BY BRENDA WARNEKA

The
Traffic Stop

It was after midnight in late February 1962,

and bad weather had kept most drivers in Grosse Pointe Park,
Michigan, home for the evening. Bone-chilling sleet, followed
by snow, had made for icy, slushy roads in the small Detroit sub-
urb.

The old, shiny green Packard moving cast on Jefferson
Avenue caught Patrolman Hank Wilson’s eye for two reasons.
First, he loved that line of cars, and this one was really nice with
customized rear bubble skirts. Second, the car was too clean for
this time of year, with no mud or salt stains. Hank was a police-
man who trusted his intuition. Imagining that the car might be
going a little too fast for road conditions was reason enough to
stop the driver.

Hank maneuvered his police cruiser out of a side street where
he had been parked, turned on his siren and gave chase. The
Packard swung quickly over to the curb and stopped. Hank got
out of his vehicle and approached the car, leaving his partner, Bill
Crandall, slouched in the passenger seat, chin on his chest, snor-
ing peacefully. Police protocol required the second officer to be
alert to provide assistance in case of trouble, but Hank did not
want to disturb Bill.

The driver of the Packard, a man who appeared to be in his
carly 20s, rolled down his window. He had a bulky wool coat
folded across his lap. A young woman, who appeared to be a few
years younger than the driver, sat next to him. Hank stood back
at an angle from the driver’s window, a defensive stance that
allowed him to move quickly if a problem arose.

“Good evening,” Hank said to the driver. Then, without
waiting for a response: “How do you keep your car so clean in
this type of weather?”

The driver seemed taken aback with the abruptness of the
question. “Oh, me and Bonnie—this is Bonnie,” he said, nod-
ding toward the woman beside him. “We just got married. I
washed the car for the wedding. We’re supposed to be on the
expressway on our way to Chicago now, but I took a wrong
turn.”
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In spite of the biting cold of the night air, a warm feeling
flooded over Hank. He was only a few years older than the driv-
er, and it had not been that long since he and Mildred were mar-
ried. He thought of her at home now, undoubtedly fast asleep.

“Let me see your license,” Hank said. He was now at the dri-
ver’s door, bent over a little, looking slightly down at the driver
and into the interior of the car.

The man shifted his weight to one side and pulled a wallet out
of his back pocket. He removed a driver’s license and passed it to
Hank through the open window.

Hank shined his flashlight on the document. It was a
Michigan license in the name of Bruce Hemelberg, and it had
expired a few days earlier.

“Bruce, did you know your license is expired?” Hank asked.

“Yes.” The driver flinched at the question. Cold air was pour-
ing in through the car’s open window, and he slid his hands
beneath the warmth of the coat on his lap.

Then he looked up earnestly into Hank’s eyes. “It’s only just
expired. Bonnie and me are moving to Chicago to live, and times
are tough. I didn’t want to waste money getting the license
renewed here when I’d have to pay for a new one as soon as we
hit Chicago.”

Hank could relate to that. He had experienced how tight
budgets could be for young newlyweds. Every dollar made a dif-
ference.

“Let me see your registration,” he said.

“It’s my mom’s car,” Bruce said. He motioned to Bonnie
with his head to look in the glove compartment. She pulled out
some documents, peered at them in the dim light from the glove
box, and passed them over to Bruce to give to the officer. Hank
examined the registration first. It was for another car in the name
of Norma Hemelberg, but there was a bill of sale to this car, and
the license plates belonged to Norma. He handed the paperwork
back to Bruce through the open window.

“Got any outstanding tickets?” Hank asked.
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“No—no.” Bruce shook his head, but
Hank detected a note of uncertainty.

“Now you need to be sure, Bruce, because
if I check, and you do, I'll have to take you in.
You were going a little fast just now, but I’'m
ready to let you go. If you have any outstand-
ing tickets though, tell me now before it’s too
late.” Police procedure required Hank to
check for outstanding warrants once he had
stopped a driver, but he was thinking again
about what it was like to be newly married
and broke.

“No, I ain’t got any tickets,” Bruce
assured Hank.

“Wait here,” Hank said, and walked back
to the police car, where he woke up Crandall
to radio Hemelberg’s information into head-
quarters. A few minutes later, the radio crack-
led back the report of an outstanding warrant
for running a red light in Detroit. It was not
a major warrant, but now the officers had less
latitude in how to proceed. Because an arrest
was involved, they were required to call a sec-
ond patrol car to assist in taking Hemelberg
to the station.

Hank walked back to the Packard, shaking
his head. “I told you to tell me if you had any
outstanding tickets, Bruce. Why didn’t you
tell me you had an outstanding ticket for run-
ning a red light? I don’t have any choice now
that we’ve checked. We’ve got to take you
in.”

“I’m sorry,” Bruce gulped. “I forgot about
the ticket.” In spite of the cold air, beads of
perspiration appeared on his forehead, which
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Nonfiction

Hank took to mean he could not post the bail to pay the ticket.
Bruce was nervously hugging the coat on his lap.

“Look,” Hank said. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll give you the
money to pay the ticket. Based on the citation, the bail should
be $50. I’ll give it to Bonnie, and she can post the bail after we
get to the station. But I’'m going to have to formally arrest you
and book you at the jail first.”

“Well, that sure is decent of you to give me the money to post
bail.” Bruce shook his head in disbelief. “Give me your home
address, and I’ll mail the $50 back to you as soon as I can.”

“Mail it to me at the station,” Hank said. He figured he
would never see the money again, but he felt good for his small
act of charity—somewhat in the nature of a wedding gift to
Bruce and Bonnie. “When the other patrol car gets here, you
need to follow my car to the station.”

As it turned out, when they got to the police station, addition-
al information came to light that showed Bruce
Hemelberg had more than an outstand-
ing ticket for running a red

light. He was
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a hold-up man, an alleged killer of a Mob runner, and he was
wanted by five different law enforcement agencies, including
the Michigan State Police. His girlfriend, Bonnie—whom Bruce
had met at a Saturday night dance at a mental facility where they
were both confined—was his accomplice in crime and the mas-
termind behind the hold-ups. They had escaped from the men-
tal institution some time back, after Bonnie got them a weekend
pass in return for sexual favors she was said to have granted one
of the facility’s psychiatrists.

The Packard was stolen from Hemelberg’s mother’s garage,
where it had been stored all winter, which accounted for the
lack of mud or salt stains, and Bruce admitted during question-
ing by the police that he and Bonnie had been scouting for an
all-night store to rob when he was stopped by Patrolman Hank
Wilson. When Hank searched the car after Bruce was
booked, he found a loaded shotgun,
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Brenda Warneka

Hank Wilson and author Brenda Warneka

at the time of the traffic stop, he had been
driving with the sawed-off shotgun concealed
under the coat on his lap. He and Bonnie had
agreed, when they realized Hank was pulling
them over, to shoot the officer. Bruce had his
hand on the trigger underneath the coat,
aimed at Hank, while Hank was questioning
him.

“I meant to kill him,” Bruce testified. “
really meant to kill him. But I couldn’t pull
the trigger—he was just too nice.”

Patrolmen Wilson and Crandall received
commendations for their outstanding police
work in arresting two dangerous criminals.
Bruce Hemelberg was sentenced to Jackson
State Prison in Jackson, Michigan, for a term
of 5 to 30 years for his crimes, not including
the alleged murder of the Mob runner, which
the authorities were unable to pin on him due
to lack of a body. Bonnie was sentenced to one
to five years in the Detroit House of
Corrections.

Three days after Bruce’s release from the
state prison in 1972, after he instigated a

three-hour siege and shootout at a Hazel Park, Michigan, party

store, including taking a 25-year-old woman hostage, he was shot to

death by a police marksman. He was 29 years old. He is buried in

Macomb County, Michigan. Bonnie’s whereabouts after she was
released from the House of Corrections are unknown.

Hank Wilson, the policeman whom fate favored because he was

“nice,”

today lives in Scottsdale, Arizona, with his wife, Mildred. He is an executive
with a computer software development and licensing company.
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