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  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  In 1938 RKO Radio Pictures released a film called Condemned Women. It starred Sally Eilers as Linda Wilson, a young woman sentenced to three years in a penitentiary for shoplifting. The character tries to kill herself on the way to prison, and a young psychiatrist played by Louis Hayward not only saves her life but also endeavors to change her embittered and hopeless outlook on it. Before long, doctor and inmate fall in love and plan to marry once Wilson is released. Every movie needs conflict, and in Condemned Women this conflict is developed when the warden convinces young Linda that marrying a felon would ruin the psychiatrist’s fledgling career. And so Eilers’s character joins a jailbreak attempt, hoping this will quash his love for her.




  The picture was filmed at the California Institution for Women at Tehachapi. Director Lew Landers decided to use real inmates as background actors. “So savage was the fight,” wrote one movie gossip reporter of the jailbreak scene, “it was whispered about that maybe a few of the extra girls might be paying off a grudge.”1 If one looks very closely at that scene where ninety-five women are screaming and bouncing off one another like atoms heated to boiling, one can see in the crowd of women a blonde, bobbed woman with nearly bulbous eyes and a pert, upturned nose. If one looks even more closely, one can see her smiling. This would-be actress is Burmah Adams White.




  White’s smirk in Condemned Women doesn’t look all that odd. All the other inmates-turned-thespians-for-a-day had some sort of goofy, unnatural look that movie extras sometimes wear. But it was this smile that played such a big part in the reason Burmah was in Tehachapi in the first place.




  The filmmakers did not credit any of its “inmate extras,” famous or not. In fact, I only found the film because I was trying to find a documentary about Tehachapi for general research. Ironically, just a few years prior to the commencement of filming of Condemned Women, thousands of newspapers and dozens of radio stations covered Burmah’s crimes, trial, and incarceration. Everybody in America knew the story of Los Angeles’s “girl bandit,” even while more violent crimes captured the country’s imagination as well that summer and fall of 1933. In the Midwest, Bonnie and Clyde were in the middle of a murderous two-year bank-robbing spree; in Chicago a Lindbergh baby–kidnapping suspect was arrested. During the so-called Kansas City Massacre in June of that year, three gunmen fatally ambushed a group of unarmed police officers and FBI agents escorting bank robber Frank Nash back to prison. In July 1933, George “Machine Gun Kelly” Barnes kidnapped Oklahoma oilman Charles Urschel.




  But the wayward teen from a small town south of Los Angeles was a little different. She represented America’s growing obsession with youth and lawlessness. “The recent conviction of Burmah White, 19-year-old girl bandit,” wrote the Los Angeles Times, “emphasizes the startling fact that youngsters now comprise the most prolific crime group.” During the first half of 1933, the year considered the peak of the Great Depression, one in five arrests for felonies was a person under age twenty-one. Three-fifths of all arrested for felonies were under the age of thirty. Burmah belonged to a special class: Only 7 percent of all arrested were female.2 Responsibility for youth who commit crimes lay squarely with the parents, wrote the Times as well as many studies done at that time. “Too many fathers,” the Times opined, “are too busy in the pursuit of money or in making a name to realize that their real wealth and worth are in the manhood of the youth for whom they are responsible. The records show that many of the boys and girls who go wrong come from broken homes.”3




  This was not the case with Burmah Arline Adams White. Her parents were resolutely, perhaps even happily, married. In spite of having the same financial hardships that afflicted the rest of the country during the financial crisis, the Adamses worked very hard to provide a good home in a safe neighborhood with well-funded public schools. Other than her attractive looks and above-average intelligence, Burmah Adams was not really different from most suburban teenagers.




  When I first started researching and writing this book, I assumed I would come to some conclusion about Burmah White’s motivations for participating in crime with her husband and the seemingly odd behavior she presented while robbing victims and during her trial. There were so many factors to choose from: young age, mental and/or physical abuse, drugs or alcohol or both, head trauma caused by a childhood accident, a desire to provide for her family, a desire for nice things, a combination of some of these or all of these. Or . . . none of these.




  I still don’t know.




  INTRODUCTION




  On Wednesday, August 16, 1933, Charles “Crombie” Allen took his companion, Cora Withington, to see the film Tugboat Annie at Loew’s State Theater in Los Angeles. The show ended at about 9:30 at night. Knowing how much she wanted to learn how to drive, Allen let Withington take the wheel of his new Chevrolet coupe. As she gingerly slowed at a stoplight at Third Street and Lafayette Park Place, a car suddenly appeared next to theirs. A man jumped out of its passenger side, brandished a gun in the couple’s faces, and said, “Shell out, sweetheart! And that goes for you too, Bo!” After Allen turned over his watch and the eighteen dollars he had in his pocket, his terrified companion started to hand over her purse. “The first thing I knew,” Allen later said, “there was an explosion—and I felt a sting in my neck.”1




  Allen did not realize until a few moments later that the bullet that sliced his neck was the same one that tore through Withington’s left eye and came out close to her right one. The shy, fifty-two-year-old schoolteacher was slumped forward onto the steering wheel, bleeding from her temple. A nanosecond before he realized his companion was gravely wounded, Allen noticed the strangest thing: The driver of the robber’s car was a young woman with platinum blonde hair peeking out from a brown scarf, and . . . she was laughing as they screeched away.




  Leslie Thomas Bartel, a bond salesman who lived one mile away on Third Street and South Kenmore, was horrified to learn later that his green, five-passenger Graham Eight sedan was used in the crime. While he was chatting outside with a neighbor earlier in the day, a man and woman had driven up and demanded cash and the keys to Bartel’s car; they left behind a gray Chevrolet coupe that belonged to Nick Steponovich of Lawndale, whom they also had robbed at gunpoint. Bartel noticed that both the bandit and the woman driving the car wore horn-rimmed dark sunglasses, and additionally that the woman wore a brown turban-type scarf with platinum blonde hair wisping out at the bottom.




  Bartel got his car back the next day; police found it abandoned several miles away. On August 22, in an effort to identify the man who so wantonly shot Allen and Withington, police asked Bartel, along with other robbery victims, to come in and look at no fewer than 127 criminal suspects they had rounded up from around the city—to no avail. That day and evening, a couple who resembled descriptions given to the police robbed seven other people. One of them, Jo Robinson, slowed for a traffic light at the major intersection of Pico Boulevard and Norton Avenue; as he did so, another car drove alongside and forced him to the curb. A man, leveling a pistol, stepped onto Robinson’s running board and forced him to hand over ten dollars. And G. M. Gardener was held up by a man and woman who drove into the service station of his mechanic’s garage on San Marino Street and Vermont; the criminals took all his earnings from the week—eighty dollars.




  By this time it was public knowledge that the male robber had shot Allen and Withington even though the teacher was obviously handing over her belongings—when her purse snagged on a skirt thread, he shot the woman for being impertinent and slow. On August 26 this vicious couple went on another spree in which they relieved—at gunpoint—several people and grocery stores of cash. The most they got that day was sixty-five dollars, from Reuben Erdmann, a carpenter who lived on Occidental Boulevard.




  Five days later, on August 31, the criminal pair pulled up to an apartment building at 227 South Western Avenue. As the woman waited in the idling car, the man stealthily followed Clarence C. Lewis into the front door of the structure, grabbed him around the chest from behind with one arm, and put a pistol to his temple with the other. “Empty your pockets,” the robber tried to say. Before he could finish the sentence, Lewis wormed out of his embrace, turned around, and punched the man in the jaw. The bandit fired two wide shots as he stumbled and ran back to the car. His blonde chauffeur peeled away. About twenty minutes later, according to police reports, the maroon coupe pulled up in front of a Safeway grocery store at 3126 West Tenth Street. Leaving the woman in the car, the man entered the store and forced manager Jack Hanford into a rear room, bound and gagged him, and took the contents of the cash register, about forty dollars.2




  These were but a few of the crimes committed by Thomas N. White, age twenty-eight, and Burmah Arline Adams, age nineteen. They committed at least a dozen more felonies between August 1 and September 1, 1933, and probably carried out more than twenty. But in many of the cases, the victims could not make a solid identification. In almost every instance, the victim or victims were distracted either by the woman’s striking appearance or by her seeming indifference to the crime or both. For example, as his robbers drove away, Jo Robinson took a good long look at the blonde woman driving the car. He was certain that—based on descriptions in the newspapers and radio—she was the accomplice who laughed as her beau pulled the trigger on the schoolteacher and her publisher friend. She laughed at Robinson too.




  It was, in part, this laughter—this real or perceived callous disregard for the heinous crime she had helped commit—that spurred the Los Angeles Police Department to launch the biggest manhunt the city had seen since two years before, when the LAPD was looking for four men who had robbed the Security First National Bank in Belvedere Gardens and killed a customer. The consortium of police, sheriffs, and lawmakers put together by District Attorney Buron Fitts used Adams and White as an example of why it needed to take extraordinary measures against criminals, including a blanket indictment and a fifty-thousand-dollar bond for any person arrested who was suspected of gang activity. “The grand jury and this office,” said Fitts, “intend to make life in Los Angeles unbearable for known gangsters. We intend to make the gangster virtually a man without a country.”3




  This meant women as well. Burmah was taken into custody after her husband was killed in a shootout with police on September 6, 1933, ending a reign of terror that spanned a mere six weeks but pushed Los Angeles to the far edge of anxiety. Burmah was not Bonnie Parker. She was not part of a gang that targeted banks or capitalist institutions. She was not part of a crew that used violence to draw attention to social injustice. Rather, Burmah Adams White was a beautiful, intelligent, educated woman raised by a loving family. She had helped the family stay solvent in spite of the hardships of the Depression, and seemingly had no reason to engage in such violence. In other words, she was the most dangerous kind of criminal—perhaps even a sociopath.




  Nettie J. Yaw, the sheriff’s deputy who had charge of Burmah during her trial, assessed her as one of a certain type of female criminal: the “thrill-girl.” “I do not believe prison means anything to her but another thrill,” Yaw wrote for the Los Angeles Times Sunday Magazine in March 1934. This type, she continued, possessed a “sublime ego that absolutely obliterates any thoughts of the rights of others, the consequences of acts. Pleasures, pain, new drinks, new romances, new adventures make up their lives.” If the “courage and sangfroid” of such women could just be turned in the right direction before it was too late, Yaw mused, they could become “avarices with world-class ambitions.” Unfortunately, she added, some have “an added cold-blooded indifference to brutality and bloodshed that is appalling.”4




  Burmah Adams White committed her crimes when there were four inherent strikes against her. First, 1933 was the peak year of the Great Depression, and for many working-class families like her own, there was simply no money to hire an attorney of one’s choosing or of a certain caliber. Burmah’s parents, like the ones of so many other young people, were unable to work consistently. Every dime went to household expenses like food and rent.




  Second, Los Angeles (and the country at large) was experiencing an epic crime wave, with homicide and bank robberies at an all-time high and a public that was desperate for law and order. For many people, according to one historian, crime had come to symbolize deeper structural problems of a society whose values seemed wildly askew.5




  Third, police killed Burmah’s husband, who had committed the actual violence, leaving his widow to absorb the wrath of a public that felt helpless. And yet, some citizens were frightened of the crime but also captivated by it. They followed the exploits of such outlaws as “Baby Face” Nelson, “Machine Gun Kelly” Barnes, and Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker, whose daring exploits provided a vicarious outlet for their own “antiauthoritarian impulses.” “In this potentially unstable climate,” argues Cairns, “some politicians sought to capture both audiences, touting tough-on-crime policies for the former [those worried about societal values] and imposing harsh sentences to remind the latter [those captivated by daring exploits] of the perils of flouting authority.”6




  Finally, Burmah went along with the crime when newspapers were desperate for sensation that would help them survive the Depression and when radio broadcasting companies were competing with one another for bigger pieces of a national audience. The teen’s sad but superficially romantic story provided plenty of fodder for these media outlets. In fact, a coterie of newspaper reporters were invited to accompany the LAPD into the Whites’ apartment building to bear witness to the capture of the pair. Stories of “female outlaws” were even more popular: Women who seemed to live by their own rules and life choices received significant attention during the Depression from members of the media, who were eager to play up the seductive and sexually titillating aspects of their exploits. Los Angeles newspapers, for example, still wrote about “tiger-woman” Clara Phillips in 1933, eleven years after her conviction, reminding readers of her sexual relationship with a smitten court-watcher who helped her escape after her murder conviction.7




  Tom and Burmah’s crime spree pushed Angelenos to their limit. On September 11, 1933, District Attorney Buron Fitts announced that the County Board of Supervisors had passed an emergency ordinance requiring all felons who had acquired a record during the prior ten years to register with the sheriff’s department and provide fingerprints, physical descriptions, photographs, statements of their crimes, and current addresses. Moments earlier, Fitts had announced a resolution by the grand jurors commending LAPD Chief James E. Davis and the officers who “shot and killed Thomas White, the bandit who terrorized the city for twenty nights, and captured his blonde wife, Burmah White.” The Los Angeles City Council followed suit the next day, also passing an ordinance that required all persons who had been convicted of a felony within the prior ten years to register with the LAPD.8 These ordinances—precursors of Los Angeles’s modern-day criminal database—were a direct result of Tom White’s criminal acts.




  The Whites were the catalyst not only for a new criminal tracking system but also for new sentencing guidelines. Judge Fletcher Bowron, who would become mayor of Los Angeles in 1939, said he had no choice but to make an example out of Burmah:




  

    It is not a pleasant duty to send a young person, and particularly a young woman, to the penitentiary. As an individual I have nothing but heartfelt sympathy and pity for this young woman who is about to be branded a convict. But as a judge, my duty is plain. Burmah White, the penalty I am about to impose is not retribution. . . . But it is hoped that your case will serve as an object lesson to others.


  




  And with this proclamation, on November 7, 1933, Judge Bowron sentenced Burmah to thirty years to life at San Quentin State Prison. The next day, the Los Angeles Times printed an addendum to Bowron’s lecture from the day before, in which the judge lamented the fact that Burmah could be eligible for parole in as little as three years and three months. “In the first place,” said Bowron, “the fixing of sentence and determination of the length of the prisoner must remain within the prison is so far removed from the scene and the time of conviction, and is fraught with so much uncertainty and secrecy, that punishment has largely lost its deterrent effect.”9




  Burmah’s conviction and sentencing spurred ambitious judges and political leaders in Los Angeles to agitate for an overhaul of the parole system, which until this time had been “secret”—that is, the California State Board of Prison Terms and Paroles determined the length of a prisoner’s incarceration with no input from a trial judge or a public hearing or even notification to those parties. “The people of this State,” continued Bowron, “should demand a change in the present laws so as to provide proper punishment without secret or ill-considered parole.”10




  For Bowron, Burmah White personified the worst kind of villain: one who had every reason to avoid a life of crime and who had been insulated from the worst effects of the Great Depression by way of a good family. When pronouncing her sentence at the end of her sensational trial in November 1933, the jurist opined, “She had the advantage of a good home and was reared by honest and respected parents. She is intelligent and had a fair education. Thereafter, she deliberately chose a life of crime.”11




  Neither Burmah nor Tom had any children, so there are no descendants to give insight to their lives before, during, and after their crimes and deaths. Their exploits were so notorious that their siblings changed their names and moved to other states. But there was plenty of newspaper coverage, both straightforward and sensational. Newly digitized radio program transcripts provide a glimpse of the public’s reaction to Burmah and Tom’s lawlessness, and reconstructed genealogies place them in the human family rather than just figures on a newspaper page. Author interviews with descendants of politicians, prison trustees, victims, and more distant relatives of the couple reveal multiple viewpoints of the killing of Tom and the arrest, trial, and incarceration of Burmah. And a recently discovered transcript shows that the trial was not merely to get justice for the victims but also to heighten the profiles of Los Angeles politicians and the LAPD.




  [image: image]




  Tom White is a shadowy figure in this entire story, even though he was responsible for the events that took place in August and September of 1933. One can conclude that he was simply a bad egg, a man who went looking for trouble time and again and found it. Perhaps he was the product of a too-distant military father and an overwhelmed mother. Maybe he had a drinking or drug problem even before he first landed in jail as a teen. Whatever the case, Tom White’s life ended the second he pulled a gun on police officers on September 6, 1933—he could never offer any words of explanation for either his deeds or those of his wife.




  Today the Los Angeles Public Library houses the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner’s photograph collection concerning Burmah White’s arrest and trial. The short history that accompanies each one reads, in part: “White’s lack of remorse and abrasive demeanor were great fodder for the press, but earned the young widow a guilty conviction on eleven felony counts, and she was sentenced to a term of from 30 years to life. She’d served less than eight years for her part in the 1933 crime spree. Upon her release, White vanished from public view.”12 Burmah’s reasons for participating in her crimes were both simple and complicated. Her seeming detachment regarding them is what would alter her life forever.




  CHAPTER 1 But Is It Love?





  SANTA ANA, CALIFORNIA, IS FAMOUS FOR THE DUST STORMS CALLED BY its name. They originate in the vicinity and sweep down on Los Angeles, break windows, tear shutters loose, and pour tons of pulverized sand over everything. Crime author Raymond Chandler once wrote that these Santa Anas could “curl your hair and make your nerves jump and your skin itch.” The city is located about thirty miles south of Los Angeles, twelve miles inland from the Pacific Ocean, and in the 1920s its center was still surrounded by miles of orange groves. In those early years there were backyard gardens with fruit and nut trees, chickens, and sometimes a cow. There were celery fields near today’s Warner and Bristol Streets, and August Reiter’s raisin vineyard was where the Orange County Register’s newspaper building now stands. Today the homes are citified, and the business area is tightly packed with giant complexes like the Segerstrom Buildings at North Main and Tenth Streets. But in 1925 Santa Ana was spacious, warm, and clean—a perfect respite for someone like Joseph Adams.




  Adams contracted tuberculosis in 1920, and like thousands of other Americans, had a doctor who told him to move out West for his health. Reluctant but resigned to the move in hope of getting better, Adams gave up his accountant position in Indianapolis and moved his family to Santa Ana. He already had family in Orange County: a brother and a sister, and an uncle who helped him purchase a delivery service for bakeries. He rented a house on French Street and set out to build a clientele.




  Pearlea (she preferred “Pearl”), his wife, was more excited about moving to Southern California. Pearl May Smith was born and raised in Elkhart, Indiana. Her family had suffered one tragedy after another, starting with her younger sister’s horrific death in September 1905 when the matches she was playing with caught her dress on fire and continuing with brother Elmer’s near-fatal brush with typhoid fever just a few months later. Pearl herself contracted typhoid in 1910 and then suffered scarlet fever in 1911. She recovered and was working as an elementary school teacher when she met Joseph Adams in 1913.




  Burmah Arline Adams was born January 9, 1914, in Cleveland, Ohio, where Joseph tried selling insurance for a time. The origin of the name Burmah for girls isn’t clear, but it was not uncommon at that time, though it was more prevalent in the South. Her mother and father did not marry for another five years; Joseph had not yet procured a divorce from his first wife, with whom he had a four-year-old son in Kansas. Pearl gave birth to Jo Louraine ten years after Burmah, on March 3, 1924.




  In Santa Ana, Burmah, little sister Jo Louraine, and her mother and father moved several times before finding a home on 902 South Birch Street, which was within walking distance of most conveniences and the children’s schools. It was on a lovely Magnolia tree–lined avenue surrounded by other working-class families. Pearl set up a home-based business making candied figs and did her best to fill the financial gaps when Joseph’s bakery deliveries were few, which became more often the case as the Great Depression gripped the Southland.




  Burmah thrived in her new home. Pearl enrolled her in the seventh grade at Julia C. Lathrop Junior High School, where she quickly endeared herself to both teachers and classmates. Administrators noted that although she had skipped second grade back in Indiana and was young for her grade (ten years old), she fully kept pace with her peers scholastically and socially.1 She participated in piano recitals and made honor roll every semester. The principal chose Burmah’s cookbook manuscript for Domestic Science class to be taken by the district superintendent to Honolulu, Hawaii, for a conference that featured grade-school artwork. She was elected an officer in the Every Girl’s and Boy’s Club; she won awards for typing the fastest on a Remington in vocational class. The lithesome girl was chosen time and again for special dance classes at the YWCA held in conjunction with the school.2




  Like many children in the late 1920s, Burmah probably could not grasp the magnitude of the struggles her parents and the country at large were having. Businesses and banks throughout the state closed their doors in the 1930s; thousands of individual investors and depositors lost everything. California farm income in 1932 sank to just half of what it had been in 1929. The number of building permits in 1933 was less than one-ninth what it had been eight years earlier. Many property owners lost their farms and their homes. Unemployment in the Golden State reached a staggering 28 percent in 1932; two years later, 20 percent of all Californians were dependent on public relief.3 And yet millions of refugees from the southern Great Plains states like Oklahoma continued to pour into California to escape even worse conditions, creating “camp cities” up and down the Central Valley, straining the state’s tenuous resources.




  But near the beaches of Orange County, at Santa Ana High School, Burmah continued to shine. She won a spot in the girls’ glee club and attained honor roll status as usual. She could be counted on to join every social event sponsored by the junior society of the First Baptist Church, where her family worshiped. The petite brunette could often be found earning a little extra cash on weekends by serving desserts at wedding receptions—probably cakes her father had delivered.4




  Burmah’s success during this first year of senior high was remarkable considering her bad luck just a few weeks after the start of the year. In the early evening of Friday, September 17, 1926, baseball player Liston Hill turned right on Spurgeon from Washington Street in his car and, not seeing Burmah, knocked her clear off her bicycle. Hill drove the young teen to the hospital, where doctors performed emergency surgery to relieve the pressure building inside her fractured skull. She remained at the Santa Ana Valley hospital for two weeks before doctors allowed her to go home to further recuperate.5 Her classmates brought her flowers, homework, and puzzles to while away the time until she resumed classes more than a month after the accident.




  Years later, when she was on trial, a former teacher of Burmah’s blamed her actions on the effects of this accident. “We cannot realize that it is the same Burmah Adams we knew who is involved in this case,” said the teacher. “The news of her plight is a terrible blow to the entire faculty at Lathrop. Burmah was a lovely girl when she attended school here. Because of her excellence in scholastic work and sweet personality, we always predicted a wonderful career for her.”6 Teachers told the Santa Ana Register that classmates of the defendant remembered that “after her injury Burmah’s attitude underwent a change until she finally became a different person from the quiet studious girl of junior high school days.”7




  If there was a change in Burmah’s personality—whether from injury, the onset of puberty, or otherwise—it did not prevent her from having friends and performing well in school. Her grades at Santa Ana High were “a great deal more than ‘fair,’” according to her former principal, and she excelled at English, Spanish, stenography, and geometry. Her Spanish teacher—Mrs. Trythol—recalled that Burmah was “an unusually intelligent girl” who would never do anything untoward, like cheat on a test. Blanche McDowell lived down the street from the Adamses, and when interviewed years later for one of Burmah’s parole applications, she said that Burmah showed unusual kindness toward her father, who was living with a disability. Blanche would often roll Mr. McDowell out onto the front yard for sunshine, and Burmah was one of the few children who would stop and talk to him on the way to school.8 That kindness was missing during her later career with the son of Thomas White.
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  Thomas White was born July 21, 1897, in Plattsburgh Barracks Post Hospital in Clinton County, New York, the northernmost county of the state. His father, Thomas White Sr., had emigrated from Manchester, England, in 1882 and enlisted in the US Army almost immediately after his arrival. Plattsburgh was the oldest military installation in America, owing to its strategic location on Lake Champlain. During the colonial era, the lake provided the only method of transportation through the wilderness area of what is now New York state and Vermont; it served as a buffer between American forces and British-Canadian forces during the War of 1812 and later supplied troops who were sent to subdue Seminole Indians and other tribes. In the 1890s the barracks served as a training facility for the 21st Infantry, dubbed the “President’s Own” in 1897 because of William McKinley’s habit of inspecting the troops while vacationing at the lake.




  The senior White was assigned to the 21st Infantry, Company E. While briefly transferred to Fort Omaha, Nebraska, he met a woman named Irene Hamilton, a recent immigrant from Denmark. They married in 1892; he was thirty-one, she seventeen. A daughter, Violet Ellen, was born to the couple while at Fort Omaha, and for the next few years, the family moved back and forth between New York and Nebraska. The 21st Infantry was transferred from Plattsburgh Barracks to Cuba in June 1898 to fight in the Spanish-American War. After the Cuban campaign, the troops returned to Plattsburgh in September 1898.




  The children, Tom and Violet, likely could not recall ever living in one place very long. The army moved Thomas and the family from New York, Kansas, Nebraska, Washington State, Wyoming, and Colorado. In December 1899, while in Detroit, Michigan, the Whites welcomed a new baby girl, Maud. In 1900 Irene and the children rented a house near Vancouver Barracks, Washington, where Thomas was stationed.




  Tragedy befell the Whites two years later at Fort Russell, Cheyenne, Wyoming. Little Maud developed a vicious case of croup and died in the early morning of June 18, 1902. With military efficiency, the toddler was buried that afternoon at the post cemetery. Within a year, the family moved once again to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, where the senior White was promoted to the highest enlisted rank available, sergeant major. In 1909, after a short stint at Camp Keithley in the Philippines, White retired from service with honors.9




  Irene White died in 1909 or 1910. The circumstances are not known, but by the middle of 1910, Violet and Tom were enrolled in Catholic boarding schools in Denver; their father rented a home a few miles away. In April 1911 Tom and a friend were caught stealing bicycles from a grade school; the other boy told authorities they had planned to run away to Mexico. Thomas was committed to the State Industrial School for Boys in Golden, Colorado. Founded on the former site of the State School of Mines, the Industrial School opened in 1881 and was intended to “reform the youth of the State who have become unmanageable at home and disorderly abroad” and to create a humane and progressive rehabilitative school for “incorrigible” youth between the ages of seven and sixteen.10 For unknown reasons, Thomas was asked to leave the school after sixteen months.




  White’s first major crime—at least the first one for which he got caught—was attempting to steal from a drugstore in Colorado Springs on August 31, 1916. He and his friend Robert Burton—an accomplished auto thief—pried open a back door and were helping themselves to cash from the register when an off-duty policeman happened by. Officer Steve Armstrong called the police department from a phone box at the street corner, which alerted the thieves, but not in time to escape arrest. White used the alias Frank McDonald, and just before he pleaded guilty in district court a few days later, the Colorado Springs Police Department’s brand new Bureau of Identification uncovered his real name. He was sentenced to six months at the Buena Vista Reformatory in Chaffee County.11




  For the next two years, White cycled in and out of Colorado prisons. His first escape from Buena Vista in 1916 was unremarkable, and sheriffs quickly returned him. In May 1917 he was returned to Buena Vista again for some parole violation and walked off the grounds when a guard was distracted, just months before he would have been set free. About a year later in Colorado Springs, White and two other young men stole a car. Within hours they were found and arrested, and once again he was sent to Buena Vista. Less than a month after arriving at this familiar place, White sawed the bars off the dormitory window of fellow inmate William Hanson. These two plus another inmate fled Buena Vista and made their way west to Salt Lake City, Utah, where White tried to enlist in the army in hope of starting fresh with a new identity.12




  For reasons unknown, the Utah recruiting office rejected White for service. Desperate, the escapee took a chance by returning to familiar territory near Denver and, using his alias, attempted to sign up for service at Fort Logan. He was nearly successful, but an honorably discharged inmate from Buena Vista also trying to enlist spotted him and alerted military police, who held him until the reformatory’s warden took custody of him. Shortly thereafter, White was remanded to the penitentiary in Cañon City because he had turned twenty-one and was no longer eligible for juvenile reform services.




  In 1919 White finally finished paying his debt to Colorado society and moved to Los Angeles, where his father and sister now lived at 1406 West Tenth Street. Thomas White Sr., retired at the rank of sergeant major, suffered various stomach ailments from a parasite he had picked up while fighting Muslim Moros in the Philippines in 1907. Violet had a job as a stenographer for a law firm. In July 1920 she married Philip J. Dillon, a mechanic. Tom White got a job as a mechanic at Detroit Electric’s Los Angeles branch at 676 Alvarado Street.




  Tom made good on his parole terms from Colorado for a few years. But despite the fact that his father and sister were keeping an eye on him, Tom found trouble. The Los Angeles Times later noted that he was arrested for drunkenness in October 1924 and later that year for robbery, though the charges did not stick. He was arrested again in March 1927 for a liquor offense of some sort but was acquitted by a jury. His luck ran out on July 30, 1930. A week earlier, he and two conspirators had broken into the M. A. Newmark grocery at 1248 Wholesale Street. They funneled seven hundred dollars’ worth of cartons of cigarettes through a delivery chute and tried to sell them to a fence in Hollywood. The men were caught and arrested.13




  Tom was convicted of grand theft and sentenced to one to ten years. He was imprisoned in San Quentin but transferred to Folsom after he got into an incredibly violent fight with another inmate: White almost succeeded in partially disemboweling his opponent with a homemade shiv of some kind. In return, his antagonist gauged Tom’s eye out; it had to be replaced with one made of glass. Still, two years later, prison officials deemed him reformed enough to live in society again. He was released from Folsom in April 1933, paroled into the custody of his sister, Violet.14 This was two months before he met Burmah Adams.




  [image: image]




  In 1929 Joseph Adams was really strapped for cash. He worked from early morning until dusk at the bakery, but during the Depression, customers could afford to pay only a fraction of what a loaf of bread cost. In turn, bakeries could afford to pay their truck drivers only enough to cover gasoline and a tiny bit for labor. If one of Joseph’s trucks needed repairs, he could count on losing money for that week. Burmah’s father started to show the strain of making ends meet, and the stress caused his rheumatism to flare up. In spite of the fact that she wanted to attend college, Burmah dropped out of high school at the beginning of her senior year and instead enrolled in a cosmetology course that was offered for free at the high school. “It seemed the quickest and most practical way to make a living, for, until then, I hadn’t been trained to do anything in particular that would fit me for the business world,” she said.15
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