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For my intrepid granddaughters—Teddie, Cecily, Tiny, and Lula.





She was young and privileged, a former debutante enjoying a few “victory laps” at parties for the new crop of debs. She got home well after midnight—again—and swayed woozily as she fell into bed.

She was sound asleep when something stirring in her bedroom awoke her. Though still groggy with alcohol, she rose on her elbow to look into the dark. She could see a man. He was going through the jewelry box on her dresser.

“You don’t belong here,” she said, slurring her words.

Without a word, the intruder turned and left the room. She fell back to sleep.

When she told friends about the incident the next day, she said she couldn’t see the man clearly but had the distinct feeling he was someone she knew.






INTRODUCTION How I Became a Detective



“Everyone loves a good thief… We like talent more than we like morality.”

—Sylvain Neuvel, Crime Reads



The King of Diamonds disappeared like a magic trick—poof!—just as I arrived in Dallas.

It was 1970. Fresh out of grad school in New York, I was starting work at United Press International. I drove into deeply conservative Dallas with everything I owned in a red VW convertible. It had a peace symbol on the back window and Simon and Garfunkel on the radio. At the time, I had long blonde hair and a sunny sense of possibility. Real life awaited.

Because I was the newest and lowliest employee in the office, the bureau chief put me on the overnight shift from eleven o’clock at night to six in the morning, the dreaded red-eye shift. That meant that I worked all night alone in a drab basement office. The only light came from sickly fluorescent tubes that flickered on and off at random intervals—like a prison code, I thought. I was never sure if the walls were painted that sallow shade of yellow or got that way from the ever-present fug of cigarette smoke. I took up smoking in self-defense.

Although the Dallas UPI bureau served as a major news hub, it was spartan as a warehouse. The only furnishings were gray metal desks that looked like army surplus. Clunky black phones and grimy ashtrays competed for space on desks with a clutter of press releases and newspapers. Décor wasn’t important to the wire service—beating the Associated Press to news was. Reporters pounded out their stories on battered Royal typewriters, then headed for the nearest bar. I was twenty-three years old and to me, all this was glamorous.

For the next few years, I struggled to stay awake and keep the glass doors double-locked so street drunks wouldn’t stagger in. I was supposed to deal with any news that came up in the middle of the night, which was generally killings, car wrecks, and tornadoes. Like your mother says, nothing good happens after midnight, sweetheart. But while everyone else in the bureau was at home sleeping, I was more or less in charge. I liked to think of myself as the Dawn Patrol, keeping watch over the city at night.

Part of my job was keeping the teletype machines filled with paper so they could crank out news day and night. The clattering machines were my only companions and my lifeline to the rest of the world. I was supposed to monitor them and strip off the streams of paper before they curled up like pasta on the floor.

Late one night, while I was skimming through the dispatches, I noticed a story about a jewel thief who got away with millions in jewels. No one could catch him, not the police, not the FBI, nobody. The thief had outfoxed them all and had a catchy nickname: “The King of Diamonds.”

Hello there, Mr. King, I thought. You sound interesting.

And that was my introduction to the most famous jewel thief in Dallas history.

The elusive thief had sneaked recently into a mansion on Park Lane—and slipped out with $60,000 in jewels. That was ten times what I made a year at UPI. In those days, you could pay for a nice house with a yard and a garage and electric doorbell with $60,000—and still have money left over for a Cadillac. It would be equal to $400,000 today. The King had walked out with a bonanza.

The cagey thief had eluded police for more than a decade. He sometimes sneaked in while his victims were sleeping a few feet away or hosting a party downstairs. He climbed up trees and inched across rooftops. Somehow, he knew where to find the jewels.

With brazen skill, the thief had stolen jewels from heiress Margaret Hunt Hill, who ranked with Queen Elizabeth as one of the wealthiest women in the world… oil tycoon Clint Murchison… corporate whiz Jim Ling of LTV… Herman Lay of Lay’s potato chips… and dozens more. These were not just the richest people in Dallas, they were some of the richest people of their time.

For months after I arrived, there was a tremor of anticipation. Everyone thought the burglar would strike again any day. He usually did. Reporters watched and waited. I scanned the wires every night, looking for a new incident.

But the infamous thief never resurfaced. The King of Diamonds had vanished.

And all the jewels with him.



Years passed, but I never stopped wondering: What happened to the mysterious thief? There was something beguiling, almost addictive about a jewel thief who couldn’t be caught. It nagged at everyone who knew the story.

Who was he? How did he get away with the perfect crime?

A full account of his career seemed long overdue. Someone needed to reopen the case before everyone involved died.

“Why not me?” was my next thought.

After all, I was a lifelong fan of detective stories and had the bookshelves to prove it. I was drawn to the idea of solving a cold case, like coroner Kay Scarpetta, but without the scalpel.

True, nearly fifty years had passed since I first read about the jewel thief. I now had an AARP membership and Medicare card. My sporty convertible had been replaced by a sturdy Subaru. But I still had Nancy Drew’s curiosity, if not the natural blonde hair. Since 1970, I had endured five publishers, one husband, two rambunctious sons, and a lifetime of newspaper deadlines—which meant, I reasoned, that I could look for the thief with seasoned eyes.

I had seen it all as a reporter—the demagogues, the wacko birds, the kooks, crooks, and chiselers of all kinds. Or, as Zorba the Greek would say, “the full catastrophe.”

So, when it came to checking out some old jewel thefts, I thought, I can do this. No problem.



Right away, I learned that burglars who steal jewels have a special mystique. Even in prisons, “second-story men” are considered a cut above ordinary burglars. That’s because sneaking into bedrooms on the second floor is much riskier than a smash-and-grab on the ground floor.

Because he evaded police for so long, the King of Diamonds was a superstar in burglar ranks, the Houdini of thieves, invisible as a ghost, light-footed as Fred Astaire, and able to disappear into the night before anyone knew he was there.

Reopening the case after fifty years presented challenges. The trail was cold as a morgue for good reasons. Most of the victims and suspects were dead. And most of the records had been discarded. Though I could understand why the police might not keep burglary records for half a century, I was surprised the FBI destroyed its records after only a few years. When I asked a former agent why the files were tossed out so quickly, he suggested, “Someone powerful didn’t want them around.”

This was my first indication there was more to the story than I anticipated.



To learn more, I headed to a place most detectives don’t frequent—the public library. I spent hour after hour with the clip files in the Dallas Central Library, sorting gingerly through yellowed newspaper articles that flaked at the touch. By the time I left, my list of possible sources filled several pages in a legal pad.

But how would I find these people without a Ouija board? I turned to internet tools that the cops didn’t have in the fifties and sixties—Ancestry.com, Facebook, LinkedIn, and Newspapers.com. No, I didn’t have the skills of Lisbeth Salander, the hacker in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, but I knew how to navigate public records. Sitting in front of my computer, I could find the phone numbers of people to call along with their home addresses, email addresses, family members, college degrees, divorces, arrest records, zodiac signs, and even the model of their cars and their traffic tickets. I often felt like a window peeper seeing people in their underwear, learning more about people’s lives than I really wanted to know.

I started making cold calls: “Hello, I don’t think we’ve met, but I’m doing some research on the famous jewel thief called the King of Diamonds. Yes, the one in the 1960s. Is this a good time to talk?”

Several hung up on me, but most were just as fascinated by the thief as I was. Over the next six years, I interviewed more than two hundred people—relatives of victims, neighbors, policemen, and former reporters. Each one provided information of some kind—a name, a rumor, a recollection.

The biggest surprise was the dark side of the city. Dallas is a wonderful city to live in, full of big-hearted people. I was proud to call it home. But the convivial place where I spent most of my time was the upperworld, the world of art museums, churches, concerts, shopping malls. The underworld, the domain of nightclubs, gambling dens, and sleazy cocktail lounges held more sinister secrets than I knew.

Once I started digging, I found layers of intrigue that had been hidden from view. The subsurface of Dallas harbored sex traffickers, gangsters, and even a few spies. I began to think of that alternative universe as the under-history, the part you don’t usually read about. A lot more was going on than sales at Neiman Marcus.

The assassination of President John F. Kennedy in 1963 had drawn attention to the right-wing politics in Dallas, but not even the glare from that tragedy captured the full story of that time—the good, the bad, and the very reckless. As one of the detectives put it, “There were a lot of strange things going on back then.”

Getting to the rest of the story was sometimes uncomfortable. One woman threatened that if I kept asking questions, “you will be sorry.” Several people said they couldn’t talk out of fear for their lives.

This convinced me that I was onto something.






PART ONE THE PHANTOM STRIKES



“I never stole from anybody who would go hungry.”

—Cary Grant in To Catch a Thief








1 The Graf House


The crime that triggered all the excitement happened on a bone-cold night in 1959. A “blue norther” had blown across the barren stretches of Texas into Dallas. Rich women in Dallas turtled down into their mink coats and said, “Brrrrr!” to their husbands as they hurried out to cocktail parties.

Few realized it at that moment, but they were living in auspicious times. The country was entering a new era that year—and so was Dallas.

Dwight Eisenhower was finishing his last term in the White House. Despite Cold War tensions, he remained one of the most popular presidents of all time. He rarely spoke to his vice president, Richard Nixon, but didn’t much want to.

Lyndon Baines Johnson, the arm-twisting, vote-counting Master of the Senate, had his eyes fixed on the presidency. He had the support of an armada of Texas oilmen who handed over envelopes of cash with a wink. Yet a junior senator from Massachusetts was preparing his own run for the White House. John F. Kennedy had the support of the star-struck media and, some said, the Mafia in Chicago.

So, yes, 1959 would turn out to be a hinge year, when the world turned a corner.

The fifties were an era of bobby sox, tuna casseroles, and home milk delivery. The world after 1959 would be a more dangerous place. The Soviets were launching satellite after satellite, while American rockets exploded like firecrackers. Civil rights protests erupted in the South. The first American soldiers were killed in Vietnam.

It would have a bearing on this story that Fidel Castro took over Cuba the same year. Castro’s takeover forced mobsters Meyer Lansky and Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel to shift most of their gambling operations to a godforsaken outpost in Nevada called Las Vegas. The first time Lansky and Siegel visited the dusty railroad stop, temperatures were 115 degrees Fahrenheit. The wires in their Cadillac melted. Yet the desert watering hole was their best hope for riches after Castro booted them from Havana.

Meanwhile, a little-known engineer at Texas Instruments, Jack Kilby, invented a miniature computer circuit in Dallas. It would become known as the “microchip” and usher in a digital revolution.

But the consequences of these events were as yet unknown. The new economic surge required oil and gas, so Texas became the gas station for America. And that meant Dallas, the banking center for much of the oil industry, was a boomtown. The lucky rich were celebrating in grand style. They were eager to show off their new wealth—and a master thief was happy to relieve them of it.

At first, people weren’t paying attention when jewel thefts sprang up. They were throwing parties. Wildcatter Jake Hamon’s wife Nancy flew in planeloads of snow for her “Christmas in July” party and cancan girls for her Paris party. As a former dancer, Nancy Hamon knew how to make entrances. She rode into her circus party on an elephant. For another party, she was carried in on a litter by four bare-chested men and wore a purple satin turban.

All the beautiful people of the day came to Hamon’s parties—women with acres of diamonds and men with ranches the size of states. Landscaper Joe Lambert came in a cape. Opera patron Elsa von Seggern came in a headdress like Queen Nefertiti.

Other millionaires did their best to keep up. One brought in belly dancers from the Middle East for a Casablanca party. Another flew in Michelin-star chefs from around the world. One oilman’s wife hired a full orchestra, a gospel choir, and a Dixieland band for her husband’s birthday.

This was not unusual.

What’s surprising is that Dallas had a population of only 679,000 in 1959. The small cluster of downtown skyscrapers looked out over farmland for as far as you could see. An astounding amount of cotton—one half of the world’s crop—was once produced within a three-hundred-mile radius of Dallas. The cotton millionaires had offices in New Orleans, New York, and London. They built fine homes and sent their children East to school. But many were left in ruins after the stock market collapse in 1929.

A prolonged drought did not help matters. As their farmland dried up and blew away, some West Texas families were reduced to eating cooked tumbleweeds. More than seven thousand people in parched areas died from “dust pneumonia.” When Eleanor Roosevelt came to Texas on a political tour in 1939, a horrific dust storm brought her train to a standstill. She was so shocked by conditions that she urged her husband to speed money into soil conservation programs.

By the 1950s, more than a third of the state’s population still lived below poverty levels. Yet Dallas thrived, thanks to wildcatters who bet big on oil and won. Dallas County did not have a drop of oil, but it had shrewd bankers. The city became an oasis in what was still a rural, agrarian state. Car dealers advertised, “If you don’t have an oil well, GET one!”

When New York cultural critic Leo Lerman visited Dallas in 1958, he wrote in his journals of “the flabbergasting richness.” Dallas was “parties, parties, parties,” he said, noting that one host pointed out four of his party guests were billionaires and one made a million dollars a week.

The new fortunes fueled city ambitions of becoming a big-league player in the country. Civic leaders bragged that Dallas had the biggest state fair in the nation, the largest Rotary club, the biggest churches, the Cotton Bowl, and football stars like Doak Walker, Bobby Layne, and Don Meredith. Everyone was humming a song called “Big D” from the Broadway musical Most Happy Fella. While the rest of Texas was a mess, the lyrics said, every home was a palace in “Big D, little a, double l, a-s!”

The song was terrific advertising for the city, but in truth, most people in Dallas did not live in a palace; far from it. The average income was less than $5,300 a year.

However, there was a glittering veneer of wealth that drew attention, like sparklers on a cake. The oil-rich were a small slice of Dallas, yet they became a big part of the city’s gaudy image. Their conspicuous abundance was an irresistible attraction for opportunists—of all kinds.



On the chilly night when the jewel thief made his leap into fame—Saturday, January 24, 1959, to be exact—Bruno and Josephine Graf were going to one of the year’s most glamorous social events. For him, that meant black tie. For her, it meant jewels, cascades of them.

The Grafs were attending the Jewel Charity Ball in Fort Worth, where women were expected to sparkle. Mrs. Graf carefully selected some of her most beautiful jewelry to wear. Sitting in front of the big mirror in her dressing room, she put on a pair of stunning diamond earrings. Then she fastened a matching necklace around her throat and pinned a diamond-studded brooch to her gown.

Lastly, Josephine Graf slipped on her 20.4-carat diamond ring. The ring was a showstopper. People said in awe that it was “as big as the Alamo.” Decades later, I would notice that celebrity Kim Kardashian had a ring not quite so big that was valued at more than $2 million.

Josephine Herbert Graf had been left with a fortune after the death of her first husband. She wore her wealth well. In photos, she is always exquisitely dressed, her face tilted up to the camera with patrician confidence. She went to the hairdresser several times a week to keep her hair in a fashionable mid-length flip, like movie star June Allyson. Her eyes were her most striking feature because they were an unusual pale blue, like the still Nordic sky in winter.

From what I could piece together about Josephine Graf, she joined oil society when she married John Warne Herbert III. “Jack” Herbert’s family in New York had made a fortune in tobacco products like snuff. They lived in an apartment on Fifth Avenue, and when they attended the opera, the New York Times reported it. To his father’s chagrin, John Herbert III preferred to spend more time on the town than with the family business. He was the kind of man who looked as if he slept in a tuxedo and, some evenings, did.

In the 1920s, young Herbert headed down to Texas to prove his worth. Texas was becoming known as a place where anyone with gumption and a bank loan could strike it rich. Some made it on gumption alone. When oil erupted like a pent-up volcano from the Spindletop oil rig in 1901, it spawned a black gold rush. Young men from all over the country were inspired to go to Texas and poke holes in the ground.

It was an exciting time. Children were let out of school to watch when word spread that a gusher might shoot up. Crowds gathered like tourists waiting for Old Faithful to spout.

That said, the fortune hunters who rushed into the state soon discovered the Wild West was still awfully wild. The roughnecks who did the hard, dirty work on oil derricks cussed like grimy poets and spent everything they earned in bars. The Texas Rangers were often called in to settle drunken brawls in boomtowns. And when the jails filled up, they handcuffed belligerents to light poles. The oil hands were easy to spot because they were missing fingers from wrestling with the massive, medieval chains that pulled drill pipes into place. Explosions and falls added to the risk. As one grizzled veteran put it, “I got blowed up twice and burned up once.”

This was no country for the meek.

Jack Herbert arrived in the oilfields at the wheel of a white convertible. He wore jodhpur riding pants, looking as if he were on his way to a fox hunt.

“He was a wild Indian,” fellow wildcatter Jake Hamon would say later. “If you went out with him for the evening, you had to plan on fighting your way out of a place or getting thrown out bodily.”

Then Jack Herbert met Josephine Weaver. She had the kind of looks that made a man ambitious. So that was that. Jake Hamon later would credit strong-willed Josephine with helping to tame Jack Herbert.

Jack Herbert hit it big in the oil patch. Not something for the record books, like Spindletop, but big enough. It wasn’t long before the Herberts bought a mansion near the Rivercrest Country Club in Fort Worth.

The colonial mansion had once belonged to cattle giant W. T. Waggoner. His 520,000-acre ranch in North Texas was second in size only to the 825,000-acre King Ranch in South Texas, so Waggoner built a mansion of appropriate stature in Fort Worth. His showplace had stately white columns in front and acres of lawn in back. Josephine Herbert remodeled the mansion and filled it with fine art and antiques that had been burnished to perfection by time.

When the Duke and Duchess of Windsor traveled to Texas, the Herberts received them with style. Josephine Herbert had royal jewels of her own.

These were glory days in Fort Worth as well as Dallas. Oil had created a surge of millionaires in the state, successors to the cotton barons and cattle kings. These were men who believed that if they dared much and got lucky, they could move up the ladder to an upper-class berth, to the world of country clubs, luxury cars, and expensive women.

In other words, the state was full of Gatsbys.

Some handled the great wealth—and temptations that came with it—better than others. The Herberts settled quite nicely into a life of privilege.



Though she had a regal bearing, Josephine Herbert didn’t grow up on Easy Street. She came from a family in Erie, Pennsylvania, that was prosperous enough to send her to a reputable boarding school, but when her father abandoned his family to seek adventure in South America, her mother was left with six children to feed. Instead of finishing her education, Josephine had to go to work. She got a job setting type on a linotype machine, a clanking contraption that dwarfed her in size. It was a relief when she found a job as a secretary. Yet when her father returned from his South American escapade, he was furious, saying she had disgraced the family by working. She never spoke to him again.

When a suitor from the prominent Pershing family came along, Josephine was more than ready to leave home. The couple went to New Mexico to go into the oil business. He struck out and the marriage did, too. Josephine decided to start over in Fort Worth, where her brother Parker was working as a geologist.

In Texas, it was said, people could get a second act, reinvent themselves and begin anew. Both Josephine and Jack Herbert did. Before he came to Texas, Herbert had been married to a Ziegfeld Follies showgirl. Josephine later would tell writer John Bainbridge she was working as her brother’s secretary when she met dashing Jack Herbert, “And the next thing I knew, I was going through Europe with my diamonds and personal maid.”

When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor in 1941, her near-golden life was upended. John Herbert enlisted in the Army Air Force at forty-two and was assigned to a bomber squadron in the Pacific.

While her husband was away, Josephine took over management of the Herbert oil companies. She went to the office every day and learned the business.

A few days before Christmas in 1942, she sat down at her desk at home to go through the holiday mail. It was late and quiet in the house, a welcome time to catch up. To her surprise, Mrs. Herbert discovered a telegram in the stack of Christmas cards. It was from General Douglas MacArthur, the Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in the Southwest Pacific.

The telegram read: “The officers and enlisted men of the Third Bombardment Group join me in extending to you our deepest sympathy on the loss of your husband on November 24, 1942, while on a combat mission in New Guinea. Captain Herbert was one of our best officers, and we all share your sorrow.”

Only later, after two surviving crew members made it to safety in New Guinea, did Josephine learn her husband’s crewmates pulled him from the shattered cockpit to the wing of the plane after it was shot down. He was so severely wounded that they could not save him. They had to leave dashing Jack Herbert with the plane.

Josephine Herbert was left with two young daughters, Joyce and Joanne, and an oil business. The widow Herbert was now the principal owner. “I had prepared myself,” she said later. “I knew how to take over.”

The business prospered in Josephine’s cool and capable hands. Debts were paid. New wells were discovered. Though she didn’t have a college degree, Josephine Herbert knew how to get things done.



Five years passed before Josephine Herbert married again. This time, she chose Bruno Graf, an urbane European who pronounced his last name “Groff.” Though born in Berlin, he went to school in Switzerland and preferred to say he was Swiss since Germany’s reputation had been tarnished by two world wars. Bruno was no movie star, but he was good company and had the courtly manners needed for social circles. He kissed women’s hands.

The Grafs drew attention wherever they went. Newspapers reported their Atlantic crossings on the Queen Elizabeth and Île de France. Society columns noted their dinners at the Colony Club in New York. They even mentioned the full-length, tourmaline mink coat that Josephine wore to a Fort Worth lecture, perhaps because it was the same tawny color as her hair, which she had magically transformed from brunette to blonde.

However, it soon became apparent that continental Bruno Graf did not fit comfortably in Fort Worth. The city had an informal Western style and was proud of it. It was called “Cowtown” because in the past, cattle drives brought droves of livestock from Texas ranches to the Fort Worth stockyards, where they were fattened up and shipped north to become steak dinners for the rest of the country.

Even after the stockyard business dwindled, the Fort Worth Stock Show and Rodeo remained one of the social highlights of the year. Men wore pricey boots and cowboy hats to watch the calf-roping and barrel races. Women showed off their turquoise jewelry from Santa Fe. It was great fun.

But Bruno Graf preferred reading and playing the piano. He spoke several languages fluently, yet as Josephine lamented, “There was nobody for Bruno to talk to.” He wanted to move to a bigger city. However, her business, home, and closest friends were in Fort Worth. They divorced, and Bruno returned to Europe.

Josephine grew lonely in the mansion by herself. It was not proper to attend social events as an unattached woman—people would talk. Relatively young widows or divorcees like Josephine were in a bind because there were not enough widowers to go around. Constantly having to find a presentable escort was a chore.

Josephine decided to join Bruno abroad. They remarried and lived in a penthouse in Lausanne, Switzerland. It was “a beautiful life,” she said later, but she missed the warmth of friends in the United States. Josephine sold her estate in Fort Worth so they could move to the more worldly Dallas in 1958.

They began construction on a house on Park Lane that would set a new standard for elegance. The modern showplace put the Grafs in the top tier of Dallas society—and into the path of a daring intruder.



On the night in 1959 that would prove so memorable, Josephine Graf was looking forward to seeing her old friends in Fort Worth. The Jewel Ball was held at the Ridglea Country Club because it had the largest ballroom in the area. Women wore their best jewelry, so the vast room sparkled with constellations of jewels. New York jewelers such as Harry Winston and Cartier added to the spectacle by bringing their most precious wares to show off. Women were invited to try on the jewelry. “You wore the jewels sitting on a pedestal to have your picture taken with guards all around you,” one woman recalled. “People could come and look at you.” And if their husbands had a happy evening of drinking, the women got new jewelry.

Because the Ridglea country club was a forty-mile drive from their house in Dallas, the Grafs began dressing for the black-tie ball earlier than usual. On the way, they were picking up Algur Meadows and his wife, Virginia, to ride with them.

Al Meadows had made his own fortune in oil. At the time, his General American Oil Company had 2,990 oil wells in fifteen states and Canada—and he was drilling for oil in Spain. His new passion was compiling an art collection that would become the largest body of Spanish masterpieces outside of the Prado Museum. If there was a Velasquez or Goya to buy, Meadows bought it. He was what oilmen called “a big damn deal.”

The two couples were good friends, so the drive to Cowtown would be an opportunity to catch up on art and political bumbling in Washington.

Because it was January and days were at their shortest, the sun was setting as the Grafs prepared for the ball. They had a vespers cocktail, maybe two, as they dressed. By the time they came down the elevator, it was dark and cold outside.

Yet inside, their house was bathed in an ethereal golden light. The lighting was amplified all around by gold-veined marble floors, gold carpeting, shining ormolu sconces, and gold-anodized columns that held up pale-gold ceilings. The interior glowed at night.

Their butler, a man of impeccable Swiss bearing, was waiting for the couple downstairs. He held open the door of their Rolls-Royce Silver Cloud and eased the car out the side driveway.

What the Grafs didn’t know as they pulled away from their golden home was that someone else was watching from the shadows. A ten-foot-high wall protected the property, but apparently, it was not high enough. Someone who wanted to know when the Grafs left could hide unseen in a nearby creek, watching and waiting in the cold for the moment to climb in.



The Graf house on Park Lane stood out in their neighborhood because it was a tour de force of modern architecture. Edward Durell Stone, the architect for the Museum of Modern Art in New York and the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC, designed the house. With typical frankness, Josephine Graf proclaimed it was “a monument that Edward D. Stone built to himself—with my money.”

The Graf house closely resembled the American Embassy in India that Stone had designed. Like the embassy, the Dallas home was designed to deal with hot weather. The second story was shielded by what architects called a brise-soleil, a sniffy French word for a sunscreen. Made of pure white terrazzo, the lattice-like screen added to the house’s distinctive look. The Grafs’ bedroom was located behind the brise-soleil on the second floor. A ledge four and a half feet wide encircled the upper level. It was wide enough for a person to stand on while looking into the house, although no one anticipated that somebody would.

By far, the most talked-about feature was the one-of-a-kind dining room. The dining table rested on a white marble slab surrounded by water four feet deep. The marble slab appeared to float miraculously on the water.

Guests had to be careful not to make a splash as they walked to the table. But on many evenings, they did. According to one account, banker Fred Florence was helping the hostess to her chair when he backstepped into the water. His hosts borrowed a tux from a waiter so he could continue the dinner in good form.

Falling into the drink at the Grafs’ became a status symbol. When oilman Clint Murchison tipped in one night, Effie Cain, the irrepressible wife of oilman Wofford Cain, jumped in to keep him company.

Cocktail parties had become an integral part of socializing in Dallas. People were ready to entertain in a big way after enduring a drought of Biblical proportions. Seven years with little or no rain had taken a harsh toll on the state. Even the prickly pear shriveled up. Texas usually averaged thirty inches of rain a year. Fifteen inches was considered a drought—seven inches for seven long years was living hell. Cattle starved to death because there was no rain to grow grass and no money to buy feed. Hogs chewed on dying cattle in desperation. Farmers fled to cities by the thousands, and never went back to the land.

Many of the drought refugees came to Dallas, although the city was short on water, too. Dallas had to pump in water from the Red River—only to discover the water was so salty, it killed plants. To save the grass in the Cotton Bowl, the groundskeepers drilled a water well in the end zone.

When the dry spell finally ended in the late 1950s, people celebrated. Grass was growing again. Oil was flowing. And Big D was riding high.

Another kind of liquid fueled the celebrations: booze.

“There was a lot of drinking,” recalled one social insider.

Tellingly, when party hostess Nancy Hamon lost a finger in a painful encounter with a blender, a prosthetic replacement had to be crafted. The designer asked what shape she preferred—bent, slightly bent, or straight. “Just make it look like I’m holding a drink,” she instructed.



The night of the Jewel Ball in Fort Worth, the Grafs stayed for the after-midnight dancing and drinks. By the time they got home, it was nearly three A.M.

Because of the late hour, Mrs. Graf placed her jewelry in a dressing table drawer instead of the safe. She was tired. She went to bed.

While she slept, a dark shadow slipped through the bedroom.

The next morning, Josephine Graf got up late. It was nearly noon. As she got dressed, she made a startling discovery:

The jewels she’d worn the night before were not where she left them. They were gone.

The best of her diamonds had disappeared. The diamond necklace. The earrings. The jeweled pin.

And the 20.4-carat ring as big as the Alamo.






2 Fannin and McCaghren


The Graf burglary was my introduction to the rarefied world of the Big Rich in Dallas. It was like getting a peek around the drapes of a private palazzo in Venice. The palazzos in Dallas were a cloistered world, furnished with the best money could buy and insulated from the prying eyes of outsiders—except for an intrepid cat burglar.

The Graf house was such a departure that newspaper accounts reported at length about its “Pompeian splendor.” In awe, writers pointed out the master bedroom opened to a terrace three times the size of the bedroom itself. They marveled that the countertops in Mrs. Graf’s bathroom were white marble, and the walls were covered in pink silk fabric. A small kitchen adjoined the master suite, and several maid’s rooms were on the same floor.

At a time when few people could afford swimming pools, the Grafs had an indoor swimming pool. Life magazine published photographs of the pool, pointing out that the water level could be lowered six inches to prevent dampening the furnishings when guests stepped in. The house became the talk of the town.



The thief apparently broke in while the Grafs were sleeping. To reach the jewels in her dressing area, he had to walk by their twin beds. He was close enough to hear the couple breathing. The intruder then tiptoed away with $215,000 in jewelry, the equivalent of $2.2 million today.

When the Grafs called the Dallas Police, word went hurriedly up the chain of command to Capt. Walter Fannin, the head of the burglary and theft department. The minute he heard how much had been taken, Fannin put one of his top detectives—Paul McCaghren—on the case.

A rising star, McCaghren had red hair and a John Wayne swagger. As a Marine in the Korean War, he survived the brutal battle at Chosin Reservoir in 1950. He didn’t like to talk about it; in fact, he wouldn’t talk about it. Records showed temperatures plunged to more than 30 degrees below zero Fahrenheit. The lubrication in rifles froze. Jeep batteries and radios failed. Syringes with morphine froze before the wounded could get relief.

It was so cold that men huddled in front of the exhaust pipes of tanks to find warmth. The parkas and boots that the Pentagon had issued were no match for the sub-zero temperatures. When the men hunkered down under enemy fire or tried to sleep on the icy ground, their feet froze. Eighty-five percent of the soldiers who survived suffered from severe frostbite. McCaghren’s feet and legs were never the same, but police work seemed easy after that.

When he made detective, McCaghren still had the build of a high school football player, with broad shoulders and big hands. He exuded raw masculine strength.

If people asked how tall he was, McCaghren liked to say, “Seven foot five.” He actually was six foot three. He seemed bigger because he carried himself with authority. He was a natural for police work because he had the kind of instincts a cop needs—a nose for larceny. And there was plenty of larceny around.



McCaghren and Fannin made a good team. Fannin’s no-nonsense demeanor tempered McCaghren’s bravado. At forty-five, Captain Fannin had the wavy, silver-gray hair of a matinee star. His men called him “Gray Top.” He had started as a squad car policeman, which meant a lot of nights rounding up deadbeats and hopped-up soreheads who had knifed or shot somebody. In his nineteen years on the force, Fannin had seen life in the raw.

His men generally respected and liked him. He had a seriousness that invited trust. Reporters described Fannin as even-tempered and well-spoken. One said he had a “gracious manner.”

As head of the burglary department, Fannin insisted his detectives wear a suit and tie on the job. Some of the other departments allowed officers to wear western string ties, cowboy hats, and boots. Not Captain Fannin. He wanted his detectives to look more professional. This was not easy for men who came from hardscrabble, rural backgrounds. They had to scrimp to buy suits on sale at Sears, often their first.

Fannin was more fortunate. His wife, Betty, made hats at Neiman Marcus and was a gifted seamstress. She selected quality fabrics and hand-stitched new suits for him. He wanted to look like a man in charge, and he did.

Because of Fannin’s strict dress code, his detectives resembled the cast of Dragnet when they walked up to the Graf house. On the TV show, tobacco-voiced Sergeant Joe Friday wore a suit and snap-brim hat as he tracked down criminals. Not to be outshone, the Dallas detectives wore fedoras with their suits and ties. They dressed like they thought cops were supposed to look, which meant they were easy to spot.

Knowing they were in upscale territory, the cops nudged Lt. Tyree Leonard forward to ring the doorbell at the Graf house. They thought he would make the best impression because he had attended college for a few years and was a neat dresser. Besides that, he was good-looking, “like a tall Alan Ladd.”

A man in a double-breasted suit answered the door. He had a foreign accent and a crisp, highly formal demeanor. After a confusing exchange about whether they were expected or not, Tyree Leonard wasn’t sure if he was talking to the owner of the house or the butler. He blurted out, “What are you?”

“I’m Swiss,” Bruno Graf answered coolly. “What are you?”

“I’m a lieutenant,” the flustered Leonard responded. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Swiss.”

McCaghren winced as he remembered the moment many years later. “We were country bumpkins who didn’t realize that there was a society out there that was so strange to us.”

And with that, the detectives crossed over the marble threshold of the Graf mansion and into a world that was nothing like the mean streets they usually patrolled.



Josephine Graf guided the detectives past the floating dining table, the eighteenth-century Chinese Fu dogs, the Ming lacquer armoire, and the Mondrians. Tyree Leonard, who had a habit of saying “Lovely, just lovely” about everything whether it was a flat tire or a good meal, fell back on his favorite phrase, muttering “Lovely, just lovely” as they walked through the house.

Mrs. Graf took the detectives up the spiral staircase to her bedroom on the second floor. “They were right there,” she said, pointing to the dressing table. “Not all my jewels—just $215,000 worth—and now they are gone!”

At the time, it was the biggest jewel theft in Dallas history. The most valuable item was the 20.4-carat diamond ring. The big stone was flanked by two large, square-cut diamonds. When one of the detectives heard how big the center stone was, he whistled and said, “That’s not a diamond, that’s a skating rink!”

The burglar also took her platinum pin shaped like a bird on a twig. It contained fourteen marquise diamonds and 269 other diamonds. On top of that, he took a bracelet with forty-four marquise diamonds, 114 diamond baguettes, and seven round diamonds. And he grabbed several earrings and chokers, all studded with diamonds.

The cunning thief had hit the jackpot.

At first, police assumed the thief came in through the tall sliding glass doors on the first floor. Yet there was no sign the doors had been jimmied. Instead, to their surprise, the police found faint marks that showed the intruder had pried open a bathroom window on the second floor, near the Grafs’ bedroom.

But that seemed impossible! To reach the window, the thief had to climb the ten-foot-high wall around the house and make a running leap to the ledge on the second floor.

It was a remarkable feat. Yet waffle-sole shoe prints on the top of the wall confirmed someone had indeed run along the narrow wall, then vaulted through the air to the ledge.

The intruder appeared to have carefully removed his shoes before entering the house. Vacuuming the carpet produced not a single trace of dirt. The thief must have walked through the master bedroom in his stocking feet while the couple slept nearby.

The police could find no fingerprints. The burglar apparently wore gloves, perhaps surgical gloves or thin leather golf gloves. He was as precise as a saboteur—and knew exactly where to look for the jewels that Mrs. Graf had taken off.

Mrs. Graf told police that she did not have on her hearing aids at the time, so she didn’t hear the thief, but she had a feeling he was inside her closet when they went to bed.

“Isn’t that odd?” she said, to no one in particular.

McCaghren asked to use a phone and called Capt. Fannin: this was no ordinary burglary.






3 The Hunt Begins


The Graf burglary made headlines as far away as California, New York, Wisconsin, South Dakota, North Carolina, and Missouri. Other newsworthy things were happening that week—the first NASA astronauts were announced and rigged quiz shows were causing a scandal—but the theft of a king’s ransom in jewels made the front pages as well.

If I hadn’t already been drawn to the case, reading the news stories secured the hook. Who was he? Where is he?

I will admit, at five-one with gray-white hair, I didn’t look like a detective. Thanks to a West Texas accent, I didn’t sound like one either. I considered this a great advantage. I wasn’t a jaded private eye who spent most evenings alone with a bottle of Scotch and a jazz album. Nor would I be mistaken for the secretary-sidekick who tags along in a tight skirt and stiletto heels.

No, in my own way, I was as unassuming as Agatha Christie’s rumpled Miss Marple, but without the hat and knitting. And as mystery readers know, it’s always a mistake to underestimate someone who seems ordinary.

After years of newspaper work, I’d learned how to ask questions and read faces. You could say I’d been around—or at least nearby. When I covered the police beat, I learned the bad guys weren’t all bad, and the good guys weren’t all good. In this case, some of the victims weren’t so innocent themselves.



As I started my search, I wanted to make sure the King of Diamonds was as special as people thought he was, someone worth pursuing. I contacted policemen who investigated other high-dollar burglaries, starting with Cornell Abruzzini, a detective in affluent Greenwich, Connecticut. Abruzzini spent years searching for Blane Nordahl, who was known as the “Burglar to the Stars” because he stole silver from Ivana Trump, Bruce Springsteen, and other celebrities. Police estimated Nordahl committed 150 burglaries in ten states and got away with $3 million in silver. Abruzzini considered Nordahl a criminal genius, likening him to Lex Luthor, Superman’s nemesis.

Yet, as good as Nordahl was, he was arrested eight times and served time in prison. “For your jewel thief to stay in one area and not get caught for that long is highly unusual,” Abruzzini said. He explained that master burglars usually move from city to city to avoid arrest. And if they keep stealing, they usually get caught. Each burglar has a pattern, he said, and police get wise to the pattern. “You rarely catch them sneaking out a window,” Abruzzini said. “Some detail trips them up, like a store receipt, a tool left behind, a footprint, a license plate—or an ex-girlfriend.”

But nothing tripped up the Dallas thief, I noted. He got away.

Next, I talked to Kent McClanahan, a former Texas policeman who handles jewel theft cases for a national law firm. He agreed the Dallas thief was out of the ordinary. “Very few cat burglars could pull that off, walking into bedrooms while people were in there,” he said. “You would have to have nerves of steel. Most people in Texas are armed. Walk on their carpet, and you might be looking at a gun.”

At his recommendation, I checked with Scott Guginsky, a veteran from the New York Police Department. He’s now the vice president of a security alliance that represents thousands of jewelry stores. Guginsky said most big-dollar jewel thefts these days are drug-related or carried out by organized gangs of “Colombians, Russians, Serbs, and Uzbekis.” For example, the Serbian-led gang called the Pink Panthers got away with $10 million of Kim Kardashian’s jewels in 2016 in Paris. Police estimate that “Les Pinks” have stolen more than half a billion dollars in gold and gems in thirty-five countries.

In contrast, the King of Diamonds appeared to be a solo operator who preyed on the same area over and over again. “It almost seems vindictive,” Guginsky said.

Then he told me a story that made me see the case in a new light.

Guginsky said his family went out to dinner at Burger King one night. He was supposed to turn on the porch light—and forgot. When his family returned, they discovered a burglar had taken the few pieces of jewelry they owned, items that had been passed down in the family. “I was ten,” he remembered. “After all these years, I still remember that night. Every now and then, I will go online and look for a certain piece, with no luck. It was a unique snake ring from Germany that someone gave my father. It meant a lot to him. But it’s still gone.”

His story brought home to me that break-ins are not just about the things that are taken, but the scars that are left. Though burglary doesn’t get the attention of violent crimes such as rape and murder, it takes a toll. As one of the cops put it, “Burglaries are traumatizing. People think, ‘This man was in my bedroom, where I am with my wife, where I take my bath.’ That has an effect on people.”

Throughout history, violating a home and stealing a family’s possessions has been considered a grievous offense. Well into the late 1800s, burglars were hanged, feet dangling, eyes bulging.

In Texas, burglary of a domicile is still considered a serious felony. That meant the King of Diamonds risked twenty years in prison or up to ninety-nine years for repeat offenses as a habitual criminal. Had he been caught, there would have been lifelong consequences.



After talking with the burglary experts, I realized no one raised red flags to discourage me. Or yawned. They agreed the case was unique. So I went to work.

I photocopied all the articles about the jewel thefts in library files and spread them across the floor of my home in chronological order.

I see your path, Mr. King, I thought. I am following you.

From then on, I would spend more evenings with the jewel thief than my friends. He became a constant presence in my life. Many of the police felt the same way. Once you started puzzling about the thief, it was hard to stop.



Capt. Fannin put the entire burglary unit of the Dallas Police Department on the Graf case, more than fifty officers. Photos of the missing jewels were sent to police departments across the country. A nationwide manhunt was on.

The FBI put out alerts. Nothing turned up. Interpol flashed descriptions of the gems to diamond markets across the world. Stolen jewels usually traveled to diamond centers in Manhattan and Antwerp, or criminal entrepôts in Moscow, Marseille, and Istanbul. But no sightings were reported.

The DPD asked Scotland Yard and the Mexican Federal Police to keep an eye on international thieves—and their girlfriends. Again, nothing showed up.

Unfortunately, this was the norm. Although the FBI cited burglary as one of the most frequently committed crimes in the 1960s, police rarely recovered stolen jewels. In 1965 alone, insurance experts estimated $50 million in gems and precious metals were stolen, with only a 7 percent recovery rate.

Nevertheless, insurance companies put out the word they would pay—no questions asked—10 percent of the value of each piece of Josephine Graf’s jewels recovered. Such offers were not usually ignored, but no one came forward.

Knowing the odds were against him, Fannin ordered his men to dig deeper. They checked parcel shipments. They pored over airline passenger lists for known criminals. They contacted car rental agencies. They checked guest registers at hotels and motels.

Fannin’s team squeezed their informants, but none sang. They even tracked down a burglar who broke into Josephine Graf’s Fort Worth home a decade before. Did he know who took the jewels? “No,” he swore, “I have no idea who this joker is.”

The police moved on. They investigated every servant who worked in the Graf house. They questioned every deliveryman, repairman, or recent visitor.

They even dismantled twelve feet of the metal covering on top of the wall around the Graf’s house so it could be examined in the FBI crime lab.

What did it add up to?

A big fat nothing. The waffle-patterned footprints from the top of the Graf wall remained the only evidence the police had. Police guessed he wore pull-on galoshes of some kind to sneak up the creek behind the house instead of risking the street.

Leads poured in. The detectives checked out a former Rhodes scholar who stole pistols, a safecracker, and three guys peddling phony jewelry. Nothing panned out.

Fannin’s squad was expending a tremendous amount of effort, yet every trail led to a dead end.



A week after the Graf break-in, an enterprising reporter from the Dallas Times Herald scored an exclusive interview with Fannin. But John Lingo Schoellkopf was not a typical police reporter. He was from an old-line Dallas family and was sent East to get an education. After the Choate prep school in New England, he came home to attend Southern Methodist University. But going to class was not his top priority. Schoellkopf was a maverick. Instead of playing the usual team sports, he took up Golden Gloves boxing and won more bouts than he lost. For a guy with country club manners, he fought hard and could take a punch.

Schoellkopf looked good in a tuxedo, but he was not drawn to the social life that he was born to. Instead, he was drawn to the gritty side of the city, the gamblers and grifters and drinkers who were great storytellers. He had dreams of writing a great American novel.

Thanks to family connections, he got a job at the Dallas Times Herald, the city’s more liberal evening paper. A relative, Jim Chambers, was the publisher. As Herald veteran A. C. Greene put it, Schoellkopf was lucky to have been born into a “town full of uncles.” He was on the fast track to becoming publisher, so Schoellkopf learned how to type in a hurry.

By taking weekend shifts and unglamorous assignments, Schoellkopf earned the respect of reporters who had derided him as the “staff nephew.” They stopped by his desk to admire a photo of his winning boxing match; his opponent was on the mat.

When the paper’s regular police reporter, George Carter, was off duty, Schoellkopf filled in. He had just turned twenty-one when he scored a scoop—an interview with Captain Fannin about the Graf burglary. The rookie reporter came away with fresh information on the hunt for the jewel thief. It was only later that some of his colleagues wondered if he could be the thief himself.



Schoellkopf was in his late seventies when I located him through friends. He agreed to meet at his North Dallas home. Although fifty years had passed, Schoellkopf remembered his interview with Fannin vividly. “It was a slow day,” he recalled. “I decided to get as much as I could about the Graf case. I had a long interview with Fannin, who was working out his thoughts on what was going on.”

Fannin confided that after seven days, the cost of the manpower on the nationwide hunt had already surpassed the value of the jewels. Though their search was fruitless, he was “more convinced than ever” that the thief was “a local house burglar who struck it rich.”

For one thing, Fannin said, local newspapers had reported that the Grafs were attending the ball in Fort Worth. Anybody who could read would have known they would be dressed in their best.

Secondly, the thief left valuable items in the looted drawers. Fannin theorized that a more experienced “second-story man” would have taken everything. The pros tended to sweep everything into a bag or their pockets, Fannin explained. They sorted out the best items later.

Thirdly, the thief took an enormous gamble that he would not be heard as he tiptoed across their bedroom. An experienced burglar would prefer to go into an empty house. Or would settle for the silverware on the ground floor.

Fourthly, the thief swiped $25 from the handbag that Mrs. Graf left in the bathroom. Fannin didn’t think an experienced jewel thief would have done so. Twenty-five bucks was penny-ante stuff.

It added up to an amateur who hit it big.

Fannin theorized the thief was already inside the home when the Grafs returned. Or he stood on the ledge outside and watched as Mrs. Graf put the jewels in the dresser.

Yet the simple truth was that after a week of the most intense manhunt of his career, Walter Fannin couldn’t say anything for sure.

And he was not happy about it.






4 The Cat Returns


When detectives looked through their files, they discovered the Graf burglary wasn’t the first by the wily jewel thief. Similar thefts had been occurring since 1954. None were large enough to trigger alarm bells like the Graf case, but there were dozens of unsolved thefts in the upscale areas of Highland Park, University Park, and Preston Hollow.

“He’s picking those jewels like cherries,” Fannin said in awe. The thief had snatched jewels from a wealthy widow, a cotton merchant, an insurance executive, and more.

There were indications the thief tried to get into other houses. Mrs. F. C. Dunn, who kept several thousand dollars’ worth of jewels in her bedroom, was home alone when she saw a small light outside the bedroom window. She slipped from the covers and inched closer to look. A man was trying to open the screen. Mrs. Dunn tiptoed to her bedside table and dialed the police. The prowler must have heard the telltale sound of a rotary dial clicking. He fled, leaving waffle-sole footprints outside. Mrs. Sanders Campbell was also alone in her Preston Hollow home one night when she heard someone jiggling the lock of a glass door to the patio. Thinking quickly, she scared the intruder away by flicking the bedroom lights on and off. Once again, the prowler fled, leaving waffle prints behind.

The thief did better at the home of oilman Wofford Cain in Highland Park. His wife Effie was the spirited soul who jumped into Josephine Graf’s dining room moat to keep their friend Clint Murchison company. Everyone liked Effie. She was fun and good-hearted. Yet while she and her husband were out one evening, the light-fingered thief helped himself to $45,000 of her jewels, the equivalent of $434,000 in 2022.

Then he hit the home of car dealer Felix Doran and got away with a bigger haul: $53,000 in diamonds. Fannin noticed the burglar seemed to take only the biggest and best jewels. He only took women’s jewelry and ignored the expensive Rolex watches that men wore. In one burglary, he sifted through all the jewelry, then left without taking any of it. He was a very picky thief.

Police had not connected the earlier burglaries until the electrifying Graf burglary caught their attention. Yet after the Graf burglary, the biggest of them all, the break-ins seemed to stop. Police wondered if the thief had left town. Was he lying low because the Graf burglary generated so much heat?

Eight months went by.

Then the thief struck again.



On Saturday, October 10, 1959, he broke into a home on Miron Drive, a wooded lane in Preston Hollow that was planted with well-appointed homes. This time, he got away with $53,000 in jewelry, a significant haul.

The owner of the house was surprising: Josephine Graf’s daughter.

This was certainly unexpected.

Was the family connection a coincidence? Or part of a plan?

Joanne Herbert Stroud had the same blonde hair and pale blue eyes as her mother, but a gentler demeanor—Josephine Graf with fabric softener. She had made her society debut in New York as well as Fort Worth. And summered every year at their family home in Southampton.

Even so, sipping cocktails with the Social Register was not her end goal. Joanne Herbert was determined to earn an academic degree, something her mother had to forego. At the elite Foxcroft school in Virginia, students learned to ride, speak French, read Latin, and above all, to have poise. Joanne Herbert went on to earn a PhD.

On the afternoon of the burglary, Joanne and her husband, Ethan Stroud, an attorney, went to the annual Texas-OU football game. While the Strouds were cheering with thousands of fans in the Cotton Bowl, the jewel thief sneaked into their home.

Six people were inside: a fifty-year-old nanny, a cook, a laundress, and three children. None of them saw or heard the thief.

When Joanne Stroud returned from the game and discovered her home had been invaded, she was anxious about the safety of her family. Her children were seven, five, and nearly three at the time. As a mother, she said, it was chilling to think a criminal was inside the house with her children. “You feel vulnerable,” she explained. “Your nest, your security, isn’t so secure. We had a feeling of being violated. No one feels quite the same after that.”

The thief took seven rings, including a unique engagement ring with a round diamond surrounded by petal-shaped diamonds, like a flower. The thief also walked away with several bracelets, clips, and earrings, a rich afternoon’s work.

Fannin and McCaghren suspected advance planning. The thief took the jewels from an antique Chinese cabinet that would not have been readily apparent as a repository for jewelry. Had someone snooped around the bedroom during a social event? Or plied information from a servant?

The thief knew where to go. The master bedroom was at one end of the Stroud house, somewhat isolated from the other rooms and next to the driveway. He knew he could enter the bedroom without being seen.

Once again, the thief took only jewelry, no other valuables. There was no ransacking to indicate he had to search for the jewels. There were no fingerprints on sliding doors. Overshoe tracks were found—this time, they led to a nearby creek, but no mud or dirt was tracked into the house.

The Stroud burglary appeared to be the work of the same skilled burglar who slipped into the Graf house, perhaps a master burglar. And indeed, there was a master burglar in town that weekend.



His name was Harold Hambleton Channell, and he had a record of more than forty arrests. After a 100-mph chase, Channell was captured the year before in Connecticut with cash and jewelry he took from a Greenwich financier. While his charges were on appeal, Channell flew into Dallas for the weekend, like stopping by an ATM. He let himself into the home of J. B. Orand, an automobile dealer who lived on Turtle Creek Boulevard, a scenic street lined with heritage oak trees.

While the Orands’ daughter Nell went to the UT football game with her college friends, Mrs. Orand remained at home to wait for a telephone repairman. She was upstairs alone when she encountered a gray-haired man on the stairs.

At first, Mrs. Orand assumed the man was the repairman. As they talked, however, she noticed he didn’t have on a uniform. And didn’t have tools.

Growing increasingly anxious, Mrs. Orand told him, “I want you to turn around and leave this house right now!”

After the man backed down the stairs and darted out of the house, she called the University Park police. Chief Forrest Keene recognized the description of the intruder: Harold Channell, one of the most wanted jewel thieves in the nation. Keene called the FBI.

Channell had been stealing since World War I. Quick-witted and fleet-footed, Channel once pulled off a $5 million jewel theft. Between jail stints, he slipped into society soirees to scout targets. He got away with some of his slickest jewel thefts by boldly walking into homes and pretending to be the friend of a friend when interrupted.

When the FBI put out the word about his Dallas attempt, Channell was subjected to such an intense national hunt that he surrendered in Florida. However, he refused to answer questions about his Dallas trip.

Capt. Fannin wanted a crack at interrogating Channell. He was on the verge of flying to Florida when results came in from two faint fingerprints found on Mrs. Stroud’s jewelry box. Fannin’s hopes were pinned on those two prints. A match with Channell would solve the Stroud case and possibly the burglary at her mother’s house. It would take the heat off Fannin and his department.

But the fingerprints did not match. Harold Hambleton Channell did not steal the jewels at the Stroud house. Someone else had—and he was still at large.

Deflated, Capt. Fannin ordered his team to go back through the list of unsolved burglaries. Perhaps there were clues they’d missed.

Lt. McCaghren put together a spreadsheet to track the King’s methodology. He numbered each characteristic—#2 for overshoe tracks at the scene, #5 for some valuable items left behind, #15 for a nighttime burglary, and so forth.

A clear pattern emerged. The spreadsheet became the paper trail of one of the most skilled jewel thieves in the country.



Two months after the Stroud case, another burglary jangled bells. A thief jimmied a sliding door and broke into the home of Willard E. Walker, a financier and oilman who lived in Highland Park. Police realized the same thief had broken into the home earlier that year, but only reaped $300 in jewelry. He returned eleven months later, which was unusual. This time, he got away with $5,000 in platinum and diamond jewelry.

The Walker family assumed the thief was someone who worked for them because Mrs. Walker kept her best jewelry in a place that only a domestic worker might notice. She hid the jewelry under the removable seat of a fabric-covered chair at her dressing table.

Yet after interrogating the domestic staff and occasional workmen, the police couldn’t tie any of them to the theft. They added the Walker burglary to their new spreadsheet: Overshoe tracks? Check. Some jewelry left behind? Check.

Police were getting a handle on the modus operandi of the thief. Now that they knew his pattern, they hoped to catch him in the act.

However, rather inconveniently, the burglaries paused again.






5 The Grand Hotel


Months went by. Was the thief waiting in the shadows to strike again? Or languishing in prison somewhere?

The police were under intense pressure from city hall, the media, and the insurance industry to solve the Graf case. Fannin began to wonder if the same thief had pulled off several jewel thefts at the new Statler Hilton hotel.

Just as the Graf house was a shiny temptation, the Statler offered an enticing target for thieves. When the hotel opened in 1956, it was touted as “The First Modern American Hotel,” an icon of mid-century design. Modern architecture had become increasingly valued as the city sought national distinction. Sophisticated architecture was costly, but it sent the desired message: money lives here.

The Statler architect, William B. Tabler, was credited with transforming travelers’ tastes after World War II with his hotel designs. In contrast to older hotels that looked like European manors, Tabler created Hilton hotels in New York and Washington, DC, that looked like sleek office buildings. He sheathed the Dallas Statler in panels of glass and color-coated metal. There was nothing like it. It gleamed.

When the Statler opened, the celebration lasted four days and nights. The newly rich flocked to the hotel because it boasted so many “firsts.” It had elevator music and a rooftop swimming pool. There were twenty-one-inch, black-and-white Westinghouse TVs in every room. And a landing pad on the roof so guests could arrive by helicopter. (“Can you imagine that?” people said.) The Statler ballroom could seat two thousand guests, big enough for a convention crowd, charity balls, or a performance by Elvis Presley.

Then jewel thieves spoiled the party.

In the space of fifteen months, thieves pulled off three jewelry heists at the Statler as well as thefts at other Dallas hotels. A growing number of guests went home without their diamonds.

And Walter Fannin’s phone was ringing.



At first, Fannin thought the outbreak might be connected to a spate of hotel heists around the country. A ring of jewel thieves from Florida appeared to be involved. Then Fannin noticed that the Dallas hotel thefts mostly happened when society balls were held at hotels. A check of room registrations showed a handsome rogue was staying at one of the downtown hotels when $50,000 in jewelry was stolen from a room. Police learned the man was a frequent escort for society women—what used to be called a gigolo. He preferred the term playboy.

On closer inspection, it turned out the same gigolo-playboy was present in another hotel when $100,000 worth of gems were taken from a guest at a charity ball. He had an unusual name—Jasper Kirksmith.

I kept the name in the back of my mind. Months later, I ran across the same name while searching through FBI records online. It was the kind of late-night discovery that snaps you awake. A 1961 FBI report said a suspect named Jasper Karl Kirksmith might be involved in recent Dallas jewel thefts and hotel “prowls.”

According to the FBI, Kirksmith also was a guest at a Florida hotel when a burglary occurred. The thief got away with $105,000 in jewelry, furs, and cash.

Called in for questioning, Kirksmith said yeah, he had heard about a Florida burglary, but no more. The acknowledgment wasn’t enough to arrest him, but enough to keep an eye on him.



The Graf house and the Statler hotel were not the only architecturally significant venues to figure in the burglary drama. Not far from the Graf house, famed architect Frank Lloyd Wright designed a home for a millionaire named John Alexander Gillin. Essentially, it was an 11,000-square-foot bachelor pad, built for entertaining of all kinds.

Gillin got rich by founding National Geophysical Co., which provided seismic services for oil exploration. Gillin was quirky, most people said, so it was no surprise he commissioned an unusual house. From the air, it looked like a spacecraft with wings. The wings contained the bedrooms. The extra-large swimming pool featured a shallow tanning ledge, where six-foot-four Gillin could stretch out in the water and get a tan. And, in keeping with the times, there was a bomb shelter big enough for a very tall man. These were not typical Frank Lloyd Wright features.

Though Gillin was socially awkward, he somehow got along with the temperamental architect. Retail genius Stanley Marcus had commissioned Wright to build a house but gave up in frustration. He called off the deal when Wright refused to include adequate closets (“for things you don’t need,” Wright said). Nor would Wright include air conditioning (not necessary in the “balmy” Dallas climate, Wright decreed).

The cancellation of the Marcus project left the Gillin home as the lone Frank Lloyd Wright house in the city. A copper dome crowned the exterior. Inside, an oversized stone fireplace anchored a hexagonal living area. To reinforce the geometric look, Wright designed a table for the dining room in the form of a parallelogram and used acute angles of 60 and 120 degrees throughout the house. Even the closets were oddly shaped. After a visit, socialite Nancy O’Boyle observed, “You would be stabbed if you leaned against the wall at the wrong angle.”

All those angles meant custom millwork, which consumed time and money. When finally finished in 1958, the house was unique, even for Frank Lloyd Wright.

People began asking, “Who is John Gillin?”

Outside of the oil business and debutante events, where Gillin sometimes escorted society belles, few knew Gillin’s name. However, they knew Frank Lloyd Wright’s name, and they were impressed, which was the idea. Having a “statement home” meant people wanted to come to dinners, even though Gillin, who wasn’t good at small talk, would sometimes leave the table before dessert and go to bed.

His private “stag parties” were another matter. Making conversation wasn’t the point. Party girls were the appetizers. A PR executive who attended one of the parties noticed a lot of people going into the kitchen. He peeked in and saw that guests were dipping into saucers of cocaine. He whispered to his wife, “We need to go home.” He was afraid the cops might come. But they never did.

Instead, John Gillin only came to police attention when he reported in November 1961 that a burglar took $330 in cash from his home. Because the thief pried open a sliding door and the house was near a creek, McCaghren added the burglary to their spreadsheet. Otherwise, the cash grab did not fit the King’s pattern.

Yet John Gillin’s name would come up again. One of Fannin’s memos noted that a friend of Gillin’s procured women for him. Though the gawky millionaire didn’t have the kind of looks or charm that attracted women, he had enough money to pay someone to find “dates” for him. The name of the procurer rang a bell:

Jasper Kirksmith, the same man suspected in the hotel thefts.

I started a list of suspects and put Jasper Kirksmith’s name at the top. Then I pinned it to the wall where I could look at it every day, just like the “murder boards” the cops had on TV.
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