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  FOREWORD




  THE ONE-WAY STREET IS THE ONLY ROUTE THE GANGSTER TAKES, AS readers will be reminded in Howard Kazanjian and Chris Enss’s compelling new book about one of the most notorious criminal families of the gangster era, the Barkers.




  Ma Barker and her brood terrorized cities from Chicago to Reno, perpetrating crimes and running from the law until it all ended for them in a brutal gun battle at a two-story house in Ocklawaha, Florida. The Ma Barker house and the Albright family, of which I am a proud member, seem to have a mutual attraction for each other. This “attraction” started on January 16, 1935, when more than a dozen FBI agents descended on the quiet little town of Ocklawaha, Florida, on Lake Weir, hot on the trail of the Barker-Karpis Gang. My grandfather, then twenty-seven-year-old George J. Albright Sr., was getting his mail on the other side of Lake Weir, in the equally small town of Weirsdale. The post office was abuzz with word that “all hell was breaking loose” in Ocklawaha.




  My grandfather, always the inquisitive one, immediately hopped in his car and made the five-mile drive from Weirsdale to Ocklawaha. Once there he found the roads blocked, so he parked and went on foot toward the middle of the town, to the Carson Bradford House, lying directly on the lake. The property was surrounded by FBI agents, so he and the other townspeople settled in behind ancient oak trees to watch the longest gun battle in FBI history! My granddad recalled many times that a spray of machine-gun bullets from the Barkers came his way; he was forced to jump behind an oak tree to avoid being hit, and in the process split his pants from top to bottom. Being the gentleman he was, he walked down to the local hardware store and bought a new pair of pants, then went back to continue watching the melee between the good guys and the bad guys!






  Fast-forward to the early 1950s, when my father, George J. Albright Jr., was at the University of Florida. Dad had been three years old at the date of the gun battle. My father was quite involved in student politics and became friends with Betty Bradford, whose family owned the Ma Barker house, and her future husband, Morton Good. This friendship lasted for decades, with my father buying a lake house for our family in 1966 directly next door to the Ma Barker house.




  I was ten years old at the time, and the Good family hired me to mow the grass and be the general caretaker for the Ma Barker house, as the family resided in Miami and generally came to the house only in the summer. It was a job I relished, as I thought the whole gun-battle thing was totally cool (and I enjoyed making some spending money).




  Fast-forward again to 2016, when my dad is now eighty-four, and I just turned sixty. Dad and I, along with the current family owners of the house and their representative, Carson Good, with whom I grew up, have been working to preserve the property and place it into public hands. In 2015 the FBI visited the house several times. Carson, Dad, and I were there in September of last year, when an FBI agent walked into the house for the very first time since 1935!




  As of this date there is no firm plan in place to transfer the property into public hands. However, I am pleased to report that the people who own the house are very committed to historic preservation, and we feel certain the Ma Barker house will be saved for future generations to visit and enjoy.




  In the meantime Kazanjian and Enss’s engrossing book about Ma and her boys will more than suffice. Step back in time to an era of roadsters and revolvers, of back-alley boarding houses, Model Ts, and Prohibition, and read how far we’ve come in both crime and punishment.




  —GEORGE J. ALBRIGHT III, ESQ.
FORMER REPRESENTATIVE IN THE
HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
OF THE STATE OF FLORIDA






  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




  THE PREPARATION OF THIS BOOK HAS INCURRED MANY DEBTS TO historical society members, librarians, and archivists. The following organizations and individuals were very helpful at the onset of this work and provided valuable information and expertise until its completion.




  Steve Weldon, Jasper County Archivist at the Jasper County Records Center in Carthage, Missouri




  Jenny McElroy, Reference Librarian at the Minnesota Historical Society in St. Paul, Minnesota




  Ian Swart, Archivist and Curator of Collections at the Tulsa Historical Society and Museum in Tulsa, Oklahoma




  Stephanie Sneed, Office Manager at the Sedalia Public Library in Sedalia, Missouri




  Liz Moore, Archivist at the Nevada State Library and Archives in Carson City, Nevada




  Barry Williams, Fact Check Editor in Phoenix, Arizona




  The archivists at the Lansing State Prison in Lansing, Kansas, and the Leavenworth Federal Prison in Leavenworth, Kansas




  George Albright, Former Member of the House of Representatives and Current Tax Collector and Barker Family Historian in Marion County, Florida




  Erin Turner, Editorial Director at TwoDot Books in Helena, Montana, and the talented, hard-working individuals at Rowman & Littlefield in Guilford, Connecticut




  To all of you, a grateful thank you.






  INTRODUCTION




  IN A TIME WHEN NOTORIOUS DEPRESSION-ERA CRIMINALS WERE terrorizing the country, the Barker-Karpis Gang stole more money than mobsters John Dillinger, Vern Miller, and Bonnie and Clyde combined. Five of the most wanted thieves, murderers, and kidnappers by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) in the 1930s were from the same family. Authorities believed the woman behind the band of violent hoodlums that ravaged the Midwest was their mother, Kate “Ma” Barker.




  Ma Barker is unique in criminal history. Although she was involved in numerous illegal activities for more than twenty years, she was never arrested, fingerprinted, or photographed perpetrating a crime. There was never any physical evidence linking her directly to a specific crime. Yet Ma controlled two dozen gang members who jumped at her behest. FBI director J. Edgar Hoover called her a “domineering, clever woman who coldly and methodically planned the abduction of two of the nation’s most wealthy men.”




  Ma’s misdeeds were well plotted, schemed, and equipped. “The most important part of a job is done weeks ahead,” she is rumored to have told her boys. She is remembered early on as a woman who took her four sons, Herman, Lloyd, Arthur, and Fred, to church every Sunday and to every revival meeting that came along. She was also known as a woman who never admitted her sons were capable of wrongdoing. She ruled the family roost, defending her brood against irate neighbors whose windows had been shattered by the boys and later against the police when the boys began their lives of crime in earnest. At a young age they were involved in everything from petty theft to murder.




  Ma Barker, in light of later developments, was and is thought by law enforcement officers not only to have condoned but to have encouraged her boys’ criminal activity. FBI records indicate that she conducted what amounted to an academy of crime, not only spurring Herman, Lloyd, Arthur, and Fred on but proselytizing other boys, one of whom was a former Topeka marbles champion, Alvin Karpis.




  The Barker-Karpis organization was tied to not only a seemingly endless string of bank robberies but also the robberies of jewelry stores and the theft of automobiles and business payrolls.




  Herman Barker never made the big leagues of crime, nor did Lloyd. Herman was slain in an encounter with Wichita police officers, and Lloyd drew a long prison term for robbing the US mails. Fred and Arthur Barker did make the top criminal echelon, along with their mother, who once told a police chief, “All these boys would be good if you cops would just let them alone.”




  The heat generated by the kidnapping of bank president Edward Bremer—which resulted in $200,000 in ransom being paid after the wealthy man was released on January 7, 1934—chased the Barkers, or what was left of them, into hiding. Those who stayed in the Chicago area adopted easy disguises. Alvin Karpis and Fred Barker felt it necessary to take more drastic measures as they were too well known to the FBI. In mid-March 1934 Karpis—nicknamed “Old Creepy” because of his expressionless eyes—and Fred Barker went to the secluded office of Doctor Joseph Moran to have their fingerprints altered and faces changed.




  Doctor Moran had a respectable practice until he started drinking heavily, became an abortionist, and was eventually sent to the Joliet prison. When paroled, Moran was hired as a physician for the Chicago Chauffeurs, Teamsters and Helpers Union and set up practice in a hotel, where he led a double life, treating gangsters as well as ordinary patients.




  The night he operated on Alvin and Fred he was a physical ruin. His fumbling fingers did little more than butcher his two patients, who were injected with morphine and sent off to recuperate.




  Ma Barker gave them medical attention. Though Alvin was stoical, Fred often screamed from the pain and had to be restrained forcefully. In addition to nursing duties, Ma was completing arrangements with gangster Adelard Cunin, a survivor of the North Side mob in Chicago, to launder the $100,000 the Barker-Karpis Gang received as a ransom for kidnapping William J. Hamm Jr., the president of Hamm’s Brewery in St. Paul, Minnesota. Adelard had agreed to handle the ransom money from the Bremer kidnapping job as well.




  The Chicago branch of the FBI was made the busiest field office in FBI history by the depredations of numerous well-known gangs, the perpetrators of the Kansas City massacre, and the normal flow of investigations. Melvin Purvis, the special agent in charge, was the nominal chief. However, that spring of 1934 the office on the nineteenth floor of the Bangers Building was also the headquarters of a special squad that the director of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover, supervised personally.




  Hoover’s dogged concentration on Midwest crime prompted Ma Barker to advise her sons and their outlaw companions to leave the city. She decided it was too dangerous for any member of the Barker-Karpis Gang, disguised or not, to remain in Chicago. Most of the gang scattered. By January 1935 FBI agents had disposed of Pretty Boy Floyd and John Dillinger’s gangs. Ma’s son Arthur had also been seized by authorities.




  A postmark on a postcard is said to have been the tip-off to where Ma and Fred were hiding. It was found at the time Arthur Barker fell into the hands of the law. Arthur’s only remark was, “This is a helluva time to be caught without a gun.” Arthur was sentenced to Alcatraz and was killed four years later in a desperate bid to escape from prison.




  It was shortly after dawn on January 16, 1935, when more than a dozen FBI agents converged on Ocklawaha, Florida, and surrounded a two-story vacation home where Ma and Fred were hiding. The feds ordered the home’s occupants—known to neighbors as the Black-burns—to surrender. Soon gunfire rang out from the house, and the agents returned it.




  The machine-gun blasts lasted more than four hours. When it was over, FBI agents had pumped nearly two thousand bullets into the house, and the mother and son inside the dwelling were dead.




  The Barker-Karpis Gang is credited with killing more than ten people and with the theft of more than $3 million. Less than half the money the outlaws took was ever recovered. Convicted felons like Alvin Karpis insisted that Ma Barker never participated in or planned any of the group’s illegal undertakings. “She could barely organize breakfast,” he joked in his autobiography. The government disagreed with his characterization of the matriarch of the gang. Ma Barker used more than five aliases during the time of the mob’s reign. She had storage units in Chicago and Minnesota where she kept many household items, jewels, and furs her boys had stolen and given to her. At best she was an accessory after the fact and guilty of harboring fugitives. Ma Barker prospered as a result of the violence her boys wrought on the public.




  The Barker-Karpis Gang was the last of the deadly gangster era. They represent a chilling testament to unbridled juvenile delinquency. Ma Barker let her sons get away with murder. In fact her boys counted on her to see them through whatever ruthless act they executed—proving that even murderous gangsters need their mother.






  CHAPTER ONE




  Brains of the Operation




  IT WAS A RAW, GUSTY DAY IN MID-JANUARY 1934 WHEN BANK president Edward G. Bremer dropped off his nine-year-old daughter, Betty, at Summit School in St. Paul, Minnesota. Parents and children dressed in heavy overcoats and wearing woolen hats hurried across the street and passed in front of Edward’s black Lincoln sedan on their way to the building. A light snow began to fall as he pulled away from the elementary school and headed toward his office. Edward was the president of the Commercial State Bank and traveled the same route to work every day. Each morning he waved good-bye to his little girl at 8:25 and proceeded to his job. He traveled along Lexington Avenue for a half hour, stopping at all the traffic signs along the way.1




  The car Edward drove was comfortable and warm, and cheerful music spilled from the radio as he contemplated the paperwork waiting for him on his desk. He cast a glance in his rearview mirror every so often but noticed nothing out of the ordinary. It wasn’t until Edward stopped at a stop sign and Alvin Karpis, a tall, slim man in a blue shirt streaked with mud, hurried to the driver’s side window holding a gun that he considered anything was wrong. Edward was stunned and didn’t move as the armed man flung the driver’s side door open and shoved the weapon into his side. “Move over or I’ll kill you,” Alvin barked at him.2




  Before Edward had a chance to comply, the passenger’s side door of his car was jerked open, and Arthur “Doc” Barker leaned inside the vehicle. Arthur struck Edward on the head several times with the butt end of a .45 caliber automatic revolver. Blood from the gash sprayed the dashboard. Edward slumped in his seat, unconscious, and Alvin pushed him onto the floor. Arthur jumped inside the car and closed the passenger’s side door.3








  [image: Scene of the Bremer kidnapping, Lexington and Goodrich, St. Paul, Minnesota COURTESY OF THE MINNESOTA HISTORICAL SOCIETY]






  Drivers honked at the thugs as they sped by the action. They were unaware that anything criminal was going on, simply annoyed that the stopped vehicle was interfering with the morning commute. Arthur quickly shoved a pair of goggles on Edward’s face and secured them to his head with adhesive tape. The tape covered every part of the goggles, prohibiting Edward from seeing at all. A gag was shoved in his mouth and secured in place with a piece of rope. Arthur jumped out of the vehicle and hurried to the car stopped directly behind the action. Alvin slid into the driver’s seat and put the car in gear. Both cars hurried away from the scene.4




  [image: Edward George Bremer COURTESY OF THE MINNESOTA HISTORICAL SOCIETY]







  Alvin smiled to himself as he eyed the stupefied victim lying on the frontseat floorboard. He quickly placed Edward’s hat on his head, removed a newspaper clipping from his suit pocket, and tossed it on the seat beside him. A photograph of Edward was front and center. The story under the picture noted that “New Bank President Edward George Bremer is a member of the Bremer family and one of the wealthiest and most prominent families in St. Paul. He is the son of Adolf [sic] Bremer, part owner of the Schmidt Beer Brewing Company, and the nephew of Otto Bremer, Chairman of the American National Bank. Edward Bremer is married and has one daughter.”5









  Fred Barker, an impetuous, quick-tempered brute, drove the vehicle following the Lincoln sedan. His brother, Arthur, sat beside him in the passenger’s seat. Arthur’s hands and the butt end of the gun he was carrying were dotted with blood from Edward Bremer’s head. The beating he’d given the kidnapped victim was indicative of the treatment most received from Arthur. His partners in crime considered him to be exceptionally ruthless.6






  Trailing close behind the Barker brothers in a stolen Buick were Harry Campbell and William Weaver. Both men were career criminals, bootleggers, and ex–car thieves. Their car was parked across the intersection of Goodrich and Lexington when Edward Bremer was snatched. They took their cue from Alvin, the gunman driving Edward’s vehicle. Alvin had coal-black hair and a sinister look that had earned him the name “Creepy.”7 He was initially against the idea of kidnapping Edward. He preferred robbing banks. Alvin believed the chance of getting caught wasn’t as great when robbing a bank. Few in the gang he ran with felt the same way. Since the kidnapping of millionaire aviator Charles Lindbergh’s infant son in 1932, abduction of the wealthy had increased. The culprits in that incident made off with $50,000, and more than half of the money was never recovered. Bruno Richard Hauptmann, a thirty-five-year-old carpenter, was arrested for the kidnapping in 1934. The Lindbergh baby was discovered dead six weeks after he was taken from his nursery.8 The risks were substantial in a kidnapping, but like some of those who belonged to the notorious Barker-Karpis Gang, lawbreakers considered the rewards to outweigh the dangers. If successful, the band of thieves would collect a $200,000 ransom for Edward.9




  The line of three cars proceeded out of town without incident and assembled at a prearranged location in the country, twenty minutes south of St. Paul. Arthur jerked Edward out of the vehicle and slammed the six-foot three-inch, two-hundred-pound man against the hood of the sedan. According to gangster Alvin Karpis, “Bremer was bleeding like a stuck pig where Arthur had slugged him when we grabbed him.” The culprits needed Edward to sign three ransom notes addressed to his father. His blindfold was partially removed and a pen shoved into his hand. Edward objected at first, but Arthur managed to persuade him to scrawl his signature at the bottom of the typed message. Once the deed was done and the blindfold secured again, Edward was forced into Fred’s car. Arthur rapped the victim on the head again in an effort to get him to resume his position on the floor of the frontseat. Edward complied without saying a word. The kidnappers piled into their two vehicles and drove away from the scene, leaving Edward’s car behind.10




  According to the January 19, 1934, edition of the Albert Lea Evening Tribune, “Bloodstains on both front and rear seats of Edward Bremer’s automobile inspired fear for the safety of the thirty-seven-year-old bank president held for ransom by kidnappers who have threatened to kill him.” Edward’s car was found by police shortly after 10:00 on the morning he was kidnapped. The authorities told the press that it was obvious from the amount of blood found in and on the vehicle that he was seriously wounded. “Meanwhile, the kidnappers were reported to have made no effort to communicate with the family,” the Albert Lea Evening Tribune article continued. “A shroud of secrecy has hedged the movement of friends and relatives to bring about the release of Edward G. Bremer. It is known only that members of his family are eager to establish contact with the kidnappers, are willing to pay the ransom demanded, and are desirous of acting independently of the police, lest harm befall the captive man.






  “It was known that they [the Bremer family] had taken the first step toward achieving a contact with the abductors, by following the demands of the kidnappers as outlined in the note that informed them of the kidnapping of young Bremer. That step consisted of a two-line advertisement placed in the personal column of the Thursday morning edition of the Minneapolis Tribune. It read tersely, ‘We are ready.’ It was signed ‘Alice.’ The ‘Alice’ of the signature is believed to be Walter Magee, St. Paul contractor and friend of the Bremer family, who first received news from the kidnappers that Edward Bremer had been abducted. Adolf [sic] Bremer, father of the kidnapped youth, urged that authorities step aside, at least for the time being. ‘Wait,’ Mr. Bremer beseeched. ‘Don’t make a move that will endanger Eddie’s safety.’”11




  Edward Bremer was transported to a hideout in Bensenville, Illinois. The room where the banker was stored was unpretentious. The furnishings consisted of a bed and a cane-backed chair. The windows were boarded up. A single lightbulb hung down from a ceiling stained by an overabundance of rain and snow. Edward was tied to the chair with a thick rope. The kidnappers had bandaged his head but had done little else to provide for his care.12




  “He was a pain in the ass,” Alvin offered in his autobiography. “We no sooner stopped him from bleeding than he started demanding a drink,” he recalled. “I didn’t have any booze for him. I got him coffee. He asked how much ransom we wanted. I told him $200 thousand and he let out a yell. ‘You’re crazy,’ he said. ‘My father wouldn’t pay that much for me.’”13




  Edward struggled against anyone who tried to take any of his personal belongings from him. He wore a gold watch studded with rubies he insisted was given to him as a gift from his mother. The keepsake was something he didn’t want to part with, and he repeatedly asked his captors to leave it alone. He made a similar request about an item in his wallet. It was a train receipt that indicated two people had occupied a drawing room on a recent trip from St. Paul to Chicago. Edward didn’t want the receipt used as a way to identify him. His wife had thought he’d made the trip alone. “Keeping that kind of confidence is going to cost extra,” Alvin informed him. “It won’t do you any good,” the victim responded.14




  Edward’s account of the events noted in the FBI files report that he pressed the men holding him hostage to tell him who was in charge of their operation. The Barker-Karpis Gang had as many as twenty-eight individuals working for them at one time or another since their humble beginnings in southeast Missouri in the mid-1920s. There were nine involved with the Bremer kidnapping, and that didn’t include the women who kept company with the outlaws and delivered the occasional message from one criminal in the organization to another.15




  Harry Sawyer and Fred Goetz, aka “Shotgun” George Ziegler, were the first to suggest Edward as the target. Both men had participated in armed robberies and murders for hire with underworld figures in Chicago. Harry disliked bankers. He believed they were all thieves. After spending time at a St. Paul bowling alley with Ziegler, Harry suggested that banker Edward Bremer be taken and held for ransom. He had read that Edward was a member of one of the wealthiest families in the country. He had also read that Edward’s father had contributed more than $350,000 to Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s presidential campaign in 1932. In Harry’s estimation Edward was a big name, and kidnapping Edward would yield a small fortune. Ziegler didn’t disagree.16




  Arthur Barker’s good friend Volney Everett “Curly” Davis thought the idea was sound. Volney was a convicted bank robber and an associate of John Dillinger. He and Arthur had worked together often, and he seldom questioned the course the Barker-Karpis Gang wanted to travel. Volney’s girlfriend, Edna Murray, explained in an article she penned for Startling Detective Adventures magazine in October 1936 that her paramour, as well as the other men in the group, “always did as ringleader Ma Barker told them to.”




  According to author and reporter Courtney Ryley Cooper, Arizona (also known as Kate) “Ma” Barker was a strange figure of the underworld. “Short, hard-featured, her red hair always carefully groomed, her brown eyes brilliant and remorseless, yet withal queerly able to present the appearance of a mild, even tempered lady. This woman had made a weird success of rearing criminal spawn.”17 Numerous historical records, including files kept by the FBI and its director J. Edgar Hoover, agree that Ma was the brains of the outfit. Her violent sons and their equally ruthless associates, most notably Alvin Karpis, made their opinions known, but Ma had the final say.18 “She had a vision,” Courtney Ryley Cooper wrote of the femme fatale in 1936. “She wanted more for her boys than a string of petty crimes to call their own where danger was assured and financial independence was always in question.”19




  When the suggestion to kidnap Edward Bremer was presented to Ma, she ordered her crew to meet and discuss the proposal. In the summer of 1933, the Barker-Karpis Gang had kidnapped William Hamm Jr., the president of Hamm’s Brewing Company. The caper was successful, yielding the gang $100,000 in cash for the return of the millionaire. News of the kidnapping was reported throughout the country. “Money or death was the ultimatum laid down by the culprits that absconded with Hamm’s Brewing Company executive,” the June 17, 1933, edition of the Albert Lea Evening Tribune read.




  William had been captive near the same location in Bensenville, Illinois, where Edward Bremer was secured away. The police had withdrawn from the case at the request of the family. They were frightened of what might happen to William if law enforcement interfered. The ransom note from the abductors warned the Hamms that William would be shot and killed if the police were allowed any involvement. A note sent to William’s father instructed him to deliver the ransom money in “$5, $10, and $20 bills.” Payment of the ransom for the release of William, the kidnappers directed, was to be made using one of the company’s beer trucks. Not only did the Barker-Karpis Gang get the full amount they were asking in ransom, but when the authorities did begin investigating the kidnapping, a rival gang was arrested for the crime.20




  “J. Edgar Hoover himself announced from Washington that his men had put together a solid case against the Touhy gang,” Alvin Karpis wrote in his memoirs. “The scientific evidence left no doubt at all,” Hoover said, “that the Touhys were behind the kidnapping of William Hamm.”21




  The ease with which the Barker-Karpis Gang was able to get away with taking William and collecting the ransom was an argument for kidnapping Edward Bremer. In late December 1933 Ma’s boys convened at William Weaver’s apartment in St. Paul to talk through the details of the abduction. Who would trail Edward to learn about his habits, routine, friends, and work associates; who would write the ransom notes; who would deliver those notes to what contact; and when the job would be done were all determined. With the exception of Arthur, who Ma suggested might have been a little too rough with the victim, everyone performed his duties as planned.22




  When the police found Edward’s abandoned vehicle with bloodstains on the dash, seats, and floor, it prompted the press, also at the scene, to conclude that Edward had been murdered. On the off chance Edward was buried in the area, a variety of agencies in the city, including the American Legion, the Boy Scouts, and fire department, began digging in the location where Edward’s car had been found.23




  In addition to the first ransom note, delivered to Edward’s friend contractor Walter Magee on January 17 at 10:40 in the morning, there were a number of bogus notes sent to the Bremer family from opportunists claiming to be in on the kidnapping. The federal authorities had rendezvoused in St. Paul and were reporting information of evidence and notes to Hoover in Washington, including a message mailed to the postmaster in Minneapolis, Minnesota. “Was by accident [he] was bumped off. Body near Anoka, Minnesota. Will not be found until after snow goes. Contact off. Please forgive us. All a mistake by one of our gang [sp] been drunk. Please tell Walter Magee—St. Paul. One of the gang.” The fake information in the note sent a flood of officers to Anoka, Minnesota, to dig around for Edward.24




  According to FBI File No. 7-30, several calls were made to the Federal Bureau of Investigation from unnamed individuals who suggested that Edward Bremer had not really been kidnapped but was merely hiding until a personal matter was settled. The authorities explored the possibility that Edward could be faking his disappearance and looked into his finances for evidence of misconduct or hardship. They discovered nothing out of the ordinary.25




  On January 20, 1934, two members of the Barker-Karpis Gang placed a note into a bottle and tossed it through the plateglass door of the home of Dr. H. T. Nipper in St. Paul at 6:00 in the morning. Dr. Nipper was a longtime friend of the Bremers as well as the family physician. It was determined by the police that the bottle was thrown into the doctor’s home as a sign that he had been selected as a second contact man by the kidnappers. On January 22, 1934, two sealed envelopes were slid under Dr. Nipper’s front door. One envelope was addressed to Mrs. Edward Bremer and the other to Walter Magee.26




  The note read as follows:




  You are hearby declared in on a very desperate undertaking. Don’t try to cross us. Your future and E’s are the important issue. Follow these instructions to the letter. Police have never helped in such a spot and won’t this time either. You better take care of the payoff first and let them do the detecting later. Because the police usually butt in, your friend isn’t none too comfortable now, so don’t delay the payment. Place the money in two, large suit box cartons big enough to hold the full amount and tie with heavy cord. No contact will be made until you notify us that you are ready to pay as we direct.27




  You place an ad in the Minneapolis Tribune as soon as you have the money ready. Under the personal column (We are ready, Alice). You will then receive your final instructions. Be prepared to leave at a minute’s notice to make the payoff. Don’t attempt to stall or outsmart us. Don’t try to bargain. Don’t plead poverty. We know how much they have in their banks. Don’t try to communicate with us. We’ll do the directing. Threats aren’t necessary. You just do your part, we guarantee to do ours.28






  The line in the ransom note that read “your friend isn’t none too comfortable now” proved to be an understatement. Edward was made to write a portion of the ransom notes, but before his arms were untied so he could pen the instructions, Arthur smashed his fist into Edward’s face and gut. He wanted to make sure he had the victim’s attention. Arthur shoved a pen into Edward’s hand, and he slowly but surely copied down the message laid out before him. “Mr. Chas. Magee, I have named you as a payoff man,” Edward scrawled on the paper. “You are responsible for my safety. I am responsible for the full amount of the money.”29




  Immediately after Edward signed his name at the bottom of the note, Arthur yanked the pen from him and shoved him back in the seat. Alvin fashioned a rope around Edward’s arms, pulling them tightly as he went. “No matter what we did . . . Bremer hardly ever let up,” Alvin recalled in his memoirs. “At one point he told me we had kidnapped the wrong man. He said that he knew a man in St. Paul who had put aside a quarter of a million dollars in a safety deposit box to be used by the guy’s wife in cash he should ever be kidnapped. Bremer told me that we should have grabbed that guy instead.”30




  According to Alvin, Edward made several statements that led him and Arthur to believe that not all of the banker’s business dealings had exclusively been with reputable clientele. He wanted the gang to promise to contact him after his father had paid the ransom so they could collaborate on some “lucrative deals.” He told Arthur and Alvin that he was a good friend of Harry Sawyer. The information took the men aback. Harry Sawyer was a member of the gang who ran an underworld tavern in St. Paul. His name hadn’t been mentioned in full by the kidnappers. Ultimately, Edward’s comment was dismissed as being merely talk. The situation was remedied by placing another gag in his bloody mouth.31




  On one of the notes, the authorities matched a pair of finger-prints to Edward Bremer. Edward’s fingerprints had been obtained from the military; he had served in the navy for a time. There were no sets of prints on the message belonging to anyone connected with any previous crimes. The FBI and law enforcement in St. Paul were working around the clock to determine who had kidnapped Edward. Reporters at the Washington Post and the New York Times pressed authorities for answers, or at the very least speculation, on who they believed was responsible.32 Outlaw Verne Sankey’s name was mentioned in relation to the crime. Sankey had been a suspect in the Lindbergh baby kidnapping and had perpetrated the same type of crime in 1932 when he took St. Paul business executive Haskell Bohn’s son and held him for ransom. Sankey, along with his partner Gordon Alcorn and their gang, collected $22,000, and Sankey and Alcorn became two of the most wanted men in America.33






  [image: Harry Sawyer, one of the Barker-Karpis Gang members COURTESY OF THE MINNESOTA HISTORICAL SOCIETY]






  There were numerous similarities between the Edward Bremer kidnapping and that of Haskell Bohn’s son, from the method used to apprehend the victim to the various contacts used to deliver the ransom notes. The focus of the police and FBI agents was on Sankey and Alcorn, and the press was quick to make that information public as well. News about where and to whom ransom notes were sent was announced. The authorities vehemently denied the reports were accurate. Having been told by Ma not to involve the “coppers,” the police were quick to dismiss any notion that they were conspiring with the ransom notes’ contacts.34




  The January 23, 1934, edition of the Harrisonburg Daily News reported that authorities confirmed the Department of Justice had cast a dragnet over the Twin Cities to bring in underworld characters in the hope that they would have information about Edward’s kidnapping, but they emphatically denied the idea that two ransom notes had been delivered to Dr. Nipper. When asked about the notes thrown through the glass on his front door, Dr. Nipper told the Harrisonburg Daily News that “a bottle was hurled through the glass, but there were not notes in it nor did he find any on the porch.”




  Adolph Bremer, Edward’s father, was worried about the news coverage the kidnapping was getting and the scores of detectives that were working on the case. He appealed to his good friend President Franklin Roosevelt to intercede and order law enforcement agencies to cease their efforts to free his son. Adolph believed his son would not be returned alive if the actions of the police continued. “I am sorry the impression has been spread that information has been given to the police,” Adolph announced from his home and which was later publicized in the January 23, 1934, edition of the St. Paul Pioneer Press. “Whatever information has been passed out has been given against my will and has created a false impression. Chief of Police Thomas Dahill has been fine in offering every help he can give us, and we all appreciate it, but we do not want the police, or the state, or federal authorities to do anything about it now. We want to get Eddie back home safe.”35




  On February 6, 1934, twenty-one days after Edward Bremer had been kidnapped, $200,000 in ransom money was delivered to a designated spot in Farmington, Minnesota. The following evening Edward was released. The banker was driven to Rochester, Minnesota, and instructed to get out of the car in the middle of the street and to stand with his back toward the direction in which the vehicle was headed. According to the FBI files, he was then told to count slowly to fifteen, after which the goggles and tape over his eyes could be removed.36 The FBI report continued:




  After Mr. Bremer had returned safely to his home, Special Agents were free to pursue the investigation of the kidnapping vigorously. Mr. Bremer, although having been injured at the time he was kidnapped and had been blindfolded with taped goggles, was able to hear various sounds en route to the hideout where he was held. The gang did not keep him blindfolded at all times at the hideout and he was able to observe things which were later to be of assistance in identifying the place where he was held captive. Mr. Bremer was able to furnish the investigators with information that, upon his arrival at the place where he was held, he heard two dogs barking, and these dogs appeared to be very close to the house, and they barked on frequent occasions. Mr. Bremer also heard a group of children playing in close proximity from four to eight years of age. Mr. Bremer also heard children passing through the area adjoining the hideout house. After the first few days of Mr. Bremer’s confinement, the goggles which had been placed over his eyes at the time of his abduction were removed and he was permitted to sit in his room without any obstruction over his face and this afforded him an opportunity to observe the furnishings of the bedroom in which he was held. He made a mental picture of the wallpaper and was able to describe it in such detail that similar wallpaper was traced by Special Agents and found to have been sold by a large mail-order house. A specimen of this wallpaper was obtained, and Mr. Bremer was able to positively identify it as being similar to that which was on the walls in the bedroom.




  Although blindfolded, Mr. Bremer was able to furnish certain information concerning the toilet room in which he was taken from time to time. He learned that the lever for flushing the toilet consisted of what appeared to be a metal screw. The enamel which had covered the screw had either been removed or broken. He observed a crack in the wall of the bedroom. Overhead Mr. Bremer heard a small child crying and estimated the age of the child to be about one year, and he also heard another child approximately four years of age playing on the floor above him. Mr. Bremer was convinced that there was a coal stove adjacent to the room in which he was held, as he heard sounds indicating that coal was being shoveled from a bin into a scuttle and the sound indicated that the coal was being kept in a position near the kitchen. Mr. Bremer was further able to describe the sounds of traffic, which traffic apparently was in close proximity to the hide-out house. He could hear the brakes being applied to either buses or trucks, which gave him the impression that he was near a stop sign on a main highway. Sounds of trains could also be heard, Mr. Bremer being of the opinion that these trains were probably inter-urban in character as they passed most frequently in the mornings and in the afternoons.




  The men who held him captive spoke with various accents: French, German, Italian. At one point he heard the voice of an older woman praising the criminals holding him hostage saying, “Now, you’re thinking, boys. Now you’re thinking.” Mr. Bremer assessed it was the voice of Ma Barker.




  Mr. Bremer was unable to state definitely the number of hours he was transported after being kidnapped at St. Paul, but after traveling several hours they arrived at the hideout and his abductors dressed his wounded head, which wounds had been inflicted upon him at the time he was kidnapped. Mr. Bremer was of the opinion that they traveled through a city of medium size en route to the hideout, inasmuch as he heard streetcars. Mr. Bremer also was able to furnish the Special Agents with information concerning his return trip to Rochester, Minnesota. He stated that upon leaving the hideout sometime during the morning of February 7, 1934, he was placed in what appeared to be a one-seated automobile by his abductors; that after riding a short distance he was transferred to another car and that this second car was a sedan. He was forced to enter the sedan and sit on the floor immediately behind the driver with his back against the left rear door. At this time his hand touched the butt of what appeared to be either a shotgun or rifle on the floor. He also was able to ascertain that there was a tin can immediately on his left side on which he could comfortably rest his left elbow; that this can appeared to be an ordinary five gallon tin can which contained gasoline, as he could smell the strong odor of the fuel.




  Mr. Bremer estimated that after approximately one-half of the distance had been covered between the hideout house and Rochester, Minnesota, the car in which he was riding turned off from the paved road and after ten or fifteen minutes the car pulled to the side of the road and the two men who were in the frontseat of the car and the one in the rear seat guarding him got out and took out of the car at least two tin cans containing gasoline. He heard his abductors pour gasoline into the tank of the car in which he was riding, after which the journey was resumed. He recalled that his abductors at the time the tank of the automobile was refueled turned off the paved highway, because he heard gravel striking the windows of the car.37
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