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ROGUES’ GALLERY
By David Wright

If you’re ever in Paris, watch your wal-
let. Better yet, pull up a chair, and 
watch the pickpockets darting in and 

out of shoals of tourists and reeling in the 
gullible with golden rings: “Did you drop 
this, madam?” The City of Light boasts 
no better exhibit of living history, and 
one can easily imagine these kids working 
alongside the artful dodger in Dickens’ 
London, or teaming up with George 
Appo in the bustling streets of Gilded Age 
New York.

Appo’s own unpolished and previously 
unpublished account of his rough-and-
tumble upbringing amid New York’s 
criminal classes lies at the heart of 
Timothy Gilfoyle’s scholarly survey of 
the nineteenth-century underworld, A 
Pickpocket’s Tale. Son of a Chinese father 
incarcerated for murder and an Irish 
mother drowned in a shipwreck, the di-
minutive Appo was destined for life on 
the margins until he achieved his ultimate 
con, that of “going straight,” penitently 
setting down his iniquities on paper, and 
even playing himself in a cautionary stage 
play.

This chastened note is echoed in Jack 
Black’s colorful cult classic You Can’t Win, 
in which the itinerant West Coast bad 
man sums up his own misspent youth 
in a blunt, unromantic account of just 
how tough the life of a working-class 
safecracker, stick-up man, and hobo can 
be. After reading Black, you’ll find it hard 
not to root just a little for those Parisian 
pickpockets.
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Of course, it’s one thing to lift your 
billfold while you’re busy taking selfies 
in front of the Eiffel Tower and quite 
another to sell you the Eiffel Tower itself. 
“Of all the grifters, the confidence man 
is the aristocrat,” wrote linguist David 
Maurer in his landmark 1940 exegesis of 
swindling, The Big Con. Maurer relates in 
fascinating detail the ins and outs of those 
elaborate long con games that flourished 
in the early twentieth century, the mean-
est of them displaying an ingenuity that 
puts today’s spammers and trawlers to 
shame. So minutely does Maurer describe 
his confidential sources’ nefarious schemes 
that it is hard not to find one’s fingers 
tingling just a little bit at the potential 
how-to aspect of this manual of decep-
tions.

Among the most accomplished impresa-
rios highlighted by Maurer was the great 
Chicago con man Joseph “Yellow Kid” 
Weil, whose own spirited account of his 
brilliant criminal exploits was recently 
reprinted in AK Press’ delightful Nabat 
line of outlaw classics. One of the chief 
inspirations of the 1973 movie The Sting, 
Weil plays endlessly upon his marks’ own 
venality and opportunism. To hear him 
tell it, he never robbed an honest man. 
Most readers will find at least one sce-
nario they themselves would fall for, or 
already have.

As for selling the Eiffel Tower, that was 
the masterstroke of the man whose many 
aliases included Count Victor Lustig, the 
subject of Greg Pizzoli’s charmingly il-
lustrated book for younger readers, Tricky 
Vic. With suitably monumental chutz-
pah, Vic sold the Paris landmark to scrap 
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dealers. Twice. I wish we’d had this book 
when I was a kid: I think it might have 
inspired more creative mischief than the 
run-of-the-mill shenanigans of the little 
rascals I ran with.

Then there is the longest con of all: the 
brazen falsehoods of recently unmasked 
serial imposter Christian Karl Gerharts-
reiter, who spent several years under 
the assumed name (and all-too-easily 
presumed pedigree) of Clark Rockefeller, 
and whose beguiling biography is told in 
Mark Seal’s riveting The Man in the Rock-
efeller Suit. The enigmatic Gerhartsreiter 
cleverly preys upon the presumptions of 
our stratified society, and the fraudulent 
rise of this poor German immigrant into 
the echelons of blue-blooded jet-setters is 
eerily close to any classic American tale of 
self-reinvention.

Not all criminal accounts are this be-
guiling, and I confess there is one kind 
of felon whose crimes really disturb me. 
Serial killers? Cannibals? Necrophiles? Oh 
no, far worse: I’m talking about that de-
spicable scourge of libraries, book thieves! 
Reading Travis McDade’s Thieves of Book 
Row, about the organized theft ring that 
pillaged untold rare books from New York 
Public Library in the 1920s and 1930s, 
I am suddenly a white-lipped, humorless 
avenger, immune to roguish charm. Steal 
art, steal diamonds, rob banks, fine: I love 
a good caper. But steal library books, and 
I lose all objectivity, longing for a climac-
tic scene in which they fire up ol’ Sparky 
and fry them all.

BAD GIRLS
By Kaite Mediatore Stover 

Some might say that women aren’t 
as driven to violent crime as men. 
Then again, we just might be, well, 

better at getting away with it. Either way, 
here’s a review of a few of history’s most 
lethal ladies.

How can you not start with Bonnie 
Parker? The most famous photo of Bon-
nie (pistol cocked on hip, cigar dangling 
from sneering lips) made her a national 
sensation. In Go Down Together, Jeff 
Guinn tells the true story of Bonnie and 
Clyde and the Barrow gang. Turns out 
both Bonnie and Clyde were happy to let 
the media spin wild tales of their big-city 
bank robberies and love-on-the-run esca-
pades, but in actuality, they spent a lot of 
their time breaking into gum machines 
and bathing in wooded creeks.

Some women turn to crime in pursuit 
of larger goals. Phoolan Devi was India’s 

Robin Hood. She murdered more than 
20 men to avenge her own rape and then 
turned her righteous rage to seeking justice 
for other rape victims and abused low-caste 
women in India. Devi’s three-year crime 
spree became legendary and, ironically, led 
to her election to India’s Parliament. Devi 
tells her own story in The Bandit Queen of 
India, published just after her release from 
prison and before her election.

A colonial-era Philadelphia socialite 
was the true brains behind one of the first 
plots to betray the U.S. Peggy Shippen 
married Benedict Arnold amid whispers 
and gossip about his loyalties to the newly 
formed Union. One month later, she and 
her husband hatched a plot to overthrow 
the government. Treacherous Beauty shows 
readers how cunning Mrs. Arnold was. 
Upon hearing of Benedict’s defection to 
the British and desertion of his family, Peg-
gy threw an Oscar-worthy fit of hysteria 
that convinced officials of her patriotism 
and compelled them to promise her a pen-
sion. Interesting discussion point: Would 
Peggy hold a larger place in American his-
tory had she revealed her subversive nature 
rather than opt for self-preservation and 
exile with her husband?

Perhaps Mrs. Arnold served as inspira-
tion for Marita Lorenz, lover and failed 
assassin of Fidel Castro. Her autobiog-
raphy, Marita, reads like an over-the-top 
spy thriller. After falling in love with Cas-
tro at the age of 19, Marita was betrayed 
by multiple members of his staff, who 
drugged and kidnapped her, then abduct-
ed her newly born child. Marita turned 
her anguish into determination to become 
one of the few female CIA operatives at 
the time. She went back to Cuba twice 
to assassinate Castro and either failed or 
refused to close the deal. But Marita was 
no angel. Other missions had her robbing 
armories, consorting with the Mafia, and 
running guns to Dallas with Lee Harvey 
Oswald and E. Howard Hunt.

There’s something about the term 
murderess that adds a level of shock and 
incredulity to the crime, which helps to 
explain our fascination with such women 
as Lizzie Borden and Mary Mallon, better 
known as Typhoid Mary, who didn’t wield 
an axe but did leave death in her wake. In 
Fever, Mary Beth Keane tells the story of 
how an Irish cook employed by numer-
ous wealthy New York families managed 
to carry typhoid fever from one society 
manse to another for seven years until 
officials tracked the disease to her. An un-
witting murderess, she denied until death 
that she was the carrier.

Sharon Kinne may be forgotten today, 
but in the 1960s, she was a world-class 
headline maker: tried but not convicted 
three times for murdering first her lover’s 
wife and then her own husband in In-
dependence, Missouri. Then she ran off 
to Mexico with one lover and wound up 
killing a second one. Five years into a 13-
year sentence for that second murder, she 
escaped from a Mexican prison and has 
not been heard from since. There is still 
a warrant for her arrest on both sides of 
the U.S.-Mexican border. Author James 
Hays attempts to tell Sharon’s story but 
can’t keep his thumb off the moral scales, 
passing judgment on his subject for her 
appearance, her lack of religious upbring-
ing, and, of course, her sexuality. Readers 
will find themselves trying to determine 
Sharon’s true crimes—killing three peo-
ple, bewitching the media, or denying an 
obsessed author the ending he craves.
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