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T
H
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O

S
T

 

[
 ; A

gnew
 B

enefactor: H
igh R

oller, M
ystery M

an 
B

y Jules W
itcover 

W
ashington P

ost S
taff W

riter 

H
E

N
D

E
R

S
O

N
, K

y.—
W

al- 
ter J. D

ilb
eck

 Jr., th
e m

an
 

w
ho is helping S

piro T
. A

g-
n

ew
 co

n
tin

u
e to

 liv
e in

 th
e 

style to w
hich he becam

e ac-
custom

ed as V
ice P

resident, 
is a G

ay
lo

rd
 R

av
en

el o
f fi-

n
an

ce w
h
o
se h

ig
h
 ro

llin
g
 

has m
ade him

 both m
illion-

aire and m
ystery m

an. 
A

t th
e
 a

g
e
 o

f 5
6
, th

is 
sh

o
rt, sto

ck
y
, m

u
stach

io
ed

 
b
efrien

d
er o

f p
o
litician

s is 
at th

e ap
ex

 o
f a latter-d

ay
 

H
o

ratio
 A

lg
er career th

at 
really began on a battlefield 
near B

uchhof, G
erm

any, on 
A

pril 6, 1945. T
here, he sin-

glehandedly killed about 60 
G

erm
an

 S
S

 tro
o
p
s an

d
 re-

turned hom
e a hero. 

B
efo

re th
en

, h
e h

ad
 b

een
 

a lab
o
rer an

d
 later a tim

e-
study m

an at S
w

ift and C
o-

in C
hicago. R

eturning to the 
E

vansville, Ind., area w
here 

he had grow
n up, young D

il-
b
eck

 w
en

t in
to

 th
e real es-

tate b
u
sin

ess, h
ad

 h
is li-

cen
se rev

o
k

ed
 in

 1
9

5
3

 fo
r 

eth
ical q

u
estio

n
s raised

 b
y
 

th
e
 Ih

d
ia

n
a
 R

e
a
l E

sta
te

 
C

om
m

ission, but bought and  

so
ld

 p
ro

p
erty

 o
n
 h

is o
w

n
 

and m
ade his first big hit in 

the late 1950s w
ith a sale of 

valuable land to a life insur-
ance com

pany. 
H

e w
as interested in poli-

tics fro
m

 th
e o

u
tset, ru

n
-

ning a1/21d losing for the D
em

-
o
cratic m

ay
o
ralty

 n
o
m

in
a-

tio
n
 in

 E
v
an

sv
ille in

 1
9
5
5
 

and 1959. T
he first tim

e, he 
ra

n
 a

s "th
e
 p

o
o
r m

a
n
's 

friend"—
and dem

onstrated 
it :b

y
 cam

p
aig

n
in

g
 in

 lo
cal 

taverns and once serving his 
w

o
rk

e
rs p

h
e
a
sa

n
t u

n
d
e
r 

glass. 
H

e also
 d

ro
v
e a C

ad
illac 

to
 cam

p
aig

n
 m

eetin
g
s, b

u
t 

o
n
 fo

o
t to

o
k
 a w

h
ite m

u
le 

alo
n
g
 w

ith
 h

im
. F

o
r all h

is 
tro

u
b

les an
d

 eccen
tricities, 

he got only about 500 votes, 
and ran far behind the 1955 
w

inner, V
ance H

artke, now
 

Indiana's senior senator. (In 
1959 he spent $4,100 and got 
about half as m

any votes as 
in 1955). 

H
artk

e b
ecam

e D
ilb

eck
's 

fast frien
d
 an

d
 o

n
e o

f th
e 

first beneficiaries of his gen-
ero

sity
 in

 h
is S

en
ate races. 

In 1972, w
hen H

arke decided 
to

 ru
n
 in

 th
e N

ew
 H

am
p
- 

sh
ire p

resid
en

tial p
rim

ary
, 

he w
ent to D

ilbeck, and his 
friend contributed a total of 
$107,000 in that predictably 
lost cause. H

artke got 3 per 
cen

t o
f th

e v
o
te, an

d
 D

il-
beck later got an additional' 
bill of $78,000 for an unpaid 
bank note. 

(In 1972, H
artke failed to 

report any of D
ilbe-C

k's m
as-

sive contributions:and justi-
fied his om

ission by- explain-. 
in

g
 th

at D
ilb

eck
 h

ad
 acted

 
"o

n
 h

is o
w

n
" in

 th
e N

ew
 

H
am

pshire prim
ary and not 

a
s
 p

a
rt o

f th
e
 H

a
rtk

e
 

cam
paign) 

D
ilb

eck
 started

 o
u
t as a 

lib
eral D

em
o

crat, w
o

rk
in

g
 

fo
r A

d
lai S

tev
en

so
n
 w

h
en

 
he w

as still in C
hicago, but 

later becam
e an unpredicta-

b
le p

o
litical m

av
erick

. H
e 

gave m
oney to and m

anned 
th

e W
ash

in
g
to

n
 cam

p
aig

n
 

headquarters of G
ov. R

onald 
R

e
a
g
a
n
 o

f C
a
lifo

rn
ia

 in
 

1
9

6
8

, b
u

t h
ad

 a fallin
g

 o
u

t 
w

ith R
eagan over the gover-

n
o
r's failu

re to
 en

ter th
e 

race earlier. "H
e w

ould have 
beaten N

ixon," D
ilbeck still 

insists. 

In
 1

9
7
2
, aftely

 H
artk

e's 
b
rie

f fo
lly

 h
a
d
 ru

n
 its 

co
u

rse, D
ilb

eck
 n

o
t o

n
ly

 
contributed $300,000 to the 
cam

paign of S
en. H

ubert H
. 

H
u

m
p

h
rey

 (D
-M

in
n

.), b
u

t 
h
elp

ed
 recru

it T
ex

as lan
d
 

speculator W
. T

. D
ucan for 

him
. W

hen H
um

phrey, like 
H

artk
e, failed

, H
u
m

p
h
rey

 
backer. D

w
ayne A

ndreas re-
cru

ited
 D

ilb
eck

 fo
r P

resi 
dent N

ixon, and D
ilbeck in 

turn got D
uncan to:pledge , 

N
ixon $305,000—

w
hich 

later could not pay..  
D

ilb
eck

's g
en

ero
sity

 h
as 

ex
ten

d
ed

 b
ey

o
n
d
 p

o
litics. 

,,T
h
is C

h
ristm

as, as h
e h

as 
0
 d

o
n
e
 

fo
r sev

eral y
ears, h

e 
sent 35 m

em
bers of his fam

-
ily to F

ort L
auderdale, F

la., - 
for the holidays, taking over 
th

e g
ro

u
n
d
 flo

o
r o

f an
 en

-
tire m

otel. L
ast year he sent 

60 of his friends to E
urope 

to establish a m
onum

ent in 
m

em
ory of his W

orld W
ar II 

e
x
p
e
rie

n
c
e
, a

t a
 c

o
st o

f 
$120,000, but didn't go along 
because "I w

as busy." 
In 1967; after a three-w

eek 
v
isit to

 S
o
u
th

 V
ietn

an
i, h

e 
ad

o
p
ted

 fo
u
r S

o
u
th

 V
iet-

n
am

ese ch
ild

ren
, an

d
 h

e  

also flew
 there w

ith his law
-

yer in 1970 to help defend a 
M

arine from
 E

vansville fac-
ing court-m

artial. H
e w

as a 
supporter of the anti-C

astro 
"C

u
b
an

 C
ru

sad
e" in

 1
9
6
2
, 

a
n
d
 o

n
c
e
 trie

d
 to

 sta
rt a

 
housing project in E

cuador. 
B

u
t h

e h
as h

ad
 h

is tro
u
-

bles, too. In 1968, an E
vans-

v
ille rad

io
 statio

n
 w

o
n
 a 

sum
m

ary judgm
ent of $1,740 

a
n
d
 c

o
sts fro

m
 h

im
 o

n
 

g
ro

u
n

d
s th

at h
e failed

 to
 

p
ay

 fo
r ad

v
ertisin

g
 b

o
u
g
h
t 

'1
1
 y

ears earlier,. A
n
d
 in

 
1953 he w

as found guilty of 
reck

less h
o

m
icid

e, fin
ed

 
$300 and costs and lost his 
d
riv

er's licen
se fo

r a y
ear 

after a 72-year-old w
om

an 
w

as k
illed

 w
h
en

 th
e car in

 
w

hich she w
as a passenger 

collided w
ith one driven by 

D
ilbeck. 
H

e took a reported loss of 
$300,000 ow

ning the L
ouis-

ville C
olonels baseball team

 
of the International L

eague 
in 1968, and failed again in a 
g
ran

d
io

se p
lan

 in
 1

9
6
9
 to

 
lau

n
ch

 a, g
lo

b
al b

aseb
all 

leag
u
e. T

h
at o

n
e co

st h
im

  

anyw
here betw

een $800,000 
and $3 m

illion, according to 
v

ary
in

g
 estim

ates, so
m

e-
tim

es by D
ilbeck. 

F
o
r a

ll th
e
se

 u
p
s a

n
d
 

d
o
w

n
s, W

a
lte

r D
ilb

e
c
k
 

seem
s a v

ery
 p

lacid
 m

an
, 

w
ith a quiet, gracious M

an-
ner in conversation that con-
tra

st w
ith

 h
is so

m
e
w

h
a
t 

flam
b

o
y

an
t d

ress sty
le o

f 
M

id
d
le A

m
erica m

o
d
, an

d
 

the pentil m
ustache he w

ore 
long before m

ustaches w
ere 

fashionable. 
W

h
en

 h
e sp

eak
s o

f v
w

 
business associate A

gnev
 a

t 
all—

an
d
 h

e rep
eated

ly
 re-

m
in

d
s a caller th

at A
g
n
ew

 
has asked him

 not to, and he 
in

ten
d
s to

 co
m

p
ly

—
it is 

w
ith deference and respect: 

alw
ays "M

r. A
gnew

." 


