
  

THE CURIOUS CASE OF THOMAS DODD 
  By Brad Cunningham (2007-current)

On the evening of June 3rd, 1955, after robbing 
the Happy Corners tavern in Newton, IA, 
Thomas A. Dodd shot tavern owner Elmer 
Comstock, waitress Gloria Fox, and off duty 
Newton, IA, police officer Charles Hutchins.  
(Hutchins recovered and was later employed as 
a dispatcher with the Iowa Highway Patrol state 
radio station in Des Moines, IA).  Comstock 
died from his injuries on June 9, 1955. 

Dodd pled guilty and on October 21, 1955 was 
sentenced to a life term plus two 30 – year terms 
for the murder of Elmer Comstock and the 
attempted murders of Fox & Hutchins. 

Dodd escaped while working as a trusty from 
Iowa State Penitentiary prison farm #2 (the 
chicken farm) located near Montrose, IA, on 
Thursday evening June 29, 1967, and remained 
at large until approximately March 11, 1968 
when he arrived on the island of St. Barthalemy, 
French West Indies.  Dodd was using the alias 
of Bruce Taylor and was employed as a 
construction worker.  In July 1968 the FBI 
located DODD and through fingerprints, Dodd 
was positively identified in August 1968, when 
he was arrested and charged with entering the 
West Indies illegally by French authorities.  

Beginning in September 1968, Dodd was held in 
St. Barthelemy, French West Indies for illegal 
entry into the country.  Dodd stated he would 
not waive extradition proceedings.  On October 
5, 1968, Dodd was imprisoned in a cell at the 
Basse-Terra Detention Center.  An article dated 
Saturday, October 19, 1968 in the Le Progres 
Social details DODD’s case. 

On January 6, 1969, the President of the United 
States of America, Lyndon B. Johnson signed an 
extradition warrant designating Iowa BCI 
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1969: TOM HOPEWELL (1961-1987) ABOARD THE 

STATE’S AIRPLANE EN ROUTE TO GUADALUPE 



Director Robert D. Blair & Special Agent 
Thomas Hopewell authority to travel to 
Guadeloupe, French West Indies, for the 
purpose of returning escaped Iowa State 
Penitentiary prisoner Thomas A. DODD to 
Iowa.   

The State of Iowa - Executive Council gave 
permission on January 9th, 1969, for use of the 
state airplane to pick up and return Dodd to 
Iowa.  The airplane piloted by Colonel Milford 
Juhl of the Iowa National Guard and co-pilot 
John Brown, Jr. departed Des Moines, IA, at 
approximately 8 AM on January 10, 1969.  Upon 
departing the French West Indies and after a 
refueling stop in the Truk Islands, the flight 
continued and the aircraft arrived at the Fort 
Madison, IA, airport on January 14, 1969 at 
approximately 4:30 pm.  Dodd was returned to 
the Iowa State Penitentiary at Fort Madison at 
approximately 5pm. 

In May 1971, Dodd was granted a new trial 
based on the fact at the earlier 1955 trial, the 
defendant’s competency was not determined. 

Dodd escaped again on August 19, 1973 and was 
apprehended in Houston, Texas on June 27, 
1974 and was again returned to the Iowa State 
Penitentiary - Fort Madison. 

Dodd was eventually resentenced to a term not 
to exceed twenty-five (25) years for the crime of 
2nd degree Murder.  DODD was given credit for 
time served of 19 years, 10 months, and 19 days 
and was released from the Iowa State 
Penitentiary – Fort Madison, IA, on February 3rd, 
1978. 
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JANUARY 6, 1968: THE PRESIDENTIAL ORDER AUTHORIZING ROBERT BLAIR AND 

THOMAS HOPEWELL TO EXTRADITE THOMAS DODD  

POSTSCRIPT: While the tale of Thomas Dodd is interesting as a stand-alone moment, the back story of the Extradition 
Order is certainly worth sharing. In early 2020, the agent's copy of the extradition order was found, curiously, in a 
box of photos, where it was placed long ago. What we found was a folded piece of paper with a paperclip and a little 
note. The note began "January 1969" and continued about a Presidential Order for extradition. When removing the 
paperclip and opening up tri-folded paper, it was clear the document was the original copy of the order issued to 
Bob Blair and Tom Hopewell. The tri-fold of the document was just the right size and shape to fit into the pocket of a 
suit coat. The paper, which had slightly yellowed with time, was larger than a legal-sized sheet of paper. Once the 
apparent manual tri-fold was open, the document was designed to be a bi-fold document, with a center crease in the 
style of a book or magazine. The top of the document ready "Lyndon B. Johnson President of the United States of 
America". We held to the light, the recognizable Seal of the President of the United States, was printed with a 
watermark, running diagonally throughout the document. On the second page, next to the generated signature of 
President Johnson was the Seal, about the size of a baseball. The document was clear in the specific order that it be 
Robert D Blair and Thomas Hopewell that extradite Thomas Dodd, a fugitive for murder, in accordance with a treaty 
between the United States and France. In a scrapbook created by Tom Hopewell and his family to document his 
career, were photos, newspaper clippings, and Tom's reflections about this extradition. The Extradition Order has 
been provided to the State Historical Society, so it may be properly preserved and shared for the next 100 years. 
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