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For Elle. You are my happy thing.






INTRODUCTION


The roughly seventy-five years between the end of the Civil War and the beginning of World War II was a period of drastic evolution in how we think about and solve crimes. From the Reno brothers realizing the best way to rob a train was to wait until the locomotive was moving, to America’s first known serial killer, new classes of criminals were rising, including spies and mobsters. To fight the changing tides, law enforcement created new methods of investigation, including the photo lineup, and in the United States an entire new government department was created to deal with wanted suspects’ ability to cross state lines with speed and ease.

The nine cases in this book provide a snapshot of the three-quarters of a century between two major wars. Some of these stories have withstood the test of time, while others’ influence and importance have been mostly forgotten. There’s the notorious H. H. Holmes, who may or may not have killed dozens of people, and John “Mushmouth” Johnson, the Gambling King of Chicago, who rose to prominence in the Windy City despite the color of his skin. The Mona Lisa was stolen and was made famous as a result. One of the most famous authors to ever live disappeared for more than a week. And the newly minted Federal Bureau of Investigation bungled its first spy operation.

Mostly, though not exclusively, based in the United States, these cases and subjects were chosen more for their significance than their geography. These are the people and events that lit up the public imagination—the stories that were told around the dinner tables. As a result, you’ll find that newspapers make up a large portion of the sources, for better or for worse; this was also the time that the media became more widely accessible and available. As cities grew, more people started to read the newspaper, and newspaper owners became power players.

My vision for this book was that it would be composed of history and crime in equal parts. The more time I’ve spent in the true crime space, the more tired I’ve become of the emphasis on murder. Such a large portion of the space is taken up by stories of serial killers and graphic murders. But there is so much more to true crime than murder. There’s thievery. There are heists. There are well-plotted and well-executed criminal enterprises, along with blackmail, fraud, and arson. While this book does indeed include one serial killer, I hope you will find new ways to whet your true crime appetite as you read about this fascinating period of expansion and chaos.

At the end of the Civil War, railroads were the fastest method of transportation, and police use of the science of fingerprints was still a long way off. By the time World War II began, airplanes flew in the sky, and “espionage” had become a household term. Each case in this book builds on the next until, by the time the first shots were fired in World War II, it had become a new world.






CHAPTER ONE THE RENO BROTHERS


The first narrative motion picture ever made is a grainy, silent twelve minutes. The Great Train Robbery tells the tale of four men boarding a train and, as the title gives away, robbing it. Taking over the locomotive, they unhook it from the rest of the cars, which are emptied of their passengers a short stop later. One robber points a gun at the dozens of passengers, while two others relieve them of their valuables. The gestures by the actors are comical in their exaggeration. When one man tries to run away, he’s shot in the back; he flails his arms out and does a half spin before falling to the ground. The students in a fifth-grade play would have thought he was overacting.

The robbers take off in the locomotive; after a short trip, they jump off the train with their money and flee into the woods where horses have been waiting for them. One of them isn’t very good at commanding his horse. There’s a dance scene. Then suddenly our robbers are being pursued and shot at by a gang—presumably the people who were just dancing. All three of the robbers die or are captured. The movie ends with a mustachioed man in a cowboy hat and neckerchief pointing a gun at the camera and firing multiple times as smoke builds around his stern expression. It’s a scene Martin Scorsese later paid homage to in his own crime film Goodfellas.

The edits are not smooth. At one point, a robber goes from punching a train employee to very clearly smashing a rock on a bag with a fake head and then throwing it off the train. On the Library of Congress’s YouTube posting of the film, this part is the most replayed. While advancements in cinema have made leaps and bounds since 1903, when The Great Train Robbery was released, one thing has not changed: the use of real life to create art. While the characters in the first narrative film are unnamed, they’re based on very real men—because when it comes to stealing money from a moving train, there’s no better inspiration than the Reno brothers.

There were four outlaw Reno brothers: John, Frank, Simeon (called “Sim”), and William, “who rivaled each other in a spirit of lawlessness that must have been born in their blood through the union of a hardy Swiss emigrant with a woman sprung from the Pennsylvania Dutch.”1 The Swiss man and Pennsylvania Dutch woman also had a fifth son, named Clint, who decided that lawlessness wasn’t for him. And they had a daughter, named Laura, who, according to Cleveland Moffett in an 1895 article for McClure’s Magazine, was “famed throughout the West for her beauty, loved danger and adventure, was an expert horsewoman, an unerring shot, and as quick with her gun as any man.”2 Honestly, if you take away the eventual murders, this family sounds great.

The Civil War ended on April 9, 1865, following the Battle of Appomattox Court House. If you’ve ever taken a high school history class, you know that the end of the war was not the end of the story. The South didn’t give in to the demands of progress. The people who fought to keep enslaving people still longed to be their own nation. As a result, Reconstruction took place from around 1865 to 1877, a time when the United States tried to get the South back on the team and ensure that the rights of newly freed Black people were enforced and their needs met. This effort had varying degrees of success; we’re still struggling with the whole “all men are created equal” part of our Constitution to this very day. But the Reconstruction period was not only a time of attempted progress; it was also a time when crime in the United States evolved and increased.

During the Civil War, an 1867 report found that the percentage of incarcerated males in all state prisons decreased by 10 to 50%. This wasn’t because crime went down; rather, it was likely because men who committed petty offenses could enlist to fight instead. The army was also a place where people who wanted to avoid arrest could go and hide out with few questions asked because both sides needed all the able bodies they could get.3

As one might expect given the great unrest that happened at the end of the Civil War, crime went up—or at least crime that was being tracked did. “Immediately after the establishment of peace there was a great increase in crime and disorder, not only in the South, where conditions were abnormal, but throughout the North as well,” writes Edith Abbott in her 1927 study, “The Civil War and Crime Wave of 1865–70.”4

While it wasn’t a desolate time, it’s notable that it was after the Civil War that criminals became more brazen, and the outlaw and gunman grew into a sexy adventurer. This was, after all, the time of Jesse James and the infamous James-Younger Gang, Wild Bill Hickok, and Calamity Jane. And anecdotally at least, crimes of greed were rampant. One issue of the Leavenworth Daily Conservative, out of Leavenworth, Kansas, reported multiple robberies, including $7,000 (about $251,000 in 2023) in bank notes being covertly taken from a bank counter. The same issue also reported “one of the boldest acts of highway robbery ever committed in this city,” when robbers knocked down the collector of the United States Savings Association, who was out on his rounds, in the middle of the day, “on a crowded thoroughfare,” to relieve him of $35,000— well over $1 million in 2023 terms.5

Not only would the Reno brothers occupy this world, but their antics would also later inspire the likes of Billy the Kid, Butch Cassidy, and others. “The first, and probably the most daring, band of train robbers that ever operated in the United States was the notorious Reno gang, an association of desperate outlaws who, in the years immediately following the war, committed crimes without number in Missouri and Indiana.”6

The Indianapolis Daily Sentinel described Frank and John as being “safe-blowers, etc” and “of medium size, stout built, active and courageous, with the appearance of the better class of the men of their calling.” They were further described as “kind, generous, and honest… but would not hesitate to cut the jugular of anyone who would stand between them and their prey.”7 This romanticization of the outlaw would be seen time and again and is indeed still seen today. When we think of the outlaw, we think of the Robin Hood–type rascal who tips his cowboy hat while saying, “Much obliged, ma’am,” as he takes the pocketbook of a woman with a coy smile.

But the Reno brothers were not gentlemen.

Growing up in Rockford, Indiana, they were rough-and-tumble, despite—or maybe because of—being raised in a very strict religious home. The older brothers conned traveling strangers out of their dollars with rigged card games, and by 1851, all four of the bad brothers (Clint was always the “honest” one) had become arsonists and set fire to several businesses. During the Civil War, Frank and John became what were known as “bounty jumpers.”8 Volunteers on both sides of the war were offered money in exchange for signing up. Bounty jumpers, such as Frank and John, would enlist, collect the money, and then desert at the first chance they got. There was no central registry of who was enlisted where, so they could easily travel from army camp to army camp running the same scam. At the start of the draft, the brothers would take money from draftees who didn’t want to go war without serving in the draftee’s place. Essentially, they’d take the money from the draftee, show up as said draftee, hang out for a few days, and then desert. It was a good business if you didn’t let a little thing like ethics get in your way.

But the war ended, and the brothers needed a new source of income. Thievery seemed to be the obvious choice. It was during their time as wandering bounty jumpers that Frank and John started meeting up with other like-minded men, and a small gang began to form. Frank and John met up with their two other brothers, Sim and William, in 1864 and even found themselves a headquarters in “the burned-out buildings of Rockford.”9 Over the next couple of years, the group evolved, transitioning from small-time home invasions and store robberies to post office robberies and a counterfeit operation. At one point, they made quite a splash by blowing up a safe in Azalia, Bartholomew County, Indiana, and making off with $10,000. Eventually the gang of outlaws commanded an entire region near Seymour, Indiana. The Indianapolis Daily Sentinel reported in a story about the group, “There were numerous robberies committed in and near Seymour in 1864–5, in which, it is supposed, John bore a conspicuous part, though there were no arrests, as the people seemed to be afraid of the destruction of their property if anything was done to ferret out the thieves.”10

Despite their ability to evade the law—both in Indiana and in Canada—the group’s antics were all small-time compared with the heist that would set them apart and make the Reno brothers infamous for decades to come.

As is true for most “firsts,” there’s some dispute about whether the Reno case was really the first train robbery. And also as for many “firsts,” the merits of this claim come down to some clarification and semantics. Trains had been robbed before October 6, 1866, when the great Reno heist took place. But until that point, the trains had been robbed while they were stationary. Therefore, although some are quick to say that this was the first train robbery, it was actually the first moving train robbery—which does not make the feat any less impressive.

By October 6, 1866, the four criminal Reno brothers—Frank, John, William, and Simeon—had amassed an impressive enough gang that they were ready to take on “one of the most daring robberies which have ever occurred in the West.”11

The first moving train robbery took place in the Reno brothers’ usual stomping ground, just outside Seymour, Indiana, which by then had gained a noted reputation as being a bad place to travel through. According to the Lawrenceburg, Indiana, newspaper, the Union Press, “it may also be safely stated that there are few more dangerous places through which to carry treasure than the vicinity of Seymour.”12 The victim was the Adams Express Company, and whereas past train robberies had involved stationary, unoccupied cars, this one was different. There was a messenger in the car—essentially a guard to watch over the goods and valuables. As the train went east on the Ohio & Mississippi Railroad, the engineer saw a red lantern up ahead—the signal that something was wrong. He ordered the brakemen to pull the brakes. Unbeknownst to the engineer, the signal was a fake, and by the time the train stopped, the red lantern and the man holding it were gone.13

As the train began to pick up speed again, two men from the Reno brothers’ group got onto the front platform of the car and walked along the outside of the car on a running board, using a rod overhead to steady themselves as they walked. They opened a side door; inside was the unsuspecting messenger, E. B. Miller. Miller’s back was turned to the men, so he was unaware for a few seconds longer that chaos was afoot.

The Union Press later reported, “The men were disguised with masks and armed with revolvers, which they presented and demanded from the messenger the keys of the safes, four in number.”14 Miller, no doubt in shock and quite fearful for his life, relinquished the only key he had—that of the “local” safe, which had whatever was gathered at the local stations along the way. The keys to the other safes were kept at various train stations along the way. The thieves gathered the contents of the local safe—three canvas bags—and threw them, along with one of the unopened safes, out the door. Then, one thief pulled the bell cord, giving the signal to stop, and once the whistle blew, the robbers scuttled along the running board again and jumped as the train began to slow.

A manhunt quickly began. “The entire poliece [sic] force of all the adjacent cities and counties where it is possible that the thieves can have escaped to have been notified, and are diligently searching for them,” read a story in the Union Press the Thursday after the robbery.15 By then, agents had recovered the unopened safe that had been thrown from the train; evidently the plan had been to blow it open later, but the thieves had been scared away. According to the Indianapolis Daily Sentinel, $45,000 was taken from the train, with $30,000 of that amount in the recovered safe, making the gang’s take-home $15,000—not a bad sum for a deed that took minutes to execute.16

Although the Reno gang’s interest in robbing the train seems to have been purely about gain for themselves, “there are indications that their action was received rather sympathetically by much of the local populace, discontented as it was with federal land impoundments and other policies designed to subsidize privately owned railroads at public expense.”17 But given all the robbing, threatening, and general selfish outlawing that was to come, it’s fair to say in retrospect that these men probably just really liked being bastards; if they helped a few folks along the way, it was likely more of a surprising consequence than an intentional one.

Eager to get its money back or to bring some type of justice to the bold scoundrels, the Adams Express Company offered a reward for the “arrest and conviction of the thieves” of $5,000, an incredible sum at the time, or a portion of the money returned. Understandably, “a vigorous search was immediately commenced by citizens and detectives.”18 And these were not just any detectives. The Adams Express Company had the Pinkerton Agency on retainer.

Later stylized and made famous by Western movies, the Pinkerton Agency was a private security company and detective agency. Started in 1850 by Allan Pinkerton, the agency has the distinction of hiring Kate Warne, America’s first female detective, and inventing the mug shot—originally calling the array of images a “Rogue’s Gallery.”19 The agency is still, remarkably, in business today doing various security work and acting as subject matter experts, among other services.

Two of Allan Pinkerton’s operatives, Larry Hazen and John Eagan, joined Allan in Seymour, where the trio examined the scene of the robbery, finding three suspicious sets of footprints where the safe had once been. In her book on the Reno brothers, The Notorious Reno Gang: The Wild Story of the West’s First Brotherhood of Thieves, Assassins, and Train Robbers, Rachel Dickinson explains that “these footprints created a muddy trail leading away from where the safe had been and into the cluster of buildings by the train station. Hazen and Egan noted the approximate size and unusual details of the prints—a worn-down heel, a distinctive hobnail pattern—then followed the prints directly to the small house of Wilkinson Reno.”20 The group had walked right from the scene to their father’s house.

So, the Pinkertons, as they were called, had suspects, but for the time being they let the information stew and started the legwork of gathering more evidence. They talked to the route agent and railroad men who were at the station the night of the robbery. John and Sim Reno were revealed to have possibly been the ones to board the train in Seymour. Then—in some really impressive work for the times—Hazen and Eagan followed John and Sim until the unsuspecting thieves walked in some mud. Then the detectives examined the footprints and found what they believed to be matches.21

This was enough evidence to get a warrant for both the brothers and Frank Sparks, but the detectives had a problem. No one wanted to serve the men. The people of Seymour had become so afraid of the Reno gang that no one dared to confront them. Unwilling to let the case go, the Pinkertons decided to capitalize on the “murky legal position” they found themselves in and declared themselves officers of the court. Is any of this OK by today’s standards? Absolutely not. But the country was still young enough, and local law enforcement desperate enough to get rid of the delinquents, that everyone just went along with it.22 Before long, John Reno and Frank Sparks were arrested as “principals,” along with Sim Reno as an accomplice, but they were bailed out.23

Robbing trains for cash and other goods soon came into vogue. By October 12, 1986, the Cincinnati Enquirer reported that a paymaster’s train from the Louisville & Nashville Railroad was thrown off track by a rail that had been intentionally loosened; the robbers made off with $11,000.24 In 1867, Michael Collins and Walker Hammond robbed the Jeffersonville Railroad and made away with $6,000. But the Renos and the rest of their group didn’t like competition or copycats, and they surrounded Collins and Hammond just after they got off the train. The robbers robbed the robbers. The Renos then had the gall (and the pull with law enforcement) to have Hammond and Collins arrested for the original crime and eventually thrown in the Indiana penitentiary.25 But the Renos and their crew, for the most part, managed to elude prison time, if not to escape arrest altogether—that is, until the party started to break up.

Around the end of 1866, Detective Barmore took the case of robberies on the Ohio & Mississippi and Jeffersonville Railroads. By then, the “system of wholesale robbery has been going on for six or eight months, and goods have been stolen to the value of $12,000 or $15,000, consisting of caddies of tobacco, chests of tea, bags of coffee,” and the list went on.26 Within five or six weeks, Barmore was reported to have managed either to put in jail or to put under bond nineteen thieves and recipients of stolen property.

A man named Hiram Johnson of Rockford was identified as the ringleader of the robberies on the Ohio & Mississippi and Jeffersonville Railroads, assisted by William Reno. Detective Barmore was credited with bringing “the worst scoundrels in the State to grief.”27

Still, Barmore didn’t catch them all. The burglaries continued, including the theft of a safe from the office of the treasurer of Carrol County, Indiana, and more train robberies. One of the biggest occurred along the Jeffersonville line in Marshfield on May 22, 1868, and the victim was again the Adams Express Company. The Indianapolis Daily Sentinel declared it “the boldest and most startling robbery which has ever occurred in this state.”28

This robbery involved six men boarding the train while it was stopped. It was a violent robbery, with the engineer and fireman being attacked and struck multiple times. While two men attacked the engineer and fireman, four other men ran to the express car, cut the bell rope, and pulled out the coupling pin that kept the express and the passenger cars together. Then they started up the engine and away they went. This time, shots were fired as the robbers used crowbars to make their way into the express car, and express messenger E. G. Harkness attempted to protect the loot. For his efforts, Harkness was hit with a crowbar “over the right side of the head, crushing in the skull, and inflicting a terrible wound” before he was thrown off the train.29

With Harkness out of the way, the bandits took what they could out of the safes and threw the rest overboard to be plundered later. The train roared along the tracks at fifty miles per hour or more until the robbers reached Seymour. With the train stopped, they jumped off and made a run for it, doubling back to rummage through the safes that they had thrown overboard. All told, they made away with $38,000–$40,000.30

The Pinkertons were on the case, and while attempts to capture the leaders of the Reno gang weren’t always successful, the agents were getting closer. In July 1868, Pinkerton guards were planted on a train that was likely to be robbed by members of the Reno gang. The guards waited in a railcar for the robbers to board on the messenger car and opened fire too quickly. Amid a hail of bullets and smoke, four of the five thieves, along with one man waiting with getaway horses, got away with only a few hits. A fifth, Vol Elliott, was trapped on the train and took a bullet to the shoulder; he was later taken into custody by the Pinkertons—a small victory. The next morning, a massive manhunt began for the remaining thieves. Numerous bullets and a building fire later, two men were captured; three remained at large.31

By now, famed detective Allan Pinkerton was starting to look like a fool. But then, with a combination of careful planning and good luck, he managed to catch a big fish: John Reno himself. Pinkerton “employed his favorite theory of ‘detection’: that ‘a criminal enterprise could be successfully broken by infiltration.’ ”32 Think of it as modern undercover work. Pinkerton got a man named Dick Winscott to open a saloon in Seymour and feed the rumor mill the story that he was interested in making some extra money and didn’t care if it was exactly legal. Pinkerton then instructed another operative (whose name has been lost to history) to park himself in Winscott’s saloon as a gambler and let people know that he was also in the market for a side gig. Today, in a world where you have to be suspicious of everyone in order to make it as a criminal, this gambit feels a little obvious. A guy opens up a bar and immediately starts dropping hints that he’s up for a job while washing glasses, before the paint has even dried on the walls? Red flag. But in this case, the gambit worked.

Winscott got close enough to John Reno to convince him to go with Winscott to the nearby train station on a given day, at a given time. “Then [Pinkerton] arranged to have half a dozen Missourians, the biggest and most powerful fellows he could find, led by the sheriff of Daviess County,” to take a train to Seymour with the necessary papers to arrest the bandits.33 Once Pinkerton and his crew got off the train, they caught John Reno completely off guard and slapped him in irons before he could figure out what was happening. On January 30, 1868, the Daily Herald reported that John Reno had been sentenced to twenty-five years in the Illinois penitentiary.34

But even though Pinkerton had managed to take down one of the leaders and several lesser members, the gang had multiple heads, and the three remaining Reno brothers had no problem taking over. Frustrated and sick of being scared, people around town were starting to talk of taking matters into their own hands. Reporting that Frank Sparks, whom Pinkerton had also arrested, and John Reno were in custody, the Holt County Sentinel in Oregon, Missouri, proclaimed: “The Missourian says: ‘The cry is—Hang them without judge or jury.’ Such men deserve no mercy. The excitement is great, and was it not for the indefatigable efforts of the officers this would be done, and may anyhow.”35

The “and may anyhow” turned out to be prophetic.

On July 20, 1868, the first of the mass lynchings occurred. After the unsuccessful July 1868 train robbery, Frank Sparks, John Moore, Charles Roseberry, Warren Clinton, and Henry Jerill—all members of the Reno crew on that job—were captured by the Pinkertons. On the night of July 20, Roseberry and a previously captured gang member, known as Ellits, were being transported to Brownstown when the train was stopped by a barricade placed on the tracks two miles outside of Seymour. According to the Missouri Valley Register, the men were hauled off the train by a group of vigilantes and “hung upon a beech tree in the vicinity.”36

This was only the beginning of the violent end of the Reno gang. Less than a week later, Frank Sparks, John Moore, and Henry Jerill were found in Illinois by authorities. As they were being transferred to Brownstone, they, too, were dragged off by a hoard of angry men and hanged from the same beech tree.

In an attempt to escape this increasingly common fate, Frank Reno fled to Windsor, Canada, where he lived with professional burglar Charles Anderson, who was also trying to escape prosecution. In October 1868, Frank was handed over to Allan Pinkerton, having been arrested on charges of robbery and assault with intent to murder. The three men finally made it to Cleveland despite a sinking tugboat, and Frank and Charles were then put on a train to New Albany, where they were jailed alongside the previously captured remaining Reno brothers, Sim and William.37

The brothers and Charles Anderson stayed safe in the jail for about a month before a passenger car loaded with at least fifty men appeared at New Albany at two o’clock in the morning.38 By three o’clock, the guard, Luther Whitten, heard a noise; as he went to open the door, he was met with this armed crowd, “demanding silence on pain of death.”39 When Whitten yelled, he was thrown in a corner and threatened. The sheriff, Fullenlove, was awakened by the chaos and ran to try to protect the inmates. He was shot in the arm and, when he yelled for help, was hit over the head and placed under guard. The mob continued to search for the keys to the cell that held the Reno brothers and Anderson, threatening Sheriff Fullenlove’s wife, who refused to give them any information. But they did find the keys, and with those secured, they dragged the men out one by one and hanged them. When the band dispersed and the bodies were cut down, Anderson’s was still warm.

The perpetrators of these lynching events created a type of secret vigilance committee, “an organization as extraordinary as the situation it was created to deal with. The entire population of that part of Indiana seemed to have risen in self-defense to crush out lawlessness.”40 And they succeeded in their endeavors. The Missouri Valley Register reported, “It is said that the Jackson Vigilance Committee will now disband, as they have succeeded in destroying all who were suspected of being engaged in the robberies on that line of railroad.”41

While these masked good old boy vigilantes may have considered themselves heroes, they did not receive flowers and high praise for murdering the outlaws. The Evansville Daily Journal called the lynchings a “horrible tragedy” and remarked that the cries of Frank Reno as the noose was being put around his neck were “most heart rending.”42

The entire event “was conducted with the utmost quietness.… No alarm was given till all was over.”43 The vigilantes knew what they were doing wasn’t right. These weren’t men that had been tracked down and caught in the middle of thievery. The Renos and Anderson were awaiting trial and judgment. To drag them out, injuring innocent parties in the process, was beyond the pale for some. But for others, it was “swift justice at last”—an end that justified the means as the Reno gang disbanded once and for all.44

The New York Daily Herald wrote of the affair, “The truth is that the general demoralizations resulting from the war, in every shape and form, and the general tendencies to frauds, robberies, spoilations, corruptions and crimes of all sorts have a natural tendency to vigilance committees.”45

Though the Reno brothers’ great train robbery took place just before the Gilded Age officially began, it’s an interesting kickoff for an age of innovation, industrialization, and strain—a time when the rich would become disgustingly wealthy, on the backs of those whose working conditions would become worse and worse. The strain of the gap between the haves and the have-nots would worsen throughout the Gilded Age (marked as the time just after the Civil War to the beginning of the twentieth century) and beyond. The Reno brothers may not have had quite the cultural staying power of the bandits and outlaws who came after them.I But they did pave the way for a new and long-lasting method of stealing from the rich.


	
I. That being said, Elvis Presley’s first movie was a Hollywoodized version of the life of the Reno Brothers.








CHAPTER TWO GEORGE LESLIE, GENTLEMAN BANK ROBBER


Audrina Patridge wanted to be famous. She signed to a small management company in Los Angeles when she was eighteen, took acting lessons, worked at Quixote Studios, and in 2006 got her big break while working on her tan at a pool. She was asked to join The Hills.46 You remember The Hills—the part reality but mostly scripted, or at least producer-influenced, show about beautiful young people and their “problems” that aired on MTV in the mid-aughts until the end of the decade and beyond.

Audrina at the time was famous for her role as a friend of Lauren Conrad and Heidi Montag. But cut to twelve years after the final episode of The Hills aired, and Audrina Patridge is not on MTV, but on the streaming service Netflix. And while she’s still filming reality media, this time it’s a documentary.

“After my house was broken into, I was the most terrified I’ve ever been in my entire life,” Patridge says, staring wide-eyed at the camera. “I was thinking they’re going to kill me.”47

But murder was never on the minds of the infamous Bling Ring, as they came to be called. The Bling Ring was a group of entitled, rich teenagers who, in 2009, got their kicks from burglarizing the homes of celebrities such as Orlando Bloom, Lindsay Lohan, Paris Hilton, and the aforementioned Audrina Patridge. It was a truly sensational string of burglaries that happened at the height of celebrity obsession in America—right around the time when reality television was coming into its own. Anyone could be famous, and everyone wanted to be.

The culprits inevitably did become famous after they were arrested. And not just the nineteen-year-olds who stole more than $3 million in clothing and jewelry but also their lawyers, the cops, and everyone in the defendants’ orbits who wanted a taste of fame. “It’s like a fucked up L.A. Greek tragedy,” Los Angeles deputy district attorney Christine Kee said of the case and its aftermath. “Hollywood,” Inside Edition chief correspondent Jim Moret claimed in the documentary, “is the only place this could happen.”

These observers all thought the Bling Ring case was so LA. So Hollywood. So celebrity. But they were wrong. If you can blend into the upper class, you can get away with anything.

Before he became known as the king of all bank robbers, the patron saint of burglars was a man born into a respectable family, his father a brewer in Toledo, Ohio. And although little is known of George Leslie’s early life, it’s safe to say that he was of the silver spoon ilk who grew up wanting little, ready to marry well and live out his days with a top hat in hand.

Leslie’s villain origin story, if you want to call him a villain, truly begins after the Civil War ended. Leslie was engaged to a high-society woman named Sarah Lawrence; he’d also graduated from university with honors after studying architecture. He should have been on his way toward living a fashionable life among the midtier elite. But an old ghost haunted him. Unlike millions of other men throughout the country, Leslie had escaped service in the Civil War through a rich person’s loophole, similar to the one exploited in a different way by the Reno brothers.

Leslie biographer J. North Conway spoke with Slate podcast producer Mike Vuolo about Leslie and how his father’s decision to pay $300 to keep Leslie from being drafted to the Civil War made him a pariah in Ohio and beyond when the fighting finally ceased. “So, at the end of the war, men like Leslie who had paid to get out of military service found themselves the object of scorn and ridicule, and Leslie himself was ostracized by many prominent Cincinnati families and friends and former associates,” Conway said.48

Here’s the thing about what Leslie—or rather his father—did: it wasn’t illegal. While not fighting in a war simply because you’re able to buy your way out certainly isn’t a good thing, you really can’t blame the two of them for not wanting Leslie to die as hundreds of thousands did. The problem wasn’t that Leslie and his father took advantage of an opportunity to avoid the war. The problem was that there was a system in place to allow this loophole to begin with. Even in such a tumultuous and desperate time, the powers that be looked around and said, “If you’re rich enough, your life can be spared.”

This was an attitude toward wealth that Leslie would carry with him. Although he was punished for buying his way out of service—his fiancée Sarah eventually left him (likely after some meddling by her own father) and married one of the first men to receive the Medal of Honor—the idea that wealth could get you anything persisted.49

Shunned in Ohio, Leslie did what many people had done before and have done since: he moved to New York to start over. His parents had died by the end of the 1860s, so he sold everything that tied him to the state and hopped a train for the Big Apple.

“Practically every burglar and bank robber of note in the United States made New York his principal headquarters during the twenty years which followed the Civil War, but the only one to whom the police were willing to award the palm of genius was George Leonidas Leslie, also known as George Howard and Western George.”50 So went the New Yorker’s 1927 feature on Leslie. But why? Why go from the easy life of a gentleman to the precarious life of criminal? According to biographer Conway, in his book King of Heists: The Sensational Bank Robbery of 1878 That Shocked America, the reason was actually quite juvenile: “All the respectable things of the world—position, education, and wealth—didn’t mean a thing to him anymore. They had all come easily to him and had ultimately gotten him nowhere. What he wanted now was what he’d never had in his life—mystery and adventure.”51
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