
John Dillinger (1901-1934) died only a month 
after his thirty-first birthday, but his brief 
crime spree in 1933-1934 has fascinated the 
world for generations. He is probably the most 
famous Hoosier in history, though all he did was 
rob banks. Part of his appeal is connected to his 
legend as a daring outlaw—another Jesse 
James—and part is due to his reputation for 
sharing money with ordinary people, making 
him a modern Robin Hood in the eyes of some.  

He has been romanticized for his relationships 
with women, his love of fast cars,  his personal 
charm, and his dramatic escapes from danger. 
He came out of prison in 1933 as a very angry 
young man who thought the world had 
mistreated him, and he was determined to 
strike back at the powers of society by 
attacking the banks and running away with as 
much money as he could grab. 

He took advantage of weak links in the criminal 
justice system, and his early success helped to 
create the modern FBI, which was given great 
powers to stop criminals like him. Dillinger’s 
story is also the story of J. Edgar Hoover’s 
effort to destroy Dillinger in order to establish 
the FBI as the biggest and best law enforcement 
agency in America.



Hollywood
Poster Boy

Dillinger has always been a 
popular subject with movie 

producers.  Since the 1930s there 
have been at least half a dozen 

major films that focus on 
Dillinger’s life.



Johnny Depp as Dillinger 
in “Public Enemies,”  
released in July 2009



The Real 
Dillinger

Humphrey Bogart used Dillinger as a model for the characters he played in two 
films: The Petrified Forest (1936) and High Sierra (1941)



Bogart
Dillinger

THE  LOOK

Bogart studied films and photos of Dillinger to create 
a look for his film career that made him one of the 
most popular “tough guys” in the movies of the 1930s 
and 1940s.



Dillinger was the leading figure in a 1930s crime wave that 
included other colorful characters, most of whom ended up 

dead like him:



The First Criminal Named by the FBI as “Public 
Enemy Number One”

The crime wave of the early 1930s felt like a wartime invasion to many Americans. Some saw it as a war 
between the haves and the have-nots, with the sons of poor families rising up to attack the banks and the 
police. Dillinger and his gang armed themselves like soldiers, breaking into police departments in northern 
Indiana and stealing bullet-proof vests and high-powered guns like the Thompson submachine gun and the 
Browning Automatic Rifle. With their fast cars and personal arsenal, they swept into small towns like an 
invading army, looting the local banks in broad daylight.

In this undeclared war the local police and the FBI 
considered Dillinger a “public enemy” and offered 
large rewards in the currency of the times to 
anyone who could help them eliminate the threat. 
Dillinger was seen not merely as a bank robber, but 
as a rebel soldier upsetting the established order of 
society.



Hollywood Sells the Legend of Public Enemy No. 1



He lasted only five months in the Navy.

He married a local woman, but the relationship 
didn’t last.

John

John

In his hometown of Mooresville, Indiana, Dillinger was a tough but well-liked 
kid who played for the local baseball team before going off to join the Navy. 



At twenty-one Dillinger was charged with his 
first big crime, attacking and attempting to 
rob a local grocer in Mooresville while the man 
walked down the street. In 1926 Dillinger was 
sentenced to ten-to-twenty years in prison.

Morgan’s Grocery



Young Dillinger was sent to the reformatory at Pendleton, and then was  
transferred at his own request to the Indiana State Prison at Michigan 

City, where he wanted convicts to teach him how to rob banks.

Indiana State Prison

Curiosity 
Leads 
John 
to the 
Big House, 
which  
becomes 
his college 
of crime

This is still Indiana’s most secure jail. It’s located in the far 
northern part of the state, near the dunes of Lake Michigan.



Dillinger and His Gang
May 22, 1933: Dillinger 

left the Indiana State 
Prison at Michigan City after  
serving 8 years of his10-20 

year sentence.  
 He was released 

on parole to be with his dying 
stepmother, but she died before 

    he could get back home  
to Mooresville. 

 
Summer 1933: In Ohio 

Dillinger began robbing banks only 
weeks after being released from 

prison. After he arranged for guns 
to be smuggled to his gang back in 

the Michigan City prison, they 
escaped in September and went to 
Ohio to join him, only to find that 
he was now in a Lima, Ohio, jail. 
The gang then set Dillinger free, 

killing the local sheriff in the 
escape.



Greencastle $75,000
The Dillinger 
gang robbed 
this bank in 
Greencastle, 
Indiana, less 
than two 
weeks after 
the gang 
helped 
Dillinger 
escape from 
the Lima, 
Ohio, jail. 
The bank is 
no longer in 
business, but 
once 
occupied the 
corner of 
this building. 



This is a view of the old bank building in 
Greencastle from the courthouse across the 
street, where the sheriff had his office. 



Greencastle Alarm
Though the bank no longer exists, its old alarm 
box is still on the side of the building. Some 
reports say that the alarm was triggered when 
the Dillinger gang robbed the bank.



Big Banks

Fast Cars
1933 Hudson 

V-8

First National Bank, East 
Chicago, Indiana

Dillinger liked this model in basic 

black.  What he admired was its  

big  engine. The V-8 was a recent 
innovation in America.  

Dillinger’s gang robbed 
this bank on Jan. 15, 

1934, killing a policeman.



The V-8 was so new 
that Ford had built 
only two thousand 
when Dillinger began 
robbing banks. It was 
introduced in 1932.



In America during the 1930s, 
Indiana was second only to 

Michigan in auto production 
and was the home of the 

finest luxury cars of the era
—the Auburn and the 

Dusenberg, both 
manufactured in Auburn, 

Indiana. They were some of 
the fastest cars in 

production. There is no 
evidence that Dillinger ever 
used cars as big and fast as 
these, but he was living in a 

time and place where 
powerful new cars were 

suddenly available in 
growing varieties.



• In the Great Depression, 
many banks failed, 
closing their doors 
overnight and leaving 
their customers without 
a cent.  

• As a result, there was 
widespread distrust and 
anger toward the 
banking industry, which 
helped to generate some 
sympathy for Dillinger as 
a “little guy” teaching the 
big banks a lesson.  

• Some Hoosiers believed 
Dillinger was a modern 
Robin Hood who gave 
away a lot of his money 
to poor friends and 
relatives.



Ten days after robbing the bank in East Chicago, the Dillinger 
gang was captured 2000 miles away in Tucson, Arizona, when 

firemen responding to a fire at the gang’s hotel found some 
weapons in the rooms and contacted police. Dillinger was 

extradited to Indiana.

Michael




The Dillinger gang’s road trip. They never made it to Mexico.



• Captain Matt Leach of the Indiana State Police tried 
unsuccessfully to stop Dillinger’s crime wave. 

• Dillinger liked to make life difficult for Leach, telephoning 
him to dare him to find the gang. Once he called him “a 
stuttering bastard.” He also sent him postcards saying, 

“Wish you were here.” 

• Established in 1933, the State Police lacked the 
manpower and the firepower to stop Dillinger. It had only 

42 men. 

• Indiana’s country roads made quick getaways difficult to 
chase. 

• Though Dillinger robbed banks as far away as Iowa and 
South Dakota, his crime wave was centered in his home 

state. He made his biggest haul from the bank in 
Greencastle. 

  



• Using a fake gun carved from wood (or some say soap), 
Dillinger escaped from the Crown Point jail and drove off to 
Chicago in Sheriff Lillian Holley’s car. But crossing a state line 
in a stolen car was a big mistake, bringing the FBI after him.

John, Back 
Home in 
Indiana 

Sheriff Holley treats 
Her prisoner like a 
Visiting celebrity



Lake County Jail, Crown Point 
Sheriff Holley’s house is on the right, and the jail is at the back. The 

courtrooms were in the building on the left.





Johnny Depp was filmed in the same Crown Point, Indiana, courtroom  
where Dillinger once sat.



Dillinger in Crown Point awaiting trial, 
but secretly planning his escape



A modern outlaw, Dillinger became the most wanted man in 
America, hunted by police in several states and by the FBI 

nationwide. The pistol in his hand is the fake gun he used to 
escape from the Crown Point jail.



Wanted for Vehicle Theft.  
By stealing Sheriff Holley’s car and driving it to Chicago after his escape from her jail, 

Dillinger crossed the state line between Indiana and Illinois, and therefore broke 
federal law, causing J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI to issue this charge of interstate vehicle 

theft against Dillinger. From March 1934 until his death in July, Dillinger was 
relentlessly pursued by Hoover and his agents on federal charges.



The Big House: Alcatraz, San Francisco Bay

If the federal authorities had captured him alive,
Dillinger might have been imprisoned for life here, 

where an escape was all but impossible.



Or it is more likely that 
Dillinger would have been sentenced to die in the electric 

chair at the Indiana State Prison for killing the policeman in 
East Chicago. His pal Harry Pierpont was executed in Ohio, 

despite being paralyzed from gunshot wounds. Guards had to 
carry Pierpont to the chair.

Harry

Indiana’s Electric Chair: 
“Old Sparky”



Dillinger’s fatal mistake was his 
weakness for prostitutes. Anna 
Sage ran one of the most 
notorious brothels in the area of 
Gary, Indiana, and East Chicago, 
Indiana. Her constant protector 
from police interference was an 
East Chicago cop named Martin 
Zarkovich. By 1934 Anna was 
keeping a low profile in Chicago, 
Illinois, because the federal 
government was threatening to 
deport her for being in the 
country without legal 
permission. She was trying to 
continue her brothel business in 
a small way without drawing 
attention from the Illinois 
authorities or the federal govt.

When Dillinger began going out with Polly Hamilton in Chicago, where she worked for Anna Sage, 
he appears not to have known about Anna Sage’s connection to Sergeant Zarkovich of the East 
Chicago Police. Dillinger was wanted for the murder of a police officer in East Chicago, so 
Zarkovich had every reason to be watching for any sign of Dillinger in the area after the convict’s 
escape from Sheriff Holley’s jail in Crown Point. Whether Zarkovich set a trap for Dillinger to 
become involved with Polly, or whether Anna simply contacted her police friend after John began 
dating Polly, no one can determine today. Either way, Zarkovich was the one who encouraged 
Anna Sage to contact the FBI, and to help the federal agents set an ambush for Dillinger in 
Chicago. Anna wanted the FBI to help her remain in America, and supposedly she received a 
promise to that effect in exchange for informing on Dillinger.



Anna Sage: “The Lady in Red”

Dillinger gunned down 
at the air-conditioned 

Biograph on a hot 
night in July 1934

Killed at the movies in 
Chicago. The FBI 

ambushed Dillinger 
here. 

Now Playing: Manhattan  
Melodrama, 

Starring Clark Gable



Facing the electric chair, Blackie Gallagher (Clark Gable) says: “Die the 
way you lived, all of a sudden. That’s the way to go. Don’t drag it out.”  

These were some of the last words Dillinger heard before he left the 
theater.

Polly 
Hamilton, 

John’s Last 
Date

A Night at the Movies



In this second view of the Biograph, it’s clear that beating the 
heat with air conditioning was almost more important than 

watching the movie.

“Iced 
Fresh 
Air”

Anna Sage 
wore an 
orange dress 
so that the FBI 
could 
recognize her 
when she left 
the theater 
with Dillinger, 
but the lights 
outside made 
her dress seem 
red, and so the 
press called 
her “The Lady 
in Red.”



The real Chicago 
location restored 
by the movie 
producers of 
“Public Enemies”

Dillinger died here, a few steps 
from the theater, after being shot 
in the back of the head by agents 
when he left the movie with Polly 
Hamilton and Anna Sage at his 
side.



Young Polly Hamilton
Five years younger than Dillinger, Polly 
came from a broken home in Fargo, North 
Dakota. She had been married and 
divorced to a policeman in Gary, Indiana, 
and when Dillinger met her in Chicago just 
weeks before his death, she was working 
for Anna Sage as an occasional prostitute 
and escort. In a 1934 interview with the 
Chicago Herald and Examiner, Polly 
described Dillinger as a shy, Indiana farm 
boy who liked biscuits and gravy, and who 
idolized her as his “Countess.” He lavished 
money and gifts on her and took her out 
every night, going to clubs, movies, and 
amusement halls. 

After Dillinger’s death, she tried to keep 
out of the spotlight and soon married an 
ordinary salesman in Chicago. They led a 
quiet life, and she died a forgotten woman 
of the Dillinger story in 1969. Hamilton 
was the name of Polly’s family in Fargo, 
but she was also known as Edythe Keele, 
and Edythe Black. (Roy Keele was her first 
husband, and William Black her second.) 



R.I.P. Crown Hill Cemetery, Indianapolis. 
Dillinger was only 31 when he died.



Melvin 
Purvis

This is the FBI 
agent who led the 
team that caught 

Dillinger. When the 
press tried to give 

all the credit to 
Purvis, he fell out of 
favor with FBI chief 
J. Edgar Hoover. He 

resigned a year 
later, realizing that 
his boss resented 

his success.



Top Cop: J. Edgar Hoover, FBI
The man who took credit for catching 
Dillinger was in charge of the FBI for 

almost 50 years



Hoover usually worked at the FBI headquarters in Washington, 
but he liked for the public to think that he was racing from one 

end of the country to the other as the nation’s top crime 
fighter. 

He didn’t waste any time getting his 
picture taken with Melvin Purvis. 

He wanted to remind the world that 
he was Melvin’s boss.



•Agent Purvis leaves the FBI in 
July 1935.  

•He says he wants a quiet life 
in Chicago, but that isn’t the 
real reason. 

•He is angry with Hoover for 
not honoring the deal made 
with Anna Sage and is 
convinced that Hoover wants 
him out of the spotlight. 

•Only five-foot-seven and 127 
pounds, he was once so famous 
that thousands of youngsters 
sent in boxtops to get badges 
and join the “Melvin Purvis 
Junior G-Men Club.” 





Christian 
Bale as 
Melvin 
Purvis

G-Men Board 
Game





Purvis helped to popularize the term G-Man as a description for 
government agents from the FBI. In the 1930s the term became so famous 
that it inspired Hollywood to make several movies with G-Man in the title, 
and soon there were dozens of pulp magazines featuring tales of crime 
and adventure with G-Men featured as heroes. It’s no wonder that Purvis 
was once considered among the most famous men in America.





More than 25 years after his men killed Dillinger, Purvis died 
of a self-inflicted gunshot wound.  Some say it was suicide, 

while others think it was an accident. 



Memo to J. Edgar Hoover: Purvis is Dead  



Whatever happened to the Lady in Red? The FBI 
didn’t help Anna Sage fight deportation as an illegal 

immigrant, and she was sent back to her native 
Romania. 

Here she gives a rather 
affectionate goodbye 

kiss to her son, Steve, as 
she leaves America on 

April 25, 1936.





A Newspaper from 1947 reports 
the death of Anna Sage



•Matt Leach was from 
Gary, Indiana, and was its 
police chief before 
becoming captain of the 
State Police. 

•The federal government 
pressured Indiana to fire 
Leach after the Dillinger 
case because he often 
objected to Hoover’s 
tactics.

•Leach and his wife died 
in a car accident on the 
Pennsylvania Turnpike in 
1955 when another car 
cut in front of him.



FBI files on Dillinger  
(note that Hoover’s organization was not yet officially the FBI, 

calling itself the U.S. Bureau of Investigation)














