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THE CASE OF THE KNOCKOUT BULLET




by Erle Stanley Gardner








Almost everyone knows that Stanley Ketchel was one of the
great boxing champions of all time, but many have forgotten
that he was murdered—and under baffling circumstances.
All the evidence pointed to a gambling syndicate yet the case
was obscured by a missing diamond stickpin, a lucky bracelet,
and a pretty cook.  Here Erle Stanley Gardner relates how this
strange case was solved by not following the logical clues.









By a twist of irony, the famed
sports celebrity destined for death
at the hand of a murderer, that
autumn morning long ago, had been
known to millions as "The Michigan
Assassin."




It was an appellation in no way
related to the crime of murder, in
its customary meaning.  Sportswriters
had created it as a tag for a brilliant
young boxer as he fought his way in
the prize ring to a world's
championship title.




So, oddly, in this case it was to
be the "assassin" who would be the
victim.  And it was a bullet instead
of the fist of an opponent that
delivered the knockout that ended
forever the career of Stanley Ketchel,
world's middleweight champion of
his day.




This case always has intrigued
me, for a number of reasons.




First, it is a murder yarn right
down the alley of any writer of
mystery stories.  Second, in my youth I
was greatly interested in boxing and
for a time fancied myself a fighter of
some promise.  Ketchel's career was
one that would appeal to any
American youth.




Approximately my own age,
Ketchel had proved himself an
athlete of great personal integrity,
with the exceptional skill and fighting
heart that has characterized true
champions.  Virile and handsome,
with a magnificently chiseled physique,
he was not only the idol of the
boys of the land but, wherever he
went, he found himself the target of
starry-eyed women who fancied him
as the answer to their romantic
prayers.




But perhaps the most unusual
element of all is the fact that today
almost no one appears to be aware
that murder wrote the final chapter
in the record books of one of the
greats in the history of boxing—murder
that lashed out from far
beyond the ropes and canvas of the
ring.




It was a crisp fall morning—October
15, 1910—in the Ozarks
of Southern Missouri.  Stanley
Ketchel, middleweight champion of
the world, rose early to take his
accustomed road work along the
by-ways of a cattle ranch to which
he had quietly withdrawn a few
weeks earlier.  The ranch was owned
by R. P. Dickerson, Ketchel's close
personal friend and financial advisor.
It was in Wright County, 42 miles
from the city of Springfield.




Ketchel, upset and deeply
annoyed by furtive but persistent
overtures that had been made to
him in New York by a Broadway
gambling syndicate that he throw a
fight, had gone to the ranch after
publicly disclosing the efforts that
had been made to draw him into the
gambling conspiracy.  He had been
extremely bitter in denouncing the
gamblers.




He left the ranch house shortly
after 4 A.M., returning some two
hours later after completing his
exercise.  The 20-odd hands on the
place meantime had risen and gone
about their duties.




Ketchel called through a window
to the cook, requesting that a
breakfast of ham, eggs and a glass of milk
be served him on the porch.  Then
he went to his bedroom and thence
on to the ranch wash-shed to bathe.




In the bedroom, it developed
later, he put on a dresser a mysterious
object that was to inject an almost
occult touch into events about
to occur.




Not far from the house, the
foreman, Charles E. Bailey, and another
employe, John Nolen, were piling
logs in a woodshed.  Shortly after
6:30 o'clock they heard a gunshot.
Because the noise had seemed to
come from in or near the house,
Bailey and Nolen hurried to
investigate.




The porch was unoccupied.  Silverware
lay on the floor.  The table-cloth
was in disarray.  The glass of
milk had been overturned.  The ham
and eggs were untouched.  On the
floor the two men discovered several
small spots of blood.  These formed a
trail leading inside the house.  In his
room, sprawled face up across the
bed, lay Ketchel.  He was breathing
but obviously dying.




As the two men bent over him,
the champion gasped: "... got
me!"  Then he was gone.








Sheriff C. B. Shields was notified
of the tragedy, as was also the
fabulous Wilson Mizner, noted wit,
story-teller and Ketchel's business
manager, in New York.  News of
Ketchel's death stunned the sports
world.  Almost at once it appeared
virtually certain the killing was an
outgrowth, in some manner, of
Ketchel's enraged denunciation of
the Broadway gamblers.




Meantime Sheriff Shields, a
methodical investigator and one of the
outstanding law enforcement officers
of his day in that part of the
nation, took note of several odd
circumstances at the ranch.




Ketchel customarily wore a holstered
pistol while hiking in the
woods around the ranch.  The holster
was on his belt, but his pistol was
missing.  Also mysteriously vanished
was a .22 rifle Ketchel had received a
few days earlier from his brother,
Leon, in Michigan.  Shields
determined that Ketchel had cashed a
substantial check—in the
neighborhood of $1,000—the day before.
But there was no money in his
pockets.  Also gone was a diamond
stickpin, valued at $800, which the
champion always wore.




But the most fascinating discovery
at this stage of the inquiry was a
bracelet Ketchel wore habitually,
both in the ring and elsewhere, as a
luck charm.  The sheriff found it on
the bedroom dresser.  It was fashioned
out of tail-hair from a sacred
elephant in India, mounted in gold.
It had been given to the champion
by a fan who had acquired it from a
fakir in Calcutta.




According to its mystic legend the
bracelet was supposed to have
strange powers of protecting its
wearer from bodily harm.  Ketchel
had prized the trinket immensely
and always wore it.  Apparently he
had put the charm aside when he
prepared for his morning bath.  The
bracelet and the legend about it
aroused much curiosity.




A posse was assembled and a
search was launched throughout
the ranch and its surroundings.  No
one could be found who had seen
anyone or anything untoward.  Sheriff
Shields questioned Daisy Johnson,
the cook, but she was unable to
shed any helpful light.  She said
Ketchel had appeared in excellent
spirits when he called his breakfast
order through the window.  She had
set out his food while he was
bathing and then returned to her cook
shack, a short distance from the
central house.  She said she had not
heard the shot.




The wound which brought death,
the sheriff determined, was caused
by a small-caliber slug—apparently
a .22—that had pierced the champion's
lungs, severing a major artery.
It had been fired at close range from
the back.  From the angle of the
wound and position of the table and
chair, Shields deduced the killer had
stood six to eight feet behind the
fighter, at the entrance of the porch.
The evidence supported the
conclusion that the mortally wounded
fighter had grappled with the killer
after the shot was fired.  The struggle
then had moved on to the near-by
bedroom.




In New York and throughout
the nation, Mizner and top sports
editors of the country were developing
scores of leads that focused attention
on affairs of the gambling syndicate.
From Chicago it was learned
that the "fix mob" had taken a
terrific financial beating on a fight in
which one betting faction had
assured another that Ketchel had been
"reached."  This was utterly
preposterous, for it developed that the
champion had, as a matter of fact,
gone to considerable personal
expense and effort to clean up the
fight game, which at that time was
shot through with double-crossings
and shady dealings that threatened
boxing's future.




Word was passed mysteriously
that in retaliation for this a hired
killer had been sent from St. Louis
to "take care" of Ketchel before he
had further opportunity to expose
the racketeers.




In Missouri, Sheriff Shields had
interviewed dozens of persons.  Among
these had been everyone even
remotely associated with the ranch
operation.  All but one gave full and
complete accountings of their
movements at the time in question.  The
one exception was a farm hand who
had disappeared on the day Ketchel
was killed.  The disappearance gave
rise to no particular concern,
however, since many of the help were
transients and frequently went their
way without troubling themselves
with the formality of resigning.




Dickerson, who had felt keenly a
sense of responsibility in the case
through having invited Ketchel to
move to the Ozarks, posted a $5,000
reward for apprehension of the killer
of his friend.  Posters were circulated
throughout the nation.  The
amount—an almost unheard-of reward for
the purpose at that time—re-ignited
interest in the case across the
country.  A flood of fresh leads
poured in, but none produced any
evidence of value.




It was disclosed that Ketchel,
although he had hinted strongly he
was retiring permanently from the
ring though only 23 years of age,
was secretly, through Mizner,
arranging a match—which would
have been worth a fortune—with
popular Billy Papke.  This disclosure
led to conjectures that certain forces
were out to block the champion's
career.




Then suddenly the ranch cook,
Daisy Johnson, came forward with
some information that put a new
twist in the mystery.  The attractive
blonde revealed that the farm hand
who had vanished had been her
ardent admirer and had berated her
for being even pleasant to the
champion, whose romantic reputation
made him jealous.  This man was
known on the ranch as Hurd, but
Daisy Johnson said his true name
was Walter Dipley, an ex-sailor and
adventurer.  Questioned further, she
said that on his arm he bore a singular
tattoo acquired in Hong Kong.  It
was a romantic design featuring the
name of his sweetheart ... "Daisy."








Shields swiftly had this
information appended to the Dickerson
posters.  But as time went by the case
remained as far from solution as it
was when the ranch hands had found
the dying champ.  The elusive
"gunman from St. Louis" evaporated.
The mob from Broadway was grilled
by experts, but nothing developed
beyond the facts already known.
The famous Wilson Mizner used all
his ingenuity to dig up evidence.




It was to be a storm in the Ozarks
that produced the key.




A man named Thomas Haggard,
living alone in a modest cottage in
the back country, was roused late
one night by a knock at his door.  A
rain-drenched stranger, a rifle under
his arm, stood on the porch appealing
for shelter.  Haggard took him in.
The stranger was uncommunicative.
As he sat before the fire, he removed
his dripping shirt, exposing heavily
tattooed arms.  When Haggard showed
his visitor to a bunk, he was puzzled
and alarmed to note that the man
slid the rifle under the blankets.
Haggard waited until his visitor
appeared to be asleep.  Then he slipped
out and raced to the cabin of his
brother, a short distance through
the woods.  They discussed the
peculiar actions of the wayfarer.  Both
brothers had seen the posters.  They
notified the sheriff.




A posse surrounded the cabin in
the clearing.  The arrest was without
incident.  The man with the rifle was
sound asleep.




Sheriff Shields found a large
amount of money on the suspect—much
more than the man could account
for.  But of far greater significance
was the discovery of a diamond
stickpin in his purse.  Then, through
a check of serial numbers, it was
established that the rifle he carried
was the weapon Stanley Ketchel's
brother sent from Michigan a few
days before the champion died.




Walter Dipley admitted his
identity and that he had harbored an
overpowering rage at Ketchel, whom
he believed a rival over the affections
of Daisy.  Evidence continued to
mount to a point where there could
be no question of what had
happened—Dipley had ambushed the
champion with his own gun, shot
him, robbed him and fled.




The gambling conspiracy had
played no part whatsoever in the
murder, but had Sheriff Shields
allowed himself to put all else aside
in pursuing that "obvious" motive,
the murder of Stanley Ketchel most
likely never would have been solved.




Dipley was indicted and found
guilty of first degree murder.  He
drew a sentence of life imprisonment
in the Missouri State Penitentiary—for
a knockout blow inspired by
jealousy that ended the career of a
world's champion.










[The end of The Case of the Knockout Bullet by Erle Stanley Gardner]
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