doubled his chances of learning the identity of their employer.

			Now, Burns asked himself, where would a public official or city boss look for two crime specialists willing to do a sensitive job? The crime director was probably in a hurry and probably did not want to pay much cash for a job that required discretion. Why, of course, Burns concluded, he would consult the men who ran the city’s holding place for crooks. The large Ohio State Penitentiary was located in Columbus and the fraud director would know how to gain access to qualified inmates.

			Burns moved to the practical problems involved. He must follow the crime path into the prison. The detective arrived at the best means at hand: he would make friends with the guards. Of course, he could not approach them directly. Instead he relied on his social skills, sharing drinks and meals with the guards he was able to meet on off duty hours. Good conversation depends upon exchanges. Burns told good stories; his friends did their best too. One guard shared his amusement over the braggery of a convict inmate of the insane ward who had been boasting of his involvement in the tally sheet forgeries. Burns learned the identity of Tom Campbell and heard that Dr. Montgomery, the prison’s medical officer, had denounced the convict’s statements as delusions. Dr. Montgomery, Burns was surprised to hear, was a brother of former prosecutor Robert Montgomery.

			Tom Campbell refused to tell Burns or Prosecutor Huling anything. Looking over prison files, Burns discovered that one of Dr. Montgomery’s convict nurses was trustee John Francis, an accomplished safecracker. Francis was quite willing to spill the beans to Huling and agreed to testify in court in exchange for a pardon.

			As the authorities would not meet Francis’ terms, Burns had to find another witness. He investigated Montgomery’s clerk, who had quit after the fraud exposure. The clerk’s real name, Burns was pleased to discover, was Algernon Granville, and he was an ex-con. Burns took a week off to travel to Chicago and managed to run his man down. Bargaining and bluffing started at once. If Granville would tell his story, Burns would grant immunity from prosecution. But Granville had to act quickly because Huling was ready to deal with Francis and only needed one witness. After this small lie and a calm departure from the meeting, leaving his hotel number behind, Burns won the day. By the time he reached the street, Granville called him back to make a deal.

			Granville told Burns how the scam had worked. Robert Montgomery’s boldness in trying to save his office on election night as the ballots came in was amazing. Once the ballots were locked in the safe where they were to remain until they could be tallied the next day, the prosecutor mobilized his brother, the prison doctor. The doctor got Francis out of prison to open the safe. Granville took the sheets to the prison insane ward where Tom Campbell did the forging after using acid to eradicate the original figures. Montgomery then returned the sheets to the safe while the courthouse watchman, who had been bribed, looked the other way.

			Getting a conviction of Montgomery was not easy. He had powerful friends and Huling had to present his evidence to three successive grand juries before he got an indictment. Finally, two years after Burns’ investigation, Huling presented his case at trial. Burns did not mind the delay because the newspapers followed events closely and mentioned his name often. But the outcome disappointed the detective. Two jurors, perhaps bribed, held out for acquittal and Montgomery was freed. All the publicity was sweet music to a young man who seemed to have found his profession. Favorable newspaper publicity was a lot like the applause he had once pulled from theatre audiences, Burns noticed. Maybe he had fooled his father after all and become an actor. Or, if not an actor, then some kind of artistic and skilled performer capable of doing great civic good and earning the plaudits of the community—and money as well.

			Years later he liked to tell newsmen about his start as a detective. He took pride in an achievement that had re-directed his life. “This success,” he recalled, “gave me a taste for the business and I resolved to make it a life occupation.”

			Joining Thomas Furlong

			Resolving to change occupations was not enough, however. Burns was a family man and needed regular income. He approached Thomas Furlong and asked for a job. Furlong was one of the many private detectives who competed with the long established and much utilized Pinkerton Detective Agency. Furlong advertised nation-wide detective services but did not really have a staff capable of rivalling the Pinkertons. Furlong employed stringers in a number of cities where he did not maintain a resident office. He was happy to accept Burns’ services in Ohio. At times he would be able to commission specific tasks but, for the most part, Burns’ income would depend upon what business he could wrestle from the Pinkertons. This dog-eat-dog situation determined the adversary relationship Burns adopted regarding the Pinkertons in the 1880s and maintained the rest of his life. On every possible occasion, he disparaged the work of his formidable rivals. At the time, the Pinkertons took no particular notice of a bustling, yapping freelancer like Burns. They would have been wiser to have paid attention sooner and hired the bright fellow away from Furlongs.

			Thomas Furlong was more distinguished than the run-of-the-mill detectives of his day. He resembled Allan Pinkerton, the founder of the famed agency, in that he began his career during the Civil War. Furlong spied for the Union Army until war’s end, then headed the Missouri Pacific Railway’s police. Later he served as Oil City, Pa. chief of police during the nation’s first oil boom. After starting his own private detective agency, with headquarters in St. Louis, he was always on the lookout for agents who were honest, sober, hard-working, perceptive, and brave.

			Furlong did not favor candidates with extensive police experience over rank amateurs. Burns suited him fine because he had never served as a regular policeman or detective. Some men just naturally showed a “peculiar fitness” for the work, Furlong believed: “Detectives are born, not made.” Furlong looked for the same qualities one would expect of successful lawyers, journalists, or businessmen. Special talents could be important: he considered some acting ability as essential. “The detective must be an actor . . . who can play any kind of role or assume any character without months of rehearsing. He should at all times act natural, while assuming a character.”

			Another talent Furlong admired was one he observed in preachers. Preachers knew how to convey sympathy to their congregations; they could express a warmth and understanding that encouraged confidence—and they liked talking, lots of talking. Detectives must find means of making their informants and suspects feel like opening their hearts and “spilling the beans.” But Furlong could not stand the tendency of preachers to refer to “their calling.” No such gush from would-be detectives could be tolerated. Too many hapless candidates for detective work believed themselves to be destined for the work, when, in fact, they were romantic fools who imagined that they could become good sleuths just because it seemed an adventurous calling.

			Fortunately, Burns introduced himself to Furlong as a successful amateur detective and an actor, who had gone out of his way to learn practical investigative work on the streets.

			Long before Furlong expressed his wisdom on detective qualities, Allan Pinkerton, the doyen of the profession, had decried popular notions about his work. Pinkerton was the nation’s first private detective and the trainer and employer of most others in the post Civil War years. In the 1870s the public’s misconception of both real and fictional private detectives pained him. Virtually everything written about detectives reflected romantic nonsense. “Many unthinking people,” he protested, “have come to believe that there is something mysterious, wonderful and awful about the detective.” As a writer, lecturer, and much interviewed expert on crime, Pinkerton endeavored to break down the popular superstition, but, he said, “it would seem that it could not be done.” Why should people persist in believing “that a detective holds some supernatural power, or is yet possessed of some finer instinct or keener perception than other mortals,” Pinkerton complained.

			While Pinkerton carried on a spirited campaign to set people right about detectives, he failed abysmally to reverse the trend. Cunning writers of news stories, magazine stories, and books easily overmatched him. Crime writing flourished and its practitioners knew what readers wanted and provided it. In fictional tales, authors pitted good against evil and could hardly forebear endowing their heroes with superior intellectual and/or physical facilities. Arthur Conan Doyle was the most famous of these writers but those who preceded and followed him were also inclined to elevate their detectives. Newspaper men, observing the popular fascination with sharp detectives, slipped into a similar mode in reporting on local crime. They appreciated that an ordinary crime story gained much interest when the arresting officer emerged as something more than a conscientious, methodical fellow who had a bit of luck.

			Pinkerton was only successful in frustrating romance when he hired detectives for his agency. He refused to consider men who claimed surpassing intuition and other mysterious gifts. Like Furlong he looked for individuals capable of “prudence, secrecy, inventiveness, persistence, personal courage, and, above all other things, honesty.” A detective, armed with such qualities and a willingness to gather “that almost boundless information” through which crime could be solved, could succeed.

			Young Burns’ first assignment for Furlong took him to St. Louis where there had been a number of suspicious fires in rental houses. Insurance investigators found plenty of signs that arson was involved, including the presence of incendiary materials and signs of tampering with fire alarm boxes. As the owners of the houses had not gained by their losses, suspicion was directed to occupants who had lost expensive furniture in the fires. Insurance men believed that the scam involved the substitution of cheap furniture for expensive kinds before the fire and filing claims on the supposed loss of the costly furniture.

			Burns determined that a single common element to all the fires was most worthy of investigation. If expensive furniture had been removed and stored elsewhere before the fires, someone had employed a moving van. Burns intended to find the van driver involved and force a confession from him. Insurance men had identified one Bob Judd as the probable driver.

			Finding Bob Judd was not too easy. Judd had changed his address. His landlady recalled that he had a girlfriend and that her father was a carpenter who once worked on the fair grounds. Burns checked every carpenter, employing “the patient application of stupidity itself,” as he put it, and finally found the carpenter, met his daughter, then found Judd. Next came the “finessing,” which was of such importance in the Burns scheme of criminal detection.

			While Judd was none too swift, he had no trouble identifying Burns as a detective. He did not like detectives: “In my opinion, you’re a lot of crooks,” he growled. Burns professed his delight that he and Judd shared such common ground. He told Judd that detectives employed by the insurance company had alleged payments of $2,000 to Judd and the company wanted Burns to confirm the fact. Judd denied receiving anything and the two men swore together at the perfidy of lying detectives.

			After this initial meeting, Burns called on Judd again. Now Judd was friendly enough to tell Burns that he had removed furniture from the houses before the fires. He had suspected some kind of scam but had not involved himself. Burns set up his own scam, employing Judd to investigate the entire arson matter, and arranging that Judd “hire” Furlong to help out. Soon he had evidence enough to secure indictments from a grand jury for a band of conspirators, including the proprietor of a furniture store.

			What Burns had learned on his first major case were principles that Furlong and Pinkerton taught: use common sense and persistence. Burns had been surprised to find that Judd was honest and helpful in bringing about the crime’s solution. But he was convinced that he would have achieved the same result had Judd been a crook. It might have taken longer to solve the mystery but, one way or another, he would have roped Judd in and won through.

			The case was another important step in giving Burns confidence in himself. He realized that he commanded all the qualities necessary for criminal detection—rational method, patience, and intelligence enough to seize the decisive moment and means in breaking a case.

			In later years Burns liked to tell about his first cases. See how easy it is, he would say. “Surely! There is no mystery about it, you understand. It is all quite simple—as natural as life itself—and as easily explained.”

			He enjoyed pointing out the significance of common sense and the absence of mystery. What he did not emphasize when he told his stories is another key element of his success: the invariable practice of deceit. Perhaps he neglected to underscore this technique because he considered it so obvious a part of the detective method. What was there to say? The detective deceives the deceiver or the liar. No harm in that!

			Working for Furlong made Burns a traveling man, a frequent passenger on the nation’s rail lines, and he remained one all the rest of his life. Over the years he traveled many thousands of miles. He did not stand out from other businessmen on the trains. Always he was splendidly tailored, although the finest suits could not conceal a fire-plug shaped figure that gained in bulk over the years. He certainly presented a normal appearance. He was always in a hurry, of course, but he did not betray any agitation. Often enough he used his time on the train to map out tactics for his next assignment. Eventually, he would arrive at his destination and begin work. In time, his victim would squirm, protest, bluster, bluff, and threaten—then, usually, finding no way out, would confess to his stern, compassionate interrogator—the man who seemed to have been born to listen to such dreadful stories.

			Burns looked like a successful businessman—perhaps a prosperous banker. He had a pleasant countenance, somewhat florid, as with a man who enjoyed his eats and drinks. His good stock of red hair and a fine moustache turning upwards in a rakish twist, and the bouncey, fast pace of an energetic, purposeful man were other enduring physical characteristics.

			Banking would have bored this affable man just as selling investment bonds would have bored him. He liked his work because it had some flavor and intensity, because it dealt with affairs beyond the hum-drum concerns of the commercial world.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The Secret Service

			I know, my dear Watson, that you share my love for all that is bizarre and outside the conventional and humdrum routine of everyday life.

			A. Conan Doyle

			Soon after solving the arson case, Burns left the Furlong agency for other employment. In 1889 he was 28 years old and breadwinner for an expanding family. As he wanted a secure position in his chosen field of crime detection, he applied for the U.S. Secret Service and was accepted. At the time the Secret Service was the only federal police agency in existence and most of its investigation concerned counterfeiting. The colorful history of the agency and of counterfeiting is summarized here to place government law enforcement up to the time Burns joined the service.

			Counterfeiting is one of the most venerable criminal professions, dating from the earliest uses of money. For obvious reasons, the practice of offering a less costly substitute for coin or paper certificates has always appealed to men and women of larcenous temperament. At times counterfeiters had rather an easy time defrauding their victims, but as governments began to take their involvement in commercial transactions seriously, the contest required sharp wits and advanced technology. Counterfeiting was respected by lawmen as one of the advanced arts and a very wicked one. Law enforcers, respecting the skill and audacity of the crooks, viewed their pursuit of them as something akin to a crusade, seeing themselves as the guardians of national prosperity.

			In England, as late as the eighteenth century, a counterfeiter could be executed for his crimes, although less severe punishments were more usual. The American colonies recognized the counterfeiting problem as early as 1773 with legislation providing punishment. In the course of discussion, Philip Schuyler, later a Revolutionary War general, proposed using a plate of the highest engraving standards for colonial currency so that any crude duplications would be strikingly obvious. He also recommended that the bills have a threatening imprint of an eye looking out of a cloud, a cart, a coffin, and a gallows from which three counterfeiters dangled to the mortification of weeping mothers and children. Beneath this horrible scene there would be a legend: “Let the name of the money maker rot.” Schuyler’s design proposal did not prevail but the awesome warning probably would not have made much difference. Counterfeiters of coin and currency worked busily throughout the late eighteenth century and into the Civil War era with increasingly disruptive effects on the nation’s financial stability. The government did improve the quality of its money, yet each advance was matched by similar technological strides among counterfeiters. While historically the struggle between lawmen and criminals followed a like pattern of confronting new trends with new trends, the progress was more discernible in a contest that emphasized the engraving arts.

			The triumphs of capitalism, with its peculiar emphasis on stock and bond certificates, encouraged the admiration and emulation of coneys. Often it seemed less hazardous to duplicate commercial paper than to threaten the government’s money system. Always a counterfeiter had to weigh the risks: commercial papers might be easier to fake but perhaps their relatively limited circulation would make handlers more observant. One good thing about money, especially smaller bills, was their common circulation and the ease with which a receiver of the bogus could cover his error, if noticed, by passing the phony material along to another victim. This means of retrieving an awkward situation was the Achilles heel of law enforcement efforts. What percentage of merchants would cry out like good citizens and accept the loss?

			The U.S. Secret Service did not exhibit notable efficiency or even honesty in its early days. Government agencies were not permitted then to employ public relations officers to foster a winning public image. Had such officers existed during the pioneer era of the Secret Service, they would have been hard pressed to defend Chief William P. Wood. Colonel Wood, who became the first chief of the service on its organization in 1865, was a Virginian and an engraver who had commanded a mounted rifle company with distinction during the Civil War. Edward M. Stanton, a stalwart of President Abraham Lincoln’s cabinet, recommended Wood, who had helped him earlier when lawyer Stanton had an important lawsuit against Cyrus H. McCormick, the inventor of the reaper. Stanton’s client won a patent infringement suit on the evidence of a reaper machine that Wood had altered fraudulently under the direction of Stanton’s co-counsel.

			Congress had established the Secret Service to deal primarily with counterfeiting. Wood’s expertise as an engraver made him appear a good choice as chief of the new agency. Yet, soon after his appointment, Wood’s strange relationship with Bill Brockway stirred resentment at the New York Times. Brockway was in the process of achieving legendary status among counterfeiters and his escape from the grasp of Wood seemed suspicious to the Times. Shortly after Brockway had been arrested, he was released, then had the impudence to appear at the police station demanding the return of his hat and coat which had been confiscated at his arrest. While he did not ask for his counterfeiting tools, which had also been seized, he bragged in the presence of reporters about the high quality of his money and his employment by the Secret Service. “Why,” asked the Times, “are counterfeiters thus made special exceptions to the ordinary process of punishing crime? Can the government punish them in no other way than by taking them into partnership?”

			If Wood had a partnership with Brockway, it ended when the coney refused to cooperate with the chief. Wood had a chance to earn a reward of $20,000 from the government for a set of $1,000 bond plates Brockway had been using. The government had offered this unusually high reward because it was believed that the set in question was an electrochemical duplicate of the original. Brockway insisted that his fake plates had been made independently by a freelance engraver. At any rate, after Wood showed his teeth by arresting Brockway, the coney turned over his plates which were just as he had described them to be. The Treasury decided that Brockway’s plates were only worth a $5,000 reward so Wood tried to extort the other $15,000 from the counterfeiter by threatening to arrest him again. Brockway resisted because the authorities did not have enough evidence to make a case against him and because he was too high-minded to give in to crooked cops. “He must have thought me very weak-minded to do an unprincipled thing like that,” Brockway recalled later.

			Brockway always maintained a solid, prosperous front, usually under the name of Spencer. At the time of his arrest, he lived with his family in a fine home in Philadelphia and mixed with the best people. Although he sometimes bribed detectives, he did not respect them. To him they represented “a vile class” of profiteers.

			This shady affair forced Wood to resign in 1869. In retirement he remained interested in helping law enforcement. In 1874 he offered to buy a set of fake currency rolls from active counterfeiters if the Treasury would provide the purchase price. Agent A.L. Drummond of the Secret Service shadowed his former chief and discovered that Wood was not negotiating with counterfeiters at all. The rolls he wanted to sell had been acquired by him years earlier and put aside as a little nest egg.

			Chief Elmer Washburn of the Secret Service made a deal with Wood. He would not prosecute if Wood would turn in some high ranking counterfeiter. Wood knew just the man and was pleased to finger George Albert Mason. The Secret Service wanted Mason badly for counterfeiting and particularly because he was the would-be assassin of Secretary of State William H. Seward.

			The only agent of the early days to disgrace the service as effectively as Chief Wood was Sam Felkner. Sam, a smooth, polished conversationalist and a genial fellow, elevated double-dealing crookedness to lofty levels. He worked out of the Chicago office to enrich himself. As George P. Burnham, the service’s first historian put it, “he loved his own pecuniary interests more ardently than he ever did the interests of the government.” Felkner’s infamies included bribe taking, homicide attempts, and acting as spotter for the notorious Reno gang before they robbed the Adams Express Co. in 1867. After detective Allan Pinkerton captured Reno gang members, Felkner made an unsuccessful murderous assault on Pinkerton.

			The Secret Service also looked bad over its handling of the Henry Howgate case. Howgate served in the Civil War, then tried newspaper work in Detroit before taking a high position with the Signal Corps in Washington. As Property and Disbursing officer, he helped organize the Greely expedition to the Arctic, a region he professed to know much about. But Howgate’s strongest interests were in living the good life. He was a handsome, energetic six-footer, founder of the famous Cosmos Club, and connoisseur of food, liquor, rare books, art, and women. He built a fine house on E Street for a lover, young Nettie Burrill, not far from the more modest house maintained for his wife and daughter. Such needs caused him to dip heavily into federal monies and even to put Nellie and her predecessors on the government’s payroll. “No one but Howgate,” commented the Washington Post after the scandal broke, “knows the nature of the ‘services rendered’ for which Nettie got $350 from the government.”

			After investigators examined the Signal Corps accounts, the army forced Howgate’s resignation. He was jailed, awaiting trial when he secured a home visit under escort. At home he chatted with his daughter, admired the garden, lit a cigar, stepped into the alley, and vanished for twelve years.

			Rumors that the service did not try hard enough to find Howgate persisted, and his arrest in 1894 did nothing for the department’s reputation. In fact, the arrest evoked a round of bad publicity as it pitted a former service chief, A.L. Drummond, against a new chief, William P. Hazen. Drummond had lost his job when President Grover Cleveland took office but managed to hang on as an agent on the plea that the capture of Howgate was within his grasp. After eight months without an arrest, Hazen fired him. Hammond established a private detective agency and continued his search until he succeeded. Hazen hinted to the press that Hammond might have accomplished the arrest years earlier and Hammond threatened to sue for defamation of character.

			Burns and Counterfeiters

			Most of Burns’ daily routine after he joined the service in 1889 involved petty counterfeiting investigations. Agents were often on the road but were accountable for their time in daily reports submitted to supervisors. The work week was seven days long, although there was not usually much to do on Sunday. An agent was not given overtime when the needs of surveillance stretched from day into evening hours. Pay was low. Burns started at $3 a day and was bumped to $4 after a couple of years. Agents gained some extra income because of their frequent travel which permitted them to claim $3 daily in subsistence, part of which could be saved. It is probable that William Burns described the advantages to the family household expenses often when his wife complained of his frequent absences.

			There were other intangible benefits to employment with the service, including occasional gratification from favorable publicity. Burns did not dare to court publicity but, naturally, it pleased him and his family when newspapers reported on his activities. In 1894, for example, newspapers followed a state-federal confrontation involving Governor Stone of Mississippi. At that time states were still permitted to issue monetary warrants but those used in Mississippi too closely resembled the national currency. When the governor ignored the Treasury’s demand that it change its warrant design, Chief William P. Hazen of the service seized the offending plates from a Chicago printing house. Hazen also asked the governor for other banned plates. Resisting Hazen’s “curt demand” in the cause of Mississippi’s sovereign power, Governor Stone alerted the press. When Burns showed up in Jackson to negotiate with the governor, newsmen followed him around, suspecting he was a federal officer. Burns gained a meeting with Stone, who was cordial but unconvinced. A month later Burns entrained for Jackson once again to confront an angry executive who delivered a fiery oration on states’ rights. Eventually the governor backed down before federal pressure. Burns’ part was as messenger and advocate of the federal view—not so important a role except for the experience it gave him. Detectives had to be persuasive fellows and dealing with powerful political figures was good training.

			Burns also received newspaper publicity in a Chicago case about the same time. He arrested Henry Z. Meyers, a.k.a. Dr. Harry M. Lane. Meyers’ pursuit of wealth as a quack doctor dealing in Chinese herb remedies faltered because of the intense competition among quacks in Chicago so he turned to counterfeiting money. Burns started watching Meyers’ North End flat after Meyers’ brother had been arrested for passing phoney bills. After a week of patient surveillance, Burns, figuring the moment was propitious, stormed into the flat to seize all of Meyers’ counterfeiting equipment. In court Meyers insisted that he was an honest locksmith whose trade tools, including dies, disc, electric battery, files, and other suggestive implements had been improperly assessed by an impetuous detective. But the judge convicted him anyway.

			Counterfeiting investigations were not always fruitful. Since it was rather a popular crime, citizens were likely to associate the suspicious movements of others with this criminal activity. What about those neighbors, some folks asked themselves—those who never invited anyone to their homes, or visited others, or were not friendly? And what about those who always kept their blinds drawn and their doors closed? It was a duty to report such unsocial folks to the police, who then called the Secret Service, who then had to determine whether the neighborhood suspicion had any significance.

			Some people believed that the police invariably ran down counterfeiters speedily, employing more zeal than with ordinary criminals. Thus the idea struck Mrs. Samuel Newhouse, as it did others, of reporting that her missing husband was a counterfeiter. Police responded with gratifying speed to interview her, then grew cool as she failed to provide interesting details for her story. Well, she conceded, Sam was not actually a counterfeiter—he was worse than that: he had eloped with his niece. “Find him yourself,” yelled the irate cop.

			Detectives were keenly aware of the emotional tensions always seething beneath the surface of polite conduct. Secret Service men relished signs of lovers’ quarrels among counterfeiting families because such breaks assisted their efforts mightily. It was a grand thing for them when an angry wife or girlfriend denounced her partner’s criminal work with accurate details. One such case involved “Lonely Matt,” as John Kelly was often called—but not because he bore the ravages of unrequited love, as some uncharitable detractors claimed. Kelly was unpopular and resented because he preferred to work alone. And he was working alone, knocking the rough edges off coins, wearing only underwear to protect his fine clothes, when agents burst in on him on July 27, 1894. “Pinched again,” cried Matt, throwing up his hands at command. At age fifty-two with four jail terms behind him, he had few illusions. He had only been out of jail for six weeks. As he sat in jail, he read newspaper stories about himself. In the traditional self-congratulatory spirit of policemen, Secret Service agents described the poor loser as “one of the most skillful counterfeiters in the country.” From the papers, Matt learned that detectives had keenly observed him buying suspicious supplies, then undertook a careful shadowing of his activities. At his trial it became apparent that agents had some help in catching him. Annie Kelly, like a good wife, had rented a room and furnished it with counterfeiting tools when Matt was released from jail. Then Annie squealed to the Secret Service, helped them set up the raid, and looked shocked when agents barged in on Matt to catch him in the act of counterfeiting. It is not clear whether Annie was motivated by the reward offered to informants or wished to clear the way for the lover she had while Matt had been in jail. Annie was helpful to agents but she was not considered too classy. She was 50 years old, “well known to the Secret Service,” and “the shrewdest woman on the East Side of New York,” according to one newspaper. The reporter gallantly praised Annie’s youthful appearance despite the disfiguring mishap of a few years earlier. She had attacked a woman who caught Matt’s eye. In their terrible struggle, her rival bit off Annie’s nose.

			Burns, like other agents, laughed over the minor characters like Matt, but longed for cases that excited his cunning. One such assignment was given him in 1894.

			Meeting Charley Ulrich Again

			The case turned out to be one of the most significant counterfeiting cases of Burns’ career. He was assigned to track down a gang possessing singular skills and audacity. The assignment was unusual and appealing in allowing William and Annie Burns more time together than they usually enjoyed. The chief ordered Burns to establish round-the-clock surveillance and this necessitated his rental of an apartment from which he could mount an extended watch on his target’s home. Since his cover would benefit from appearing to be a family man, the chief allowed him to bring his wife to Cincinnati from Columbus to share his apartment. Better yet, he put Annie on the Secret Service payroll because she had to take over the watch in his absence. The extra money was as welcome as the companionship to the family.

			Burns’ daily reports of his vigil through January, February, and into March illustrate the tedium of a detective’s work. By five or six a.m. he was at his observation post window: “I took Charley up in the morning and put him to bed at night,” as Burns put it. At 6:30 a.m. the detective, dressed in laborer’s clothes and carrying a lunch bucket, left the house by the front door as if going to work, walked around the block, and entered his back door to relieve Annie at the window. When Charley went out, Burns dashed out the back door to shadow him. Charley was wary, but the agent was able to stay with him, always hoping to be led to Charley’s partners in crime, including that legendary character, Bill Brockway. Burns was in the yard one day filling a coal bucket when Annie saw Charley leave the house with a travel bag. Burns dropped the scuttle and chased after his prey, abruptly ending his homebody existence with Annie: “I did not see Mrs. Burns again for four months,” he told a journalist later.”

			But Burns did see much of Charley Ulrich during that period. He bought a train ticket to New York after observing his prey buy one, then called his supervisor, who boarded the train in Philadelphia. By that time Burns had searched Charley’s luggage to find a complete outfit for engraving plates so he confronted the suspect. Burns was very persuasive in securing Ulrich’s cooperation because he knew so much about him. “There has never been a man who has profited by your work who has helped you out,” the detective scolded. “You, like a big loafer, were willing to sit around while your wife worked and allow your friends, who are not friends at all, to get you into trouble and put you in prison.”

			Charley agreed to finger the other counterfeiters and all, including Brockway, were arrested. Burns’ standing with Chief Hazen rose, although the escape of one of the ring from Burns’ office attracted the suspicion of a New York Herald reporter. As he could not get a very coherent picture of the escape from Burns or Hazen, he was forced to speculate reproachfully on moral weakness. It looked as if the prisoner’s attractive mistress had beguiled Burns and his fellow watcher in some way: “She made herself very agreeable to the officers and was ready to supply them with anything for their comfort for the night.” If the circumstances had in any way resembled the newsman’s imaginary script, Burns’ career in the Secret Service would probably have ended that day. Rumors of his suspension floated around but he remained on the job until the fugitive was caught a month later, then took a fresh assignment.

			Brockway, as usual, provided good copy for reporters. In jail he had been embarrassed to be discovered reading a mystery novel; “I had nothing to read and a prisoner lent me this,” he said, thrusting aside the conventional story of a good detective outsmarting the bad guys. Anyway, he insisted upon his own innocence.

			Ulrich was not prosecuted. His adventures often figured in stories that Burns told. The detective enjoyed the old rogue who was even a visitor at Christmas 1895 to help the Burns family celebrate the birth of a fifth child, Kathleen.

			Chief Hazen praised Burns for his surveillance and his success in planting Ulrich as an informer on the gang. A reward followed in May 1896 with a promotion to full operative at a princely six dollar daily wage. And much of this success could be traced to Ulrich, the amiable storyteller who had once entertained young William Burns with accounts of his adventures.

			The Lancaster Case 

			Counterfeiting was essentially a duel between the technology employed legitimately and that of the fraudulent practitioner. As the 19th century advanced, the advantage turned more sharply to the legitimate and numbers of counterfeiters declined. Most of those who kept at it were small-timers and none too skillful. Yet, in 1897, experts in the Treasury were startled by the appearance of a Monroe head hundred dollar silver certificate that could only be detected as a fake after careful investigation. The treasury officials were alarmed and destroyed its entire issue of the bills.

			Burns was winding up an investigation of lynching in Indiana when he heard the news. With a certain grim satisfaction he recalled that Chief William Hazen had resisted his warnings about the new photo-mechanical process of engraving that had come on the market. Burns, if he can be believed, suggested that a study be made of the new process and that strategies be formulated against the use of it by counterfeiters. Hazen had other priorities and nothing was done. Hazen was also too slow about finding the Monroe head counterfeiters to suit the Secretary of Treasury, who ordered him out of his office to give personal leadership to agents in the field.

			Burns suggested the best investigative approach, as he saw it, but Hazen felt too much pressure to follow the detective’s tedious plan. Burns proposed that all engravers in the country capable of doing such fine work be located and investigated. Instead, Hazen sent him to Chicago to run down some fruitless lead. Burns was disgusted. Hazen had all of his agents dashing around the country chasing rainbows. Soon Burns received orders to report back to Washington. He had a new chief. Hazen had been fired.

			Secretary of the Treasury Lyman Gage replaced Hazen with John Wilkie, who had been city editor of the Chicago Tribune. Wilkie, only 27 years old, was astonished to be offered the job, but took over in March 1898. His tenure over the administrations of Presidents McKinley, Roosevelt, Taft, and Wilson set a record for government law enforcement officers until J.Edgar Hoover surpassed it at the FBI.

			Wilkie’s appointment benefited Burns. The chief recognized Burns’ genius and was not jealous of him. He praised Burns’ achievements publicly and later provided the agent with opportunities that made him the most celebrated detective in modern national history.

			Wilkie was an intelligent man who scorned the techniques of the old time detective. When he participated in an investigation it was with a particular style, as when he invited a suspected counterfeiter to lunch and over their cigars, convinced the culprit that the government’s case was impregnable. He banned third degree methods of interrogation, the use of stool-pigeons, and premature arrests. Of these reforms he could only strictly control the time of arrest, but it was most important. Police and prosecutors of the day had an easier time getting convictions than their modern counterparts, particularly in state courts where accused’s rights received less protection under constitutional safeguards. Yet lawmen botched their cases frequently by making arrests before collecting all the evidence necessary to successful prosecution. Wilkie made his men work closely with the local federal attorneys, and he determined when arrests would be made in major cases.

			In the Monroe head counterfeiting case, Burns wasted no time convincing Wilkie that the plan of investigation rejected by Hazen was the most reasonable one. Tracing skilled engravers was not really all that difficult because Burns focused on Philadelphia, a printing and engraving center, and the place where the first fake bills appeared, and New York, also a printing center. Swiftly Burns narrowed likely suspects to three men who had the training and the opportunity, including Arthur Taylor and Baldwin S. Bredell. Taylor’s repute as a portrait engraver and experimenter in steel engraving was lofty. He and Bredell owned their own plant—thus they commanded all the means for expert counterfeiting.

			Wilkie was not too impressed when Burns announced that the crooks were Taylor and Bredell; he wanted evidence, not demonstrations of intuitive powers. Burns proposed the obvious means of finding evidence—a close surveillance of the suspects’ place of business and homes. The watch proved to be a test of patience and no penny-pinching operation. Operatives watched for 13 months from February 1898 to April 18, 1899.

			As the watch went on, agents discovered another fruitful area of inquiry. Service shadows had observed meetings of the suspects with W.M. Jacobs and W.L. Kendig at Lancaster, PA. Jacobs and Kendig, prosperous cigar makers, had no obvious need of master engravers in their business unless they wanted counterfeit revenue stamps to increase their cigar profit margin. Agents easily determined that their revenue stamps were phoney, then the surveillance was extended to them.

			As Secretary Gage’s impatience with the leisurely pace of both investigations grew, Burns made a daring move. He broke into the cigar warehouse and found evidence that the engravers had been experimenting with an improved filter paper virtually identical to that used by the government for revenue stamps. The detective was rather proud of his discovery and his improvisation in achieving his entry. He had recruited a young boy with a bat and ball to knock out the upper glass portion of the warehouse door, boosted the boy inside, and entered himself after the boy unlocked the door. Burns got out before the suspects returned from lunch to find a weeping boy outside the warehouse who owned up to his window breakage.

			Burns decided to use another boy to gain entry to the plant of Taylor and Bredell. He approached a boy employed by the engravers, pretending to be a theatre manager, and offering a job. The theatre job required a uniform so a fitting was arranged with a tailor, giving Burns the chance to steal the boy’s warehouse keys and get them duplicated. Burns entered the plant at night and even during lunch breaks until he finally found the hidden, nearly completed plate for a Lincoln-head hundred dollar note.
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