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Introduction:
“The Most Secret and Terrible
Organization in the World”

It was the surprise television hit of the year. In the spring of 1951, the not-
mally dull proceedings of a congressional investigation suddenly turned into
a fascinating drama that gripped the country. Over eight days in March, a
U.S. Senate committee chaired by Estes Kefauver of Tennessee held hear-
ings on organized crime in New York City. All three major networks inter-
rupted their regularly scheduled programming to carry the proceedings live.
IHousehold chores, office work, and factory schedules were put aside as
people became glued to the TV, The New York sessions were the climax to
nine months of hearings in fourteen cities. During the course of the investi-
pation, witnesses were murdered and public officials were disgraced. Most
important, shadowy underworld figures were made highly visible.
Throughout the Kefauver Committee proceedings, there was constant
reference to a sinister, little-known group that played a major role in Ameri-
can life, including handing out death sentences to those who displeased it.
Many of its leaders were men of Italian heritage, and the committee in its
final report declared that, in its opinion, an organization known as “the
Mafia,” descended from the Sicilian original, controlled the most lucrative
rackets in many major cities and tied together criminal groups throughout
the country. Americans had heard tales about the Mafia for over sixty years.
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Seemingly, the most prestigious legislative body in the country had finally
confirmed its existence and its menace.

A generation earlier, Italian gangsters had been largely confined to prey-
ing on their countrymen in the Italian districts of big cities and mill and min-
ing towns. Now, in New York, they controlled the country’s largest port and
the garment industry that produced most of America’s clothing. Gangsters
owned oil wells and premium liquor distributorships. In the 1930s their
influence in Hollywood almost led to the takeover of the movie business.
For a time the mob played a significant role in the automotive industry. In
Chicago, the majority of unions were either run by gangsters or paid tribute
to them. Even small cities like Tampa, Florida, and Covington, Kentucky, or
tiny resort towns such as Saratoga, New York, and Hot Springs, Arkansas,
were held in their grip. It was estimated that the wealth of the national syn-
dicate was greater than that of the richest Fortune 500 corporation.

How had the mobs gained so much power in so short a time? If the
Kefauver Committee’s assertion was to be taken at face value, it was largely
the result of the work of a group of ruthless foreigners. Yet many knowl-
edgeable individuals who had worked to bring about the investigation and
provided it with valuable counsel did not agree. From their standpoint, such
a conclusion was not only wrong but would lead both the public and gov-
ernment down the wrong path. In the aftermath of Kefauver there was a
flood of books, movies, television series, and official pronouncements about
the “menace of the Mafia.”

This book details the rise of the Mafia in America, from the 1880s to the
1950s. For much of the twentieth century, the American public, led by the
press and movies, has used the word Mafig as shorthand for the Italian-
dominated organized crime groups, but it is a misleading term. It places too
much emphasis on foreign organizations and alien conspiracies. A more
accurate label is “American Mafia,” which conveys the reality that Italian-
dominated gangs arose primarily out of socioeconomic conditions in this
country and often worked in partnership with mobsters from other ethnic
backgrounds. While never comprising the totality of organized crime, the
American Mafia formed the most influential and cohesive element in the
loosely organized national crime syndicate that emerged in the 1930s.
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The use of the “Mafia” term is also seen as demeaning to a particular eth-
nic group. Tragically, during the period under study a hardworking, law-
abiding, and patriotic people were frequently stigmatized by the sins of a
few of their members. Yet many of those who fought the hardest against the
American Mafia were themselves of Italian heritage.

Various reasons have been offered for the American Mafia’s swift ascent
to power. One of the most popular arises from a long history of anti-
immigrant sentiment. Early in the twentieth century, newspapers used such
phrases as “cruel, treacherous, vindictive, and violent” to describe Italians.
In 1903, a U.S. Secret Service chief called the Mafia “the most secret and
terrible organization in the world.” Such declarations fostered the belief that
Italians succeeded because they were a unique group of super-criminals. But
powerful, well-entrenched organized crime groups were in existence long
before the waves of Italians arrived. Early in the nineteenth century Ike Ryn-
ders, an ex—Mississippi riverboat gambler, controlled both Tammany Hall
and the gangs of New York. After the Civil War, boss gambler Mike
McDonald was the czar of Chicago politics, and at the turn of the century,
Jerry Bassity was the vice lord of San Francisco.

A more benign, ethnically based explanation of the American Mafia’s
success holds that it was a combination of two factors: natural succession
and luck. According to this theory, as the Irish and other groups moved into
the middle class they were less likely to be represented in criminal activity, so
the late-arriving Italians filled the void, just at the time when Prohibition
was adding vast revenues to organized crime’s coffers.

The ethnic succession argument can be overstated, since it was not univer-
sal. The idea that it happened everywhere comes from the common mistake of
assuming that whatever took place in New York and Chicago also occurred in
the rest of the country, though even in those cities, gangsters of other national-
ities worked with Italian bosses. In Cleveland, the premier organized crime
group continued to be a Jewish gang. In some other cities, Italian criminal
incursions were repulsed. In places like New Orleans, Italians were invited in
and allowed to remain as long as they accepted a subordinate role.

One element of the culture of southern Italian criminals did equip its
members for success in American organized crime—their businesslike
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approach. Non-Italian gangs grew mostly out of neighborhood bonds
formed by young men who committed ordinary crimes such as robbery, bur-
glary, or assault. Even as Prohibition transformed these gangs into powerful
mobs, they continued to operate much as they had in their wild early days,
shooting at the drop of an insult; their organizations were largely extensions
of street gangs. When death or imprisonment removed leaders of Irish, Jew-
ish, or Polish gangs, their organizations usually collapsed. In contrast, despite
their reputation for violence and ruthlessness, Italian leaders eschewed
senseless mayhem in favor of more rational methods. Men like Chicago’s
Johnny Torrio and New York’s Lucky Luciano displayed remarkable organi-
zational skills. Torrio was a quiet little opera-loving family man and Luciano
a tough drug dealer who squired Broadway and Hollywood beauties, but
both built their mobs along corporate lines. They parceled out territories
and adopted rules to provide for the arbitration of disputes. In the mold of
Rockefeller or Morgan, they formed syndicates to end wasteful competition.
Like other businessmen, they established national associations to promote
common interests. When they passed from the scene, their organizations
remained, lasting to the present. Thus while Prohibition was a lucky break
for all gangsters, the Italians were better able to profit from it.

Unlike conventional entrepreneurs who sometimes bent or broke the law,
the business of the American Mafia was fundamentally illegal, and its suc-
cess also involved law enforcement’s failures. To a certain extent the Mafia
ascendancy was facilitated by the long-established corrupt alliances between
politicians, racketeers, and cops, but that is not the whole story. Govern-
ment was not always corrupt; sometimes its anticrime strategies were
flawed. From the 1880s on, New York police policies on Italian gang crimes
shifted from “let them kill each other” to ghettoizing the problem by exclu-
sively assigning it to a small Italian squad.

At the federal level, law enforcement was fragmented among a plethora
of agencies, each with its own narrow focus and unique operational strategy.
In 1920, the Treasury Department created a national version of the Key-
stone Cops, the Prohibition Bureau. Given the impossible task of drying up
America, its agents were easily bribed and prone to engage in reckless gun-
play, to the detriment of innocent bystanders, leaving a legacy of disrespect



Introduction xiii

for the law that has persisted to the present day. In 1929 the crack Treasury
intelligence unit used the income tax laws to bring down Al Capone. Lack-
ing jurisdiction to follow up with a broader drive against Chicago crime and
corrupt politics, the agents could only watch while Capone’s successors
reestablished the gang’s power. Law enforcement also drew the wrong les-
sons from the event. After Capone’s fall there were a number of “Get Mr.
Big” drives against men like Luciano and Frank Costello, which resulted in
their imprisonment but left their organizations intact.

Often law enforcers failed to understand the nature and relationships of
the American Mafia. Under Commissioner Harry Anslinger, the Treasury
Department’s Federal Bureau of Narcotics adopted the broad view that it
was an extension of the Sicilian Mafia, rather than an independent American
entity. In contrast, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover of the Justice Department
saw Italian-dominated gangs as purely local problems to be dealt with by
local police, ignoring the interstate ties between various mobs and the exis-
tence of a national control commission. Hoover’s purported views were
disingenuous. The real reason he chose to stay aloof from the battle was his
fcar that if the FBI became involved, the Mafia’s ability to corrupt law
enforcement would lead to scandal, and its political power would bring
retaliation against his Bureau. Instead, he concentrated on relatively unim-
portant criminals like John Dillinger or “Ma” Barker, who were built up as
major public enemies by his Bureau.

An account of the rise of the American Mafia is more than just a crime
story. It is a window into American society illustrating the workings of polit-
ical, governmental, bureaucratic, and economic forces. It is a story that is
olten ignored in texts on American government. Yet as this book reveals,
men like Torrio, Capone, Luciano, and Costello had a great deal to say
about how America was governed.

The rise of the American Mafia is an account of how groups of criminals
achieved, enhanced, and maintained their power, in large part because they
were more skilled, better organized, and better managed than their rivals or
the law enforcement agencies that opposed them.



1. “We Must Teach These People a Lesson”:
A Murder and Lynching in New Orleans

One drizzly night in October of 1890, New Orleans police chief David Hen-
nessy was walking home late with his friend William O’Connor. Threats had
been made against Hennessy, and O’Connor, the captain of a private guard
force, had volunteered to accompany him. The chief didn’t appear to be
too worried, however. They still had a block to go when Hennessy urged
O’Connor to split off toward his own nearby residence. Continuing on
alone, the chief may have been too absorbed in thought to hear a teenage
boy whistling across the street. The tune was “La Marcia Reale”—the Italian
“Royal March.” It was a signal to ambushers, who emerged from a shed and
let loose a blast of shotgun pellets. Hennessy managed to fire his revolver
three times before staggering to the steps of a nearby porch. Taken to a local
hospital, he died the next day.

At the murder scene near the corner of Basin and Girod Streets, the
police found four luparas. A double-barreled, sawed-off shotgun with a
retractable stock, the lupara folded up like a jackknife and could be carried
on a hook under a coat. It was known as a “Mafia gun,” and Hennessy had
been investigating a case that involved two families of Sicilians vying for a
contract to unload ships. Captain O’Connor’s testimony was even more
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damning: On hearing the shots he ran back to his friend and knelt down
beside him. “Who gave it to you, Dave?” he asked.

“The dagos did it,” Hennessy whispered back.

His assassination sparked a firestorm of anti-Italian feeling, which the
city’s reform mayor, Joseph Shakespeare, did nothing to restrain. “Hereto-
fore, the scoundrels have confined their murderings among themselves,” the
mayor declared. Now they had claimed “their first American victim,” and
“we owe it to ourselves and to everything that we hold sacred in this life to
see to it that this blow is the last. We must teach these people a lesson they
will not forget for all times.” While Hennessy’s body lay in state at City
Hall—in the very chamber where former Confederate president Jefferson
Davis had reposed a year earlier—police swept the streets, on mayoral
orders to “arrest every Italian you come across.” Soon the jails held a hun-
dred of them—“Sicilians,” as one newspaper put it, “whose low, receding
foreheads, repulsive countenances and slovenly attire proclaimed their bru-
tal natures.” Other Italians were attacked by mobs or hid in their homes.

Mayor Shakespeare was understandably emotional about the loss of the
police chief he had appointed two years earlier. He also had reason to be
uneasy about the growing number of Italians in New Orleans, since they
generally favored the Irish leaders who were his political opponents in the
local Democratic Party. Whether through official laxity or (as some alleged)
connivance, an eighteen-year-old boy who had delivered newspapers to
Hennessy managed to slip into the jailhouse with a gun and wound one of
the prisoners. “ASSASSINATION ATTEMPT OF ONE OF THE ACCUSED DAGOS,” a
local paper proclaimed.! Many readers regretted that this act of vigilantism
had not been more successful.

The case made national as well as local headlines. Across the country,
newspapers warned of a sinister criminal organization whose members
would strike down anyone attempting to enforce the law against them. In
truth, the story revealed at least as much about the shortcomings of Ameri-
can law enforcement as it did about the power of the Italian-American

“Dago” was a corruption of the Spanish name “Dicgo.” 1t had originated an u collective slur on all people
{rom Latin countries,
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underworld. It also showed how little anyone in or out of law enforcement
understood an important new group of European immigrants. But then, not
cven many Europeans knew much about the out-of-the-way island that
would, in time, be perceived as a major source of lawlessness and violence in
the United States.

l'or centuries, Sicily had been governed—or misgoverned—by far-off for-
cigners: Arabs, French, Austrians, and Spaniards. From the early eighteenth
century until the mid-nineteenth, Sicily, along with Naples and Calabria on
the mainland, fell under the dominion of the Spanish Bourbons—incompe-
tent cousins of the family that had ruled France for two centuries.? Contact
between the Bourbon officers and ordinary citizens usually involved the col-
lection of taxes or extortion of bribes, and the policy of most Sicilians
toward the Bourbons was similar to what it had been toward their predeces-
sors: avoid them as much as possible. In Sicily, as in southern Italy, people
had long been taught not to rely on the law or government for assistance.
(“The law courts are for fools,” the saying went.) To report a grievance to
the authorities was considered bad form—a violation of the code of omerta,
which dictated that a real man maintains silence and secures his own justice,
in his own way. If a life had been taken, the victim’s kinsmen would “wash
blood with blood.”

In America, the Mafia would come to be seen as a vast and many-
tentacled organization whose power had reached across the ocean from the
Old World to the New. But in Sicily the typical form of organization was the
local band, or cosca, headed by a capo, or chief. (Not a don, which was a gen-
cral term of respect in southern Italy.) The mafiosi of Sicily had much in
common with the brigands of other depressed areas—Spain, Ireland, the
Balkans, the Ukraine—where the struggle for existence was harsh and the
povernment oppressive and corrupt. Sicily, described by Alexandre Dumas
us “a paradise populated by demons,” was especially violent, the western
halt of the island most of all. Eastern Sicily was comparatively peaceful.

“T'he Bourbon ruler was popularly known as the king of Naples, but the official designation of his domain was
the kingdom of the two Sicilys.
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“Palermo is dangerous, Messina is safe,” it was said. At the turn of the cen-
tury, the homicide rate in Palermo was 29 per 100,000, and as high as 44 per
100,000 in some inland districts of the west. In Messina, the murder rate was
only 8 per 100,000, not much higher than the contemporary New York City
figure, which was about 5.

Buffeted by the sirocco, winds from the deserts of Africa, the climate of
this violent western Sicily was hot and dusty. Mountains tended to isolate
districts, and many dialects were spoken. Men from one area looked with
suspicion on those from another, and even on members of other families liv-
ing in the same village. The east had more industry and richer soil, and its
landlords were more likely to live on their estates, or latifundas. In the west,
upwards of two-thirds of the estates belonged to absentee owners. It was
common practice for them to turn over the management of their land to a
gabellotto, or overseer, who collected rents, keeping a portion for himself
and forwarding the rest to the signor in Naples or Palermo. To enforce his
orders and guard his estate, the gabellotto retained a crew of gunmen, many
of them bandits on the side. A particularly ruthless gabellotto might even
succeed in squeezing out the landlord and taking over an estate himself.
Whether to maintain or resist control by the overseers, to avenge an insult or
commit a crime, luparas and knives were used with great frequency.

In America, the Mafia would sometimes be portrayed as an ancient orga-
nization. This, too, was essentially a myth. In one generally discounted leg-
end it arose out of the Sicilian vespers in 1282 when the natives rose up and
massacred French garrisons, supposedly shouting “Morte alla Francia Italia
anela (Death to the French is Italy’s cry)”—a chant whose words form the
acronym MAFIA. Sicilians of the time would not have considered themselves
Italians or spoken the dialect in which the phrase is couched. Although
organized thievery and brigandage had existed for centuries, the Mafia
groups of the late 1800s most likely originated in response to Bourbon rule.
The term itself was used loosely, to convey an attitude or way of life adopted
by many Sicilians who had no ties to any criminal group. To be a “mafioso,”
one contemporary author wrote, meant to be a brave man,

Neither ancient nor vast, the actual Sicilian Mafia bore little resemblance
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to the image that Americans were forming. The Neapolitan camorra came
closer. Tightly organized under a single “capo in testa,” or head chief, and
twelve district chiefs, the Camorra had functioned since the early 1800s as a
guild of thieves, enforcers, and, when the occasion demanded, murderers.
Its origins could be traced back to a venerable Spanish secret society men-
tioned in the sixteenth-century novels of Cervantes. The name was derived
from the Spanish word for the cloak in which assassins draped themselves—
it also meant a fistfight. In nineteenth-century Italy, it connoted someone
looking for trouble. Camorrists, who strutted about wearing a multicolored
sash, a red tie carelessly flung over their shoulder, and carrying a cane with
brass rings, lived up to that description.

The Neapolitan jails were a traditional Camorra recruiting ground. Incar-
cerated members would invite a new inmate to perform a series of services
for them. If he did well, he could expect to become a picciottz, or “young
one,” in a brigata upon his release. The picciotti who continued to impress
his superiors might, in time, be asked to carry out a murder—the last step to
full-fledged membership. A formal initiation ceremony followed, sometimes
involving the drawing of blood or the swearing of an oath over a sword, a
gun, or a holy picture; the novitiate would promise to obey the rules of the
organization, protect its secrets, refrain from sex with another member’s
wife, and turn over a portion of the proceeds of his crimes. If he broke the
code of silence or any other rule, he could expect to receive the kiss of death,
and an assassin would be assigned to kill him, perhaps attaining his own
membership in the process.

Rites and procedures of the Mafia varied according to time and place. In
some parts of Sicily, entrance to a band was difficult, requiring a trial at arms
with knives. Elsewhere, Mafia bands dispensed with such rituals. What was
true of rural Girgenti on the south coast in the 1870s did not necessarily
reflect the practices of urban Palermo on the north coast in 1900. But
whether Camorra, Mafia, or the Calabrian Fibbia (Honored Society), all
southern secret societies received covert support from a coterie of respect-
ubles. These businessmen, government officials, and nobles were known in
Sicily as the a/ta (or high) Mafia, and in Naples as “the Camorra in kid
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gloves.” The arrangements between respectables and criminals, and the use
of the gabellotti as middlemen, provided a business model of crime that later
would be emulated by some American gangsters.

In 1860, the Bourbons were finally overthrown, and Sicily and the
dynasty’s mainland possessions became part of the newly united Italy. Yet
the bastions of power remained far off. Many Neapolitans and Sicilians had
joined the revolution as members of Garibaldi’s legion; nevertheless, the
national Risorgimento brought no end to the miseria of the south. Rural
peasants continued to live in one-room shacks with their animals; the lives of
slum dwellers in the hovels of Naples and Palermo did not improve much,
either. Sicilians—often referred to as “Africans” by the arrogant new offi-
cials from the north—continued to regard the government as an occupying
force. Rather than establishing order, the replacement of one set of alien
rulers by another and the introduction of a new legal code and peacetime
military conscription further unsettled conditions in the south, giving rise to
even more banditry.

In southern Italy, after 1860, the new government vacillated between
ignoring and repressing the »zala vita, or criminal classes. Under the tenets
of Roman law, followed throughout continental Europe, Italy gave its police
and courts far more power than England or the United States did. The gov-
ernment routinely used secret service agents to spy on citizens, and a tough
militarized police force known as the carabinieri dealt with banditry and dis-
order on a large scale. The legal code strongly favored the prosecution, per-
mitting the introduction of hearsay evidence and the defendant’s prior
record. Innocence was #ot presumed. As much as the legal process favored
the state, even stronger measures were sometimes employed. If conditions
got seriously out of hand, the government would declare martial law. In
extreme cases, officials would put a price on a wanted man’s head—paid on
delivery of the severed head. In Sicily, peasants’ cottages were occasionally
burned with the occupants inside.

Often what set off anticrime drives were attacks on foreigners—the kid-
napping of a tourist, for example. In 1877, a young Englishman named John
Forester Rose, a member of a wealthy banking family, was seized by a Mafia
chicftain named Leone, Holding Rose prisoner in a network of caves, Leone
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sent a politely phrased ransom note to the victim’s family in England. He
usked for five thousand pounds. Receiving no reply, Leone dispatched a
more threatening follow-up message. The banking Roses understood that if
they paid off too quickly, they might get a reputation as easy marks. The
next letter from Leone arrived with one of the captive’s ears enclosed. That
stepped up the tempo of the negotiations, but the family continued to stand
lirm. It was only after a fourth letter with the other ear (followed, according
to some accounts, by a fifth letter with a portion of his nose) that Rose’s wife
finally prevailed upon her family to pay the ransom.

The case brought disaster to the people of the district as well as the per-
petrators of the crime. The embarrassed Italian government sent a large
force of troops into the area to hunt down the kidnappers. Their modus
operandi was to shoot and hang mafiosi and non-mafiosi alike until one of
l.cone’s men, defying the code of omerta, betrayed his capo. Leone and his
top lieutenant, Giuseppe Esposito, were captured, but they managed to
escape from custody and fled the country. Esposito proceeded to New York
und then to New Orleans.

"The largest city in the South was a natural destination for Italians. New
O)rleans had been a terminus for Italian fruit ships since before the Civil
War, and descriptions of the city had been carried back to the mother coun-
try by sailors and merchants who, by and large, preferred its climate to the
volder and less predictable weather of Boston or New York. New Orleans
had a Latin Catholic culture derived from the time of Spanish and French
rule. With its yearly round of carnivals and feast days, its relaxed attitude
toward vice, and its crooked streets and open markets, the city did not seem
drastically different from Naples or Palermo. The sugar, cotton, and rice
plantations of Louisiana resembled the latifundas of the southern Italian
pentry. Even the local diseases—yellow fever, cholera, and malaria—were
Iumiliar.

Before the Civil War, several thousand Italians lived in New Orleans. By
1890, estimates of the Italian population ran as high as 25,000, or 10 percent
of the city, though the official census listed only half that number. Italians
“have found here so much that encourages them,” an editorial writer for
the New Orleans Picayune commented, “that we must look for constantly



8 AMERICAN MAFIA

increasing immigration.” For Sicilians, the first stop was “Little Palermo”—
a crowded slum adjacent to the waterfront. But Italians could be found in
the best as well as the worst neighborhoods, owning businesses and real
estate, and serving on boards and in the local government.

For over a decade before Esposito arrived in 1880, New Orleans resi-
dents had believed the Mafia operated in the city, but the local culture of
violence and lawlessness went back much further—in fact, to the founding
of New Orleans in 1718. The original French and Spanish inhabitants often
settled their differences with guns or swords, and many of the Americans
who poured in after the War of 1812 adopted similar habits. Anyone with
pretensions to gentility made sure to polish his fencing and shooting skills.
In 1862, the city was captured by Union forces who imposed a harsh rule
that continued through Reconstruction, fomenting more unrest. Italian
immigrants were just one subgroup in a city long renowned for its gangs,
mobs, riots, duels, and assassinations. Only a small minority of Italians
became involved in crime, and of those only a few had actually belonged to
groups like the Mafia—though many more found it advantageous to claim
such associations, the better to instill fear in their victims.

Esposito came from a lower-middle-class family and was fairly well edu- ‘
cated. He adopted a new identity, calling himself Vicenzo Rubello, bought a
sailboat, and played at being an oyster fisherman. Beyond these modest ges-
tures, however, Esposito showed little concern for his anonymity. Short,
swarthy, and powerfully built, he had a distinctive knife scar between his
eyebrows which he made no effort to conceal. He walked the streets of
Little Palermo with an attention-getting swagger, and took care that all he
encountered—all the Italians, at any rate—knew they were dealing with a
Sicilian bandit leader. Esposito even flew a pennant with the name of his for-
mer chief, Leone, on the prow of his little boat—a gesture that meant noth-
ing to the local authorities but made Sicilians more respectful.

Tony Labuzzo built Esposito’s boat and claimed to have been cheated out
of the fee for it. Hesitating to confront Esposito directly, Labuzzo found
another way to settle the score. Esposito had a wife and five children in
Sicily. When he married a New Orleans widow with two children, a relative
of his first wife sent word to her, and the Italian authorities were soon
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informed of his whereabouts. They responded by posting a $3,000 reward
and retaining two private detectives from New York to capture him. When
the detectives arrived in New Orleans, they were pushed aside by the police
chief. He assigned two of his own favorites to the case instead—cousins
David and Mike Hennessy.

With Labuzzo’s covert assistance, the Hennessys managed to bag Espo-
sito on his way to mass at the Cathedral of St. Louis. He was then turned
over to the New York detectives, who took him away by boat. Labuzzo was
quickly ferreted out and gunned down by Esposito’s friends. In New York
City, Esposito fought extradition to Italy by insisting that he really was
Rubello. He even produced witnesses from both New York and New
Orleans to support his story. It took a pair of carabinieri sent over from Italy
to settle the identity question once and for all, pointing out the knife scar
between his eyes. Returned to his native land under guard, Esposito was
tricd, convicted, and sentenced in short order. The new kingdom of Italy
had no death penalty, but the defendant did not get off easy. He was sen-

tenced to life imprisonment—in chains.

lisposito only pretended to be a fisherman, but many of his countrymen
were finding work on the waterfront. Shippers liked to pit the Italians
apainst more established groups of black and Irish dockworkers. When it
suited their purposes, they pitted Italians against other Italians. In 1878, the
I'rovenzano family of dockworkers won a contract to unload fruit. But in
1886, the leading shipowners grew dissatisfied with them and cut a new deal
with Charlie Matranga, who also ran a combination dance hall and gambling
joint catering to a black clientele. Two years later, the Provenzanos were
dropped completely and their work was given to the Matrangas, starting a
feud, with each family characterizing the other as Mafia. In May 1890, a
proup of Matrangas were ambushed coming home from unloading a banana
boat. Three of them were hit by bullets, including Chatlie’s brother, Tony,
who lost a leg. Real mafiosi weren’t supposed to run to the law, but the
Matrangas promptly did, identifying the shooters as Provenzano men. Six of
the latter were eventually convicted of assault.

Unfortunately for the Matrangas, Dave Hennessy was now the police
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chief, and he wasn’t satisfied with the verdict. Hennessy could well have
been in prison himself. He was a popular local figure, tall and handsome
with a reputation as a bold, fearless officer—without peer, perhaps, but
scarcely beyond reproach. In 1881, after the Esposito arrest, a new adminis-
tration had taken charge of the police, and both Hennessys had been
demoted. The two cousins then got into a shootout with their boss, the chief
of detectives, killing him. Pleading self-defense, they were acquitted of mut-
der, but fired from the force. Mike, who had been wounded in the incident,
resettled in Houston where he was murdered a few years later, allegedly by a
New Orleans assassin. When political tides turned, Dave became the new
chief. His record, which might have barred him from the appointment in
other places, was no disqualification in New Orleans. Local detectives were
known for wearing fancy clothes, smoking expensive cigars, and somehow
managing to live well beyond their salaries. Dave’s father had come to New
Orleans as a Union soldier before joining the Reconstruction-era police, and
wound up being murdered in a coffeehouse as a result of a feud among cor-
rupt detectives. Before and after his appointment as chief, Dave Hennessy
enjoyed a close relationship with the Provenzanos, especially with Joe
Provenzano, their leader. At their trial, at least two dozen of Henh’essy’s'
cops testified as alibi witnesses for the defendants, and there were wide-
spread accusations of perjury.

Publicly denouncing the verdict against his friends, Chief Hennessy
claimed that it was the Matrangas who had given perjured testimony; he also

~accused them of murdering an important defense witness before he could

take the stand. Hennessy declared that he would launch a new investigation
and see the defendants exonerated. He even sent a request to the authorities
in Italy for information about fugitives from that country who might be hid-
ing out in New Orleans (there were in fact hundreds of such people). In
August, Hennessy received a threatening letter warning him to cease his
investigations, and began to hear rumors that he had been targeted for
assassination.

When the first group of suspects in Hennessy’s murder were swept off the
streets—some none too gently—the local Ttalian consul, Pasquale Corte,
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went to Mayor Shakespeare to protest their treatment. The mayor waved off
(lorte’s objections. Considering himself a likely next victim and anxious to
impress the electorate with his toughness, Shakespeare ordered a second
wave of arrests. By now, however, others were beginning to attack the
mayor—not for manhandling Italians, but for bungling the investigation.
Within a few days of Hennessy’s murder a group of leading citizens created
o “Committee of Fifty” to assist in combating “oath-bound, hell-born soci-
cties.” Dissatisfied with the performance of the mayor and his police force,
the committee bypassed them altogether, raising what they described as “a
substantial amount” of money to bring in the Pinkerton Detective Agency.

The Pinkertons were the largest and most effective investigative body in
late-nineteenth-century America. Scottish immigrant Alan Pinkerton opened
his agency in 1855 after a brief stint as a police detective in Chicago; his
carliest clients included several leading railroad companies. Pinkerton went
on to serve as chief of the Secret Service branch of the Union Army under a
lormer railroad president, General George B. McClellan. After Pinkerton’s
death in 1884, his sons William and Robert took over, and the agency’s
symbol—a watchful eye—became known far and wide. In addition to the
many corporate duties that the Pinkertons performed (spying on labor
organizers, for one), they were often retained to investigate robberies, mur-
ders, and other major crimes. Not infrequently, they would be approached
by private groups like the Committee of Fifty that had lost faith in the
integrity or effectiveness of the local authorities.

In the municipal police departments of the day, political patronage gov-
erned almost every personnel decision. The Pinkertons, by contrast, hired
people on the basis of merit, including women and disfavored minorities.
T'he principal agent assigned to the Hennessy case was a young man of Ital-
inn descent, Frank Dimaio, who had worked in the Philadelphia office.
Short, muscular, and dark, with jet-black hair and a forceful manner, he
would become known as “The Raven.” Dimaio had quit a previous job in
the insurance industry, craving more exciting work. As a Pinkerton, he got
what he was after. Fluent in several languages, he often worked undercover,

in guises that ranged from gangster to dance instructor to organ grinder. He
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had recently been commended by his superiors for his work on an insurance
fraud case. The Pinkerton brothers were impressed. With their endorse-
ment, in November Dimaio set out for Louisiana in the guise of a counter-
feiter named Tony Ruggerio, a real-life bill passer serving a prison term in
Italy. For added credibility Dimaio had $6,000 in high-quality phony money
sewn into the lining of his coat when he appeared in a small Louisiana town
to establish his bona fides. By prearrangement, he was seized in a boarding-
house by the Louisiana chief of the U.S. Secret Service, who loudly informed
a crowd of onlookers what a desperate rascal this Ruggerio was. The lawman
was so convincing that some of the boarders ran to get their shotguns to
assist in the arrest. When the Secret Service agent delivered Dimaio to the
New Orleans jail, he warned the guards that he had fought a gun battle
to overcome the prisoner. The Italian inmates were wary just the same. A
bribed jail clerk had tipped them to a mysterious prisoner who might be an
informer, and when Dimaio was put in a cell block with eight of the suspects
they eyed him suspiciously.

Nevertheless he managed to win their confidence. Instead of cozying up
to his fellow prisoners he treated them with the scorn of a high-level crimi-
nal for small-time punks mixed up in a murder. When one of them
approached, Dimaio knocked him down with a single punch. His disdain
only increased their interest and respect. A couple of the men began to talk
about their personal exploits to gain his approval. Still trying not to arouse
suspicion, Dimaio discouraged their overtures.

Like any good detective investigating a crime with multiple suspects, he
was looking for the weakest link. His eye soon fell on one of the suspected
triggermen, Manuel Polizzi, a simple-minded man who was at the bottom of
the jail pecking order. Polizzi worked hard to ingratiate himself with
Dimaio. At first the detective held him off, but eventually they became
friendly.

Thanks to their many friends on the outside the Italians were sometimes
able to order dinner from a local restaurant. On occasion, Dimaio would
share a meal with Polizzi. With Dimaio’s subtle encouragement Polizzi was
beginning to suspect the other Italians of plotting against him. One day as
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dinner was set down before them, Dimaio knocked the plate out of Polizzi’s
hand. As an expert counterfeiter he claimed to know all about chemicals;
the cheese sauce, he insisted, contained arsenic. Another time he did the
same thing with a glass of wine, which supposedly contained cyanide.
Polizzi was convinced—and alarmed. But the vile prison conditions had
taken their toll on Dimaio, whose weight had dropped from 185 pounds to
140. Alerted to his condition by the lawyer that the agency secretly retained
for him, William Pinkerton sent word that it was time to have Dimaijo
rcleased on bail. Dimaio refused. Although he knew he couldn’t hold out
much longer, the frightened Polizzi had at last begun to talk about the Hen-
nessy assassination and how the gang had drawn straws to determine who
would do the actual shooting (a familiar detail in allegations of murder
involving Italian secret societies). Dimaio covertly wrote down everything
Polizzi said on scraps of paper, and got him to make his mark on them.
I'inally satisfied he had enough, Dimaio contacted his lawyer to bail him out.

Although nineteen Matranga men were indicted for murder the district
nttorney put only nine of them on trial, dissatisfied with the evidence against
the other ten. The defendants were a mixed lot: they included Polizzi;
Aspara Marchese, the fourteen-year-old whistler; his father, Antonio; crew
boss Charlie Matranga; and Joseph Macheca, one of the wealthiest Italians
in New Orleans. Macheca lived in a Bourbon Street mansion and owned a
considerable amount of local real estate and a small fleet of steamships that
hauled bananas up from Central America. A mover and shaker in local poli-
tics, Macheca worked both sides of the street. The story went that it was
Macheca’s influence that got the Hennessys demoted, after Dave refused a
$50,000 bribe to back Esposito’s claim of mistaken identity. During the
Matranga—Provenzano feud, however, Macheca had arranged a meecting
hetween the two factions, bringing in Chief Hennessy as referee. Though
hoth groups agreed to compromise, the bargain did not hold up. According
to Polizzi, it was Macheca who had rented the shed near Hennessy’s home,
installing a man there to track the chief’s movements.

Consul Corte kept a close watch on the proceedings, sending regular

reports to Baron Fava, the Italian ambassador in Washington. Fava relayed
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his own strong feelings of concern to the American government. Italian
Americans in other cities held meetings to generate support for the prison-
ers, who were widely believed to be innocent by their countrymen. These
far-flung supporters raised a $75,000 defense fund and brought in some
high-class legal talent, including a former Louisiana attorney general.
“Mafia money” was the way most people in New Orleans described the
defense fund, though the average contribution was just two dollars.

Nearly eight hundred prospective jurors were examined before twelve
could be seated. Word was out that a juror could make a bundle of money
by voting to acquit, and private detectives working for the defense were
accused of offering bribes. The trial itself lasted two weeks, with the prose-
cution presenting sixty-seven witnesses. Polizzi’s supposed jailhouse confes-
sion was not introduced in evidence—although the information it contained
provided useful leads, it was not thought to be legally sound. When the jury
finally reached a verdict it was, in the words of a New York Times reporter,
“like a thunderclap from a clear sky.” Six of the defendants were acquitted
outright. As for the three others, the jury could not decide. The crowd out-
side the courthouse was stunned at first. Then came a chorus of loud
protests followed by ominous muttering about bribes. Most of the jurors
found it prudent to quickly disappear. The Picayune described their verdict
as one that “astonished every person.”

Many people grew angrier when they heard that the city’s Italians were
openly celebrating the acquittal. The celebrating was real, but mostly unre-
lated to the case. The verdict had been announced on the birthday of Italy’s
King Humbert I when local Italians were marking the occasion with flag-
waving and outdoor revelry in the manner of their relatives back home.
Another rumor had American flags being burned or desecrated; that story
evidently stemmed from a drunken Italian sailor hauling down the Stars and
Stripes. Nevertheless, the Committee of Fifty called for a mass meeting the
next day near the statue of Henry Clay on Canal Street to “remedy the fail-
ure of justice in the Hennessy case.”

Lynching was not an uncommon practice at the time, and the mobs that
carried it out weren’t necessarily composed of the communities’ worst ele-

ments. Just as some people fought duels to avenge insults, others considered
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lynching to be the normal reaction of an enraged citizenry to acts of blatant
and unpunished lawlessness. W. S. Parkerson, an attorney active in the
reform movement and close to Mayor Shakespeare, took charge of the rally,
delivering a fiery oration. “When courts fail,” he declared, “the people must
act. . .. Our chief of police is assassinated in our very midst by the Mafia
society and its assassins again turned loose on the community. . . . Are you
poing to let it continue?” His audience roared “No! No! Bring on the
dagos!” Parkerson led the way to the parish jail, where the six acquitted
defendants were still locked up pending the adjudication of some lesser
charges, along with the thirteen others who were still awaiting trial. By the
time they arrived the crowd numbered six thousand.

Two detectives had rushed there to warn of the approaching mob. The
sheriff had already departed, leaving the warden in charge. “Let them
come,” he replied. “They won’t get in.” But his actions indicated less confi-
dence than his words. His first step was to release the Italian prisoners from
their cells, telling them to hide in the women’s quarters. Meanwhile Consul
Corte was pleading for help from Governor Francis Nicholls. His Excel-
lency regretfully explained that he could not act without a request from the
mayor, who, like the sheriff, was nowhere to be found. A lynching would not
harm any of these men politically—quite the reverse.

QOutside the jail the mob began pounding on the doors, which had been
locked by the sheriff’s deputies. “We want the dagos,” people shouted,
while others called out mockingly to the prisoners inside, “Who killa da
chief, who killa da chief.” The crowd included a large black man who hurled
# paving block against a side door, splintering it (his presence in the midst of
# southern lynch mob attracted little comment from the press). The mob
entered the building and they quickly proceeded to the women’s quarters
after a female inmate pointed them there.

Polizzi was one of the first caught—picked up with one hand by a burly
plunter, taken outside, hung from a lamppost, and blasted with rifle fire. A
second prisoner soon followed. Cornered in a courtyard a half a dozen oth-
ers, including Joe Machecha, dropped to their knees and begged for mercy.
T'hey were all shot down. Two of the prisoners had secreted themselves in
u packing crate that normally served as a doghouse for the warden’s bull
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terrier. They too were found and shot to death. Charlie Matranga hid under
a mattress with his mouth pressed to a crucifix and was one of eight sur-
vivors. Another was the whistling boy, spared because of his age.

When the job was done Parkerson gave a speech of thanks to his helpers.
“God bless you,” he concluded.

“God bless you, Mr. Parkerson,” they shouted back before they
dispersed.

In Washington, Ambassador Fava received a short and frightening telegram
from his man in New Orleans. “I hold the mayor responsible,” Consul Corte
wrote. “Fear further murders. T am in great danger.” Fava protested to U.S.
secretary of state James G. Blaine, and the Italian prime minister, the Mar-
quis Rudini, sent a sharply worded note. Blaine, the 1884 Republican presi-
dential candidate, had won considerable popularity in his long political
career by defying Great Britain. He adopted the same stance toward Italy,
declaring that the United States “had never taken orders from a foreign gov-
ernment and was not going to start now.” In response, Rudini recalled Fava.
In Italy, the incident became a source of widespread outrage, with resolu-
tions introduced in parliament calling for a punitive attack by Italy’s formi-
dable navy. In response, influential citizens of the wealthy but largely
unprotected seaports of the East Coast began calling on the United States to
build more warships (helping to ensure that when the Spanish-American
War broke out seven years later, the U.S. fleet was, in fact, substantially
larger). The Italian threat created a warlike mood and a feeling of national
unity, In 1891, many Confederate veterans volunteered to serve in the fed-
eral army in order, as one group of ex-rebels put it, to “plant the Stars &
Stripes on St. Peter’s dome.”

Ttalian-American citizens held mass meetings in a number of cities. In
New York, six thousand gathered for an angry rally at Cooper Union. A
group in Chicago describing themselves as “Italians by birth, Americans by
choice” telegraphed Secretary Blaine to protest against “the cowardly and
lawless act of the New Orleans mob, aided by the tacit consent of the local
authorities.”
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Washington ordered an investigation of the trial. After examining the
transcripts a government attorney found good legal reason for the acquittal
of the key defendants. Jurors asked to explain their failure to convict
pointed to the weaknesses of the state’s case and vehemently denied being
bribed or intimidated. The case essentially rested on the uncorroborated
statements of an accomplice—a weak foundation under the best of circum-
stunces. And Polizzi had given signs of mental instability, standing up at
intervals during the trial and screaming at the top of his lungs in a Sicilian
dialect that no one understood. On one occasion he had attempted to jump
out of a window; eventually his outbursts had caused him to be removed
{rom the courtroom.

In the end, the federal government paid $25,000 to the families of three
of the lynched men, who were Italian citizens, and President Benjamin Har-
rison expressed his regrets. Charlie Matranga and the rest of the surviving
defendants were not tried again, and the Provenzanos were eventually
acquitted of the original assault charges. No member of the lynch mob was
cver prosecuted. This was how nasty situations were often. resolved: drop
the charges against everyone and forget it ever happened. But Americans
did not forget what they had heard about the criminality of Italians and the
power of the Mafia. The Baltimore News spoke of “a dangerous people—
vruel, treacherous, vindictive.” The Indianapolis Journal characterized Ital-
inh immigrants as “ignorant, suspicious, and violent.” In the decade that
{ollowed, Italians would be lynched from West Virginia to Colorado with
{ew non-Italians protesting. Nor, in the aftermath of the Hennessy case, did
muny in Louisiana seem greatly troubled by the strange career of their mur-
dered chief or by the mayor’s inability or unwillingness to halt a lynching.
Across the country, many editorial pages all but congratulated the lynch
mob. Even a New York Times editorial observed that while “this affair is to
be deplored, it would be difficult to find any one individual who. ..

deplored it very much.”



2. A Place in the Sun:
|talian Gangs of New York

Between 1880 and 1900, the number of Italians in New York City leaped
from 20,000 to 250,000. By 1910, immigrants and first-generation Italian
Americans accounted for half a million New Yorkers—a tenth of the city’s
population. Even so, they were only the fourth-largest immigrant group,
trailing the Irish, Germans, and Jews in a metropolis where nearly three-
quarters of the inhabitants were either immigrants or the children of
immigrants.

At the end of the nineteenth century Italians and Jews began to displace
Irish and Germans in some of the most depressed areas. Eighty percent of
these Italian immigrants came from the southern provinces where the idea
of a unified Italy had yet to take hold, so people sorted themselves out by
region of birth. The first wave of Sicilians settled uptown between 106th and
116th Streets along the East River. Though distant from lower Manhattan,
the neighborhood had the same cheap housing and social problems.
Neapolitans congregated on the East Side of lower Manhattan around Mul-
berry Street, or in Brooklyn near the Navy Yard. Americans called each of
these areas “Little Italy.” Ttalians referred to their settlements as “colonies.”
In 1890, the journalist Jacob Riis brought the New York slums to national
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attention when he published How the Other Half Lives. In it he described
Mulberry Street as a “suburb of Naples” and the “foul core of New York’s
slums.” An area known as “The Bend,” where Mulberry made a sharp turn,
was the most crowded part of a crowded island. One tenement block of 132
rooms contained 1,324 Italian immigrants, sleeping in tiers of bunks, ten
people or more to a room,

As tenants, Italians were highly esteemed by the slumlords of the day.
According to Riis, the typical Italian “is content to live in a pig-sty and sub-
mits to robbery at the hands of the rent-collector without murmur.” As
cmployees they were obliged to be equally undemanding. A young man
fresh off the boat might earn a dollar for a ten-hour day of ragpicking or
“trimming a scow”—leveling off the garbage barges that took the city’s
refuse out to its deep-water burial grounds. The more fortunate immigrants
carned two dollars a day working on construction sites or laying railroad
tracks, but the extra money reflected an appallingly high rate of injury and
an utter disregard for the few safety regulations that existed. “The slaughter
of ltalians . . . yesterday was simply awful,” one newspaper reported after a
proup of track workers were hit by a train. “The men were torn and mangled
und their blood was scattered all over the tracks, and there can be little
doubt [the railroad’s] bosses were responsible for the horrible affair.”

Few Italians spoke English; most could not even read their own language.
As a result, they were easy marks for padrones—unscrupulous labor bro-
kers who recruited southern Italian peasants for what they touted as well-
paid work in the golden land across the sea. Those who could raise $30
for steerage passage were required to sign contracts that bound them to a
particular employer. In 1885 Congress passed a law making it illegal to
recruit immigrants before they landed in the United States. Nothing
changed. The padrones simply coached their charges to answer “no” when
immigration inspectors asked them if they had signed such contracts. Other
pirdrones lurked at the tip of Manhattan, waiting to waylay the unwary after
they came across the river from Ellis Island. And no matter what any
pudrone promised, the reality for most immigrants was working in a gang of
twenty or more as a railroad-track hand or hod carrier and being housed in
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foul conditions as a virtual prisoner until the job was done. Then, the immi-
grant would be cut loose with little to show for his work once the padrone
had deducted inflated charges for housing and food.

Used to a sunny climate and the lively open-air existence of their home
villages, many Italians found New York cold, dreary, and claustrophobic.
Yet Italians had a great capacity for taking joy in simple things. In down-
town Little Italy and East Harlem good weather was almost a cause for cele-
bration in itself. “When the sun shines,” Riis wrote, “the entire population
seeks the streets, carrying on its household work, its bargaining, its love-
making on street or sidewalk or idling there when it has nothing better to
do.” In 1930 Mike Fiaschetti, an Italian-born New York policeman describ-
ing immigrant life at the turn of the century, noted that when his country-
men managed to save a bit of money they would splurge on a ticket for a
minor opera company or standing room at the world famous Metropolitan
Opera. Most played the lottery, their lives coming to a halt for the Saturday-
night announcement of the results, which were based on the official
government-run lottery at home. For a people inclined to distrust authority,
Italians had remarkable faith in this particular government service; there
were few higher terms of praise than to say that someone was “as honest as
the lottery.” The winning numbers were cabled to America and distributed
by local operators. Someone who came away with one of the small prizes
would throw a wine-and-cake party for his friends and neighbors. The losers
went back to consulting the cabala, a guidebook to the occult that linked
certain dreams and experiences to particular numbers. Big prizewinners
could return to Ttaly and retire for life.

New York was the financial colossus of the nation and the world’s great-
est seaport—the principal route of transit for goods moving between
Europe and the United States. It was the most foreign of American cities,
and yet also, curiously, the cultural center from which the heartland got its
cues. For their knowledge of Italians, Americans looked to New York where
two very different pictures were taking shape. On the one hand, many
middle-class New Yorkers had a favorite Italian barber, restaurant, or wine-
and-cheese shop, and Italian opera was in vogue with the upper classes.
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Fnrico Caruso’s 1903 début at the Metropolitan Opera was the social event
of the year. But New Yorkers were also hearing more and more about Ital-
tnns as the perpetrators and victims of banditry and violence. Italians tended
to lack immediate family ties; as many as 40 percent of them were single men
planning either to earn some money and return home or to establish an eco-
nomic beachhead before they sent for their families. Some were fleeing
peacetime military conscription or the law. Regardless of their motives,
young men far from home were good candidates for trouble.

On Sunday, the workingman’s only day of recreation, men played cards
up and down Mulberry Street. “The Italian is a born gambler,” Riis com-
mented, with dour Scandinavian disapproval. “His soul is in the game from
the moment the cards are on the table and very frequently his knife is in it
too before the game is ended.” Some Italians carried weapons partly to pro-
tect themselves from attacks by young men of other nationalities, particu-
larly the Irish. To many Americans, however, knife-play seemed to be rooted
in the Italian character. Even the most downtrodden of the older immigrant
proups were wary, When Italians began moving into the African-American
part of Greenwich Village the established residents moved away in droves,
many settling in the tough Irish neighborhoods on the West Side. They
could expect a hostile reception there, but they would at least be among
people who “talked American.”

A more positive view was expressed in the New York Times by a former
assistant district attorney. He said most Italians were “hard workers, frugal,
temperate,” who would be assimilated in the course of a generation. A
report for the Sanitary Aid Society on the Italian quarters centering around
Mulberry Street claimed that “if these tenements were cleared out, many of
the temptations to crime would be removed.” As in New Orleans the early
stories of Italian-American crime in New York depicted a transplanted
underworld society in which murder and extortion were widely practiced.
I‘ar more than the press or the populace cared to admit, however, the Ital-
ians were simply absorbing habits already well entrenched in American
urban life. The wellspring of New York City’s crime was not in Little Italy
but at the Fourteenth Street “wigwam,” or headquarters, of an immensely



n AMERICAN MAFIA

powerful political organization known by the name of an Indian chief, Tam-
manend or Tammany. Since the mid-1800s Tammany’s Election Day victo-
ries had been ensured by saloon keepers and gamblers, who provided the
money, and local gangs, who furnished the sluggers. In return the organiza-
tion saw to it that police, prosecutors, and judges did not unduly trouble
those gang members who lived by theft, robbery, and vice.

The heavily Irish rank and file of the NYPD treated Italian immigrants
brusquely on the whole. Forgetful of the days when their own people had
been called “Paddy,” Irish cops referred to Italians as “Pasquale.” Beyond
being patronized or called names, however, Italian criminals and gang mem-
bers had little to fear from the police as long as they stuck to their own
neighborhoods. As Giovanni Branchi, the Italian consul general in New
York City from 1895 to 1905, later wrote, “Whole parts of the town . ..
inhabited by Italians only [were] virtually without police supervision,”
except for “the regular Irish policeman at the corner of the street who did
not care a rap what Italians did to themselves.”

Counterfeiting was a different matter. That was a federal offense, and a
serious one for which sentences of as much as twenty years were not uncom-
mon. Most American criminals preferred not to run afoul of the Feds. Those
who did “pass the queer” were a small fraternity skilled at handling the
plates and inks necessary to print “greengoods.” Italian criminals, accus-
tomed to a single system of courts and police controlled by the national gov-
ernment, did not comprehend the greater risk they ran by defying Uncle
Sam. Nor did they have the necessary skills at first; the early Italian counter-
feiters relied on printers back home who smuggled the phony bills in olive
oil cans and other merchandise shipped from the old country.

The United States Secret Service had been formally established in 1865 to
combat counterfeiting, In the last decades of the nineteenth century Italian
counterfeiters became a high-priority concern at the Service’s New York
office. From time to time, the NYPD would also rouse itself to deal with
such a case when it spilled over into murder. In 1888 Antonio Flaccomio
was stabbed to death at the corner of St. Marks Place and Third Avenue by
a counterfeiter named Carlo Quarteraro. Carlo and his brother Vincenzo
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had invited Antonio and his friend Polazzi to dinner in a nearby restaurant,
intending to kill Polazzi for informing on them. When the victim got suspi-
cious and excused himself, the brothers started berating Flaccomio. Anto-
nio decided it was time to make an eatly exit as well, but Quarteraro caught
up with him and stabbed him in the heart.

The St. Marks killers were “Sicilians . . . banded together in a secret soci-
¢ty known as the Mafia,” Chief Inspector Thomas Byrnes told the New York
limes. “Murder with some of them is simply a pastime.” According to
Byrnes, “Members of the society that commit a serious crime in this city find
refuge among friends in the South and vice versa.”

Byrnes, who led the investigation of the case, was known as America’s
preatest detective, Joining the force after service in the Civil War, by the
[880s this Irish immigrant had created the nation’s foremost municipal
detective bureau. His sleuths were especially effective against major thefts
such as bank robberies. Byrnes and his men also had a good record with
crimes of violence involving the city’s numerous street gangs. While critics
attributed Byrnes’s achievements to his cultivation of informants and use of
the third degree, his many admirers considered him a master interrogator.

His methods did not seem to work with Italians. Their culture taught
them to distrust all arms of government, particularly the police. When an
ltulian knifed in a Mulberry Street fray was asked by a cop, “Who done it?”
the reply was true to the code of omerta: “Fix heem myself.” Even Italian
detectives sometimes shook their heads in wonder at the behavior of their
countrymen. One related how when a young Italian was shot and killed on a
Manhattan street, an older man who had run out when he heard the firing
told investigating officers he had never seen the victim before. When police
iclentified the body it turned out to be the man’s son.

'The principal suspect in the St. Marks case, Carlo Quarteraro, fled the
country disguised as a priest. His brother Vincenzo was captured and
charged with murder. When the jury deadlocked, Vincenzo was set free,
to Byrnes’s considerable embarrassment. Backtracking, he portrayed the
killers not as members of a conspiracy but simply as moral reprobates. “The
Great Detective,” as he was called, made it clear that he would not be
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responsible for Italian-on-Italian crime in the future. “Let them kill each
other,” he told the Times.

In 1899, twenty-two-year-old Ignazio Saietta arrived in New York fleeing a
murder charge in his native town of Corleone. Corleone—the name means
“lion heart”—was one of the leading Mafia strongholds on the island. A
decade earlier Saietta’s brother-in-law, Giuseppe Morello, had made the
same trip after killing two men, one of them the chief of a local guard force.
By now Morello was an influential figure in East Harlem, along with his
brothers Tony and Vincent and their half-brother Ciro, who went by the
surname of Terranova. For the next twenty years the extended Morello clan
would be the most powerful Sicilian criminal group in New York.

In Sicily Ignazio had acquired the nickname “Lupo,” or wolf, suggesting
an animal that preys on the weak. In America, he became “Lupo the Wolf.”
While linguistically redundant, his nickname made sense for a man who was
out to inspire fear in two languages at once. Giuseppe Morello was now
known as Joe, and didn’t need anything fancier—he looked the part of a
murderer. Tall, burly, and hairy, he had a droopy mustache, a granite jaw,
and thick black hair. Born with a shriveled right arm and no fingers on his
right hand, he usually wore a shawl to cover up these defects. On the prowl
he sometimes sported the red bandanna favored by Sicilian brigands. In
contrast, Lupo was soft-spoken, stocky but smooth-looking, and a bit of a
dandy, given to wearing fancy clothes and keeping his hat tilted at a rakish
angle.

A law-abiding immigrant tricked into working in their counterfeiting
operation described Lupo and Morello as cowards who would never kill
anyone personally. Instead, he said, they would assign the job to a “corpo-
ral” who would take along a squad of four men to help him do the deed.
Both men were experts at intimidation, however. Lupo drove around in a
creamy white carriage pulled by a fierce-looking black horse. Spotting a fel-
low Italian who looked like a promising mark for extortion, he would drive
his carriage alongside his target and draw on the rcins, causing the horse to
rear up snorting. Usually the frightened victim paid off promptly. Those
who didn’t, regretted it. When a man who rented out workhorses refused to
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come across, Lupo gave some apples to a small boy with instructions to feed
them to the nice horses. The horses fell dead from poison. Another Lupo-
Morello specialty was compelling an honest store owner to purchase fire
insurance so they could torch his place and share in the proceeds.

Morello was the backroom administrator and Lupo worked the streets.
i lis greater visibility led people to think of Lupo as the boss, with Morello
as his number two man; actually it was the reverse. But both men were
dreaded. When either of their names was mentioned Italians routinely
crossed themselves.

The most sinister property in Lupo and Morello’s real estate portfolio
was a stable on East 108th Street near First Avenue. Besides being a place to
keep stolen horses, it also functioned as a murder factory where victims
were reputedly hung on meat hooks or burned in furnaces. Between 1900
and 1920 the East Harlem stable was the scene of anywhere from twenty to
sixty homicides, according to official estimates. The Morello crew also set
up a command post at 8 Prince Street in Little Italy, with a saloon in front
and a spaghetti restaurant in the back. The Prince Street establishment
became known among Italians as “Mafia Headquarters.”

Lupo and Morello began their counterfeiting career by obtaining prod-
uct from a printing plant in Salerno. Denominations of 2 and 5 dollars were
shipped to New York in cartons containing olive oil, spaghetti, wine, and
cheese. Selling these bills to wholesalers at 30 to 40 cents on the dollar for
distribution throughout the country was what first brought Lupo and
Morello to the federal cops’ notice. The head of the Secret Service’s New
York office was William Flynn, who had acquired his considerable knowl-
cdge of crime as warden of New York’s Ludlow Street jail. His agents
arrested Morello in 1900 for counterfeiting, but the U.S. attorney ruled
there was insufficient evidence to prosecute him. In 1902 Flynn’s men
raided one of his restaurants and found several thousand dollars in phony
live-dollar bills, again hidden in cans shipped from Italy. Some of his under-
lings were convicted but Morello won an acquittal. Within a few years the
pair had acquired 200,000 real dollars, which they used to purchase barber-
shops, groceries, and shoe repair stores.

As the presumed suppliers to Italian counterfeiters in cities such as
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Pittsburgh, Buffalo, Chicago, and New Orleans, Morello became known to
the Secret Service as the “Boss of the American Mafia” and Lupo as the
treasurer. The Mafia, Chief Flynn told the press in 1903, was “the most
secret and terrible organization in the world.” But though Lupo and
Morello adhered to the culture of the Old World Mafia it is not clear that
they actually belonged to the society. When Secret Service men raided the
home of one of Morello’s henchmen they found a notebook, written in Ital-
ian, with a list of rules for “ Companions of the Society.” One of the rules
forbade knife fights among members without permission. Another warned
against talking about organizational business to nonmembers. But the fact
that they had business dealings with Italian suppliers and distributors and
imitated Mafia procedures hardly proves that they belonged to or led an
American branch of the Sicilian Mafia—or that such a branch even existed.
In that era, lawmen frequently described Italian criminals (even many non-
Sicilians) as mafiosi and many a local chief was elevated to the post of the
“Boss of the American Mafia.”

With its emphasis on counterfeiting, it was natural for the Secret Service
to regard Lupo and Morello as the most important Italian criminals in New
York, The NYPD’s detectives, concentrating on the fighting gangs and their
frequent acts of mayhem, thought differently. In their opinion the most
important Italian criminal was a man with an Irish name, Paul Kelly, né
Paolo Vaccarelli. Of Neapolitan descent, Kelly had adopted his Irish handle
to improve his image during a youthful career as a middling bantamweight
boxer. Short, thin, and soft-spoken, with pretensions to artistic sensitivity,
he led the multiethnic Five Points gang that ruled the territory once con-
trolled by the Irish Whyos. By 1900 the twenty-nine-year-old Kelly directed
hundreds of thugs distributed across a broad swath of the Lower East Side
from his headquarters at the New Brighton Saloon on Great Jones Street.
The Bowery north of him was the domain of a Jewish gang led by “Monk”
Eastman (who sometimes used the Irish name of Delaney). The Five Point-
ers and the Eastmans collected protection money from gambling joints and
were available as sluggers for hire, particularly at election time, all the while
carrying on an almost perpetual state of warfare against each other. The two
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lcaders were arrested many times without serious consequences because
both enjoyed the protection of State Senator “Big Tim” Sullivan.

[n 1890 Tammany Hall had put Sullivan in charge of the Italian and Jew-
ish newcomers. He was responsible for making sure they voted correctly
und that those who were involved in crime paid off regularly. Big Tim was a
parrulous, hail-fellow who could dance the tarantella or don a yarmulke
when the occasion demanded it. In a nod to the Italians, he sponsored the
legislation that made Columbus Day a legal holiday.

Sullivan’s position gradually expanded from district leader to overlord of
vice and gambling while his territory grew from the Bowery, then Manhattan
south of Fourteenth Street, and finally the whole island. His ascent was not
without opposition. Patty Divver, an Irish saloon keeper, was the longtime
hoss of the city’s “old Fourth Ward” (officially the state’s second assembly
district). Nestled along the East River south of Fourteenth Street, it was still
an lrish island amid a sea of Italians and Jews. When Sullivan decided to
wllow brothels in the Fourth Ward, Divver refused. His defiance led Sullivan
to put up another Irish saloon keeper, Tom Foley, to oppose Divver in the
clection of 1901. To improve his chances, Sullivan called on Paul Kelly to
organize a voter suppression drive. The night before the election, members
of Kelly’s gang crossed over from the Five Points and formed a human chain
around each polling place. When the polls opened, husky young Hibernians
attempted to fight their way through the phalanxes of Kelly’s hoodlums, but
the Five Pointers wielded blackjacks and were more numerous and better
organized. Kelly’s boys also managed to cast a few votes of their own. One of
them boasted that he did his civic duty fifty-three times that day. The mostly
Ivish cops patrolling the area remained spectators. Only gunfire would have
rought them into action, and Kelly was careful not to make that mistake.
Iiventually, the Irish boys were, as the newspapers reported, “slugged to the
pround,” and Tom Foley emerged victorious.

Fluent in French and Spanish as well as Italian, Kelly loved to discuss
high culture with the society swells who came slumming at the New
Brighton (albeit with an NYPD detective along for protection). Listening to
his crudite conversation, the visitors would sometimes mistake him for
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another uptown slummer, complaining upon their departure that they had
never gotten to meet the terrible Paul Kelly. When the escorting detective
informed them that they had just spent a half hour in Kelly’s presence, they
were amazed. For most New Yorkers of the early twentieth century, Italian
gangsters meant the Americanized Kelly who operated in the mainstream.
Lupo and Morello, who preyed on their countrymen and passed phony
bills, were far less well known. When Herbert Asbury published his classic
Gangs of New York in 1928, he devoted just a portion of two pages to them
while giving twenty-five to Kelly.

In 1903 the Secret Service and the NYPD were presented with a golden
opportunity to destroy the Morello gang. Early on an April morning an Irish
scrubwoman was heading to work when she noticed a coat draped over a
barrel in a courtyard near the corner of 11th Street and Avenue D on the
Lower East Side. Picking up the coat and peering into the barrel she saw the
mutilated body of a murdered man. Her screams attracted passersby and
the police. The body, still warm, was that of a husky thirty-five-year-old with
his ears pierced, a common practice among Sicilians. He bore several stiletto
wounds sufficient to kill him and his body had also been repeatedly slashed
with a razor. Some accounts added a grisly final touch that marked him as a
squealer, claiming his genitals had been removed and stuffed in his mouth.
The New York Times called it “An Atrocious Murder,” adding: “Police
believe that he was a victim ... [of] the Italian Mafia, because it never
secretes a body, leaving it as an example of their work to confirm that they
do not fail to carry out their threats.”

Once the word Mafiz had been invoked the choice of a detective to lead
the investigation became a foregone conclusion. Like every crime with a
Mafia angle the barrel murder was promptly assigned to the NYPD’s resi-
dent expert in all things Italian, Giuseppe “Joe” Petrosino.

Born in 1860 near Salerno in the province of Naples, Petrosino was thir-
teen when he arrived in New York with his family. As a boy he shined shoes
on Mulberry Street, right outside police headquarters. Later he became a
foreman in the street-sweeping department where his two-fisted manage-
ment style caught the eye of the legendary Captain Alexander “Clubber”
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Williams, a police commander temporarily serving as the city’s sanitation
commissioner. Clubber liked the no-nonsense way Petrosino bossed his
group of Italian laborers. The burly Petrosino was a few inches shy of the
police department’s minimum-required five-foot-seven height, but Clubber
Williams’s endorsement overcame that problem and Petrosino became a
patrolman in 1883; three years later he was appointed a precinct detective.

With Petrosino on hand the NYPD at last began to show some sophisti-
cation in its response to Italian crime. Unlike the Irishmen who dominated
the detective ranks, Petrosino knew that when searching for a suspect it was
important to know his origins. If he was Sicilian he would not be found
among Neapolitans on Mulberry Street but perhaps among fellow Sicilians
on nearby Elizabeth Street. If he was from the Sicilian village of Cinisi
chances were he would be living among two hundred other Cinisian families
uptown on East 69th Street. Petrosino understood that threatening an Ital-
ian with arrest would only cause him to disappear. Among the handful of
[talian-American detectives in that era the rule of thumb was: “Don’t talk
about locking someone up, do it.” Petrosino also knew how dangerous it
could be for an Italian to be even seen conversing with a policeman. Pet-
rosino’s name resembled the word for “parsley” in dialect, and when he
entered a block the street characters would call out, “See the fine parsley!”
Anyone who appeared friendly with Officer Parsley was putting his own life
at risk, so when he was looking for information Petrosino would often dress
as an Italian immigrant—*“Luigi off the boat”—to make it easier for people
to talk to him. Sometimes he added a false beard.

Though he had a thick Italian accent, Petrosino taught himself to speak
slowly and precisely. He was “always striving for accuracy,” according to
Assistant District Attorney Arthur Train, and determined to solve every
case. He was also committed to the cause of his own professional advance-
ment, and Clubber Williams was only the first in a succession of superiors
to be won over. In 1895 Police Commissioner Theodore Roosevelt was
so impressed that he promoted Petrosino to headquarters detective ser-
geant, with a roving commission to investigate cases in which Italians were
involved.

The Secret Service had its own Italian specialist. Operative Larry Richey
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(né Ricci) was only eighteen but already a veteran investigator. As a thirteen-
year-old boy living in Philadelphia he had served as an aide on a major coun-
terfeiting case, working with the star of the service, William Burns. Where
Petrosino was plodding and inarticulate, the American-born Richey was
bright, glib, and even more ambitious. In 1901 Richey’s mother secured her
sixteen-year-old son an appointment as a full-fledged Secret Service man;
shortly afterward he Americanized his name. A quarter-century later, he
would be a principal secretary (in modern parlance, the chief of staff) to
President Herbert Hoover. At the time of the barrel murder he was working
undercover, “roping” counterfeiting suspects in the downtown Little Italy.

On two consecutive days before the murder Richey had been with a
group of operatives following an unknown counterfeiting suspect whom
they dubbed “The Newcomer.” At Richey’s last sighting the newcomer had
just entered Morello’s restaurant. Hearing about the body in the barrel,
Richey and his coworkers contacted the NYPD. Soon they had identified
the corpse as The Newcomer’s.

With the Lupo-Morello gang implicated, the investigation got going in
earnest and the NYPD and the Secret Service agreed to work together—
sort of. Police had found a small crucifix in the barrel, along with some saw-
dust and cigar stubs and a perfumed handkerchief with a note written in
Italian by a female hand. Petrosino translated it as “Come at once,” suggest-
ing that a woman had lured the victim to his death. An examination of his
stomach revealed evidence of a recently consumed Sicilian meal. Familiar
with Morello’s restaurant, Petrosino knew it served similar food and had
sawdust and cigar butts on the floor. Eventually the police would establish
that the victim had been killed there and taken by horse-drawn wagon to his
resting place on the Lower East Side. At the moment they had no evidence
to back up a murder charge in court and the wisest course might have been
to go on shadowing the suspects and looking for a weak link among them.
On the other hand, the gang might leave New York or even flee to Italy.

The chief of the NYPD’s detectives was a Byrnes protégé, Inspector
“Chesty George” McClusky, whose nickname reflected his swaggering air.
Chesty George wanted to make sure that the NYPD and not Flynn'’s Secret
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Service controlled the case. Rather than wait, he ordered his men to round
up the dozen principal members of the Lupo-Morello gang. As the New
York Times reported, in some instances their heads “had to be slammed into
the pavement to overcome resistance.” Among the prisoners were Lupo and
Morello themselves. The NYPD detectives then locked up the crew
together, which according to Chief Flynn gave them an opportunity to get
their stories straight. One of those questioned during the investigation was a
mysterious figure known as “Don” Vito Cascio Ferro. He had fled to New
York from Sicily two years earlier after running afoul of the law for his
involvement in a kidnapping case. Another arrestee gave his name as Tomas
PPetto, age twenty-four, a.k.a. “Il Bove” (the Ox). A bull-necked man of Her-
culean frame, according to the Timzes Petto fought “like a wild beast” until a
blackjack-wielding policeman felled him with a “stunning blow.” Police
found a one-dollar pawn ticket for a wristwatch on his person. Assuming
that the barrel victim hadn’t been murdered for his watch, the detectives did
not trace it.

McClusky’s next move was to stage what would today be called a perp
walk. Using the unlikely excuse that the three patrol wagons assigned to
haul the suspects from headquarters to the courthouse did not arrive in
time, he ordered them marched there on foot. Given the proximity of police
hcadquarters to Little Italy, the result was to parade them before their coun-
trymen as the Romans had paraded their captives and as the Italian police
sometimes did with mafiosi, dramatizing their powerlessness. The Times
reported that as the procession left headquarters, it was “greeted by an
immense crowd . . . many of them Italians suspected of being in sympathy
with the prisoners.” Suddenly there was “a movement,” causing detectives
to anticipate a rescue attempt; in response, the police “broke up the
crowd . . . knocking down some men and boys.”

The papers liked such stories, and so did the police. Portraying the Mafia
us an all-powerful organization made their occasional victories seem all the
more impressive. At their arraignment Morello was held on $5,000 bail, oth-
ers on $3,000 or $4,000. Petto, whom the police had yet to focus on, was
released on only a $300 bond. Don Vito Cascio Ferro quickly fled the city
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for New Orleans and then back to Sicily, where he remained a Mafia leader
of consequence for another three decades.

The police had a surplus of defendants and a scarcity of evidence.
Accounts of those involved in the barrel murder investigation tend to
diverge considerably in detail, especially in assigning credit and blame, but
all give the impression that the case was investigated first and the arrests
made later. Instead, as most cases were handled in those days, the method
was to arrest the suspects, then find the evidence to prove their guilt. And as
often happened, the police came up short, despite the best efforts of the
indomitable Petrosino. He got a convict in Sing Sing, Giuseppe De Priemo,
to identify a picture of the murder victim as his brother-in-law Benditto
Madonia of Buffalo, New York. De Priemo, he learned, had sent Madonia
to collect some money owed him by Joe Morello in connection with a coun-
terfeiting deal. And on the day of the murder Petto “the Ox” had spent a
good deal of money around Little Italy, his girlfriend blossoming forth in
expensive clothing. .

When Petrosino learned in Buffalo that Madonia had carried a cheap
watch belonging to his stepson, he wired Inspector McClusky and the police
finally linked the watch to the pawn ticket. Petto was indicted for murder.
At his trial, however, he claimed he had gotten the ticket from a man named
“John,” and the pawnshop owner could not identify him. When Madonia’s
wife and stepson took the stand to testify Morello’s followers murmured and
shuffled their feet, one even jumping up and putting his finger to his lips as a
warning. Not surprisingly the two witnesses were unable to positively iden-
tify the watch. Brought down from Sing Sing, the convict De Priemo was
equally unhelpful, declaring that his good friend Petto would never have
hurt Madonia. Petto was acquitted.! The cops had locked up the city’s worst
gang of Sicilian all-around criminals—and had failed to make a case against
any of them.

The police invariably blamed such debacles on the code of omerta—an
alibi that helped distract attention from a badly botched investigation.

Some writers who have studied the eane claim that between the lirst and second arrests another man was sub-
mituted for Petto,
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Locking up the defendants together made it unlikely that any individual
would break ranks. If the police had continued their surveillance longer
they might at least have brought counterfeiting charges against a few of the
defendants. Instead, the police took a quick-and-dirty approach which sug-
pested that Ttalian-on-Italian crime was still not important enough to com-
mand a serious effort. As a practical matter, Byrnes’s dictum, “Let them kill
cach other,” remained in force.

The barrel murder brought forth an outpouring of invective from the
American press. The Mafia was “now almost as strongly entrenched in New
York, New Orleans, and Chicago as in its Sicilian home,” the New York
World declared. The Italian-language papers, in turn, decried what they
considered a wave of ethnic slurs equating respectable citizens with gang-
sters. Gino Speranza, a New York lawyer of Italian ancestry, wrote a fiery
letter to the Times protesting against one alarmist article on the Mafia—
there was no such organization in Italy, he asserted. A Tzmes reporter was
then assigned to interview a sample of Italian Americans for a story head-
lined: DECLARES MAFIA CRYS A POLICE FICTION. The efforts of men like Spe-
ranza were futile. Occurring in the media capital of the country, the barrel
murder solidified the image of Italians as ferocious criminals.

Tomas Petto left New York after his acquittal and settled in Pittston,
Pennsylvania. Fearful of retribution, Petto was careful, particularly after
De Priemo’s release from Sing Sing in 1905. Not long afterward, though, he
heard a low whistle outside his house followed by a knock at the door. Cau-
tiously, Petto opened the door, gun in hand. Before he could make a move
he was fatally wounded by five blasts from a lupara. Near his body, the
authorities recovered a crucifix identical to one found on the body of Mado-
nia. Whoever fired the shots, rough justice had been done.

While Lupo and Morello continued to prosper, Paul Kelly’s fortunes
soon took a turn for the worse. A few months after the barrel murder Kelly
sent a squad of gunmen into the Bowery to hold up a card game and a gun
battle broke out between his gang and a contingent of Eastmans. Not until
police reserves arrived on the scene was the shooting stopped, leaving 3 men
dead, 11 wounded, and 20 in police custody, including Monk Eastman him-
sclf. The blazing guns and headlines did not sit well with Tammany, then in
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the midst of a tough mayoral election. Any more such incidents, Tim Sulli-
van warned, and the two gang leaders would lose their protection—and
their freedom. Not long afterward, Eastman, prowling through the Tender-
loin after midnight, was caught trying to rob a rich young drunk. He spent
the next five years in Sing Sing. The following year some rival hoodlums
came gunning for Kelly at the New Brighton. His Irish bodyguard spotted
them and yelled, “Look out, boss.” After diving under a table Kelly came
back up shooting, while a quick-thinking employee switched off the lights.
By the time the police arrived the bodyguard lay dead on the floor and Kelly
was nowhere to be found. The next day’s papers prominently displayed the
corpse beneath a picture of Big Tim Sullivan. A logical inference was that
Tammany was sheltering Kelly. In fact, after being hit three times he had
been spirited away to a hideout in East Harlem to convalesce under the pro-
tection of Lupo and Morello, who up until then had not been involved in
Kelly’s operations. Eventually he surrendered and was charged with murder,
but the case was dropped for lack of evidence. v

It was the beginning of the end of Kelly’s downtown career. He closed the
New Brighton and opened a café called Little Naples, which failed. Kelly
then withdrew from the Five Points, moving into a house on East 116th
Street owned by the Morello family. He became partners with them in a
local real estate business, using strong-arm tactics to force people to sell
their property. In 1910, he tried to open an upscale place in the Broadway
theater district that he whimsically called The New England Social and Dra-
matic Club. His old friends from the Lower East Side were pointedly dis-
couraged from dropping in, but the club failed regardless. Eventually he
became a business agent for a union of ragpickers in East Harlem. He pre-
ferred this semilegitimacy, and as Italians gradually came to replace the Irish
on the East Side docks Kelly moved up in the world, becoming a vice presi-
dent of the International Longshoremen’s Union. In his new position he
double-crossed the international by keeping his men working during a
waterfront strike. Nevertheless, his image makeover was on the whole suc-
cessful. He changed his name back to the original and the newspapers grad-
ually took to referring to him respectfully as “Mr. Vaccarelli.” Only Tim
Sullivan was unimpressed. If it hadn’t been for him, Sullivan liked to say,
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“Mr. Vaccarelli Kelly” would be doing twenty years for the New Brighton
affair (a typical bit of Sullivan boasting—after all, in this case Kelly only
fired in self-defense, and missed, at that).

Lupo and Morello remained their old vicious selves, but while they may
have been immune to the criminal laws they could not escape the economic
ones. Continuing to expand their business operations, legitimate and illegit-
imate, they incurred heavy losses in the panic of 1907. Simple and direct
men, they concluded that the answer to their financial woes was to open
their own counterfeiting plant in the Catskill Mountains. It was a move that
sct them up for a rematch with Uncle Sam.



3. |talian Squads and American Carabinieri:
Law Enforcement Wars on the Mafia

No one saw the bomb thrown, but hundreds heard it explode, and within a
few minutes the streets around Mott and Mulberry were filled with excited
residents. One of those who heard the blast was Detective Joe Petrosino,
who quickly arrived on the scene. The entire front of a florist shop on the
ground floor of a five-story tenement building had been blown out and its
contents strewn all over the street. The shop belonged to the Deodaro
brothers who lived with their families on the second floor above it, and this
wasn’t the first time they’d been bombed. Until a year ago, they had owned
another florist shop a few doors down on Mott Street. After the Deodaros
failed to respond to letters demanding money, that shop was blown up. They
moved to a new location and the letters started coming again. Now another
bomb had exploded, shattering the peace of New York City’s largest Italian
colony, just a2 week before Christmas of 1906.

Black Hand letters had become endemic in New Yotk. Usually phrased
with exquisite Old World courtesy—“Honored Sir, we respectfully
request”—the message was always the same: “Pay or die.” And die some
did, by bullet, knife, or bomb (with many Italians working as laborers on
construction sites sticks of dynamite or five-pound metal balls loaded with
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high explosives were not hard to come by). Some of the letters contained a
symbol of a menacing black hand, daggers, or both. An enterprising
reporter for the New York Herald searching for a fresh angle on a routine
story referred to the missives as “Black Hand” letters and the phrase caught
on. The new term added to the confusion about criminal societies. Was the
Black Hand an organization coincident with or apart from the Mafia, or
(amorra, or simply a method of operation? The name had originally been
applied to Spanish anarchist groups. Leftist accounts, which have a certain
plausibility, claimed that it was popularized in the 1880s by an Andalusian
police chief, Don Tomas Perez Monforte. Confronted with a widespread
strike of agricultural workers, Monforte hit on a clever ploy to break it. Not-
ing black hands painted on the walls of buildings as directions, he pro-
claimed that these were warnings placed by an anarchist group. Later, the
chief’s deputy “accidentally” found the organization’s charter hidden under
a rock. With this evidence, the police commenced to round up the strike
lcaders and force the rank-and-file back to work. The story of “La mano
negra” (nero in Italian) was widely publicized in Latin countries, and the
symbol was sometimes adopted by Italian criminals as a device to facilitate
extortion.! It was obvious to detectives that the Black Hand was not an
organization like the Mafia but a method employed by individuals or small
groups. The use of explosives by Black Handers also popularized another
derogatory term for Italians—“bomb throwers.”

American law was still reacting sporadically to crimes committed by Ital-
ian gangs: arrest a murderer here, a few counterfeiters there. Certain detec-
tives, like Joe Petrosino in New York, Gabriel Longabardi in Chicago, Peter
Angelo in Pittsburgh, and John D’Antonio in New Orleans, were assigned
to work as Italian crime specialists. The deluge of Black Hand cases
prompted the NYPD to establish a five-man Italian squad with Sergeant
Petrosino in charge. Since its detectives also “caught” all serious Italian-
American crimes it had the unintended effect of ghettoizing the problem.

'Latin Black Handers had no connection with the Serbian secret society of the same name that organized the
assassination of the Austrian archduke at Sarajevo in 1914,
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Several hundred thousand Italians in New York City could not be policed
by a squad of five men, but its existence meant the rest of the force was off
the hook.

In 1907 Commissioner Theodore Bingham expanded the Italian squad to
twenty-five men and promoted Petrosino to lieutenant. In his enhanced role
Petrosino scored major triumphs over genuine bosses of both major Italian
secret societies. In Naples that year a Camorra chieftain, Enrico “Big
Henry” Erricino (also known as Alfano), had ordered the murder and tor-
ture of a man and his wife, causing the Italian government to proclaim a
crackdown on the Camorra and to send 30,000 troops to enforce it. Erricino
fled to New York City. Petrosino’s squad tracked him down and turned him
over to Italian authorities. When Big Henry was returned to Italy he became
one of the principal defendants in a three-year state trial of Camorra leaders.
The Italian consul general presented Petrosino with a gold watch in grati-
tude for the capture.

In 1908 Raffaele Palizzollo, a former member of the Italian parliament,
came to New York to raise funds to finance a return to political life. A Mafia
leader in Sicily, he had emerged a free man after three trials for the murder
of a director of the Bank of Sicily. In New York he was greeted by the local
consul and a large crowd of Italian notables. Even American officials were
respectful and Palizzollo made a big hit on the banquet circuit by attacking
the Mafia. Then Petrosino tipped off city officials and Italian colony leaders
about Palizzollo’s background. The distinguished statesman had to cut his
visit short and take the next boat back home. When Petrosino came down
to wish him bon voyage, the angry mafioso shook his fist and warned the
detective never to come to Sicily. But these were only occasional successes,
and criminals styling themselves Black Hand, Mafia, or Camorra continued
to flourish in New York City.

The mining areas of Pennsylvania were some of the principal battlegrounds
for the industrial strife that was the dark side of the Gilded Age. Waves of
immigration from southern and eastern Europe led to the gradual replace-
ment of English, Irish, and Welsh miners by Italians, Slavs, and Hungarians.
At first the Italians hired out as strikebreakers. Within a relatively short
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period they came to identify with the workers. In 1890 two small unions,
one of them affiliated with the radical Knights of Labor, merged into the
17,000-member United Mine Workers. In the spring of 1902 they called a
general strike to secure recognition for their union and its demands. A pri-
vate force of 5,000 Coal and Iron Police patrolled the mining districts in
addition to the 9,000 National Guardsmen called to duty. By fall the country
was facing a fuel shortage and President Theodore Roosevelt intervened,
persuading the workers to return to work on the promise that he would
appoint an arbitration commission. The arbitration findings compelled the
owners to recognize the UMW and abolish their private cops. The common-
wealth of Pennsylvania responded by creating the state police. Since 228
officers and men were replacing 5,000 Coal and Iron Police, it would have to
be a crack outfit. The commanding officer, a Philadelphia aristocrat and
National Guard captain named John Groome, was a veteran of both the
Spanish-American War and considerable strike duty in Pennsylvania. He
opted to recruit ex-servicemen, preferably of American stock, though some
Irish and German immigrants were admitted to its ranks. Troopers—a cav-
alry term denoting their mounted status—were required to enlist for two
years, be unmarried, and live in barracks. In effect, they were soldiers of the
state invested with police authority. Each of the initial four troops were
headquartered in the mining districts. The Pennsylvania State Police became
nationally well known and served as a model for the creation of similar
lorces in other states, thanks in part to their Boswell, Katherine Mayo, who
wrote three books about the organization.

Prior to the creation of the state police, the nonchalant policy in Pennsyl-
vania regarding violence by Italians against Italians had been similar to New
York City’s. Katherine Mayo described its practical application: “At feasts,
christenings, balls and the like, these alien people were given to heavy and
prolonged drinking bouts, which ended often in wild and murderous disor-
der. The comfortable practice . . . had been to let them fight out their brawls
undisturbed even to the rebeginning of a hearty funeral.” She was a pre-
scient observer, though not.sympathetic to those whose Americanism failed
to meet her standards. According to Mayo, one of the principal tasks of the
new state police was to teach the unassimilated forcign element by “small
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but repeated object lessons that a new gospel was abroad in the land.” In
anticipation of their duties, the recruits were imbued with the philosophy,
“One American can lick 2 hundred foreigners.”

The force commenced operations early in 1906. In the beginning of April
Troop B, located in the northeastern part of the state, responded to an Ital-
ian settlement called “Boston Patch” where it was reported that striking
quarry workers were firing at other workers still in the plant. A dozen troop-
ers arrived and the sergeant in charge ordered the five hundred Italians
gathered to disperse. Some of them allegedly aimed revolvers at his head,
but the sergeant led his men in a cavalry charge that cleared the area. He
then ordered a sweep, sending troopers to search the residents’ homes and
confiscate all firearms. The United Mine Workers had opposed the forma-
tion of the state police, labeling them “American Cossacks,” and when they
learned of the Boston Patch episode the union secured warrants for the
troopers’ arrests on grounds of trespassing and disorderly conduct. The
charges were eventually dismissed.

A more spectacular incident took place in September at the town of Flo-
rence near Punxsutawney. A sergeant and five troopers were fired on when
they attempted to enter a house to arrest two Italians charged with murder.
One trooper was killed and two were wounded. After reinforcements
arrived from Troop D headquarters the officers again rushed the house and
another trooper was killed. All through the night they exchanged shots with
the occupants of the house. Finally Troop D commander Captain Joseph
Robinson ordered the house dynamited, causing it to collapse and burn,
killing everyone inside. The Punxsutawney Weekly Spirit noted, “There are
many differences of opinion regarding the manner of conducting the attack
on the house . . . but all who watched agreed that the courage and loyalty of
the state policemen was beyond criticism.” A sergeant told Katherine Mayo,
“Those two [dead troopers] . . . taught us to hold the honor of the force
dearer than life.” The United States had never seen a police force like this,
though some of the immigrants had. One Slavic miner, watching the troop-
ers in their dark blue uniforms and slouch hats riding through his village,
muttered, “Ah, hussars, me no like,” and quickly walked away.
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One of the most violent areas for industrial strife was the Mahoning Val-
ley, particularly in Lawrence County along the Ohio border. Mine owners
such as the Bessemer Limestone Corporation claimed that some Italians
were shaking down their countrymen on paydays and holding conspiratorial
Black Hand meetings. While extortion in the area was widespread, some of
the activities the company objected to were likely to have been dues collect-
ing on behalf of a union that had just won a general strike. It was a murder
that ultimately galvanized the state authorities. In the fall of 1905 State Fish
and Game Warden Seely Houk, patrolling near Hillsville in Lawrence
County, caught an Italian man named Rocco Racco hunting out of season.
Houk warned Racco that the next time he would kill Racco’s dog. A few
weeks later a friend borrowed the dog to go hunting, also out of season, and
was caught by Houk, who followed through with his cruel threat and killed
the animal. When Racco was told of the killing, he declared, “As my dog
died in the woods, so shall this man.” The following April, Houk’s body was
discovered weighted down with stones in the Mahoning River. The Pennsyl-
vania State Police were soldiers, not detectives, so the Bessemer Company
and the State Fish and Game Commission, each acting separately, engaged
the Pinkertons to investigate the quarry shakedowns and the murder of
Warden Houk. The agency assigned Frank Dimaio to the case.

Increasingly the Pinkerton Agency was being called on by wealthy Ital-
ians who had received Black Hand letters and Dimaio was still their Italian
specialist, assigned to gather information on the Mafia.? For several months
in 1905 he had wandered through the Italian colonies of cities like Chi-
cago and Pittsburgh dressed in the black pants, checkered shirt, threadbare
jacket, and peaked cap of a typical Italian laborer. The report he produced
inspired Joe Petrosino to declare that Dimaio was the most knowledgeable
man in America about the Mafia. Dimaio then embarked on a career of

undercover work investigating Italian gangs in the industrial heartland of

‘Dimaio did get at least one interesting break from the Iralian beat. After New Orleans, he went to South
America to search for Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. According to the Pinkertons, he supplied the
Bolivian military with the information that led to their discovery and deaths,
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America, from Pennsylvania through the upper Midwest. Because there
were so few Italian private detectives, his services were in heavy demand. In
Columbus, Ohio, he uncovered information leading to the arrest of fourteen
Italian extortionists.

When an undercover man is used frequently word begins to get around
about him in the underworld. Gangsters whispered about the mysterious
man in Columbus who arrived in their circle shortly before a police crack-
down and disappeared afterward. As the word was passed confederates in
other cities recalled a similar individual whose sudden appearance and
equally sudden disappearance seemed to coincide with law enforcement
drives. The underworld even gave him a nickname, “The Raven,” as in
Edgar Allan Poe’s poem, which said, “Beware the Raven.” In the same year
that the NYPD formed its Italian squad, the Pinkertons did likewise and
placed Dimaio at the head of it.

The workers in the mill and mining towns of the Ohio-Pennsylvania bor-
der were a tough lot. For the Pinkertons to operate undercover was danger-
ous, especially for Dimaio, who was marked for death by many of the Italian
gangs. He and his squad began their assignment by assuming false identities.
They went to Ellis Island where they blended in with other immigrants and
were eventually hired as a group by contractors from the Pennsylvania lime-
stone quarries and taken to Hillsville, The town was locally known as
Hellsville, and according to Katherine Mayo, life there was grim. “Young
men who were saving money to send back for their sweetheart soon learned
to keep secret their ambitions. Songs in the summer evenings ended, and the
homes over which the Black Hand held the menacing stiletto or the smoking
revolver never contained a light, for fear of attack by night.”

Posing as hard-drinking tough guys, the Pinkerton detectives began to
circulate around the county trying to gain the confidence of suspected gang
members and to develop informants. One of Dimaio’s first contacts in the
quarries was a local capo, Sal Candido, who called himself Sam Kennedy.
One night while the miners were drinking at Candido’s house police burst in
and began frisking everyone. One of Dimaio’s men spit in a detective’s face
and was sent flying across the room; he was handcuffed and taken away,
presumably 1o be beaten for his effrontery. The scenario had been pre-
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arranged with the local police—down at the station, the Pinkerton operative
and county detective Creighton Logan had a good laugh and exchanged
information.

After this encounter, Dimaio and his crew were hailed as heroes by their
drinking buddies. Pretending to open up, Dimaio confided that he was a
mafioso and he made his listeners sit up and take notice when he used secret
passwords like monte albano. It was through Candido that Dimaio managed
to meet John Jati, who had been a lieutenant of Giuseppe Musilino, the
“Jesse James of Calabria.” In 1901, when Musilino was killed by Iralian
troops, Jati had fled to the United States. Now he was working out of
Youngstown, Ohio, running a school for assassins. Jati had a large collection
of knives, stilettos, and lead pipes, and he used dressmaker’s mannequins
with vital parts of the body outlined in red ink to instruct his pupils in the
art of striking a fatal blow. Dimaio was even able to sign up for a few lessons.

It became apparent to the detectives that there was no single all-inclusive
Black Hand or Mafia in the county. Instead, small bands of Sicilians, Nea-
politans, or Calabrians in the various towns had their own rackets. A charac-
ter named Bagnetto was responsible for some of the payday shakedowns in
Hillsville. He made sure to get his money by standing near the pay line
where he would stop every Italian after he got his envelope, make him open
it up at gunpoint and take out a specific amount. It was claimed that $25,000
a month was collected this way. He and his gang would also kidnap miners
and force them to write out checks until their bank accounts were empty.

In July 1907 a plan was laid to arrest twenty-one of Bagnetto’s Hillsville
extortionists in one fell swoop. On payday a Pinkerton agent assumed the
role of paymaster. As a suspect came to the window to get his wages he was
told that his envelope was short a dollar and he was asked to step into a back
office where it would be made up. As each man entered he found a detective
pointing a gun at him while another handcuffed him. After eleven men who
had entered the office did not come out, an Italian woman who was part of
Bagnetto’s crew sounded an alarm and the remaining suspects bolted from
the line. Suddenly the engineer of a freight locomotive idling on nearby
tracks moved his train forward and frantically blew the whistle. The doors
of several boxcars opened and disgorged police who proceeded to complete
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the roundup. Afterward, John Jati was picked up in Lima, Ohio, and two of
his henchmen were apprehended in New Jersey. Thirty-five of the men
arrested were eventually convicted and sentenced to terms of three to ten
years.

Among those in prison was Rocco Racco, and again the code of omerta
failed. Sal Candido was the weak link. His wife had recently given birth to
their first child. During her pregnancy Dimaio had accompanied the proud
young father on trips to buy baby clothes. After her husband went to prison
Dimaio visited Mrs. Candido and got her to pose for pictures with the baby
and to sign a letter he dictated asking her husband to collaborate. As Dimaio
expected, when he showed the letter to Candido in prison the capo cursed
the detective and ordered him away. After a passage of time Candido came
around and told the story of the murder of Warden Houk. According to
Candido, Racco and his brother-in-law had gone into the woods and fired
shots to draw Houk’s attention. When the warden came over to investigate
they killed him and disposed of his body in the river. Candido’s statements
led to charges against the other prisoners, some of whom had already
divined that Dimaio was “The Raven.” When he approached them they all
cursed and screamed, but eventually they directed the detective to a young
quarry worker who had helped to dispose of the body and to the man who
had borrowed Racco’s dog, seen it shot, and heard Racco swear revenge.
Dimaio even got on good terms with Racco’s wife, who spent most of her
time praying and ended up having to sell her possessions to survive. When a
pawnbroker tried to cheat her on some jewelry Dimaio intervened and
forced the man to pay her the proper amount. In gratitude she silently deliv-
ered the shotgun used to kill Warden Houk to the detective. At Racco’s trial
Dimaio was called as a witness and the defendant was convicted.

The state and local police had also been busy in the western part of Penn-
sylvania. Early in 1906 the mayor of Monongahela asked Troop A to help
arrest 140 members of the Black Hand Society, whom he claimed were
responsible for twenty-one murders. In Pittsburgh Detective Pete Angelo
arrested two New York hitmen who had come to town to carry out a mur-
der. They were tried and hanged. Next the police picked up two dynamiters
sent from New York, allegedly to blow up the jail. It was rumored that all
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the law enforcement activity would cause a general uprising of Italians in
western Pennsylvania. A whole troop of Pennsylvania State Police under
(aptain Robinson was assigned to protect the Lawrence County jail. Robin-
son, an ex—regular army officer, announced his policy was to “shoot first and
let the coroner ask the questions.” The hanging of Rocco Racco in the fall of
1909 was the final act in the great anti-Mafia drive, which had turned out
to be essentially a roundup of ordinary criminals. By Mayo’s account,
Hillsville’s Ttalian residents now “sat peacefully on their front porches and
tipped their hats when state troopers rode by.”* It would have been appro-
priate for them to salute the Pinkertons too, but Dimaio’s team had moved
on. He would eventually become head of the agency’s Pittsburgh division.*
Back in New York, NYPD commissioner Theodore Bingham was still
plagued by the Black Hand rumors. A former general whose spit-and-polish
military manner made him unpopular with the cops, his frequent ill-advised
comments brought him more criticism from the public. In 1908 he pinned
most of the blame for New York’s crime problems on Jews and Italians,
describing the latter as “a riffraff of desperate scoundrels, ex-convicts, and
jnilbirds.” Taken to task by the more politically sensitive mayor, George B.
McClellan Jr., the commissioner issued a formal apology. But his heart
wasn’t in it and he cast about for a way to save face by shoring up evidence
of foreign-born criminality. He proposed to create a Secret Service unit
composed of men specially appointed from outside the NYPD to infiltrate
foreign criminal groups. The idea was shelved when board of aldermen
president “Little Tim” Sullivan (cousin of “Big Tim”) voiced disbelief that
there was a Black Hand and refused to appropriate the funds. Bingham was
not a man to accept defeat lightly, and a recently enacted federal law allow-

ing for deportation within three years of arrival of any alien found to have

'[n 1917, Katherine Mayo was able to persuade the state of New York to create a police force modeled on the
I*¢nnsylvania troopers. Later she would arouse a storm of criticism with her book Mother India, which voiced
strong support for British imperial rule and condemned Gandhi and the Hindu nationalist movement. When
she died in 1940, both the New York State Police and the British Navy furnished a guard of honor at her
Tuneral.

At the time of the 1957 Apalachin conference raid, the ninety-year-old Dimaio was still alert enough to pro-
vide reporters with background information on the Mafin,
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concealed a criminal record provided him with a tool to pursue his theories.
A consultant to the federal government proposed that U.S. officials be sent
to Italy to investigate the background of Italian criminals now in America
with a view toward deporting them.

In February 1909 Bingham announced that he had obtained private
funds (from both Italian-American businessmen and leading New York
tycoons) to establish a Secret Service branch composed of fifteen civilian
investigators—and he revealed that its commander, Lieutenant Petrosino,
was already on the way to Italy to implement the consultant’s proposal. The
federal law would not directly affect men like Lupo and Morello who had
been in the country more than three years, but it could mean trouble for
more recent arrivals. Petrosino might also be able to arrange the extradition
from Italy of fugitives wanted in New York. There were many men in both
countries who had reason to fear his trip.

For once the always eager Petrosino did not jump at the assignment. The
American press had long heaped praise on his vigilance. “When murder and
blackmail are in the air,” the New York Timzes declared, “and the men folks
are white-faced but searing and the women folk are saying litanies to the
Blessed Mother that their dark-haired cherub children may be saved from
the Black Hand kidnappers, a telephone call comes to Police Headquarters
in Mulberry Street for Petrosino, and all Little Italy looks to the Italian
detective for protection.” At the same time, the Italian-American press criti-
cized him for what it saw as constant harping on the Black Hand and the
Mafia. This complaint was unfair. Despite his propensity for seeking public-
ity, he did not believe Italian gangs in America were significantly influenced
by foreign organizations or that those in New York City were part of a single
group. He perceived them as a minority of criminals who preyed on their
own people, often escaping punishment because of the weaknesses of the
politically influenced criminal justice system. He certainly did not agree with
Bingham that Italians were “riffraff.”

For much of his career, his dedication to policing the Italian community
kept him so busy he had virtually no time for a personal life, maintaining the
existence of a lonely bachelor in a two-room apartment away from the Ital-
ian colony where his only relaxation was playing the violin. This had changed
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the previous year. He had married a widow and taken an apartment near the
new police headquarters on Centre Street, a few blocks from the old one on
Mulberry (but still in the midst of an Italian neighborhood). In his late for-
ties, with twenty-six years of strenuous police duty beginning to wear on
him, he was on extended sick leave. His wife had just given birth to a daugh-
ter and he wished to be with them. Petrosino’s friends counseled him not to
go on such a dangerous mission. His deputy, Lieutenant Anthony Vacharis
(Vaccarezzi), a Genovese, warned him that “South of Rome, everyone is
Mafia.” In the end, despite his lack of enthusiasm, Petrosino departed carry-
ing a list of two thousand names. On the ship going over he was listed as
Signor Guglielmo DeSimone, drawing suspicious glances from fellow pas-
sengers. By the time he arrived, Bingham’s indiscreet remarks about Pet-
rosino’s mission had been picked up by the Italian press. Petrosino was
already known in the country from a series of cheap crime thrillers that por-
trayed him as the “Italian Sherlock Holmes.”

The prime minister at the time was Giovanni Giolitti, who also held the
portfolio of minister of interior in charge of police. Though a northerner, he
was strongly supported by the Mafia, which controlled most parliamentary
scats in western Sicily, and he was widely known as the “Prime Minister of
the Underworld.” Having left Italy as a child, Petrosino had little under-
standing of the country’s intricate politics and his humble origins presented
u social barrier. High-ranking Italian police officers were educated men of
aristocratic bearing with Excellencia and Cavaliere before their names. Even
his personal appearance weighed against him. New York prosecutor Arthur
'I'rain, who liked Petrosino, described him as “bull-necked with a great
round head like a summer squash and a pock-marked face.” High police
officials were friendly, but privately they were unimpressed with the Ameri-
can detective.

Petrosino was offered bodyguards in both Rome and Palermo, but he
refused them—he had always worked alone on undercover assignments. He
also knew that some cops were on the Mafia’s payroll. Finally, he was a
proud man, and like any policeman, he would have felt ashamed to be
puarded by another policeman. Still, he was apprehensive. In Palermo, after
being recognized by an ltalian criminal who had formerly resided in New
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York, Petrosino wrote in his notebook, “I am on dangerous ground.” He
seemed mindful when he registered at his hotel under a false name, but then
he opened a local bank account and mail drop under his own, though he
must have known that the bank was likely to have Mafia connections. On
March 12 he was out and about in the Palermo area meeting with unknown
persons. While waiting for a trolley near a statue of Garibaldi in downtown
Palermo around 9 P.M., Petrosino was shot to death. According to the Amer-
ican consul four shots were fired by two paid gunman, three of them striking
the unarmed detective. The fact that he had left his gun back in his hotel
room suggests that he may have been lured to his death by someone he
trusted.

Tributes to Petrosino poured into police headquarters. President Roo-
sevelt said, “He was a great and good man. . . . He did not know the mean-
ing of fear.” Italian-American leaders expressed outrage that their hero had
been sent on such an obviously suicidal mission. Bingham and the NYPD
brass struggled to deflect blame, putting out a story that the mission was
conceived by Petrosino, who sold it to the department. Another theory
advanced was that he had been betrayed by the Italian police. The depart-
ment then announced that it was dispatching Lieutenant Vacharis to Italy
along with an Irish detective to catch Petrosino’s killers. Later the NYPD
claimed the two detectives were in Sicily working undercover on the case—
a questionable notion. Vacharis, a northerner, would have stood out like a
Bostonian in Alabama, while the Irish detective—despite the Sicilian he had
supposedly learned in the East Side Italian neighborhood where he was
raised—would quickly have been spotted by his looks and dialect. The wily
Prime Minister Giolitti’s government had put out its own cover story that
the American cop was killed by anarchists while acting as an advance man
for a contemplated visit from outgoing President Roosevelt. Blaming anar-
chists made sense politically because, unlike the Mafia, they did not support
the government. Giolitti barred the two American detectives from traveling
anywhere south of Naples, telling U.S. diplomats that their safety could not
be guaranteed. No doubt another concern was that they might find out
something that would embarrass the ltalian authorities, Ultimately, Vacharis



Law Enforcement Wars on the Mafia 49

and his partner spent most of their time at police headquarters in Rome
pathering records on Italian criminals in America.

Petrosino’s trip had been paid for out of funds provided by friends like
PPioggio Puccio of the Italian Protective Association. They would also pay
for his funeral and the Vacharis mission. When Petrosino’s body was
returned to New York City it was met by a police guard of honor and
escorted to St. Patrick’s Cathedral where it lay in state. Two hundred and
fifty thousand people turned out to line the streets for his funeral proces-
sion. Senator Tim Sullivan sponsored a benefit for Petrosino’s widow at a
Broadway theater and the city’s leading impresario, “Yankee Doodle
Dandy” George M. Cohan, put together a gala night of stars. The event
turned out to be a disappointment, raising only half as much money as
expected. American headliners like Victor Moore, Louise Dresset, and
I'dna Wallace Hopper went on, but at the last moment some of the Italian
singers on the bill canceled and many of their countrymen decided not to
attend at all. This was an ominous sign. No performer turned down a chance
10 appear in a George M. Cohan production and no ethnic New Yorker
dared to disappoint Sullivan. Some who stayed away claimed that they had
received threatening letters or admitted they were afraid of offending the
BBlack Hand. Eventually a fund of $10,000 was collected for Petrosino’s
widow, though attempts to award her an enhanced police pension were
rejected by the board of aldermen. No one was ever officially charged with
[>ctrosino’s murder. In Sicily a few low-level mafiosi were rounded up, but
they were released in 1911 as part of a general amnesty when Italy went to
war with Turkey.

In the immediate aftermath of Petrosino’s murder, there were press
reports of a plot to kill other Italian detectives like Johnny D’Antonio of
New Orleans, Pete Angelo of Pittsburgh, and Chicago’s Gabe Longabardi.
Owver the next few years the papers regularly reported that the Petrosino
murder was about to be solved. One time the culprit was identified as a New
Orleans gunman, Then it was a2 Pennsylvania miner sent there by Lupo and
Morello. When the Italian government held a massive trial of several hun-
dred Camorrists in 1910, it was reported that “Big Henry” Erricino had
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ordered Petrosino’s murder. The proof offered was that a Camorrist had
supposedly sent a coded telegram from Rome to Sicily to warn that the
detective was on his way. Why the Camorra man would do such a favor for
the Mafia was not made clear’ Raffaele Palizzolo, who had warned the
detective never to come to Italy when Petrosino ran him out of New York,
was frequently cited as the man behind the assassination.

Many accounts of the case claim that Don Vito Cascio Ferro committed
the murder personally or at least was present. The noted Italian journalist
Luigi Barzini claimed that Cascio Ferro, whom he described as the “greatest
head the Mafia ever had,” shot Petrosino a few hours after he landed. But
Petrosino arrived in Palermo eleven days before he was murdered. While
serving a life sentence in one of Mussolini’s prisons many years later, the don
was supposed to have confessed to the deed. His explanation was that Pet-
rosino was “an honorable man who deserved to die in an honorable way”
(rather than be slain by hired gunmen). In the final analysis, whatever his
precise role, the murder could not have been carried out in Palermo without
Don Vito’s assent.

Whoever was behind the assassination, it was a huge triumph for the
Mafia or those who claimed to be members, adding to its already fearsome
reputation. To counter this sense of growing menace, the NYPD should
have launched a vigorous offensive against the local mafiosi; instead it was
the Italian squad that suffered. In June 1909 Commissioner Bingham was
dismissed after becoming embroiled in yet another controversy because of
his unwise remarks. When Vacharis and his partner returned to New York
with a list of names, the NYPD was no longer interested. The city had
elected a new mayor, the civil liberties-minded William Gaynor, who gave
orders to the police department to purge its photo albums and files of sus-
pected criminals. In 1911 Gaynor’s socialite police commissioner, Rhine-
lander Waldo, abolished the Italian squad and transferred Vacharis to City
Island—a two-hour commute from the lieutenant’s home, causing him to

*Four years curlier, a duc! fought between twelve Camorrists and twelve mafiosi in the yard of an Tralian prison
left five men dead. If the army had not been called in, it would have gone on until one side was annihilated.
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put in for retirement. Byrnes’s dictum—*“Let them kill each other”—had
once again become the semiofficial policy of the NYPD.

In the end, it was the United States Secret Service that struck the hardest
blow against the New York Mafia. Late in 1908 Lupo had vanished while
owing at least $100,000 to creditors of his East Side wholesale store. When
he resurfaced he had the effrontery to claim that his losses were a result of
victimization by Black Hand extortionists. Rumor had it that his disappear-
ance was connected to the Petrosino murder, but actually he had been set-
ting up a counterfeiting plant in the Catskills. Soon New York City was
flooded with phony bills and the Secret Service went all out to locate the
source. Lupo and Morello were obvious suspects, but agents could not trace
the bills to them or find the plant. Their ruthless behavior toward their fel-
low Italians would prove to be their undoing. The gang needed some techni-
cal assistance, so they tricked a young Sicilian printer named Antony
(Comito into working for them.

Before coming to New York, Comito had lived for seven years in
Argentina and Brazil, but he was unable to establish himself in his profes-
sion and had returned home. Still seeking a better life for himself, his wife,
and his young daughter, he decided to join his brother in New York City.
(Comito took up residence at his brother’s place on James Street in down-
town Little Italy and eventually found a job in a small Italian-owned print-
ing shop. The shop serviced foreign-language newspapers and Comito’s
proficiency in Spanish, Portuguese, and French got him hired at $10 a week.
I e joined the Sons of Italy and the Forresters of America, secret fraternal
groups of the type that were then so much a feature of American life. All
conferred titles on their members; in the first he was elected orator and in
the second, supreme deputy.

But life in New York was proving difficult. Comito’s brother was too
overbearing and the economy was still feeling the effects of the 1907 finan-
cial panic. After six months in his new job Comito was let go because of a
lack of work. He was unemployed for several months, then he found a job
with a Spanish-language printer. Lonely without his wife and daughter, he
met a young Italian immigrant named Katherina and moved in with her. He
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rationalized his decision by claiming that he did it to avoid becoming a “lib-
ertine.”

While undertaking his round of meeting new people Comito was intro-
duced to “Don” Antonio Cecala, who claimed to own a Philadelphia print-
ing shop. He offered Comito a job and even said Kathy could come along.
The delighted Comito accepted but was puzzled when told they had to take
a boat to Philadelphia. He had been in New York long enough to have heard
that one traveled there by train. Cecala assured him that he was wrong and
not until the Hudson River steamer deposited them in upstate Highland did
he tell him the truth.

The next surprise for young Tony was that the printing work he would be
doing was in the gang’s counterfeiting plant. When he demurred he and
Kathy were threatened with death. During the course of his employment he
met Lupo, Morello, and other members of the ring. Comito was a good
printer, but he was not up to mixing the proper shade of green ink for a new
batch of bills. Morello, who planned to use him again, allowed him to go
back to New York with the warning that “if you so much as whisper our
secret to the trees, you will die! If you are arrested, you must not tell about
me or you will die. But if you are in trouble we will help you with everything
we have.”

In New York the Secret Service was already maintaining a tight watch on
some of the gang. A baby-faced young Irish kid who shined shoes down the
street from Morello’s house was actually operative Tom Callaghan. Another
operative, Sam “Pete” Rubano, was roping in Little Italy when one of his
informers tapped Comito and Cecala as part of the Lupo-Morello gang.
Late one night the Feds swooped down on Comito and took him to Secret
Service headquarters. There he quickly broke down in tears and told the
whole story. As a result of his confession the two principals and six other
members of the gang were rounded up.

In February 1910 the defendants were tried in a federal courtroom
packed with their supporters. When Comito was called to testify one of
them on a front bench clenched his fist, crooked the index finger, and
gripped the bent finger between his teeth, then pulled the finger away and
ran the fingertip around his collar, It was the Mafia sign of death. Comito



Law Enforcement Wars on the Mafia 53

was terrified but decided “it is better to die than to live so miserably.” He
pave a detailed explanation of his work for the gang, estimating that he had
personally printed about $46,000 in phony bills. As far as it is known noth-
ing untoward happened to him after the trial.®

During the course of the trial the judge had received many threatening
letters, but he ignored them and all of the defendants were found guilty.
When Morello stood up to be sentenced he made a bid for sympathy by dis-
playing his withered arm and missing fingers, and with tears in his eyes
declared, “You see how I am crippled. This arm I have had from the day I
was born. I have family—a big family. They need me. If the judge will sus-
pend my sentence, I promise to take my wife and children and go back to
Italy.” When the judge gave him twenty-five years Morello fainted dead
away. When Lupo had his turn to address the court he protested that he had
done nothing wrong and had been “hounded by police of two countries.”
The judge thought even less of his performance and gave him thirty years.
Both defendants spent some time on the floor writhing and wailing. Another
one, when he heard his sentence, let out a scream that was described as the
most chilling sound that had been heard in the courthouse since a visitor
had gotten mangled in the elevator.

Chief Flynn and his agents had done what the NYPD had failed to do—
jailed the leaders of the preeminent New York Italian gang. Flynn was
appointed deputy commissioner in charge of New York City detectives, but
he didn’t last long in the chaotic Gaynor administration. In 1912 he was
made chief of the entire United States Secret Service. Lupo was paroled in
1920. He ran a minor Italian lottery in Brooklyn and shook down Italian
bakers but never regained his former standing. The governor of New York
asked President Roosevelt to revoke Lupo’s parole in 1936 and he was
sent back to prison. Morello was released in 1928 and two years later was

assassinated.

“Fallowing the Morello gang trial, a full account of Comito’s confession appeared in Everybody’s Magazine,
though how it was obtained was not revealed, Perhaps not so coincidentally, Larry Richey, who had left the
Secret Service in 1909, wan then employed as w reporter for the mugazine,



4 Diamond Jim:
Overlord of the Underworld

Today it is difficult to understand how in the early years of the twentieth
century many people believed that thousands of their fellow Americans
were being held as slaves in cities and towns across the country. These were
not blacks in the South, Chinese on the West Coast, or Italians in the
clutches of an eastern seaboard padrone but white women, like their own
sisters or daughters. “White slavery” was a term that aroused primal fears.
In its most lurid version, gangs of swarthy foreigners—Italians, Frenchmen,
and Jews—supposedly kidnapped, imprisoned, and raped thousands of
girls and women annually. The women were then placed in houses of prosti-
tution and kept there against their wills. Like any legend it had an element of
truth. But a 1911 Chicago commission investigating vice found that though
some women were forced into prostitution, it was not the usual route. Some
had been persuaded by boyfriends to sell sex rather than give it away or
seduced by apprentice pimps, known as “cadets,” who acted as recruitérs
for prostitution rings. Others, like the eponymous Sister Carrie in Theodore
Dreiser’s novel, preferred being a prostitute to working for a few dollars a
week as a salesgirl or waitress.

Crusades against white slavery were usually aimed at closing the officially
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tolerated red-light districts found in most cities of any size. One of the most
famous and rip-roaring was the Chicago Levee. Its name connoted the
tough and racy waterfront districts of southern river towns whose waters
were held back by banks or levees. Reformers constantly attacked the Levee.
Revivalists like former baseball star Billy Sunday would assemble a crowd of
a thousand or more and parade through the streets, occasionally stopping in
front of bordellos to recite the Lord’s Prayer and the Twenty-third Psalm or
sing “Where Is My Wandering Boy Tonight.” In 1910 a Republican con-
gressman from Chicago, James Mann, struck a blow at the Levee and its
kind by obtaining passage of a federal law outlawing the interstate trans-
portation of women for immoral purposes.

At the same time Congressman Mann was securing passage of his act his
constituent, vice lord “Diamond Jim” Colosimo, was polishing his. Every-
body in Chicago knew of Colosimo, who rode around in the contemporary
version of a pimpmobile—a huge, shiny Pierce Arrow with a uniformed
chauffeur at the wheel. A broad-shouldered giant, Colosimo had dark skin,
jet-black hair, a bushy mustache, and a room-filling personality. He spoke in
a booming southern Italian accent, his arms flailing whenever he was
excited, which he frequently was. Even in Colosimo’s quieter moments he
was hard to miss, owing to his fondness for white linen suits with garish
checks—made of material so fine that his underwear showed through. He
wore diamonds all over—diamond rings on every finger, diamond shirt
studs, diamond cuff links, and diamond belt and suspender buckles topped
by a huge diamond horseshoe pin on his vest. If one of his trouser legs rode
up, another diamond could be glimpsed on a garter clasp. He carried a bag
of jewels with him and frequently took out a couple of stones to play with.

In 1910 he opened a cabaret restaurant in the heart of the Levee. Colo-
simo’s, as he proudly named it, was as much of an eye-catcher as its owner.
The two-story white-brick building stood out in a row of run-down wooden
and red-brick structures. The dining room was paneled in silver and gold,
the walls adorned with red velvet drapes, the chandeliers made of solid gold.
Crude and flamboyant as he was, Colosimo was a sharp student of public
relations. He encouraged newsmen to stop by, making sure to pick up their
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tabs. This practice resulted in a raft of favorable stories and, before long, in
the patronage of important members of the cultural and business establish-
ment. The regulars eventually came to include America’s most famous trial
lawyer, Clarence Darrow; the tenor Enrico Caruso; and all three of the act-
ing Barrymores, Lionel, Ethel, and John. These worldly-wise clients did not
feel embarrassed to be greeted by the owner and have him join them at their
table. Many regarded Colosimo as a friend, and society ladies were thrilled
to meet such a handsome rogue (those who dropped by in the afternoons
without their husbands were sometimes invited to join him in a private room
upstairs). New York’s Paul Kelly had entertained—even charmed—the
elite, but his place was a dive; the society folks who went there were slum-
ming and none of them considered Kelly a personal friend. Jim Colosimo
was the first Italian-American gangster to cross over from the underworld
to the fringes of respectability, building a network of valuable connections
as he did so. Reformers might denounce him, evangelists pray for his
destruction, lawmen seek to imprison him—no matter, Jim was close to
untouchable.

He had arrived in Chicago as a boy in the 1880s, brought from Calabria
by his family. At the time Chicago had only 4,000 Italians out of a total pop-
ulation of half a million, but their numbers were growing fast. Like many
immigrants the Colosimos disembarked at the Dearborn Street Railroad
Station in the heart of the “Old Levee” and took up residence in the shadow
of the terminal. There young Jim became a newsboy, a bootblack, and,
finally, a “gandy dancer” or railroad section hand—a breed known for their
rough-and-ready ways.

As he entered young manhood, Chicago played host to the 1893-94
Exposition, which celebrated the four hundredth anniversary of Colum-
bus’s discovery of America (albeit a year behind schedule). Many of the visi-
tors traveled from downtown hotels to the fairgrounds by way of the Clark
Street trolley, which took them right through the heart of the red-light dis-
trict, revealing prostitutes hustling in the streets or leaning, half-naked, out
of windows. One visitor, the English celebrity journalist William T. Stead,
wrote a book with the catchy title If Christ Came to Chicago, in which he
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described every Levee dive. After the fair closed a group of business leaders
mobilized behind a plan to move the district to a less conspicuous “New
Levee” a mile southward, stifling criticism and conveniently opening up a
large swath of choice real estate for development.

Because he came from the southern Ttalian mainland and was often
referred to as a Neapolitan, Colosimo was sometimes called a Camorrist.
But it was the local politics of the Levee that made his career. The red-light
district fell within the boundary of the First Ward, the city’s most powerful
neighborhood political organization. In 1898, under the ward’s sponsor-
ship, Colosimo donned the white uniform of a city street cleaner. The pay—
$1.50 a day—wasn’t exalted, nor were the duties, which basically consisted
of shoveling horse manure. But for an Italian (whose countrymen consti-
tuted just 5 percent of the ward’s 28,000 residents) it wasn’t bad. Only an
Irishman could hope for a clerk’s position, which paid $4 a day. Colosimo
did well as a street sweeper. His fistic prowess was an asset in bossing Italian
laborers and he soon rose to foreman. He even found time to organize a
group of fellow workers into a social and athletic club. Impressed by his
skills, particularly at getting out the vote, the two aldermen of the ward,
“Bathhouse John” Coughlin and Michael “Hinky Dink” Kenna, made him a
precinct captain—the Chicago equivalent of what other cities called a ward
heeler.

Coughlin, a former bathhouse rubber (masseur being too effete a term
lor the Levee), was a burly six-footer who strutted like a peacock in a red
vest, lavender trousers, green tailcoat, silk hat, and pink gloves. Kenna,
called “Hinky Dink” because of his five-foot-one stature, owned a saloon
with the longest bar in town. Although he habitually dressed in black
mourning clothes, said little, and shunned the spotlight, the Dink was the
brains of the operation. The Bath, who put his name to such ghostwritten
poems as “Dear Midnight of Love” and “Ode to a Bathtub,” was the
front man.

The ward’s considerable graft-generating capacity depended not only on
its gamblers, madams, and saloon keepers, but on businessmen seeking elec-
trical and trolley franchises in the core downtown area known (because of
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its encircling elevated lines) as the Loop. The Levee’s numerous flophouses
also provided voting addresses for the thousands of “floaters” the organiza-
tion turned out on Election Day. The gregarious Bathhouse John made it a
practice to be up and out early every day touring his fiefdom, and one of his
favorite guides was jovial Jim Colosimo, who taught him to greet the Italian-
speaking populace with a well-pronounced “Salute!” or “Buon giorno!”
Over the years, a close friendship developed between the two men.

Colosimo’s career got a big boost around the turn of the century when he
met a Levee madam named Victoria Moresco. According to romantic leg-
end, Victoria looked out of the window of her brothel on Armour Avenue
one day and saw the handsome, bare-chested Colosimo swinging a pick. She
liked what she saw and called down for him to come up and see her—not
some time, a la Mae West, but right away—and they fell in love. Or so the
story went. In the pecking order of Chicago ward politics, it is doubtful that
a foreman would have been swinging a pick. As for Vickie’s attractions, she
was tall with dark hair and eyes and a full figure, but she was six years older
than he and beginning to run to fat. Her bordello may well have been a sig-
nificant factor in Jim’s thinking. They were soon married and as a wedding
present the bride installed the groom as manager of her establishment,
which he named The Victoria (some wives might have objected to having
their name on a whorehouse; Vickie was evidently delighted). Within three
years they had opened a second place, the Saratoga, on the New Levee’s
main drag, 22nd Street.

The gold standard in big-city bordellos at the time was the Everleigh
Club, a couple of blocks away from the Victoria, on Dearborn Street. It was
run by two ostensibly genteel southern sisters, Ada and Minna Lester, who
had both married and divorced young before running off to the 1898
Omaha World’s Fair where they first cut their teeth in the whorehouse busi-
ness. From Omaha they went on to New York, Philadelphia, and Washing-
ton before finally settling in Chicago, where it seemed that as total strangers
unconnected to the world of Levee vice, they catapulted to the top of their
profession,

The place had actually been opened by one Christopher Columbus
Crabb. When the Lesters came into his life, Crabb was a wizened gentleman
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nearing fifty, well-known and powerfully connected. He was generally
acknowledged to be the lover of Carrie Watson, longtime madam of the old
Levee’s finest house, and like her he catered to an upscale crowd. That
meant meeting certain basic criteria: a place had to be safe for the customers
and the girls had to be inspected frequently for disease. The patrons, too,
were screened for proper dress and manners.

Crabb wanted his place to be the best in town. Toward that end, he
recruited Ada and Minna. They would run the place with their refined lady
act while he operated behind the scenes. The sisters could start afresh, free
of undesirable connections with either lower-class girls or lower-class johns.
If the Lesters ever had to be fired, they wouldn’t have any powerful friends
to appeal to. As for the name, Everleigh had a usefully aristocratic ring.!

The Everleigh was an instant success. To enter one had to be known or
recommended to the sisters, who greeted each customer personally. The fur-
nishings, haute cuisine, and liveried servants were the equal of any down-
town gentlemen’s club. The girls didn’t line up for inspection as they did at
other brothels; they were propertly introduced, as if at a dance class. Fees
were never discussed, though the least it would cost for a night of sex with
Champagne and supper was one hundred dollars—about one-sixth the
average annual wage in 1900. After expenses, including heavy bribes to cops
and politicians, the place averaged about ten thousand dollars a month in
profit.

Like Colosimo, the Lester sisters understood the power of the press.
Their policy was to let reporters eat and relax—though not go upstairs—
without charge. At night, the Everleigh functioned as an alternate city room:
if an editor needed to contact a wayward scribe, he dialed Calumet 412, the
club’s well-known phone number. The press responded by buying the sis-
ters’ life story without question and, on more than one occasion, saving
them from disaster.

Despite the great success of the Everleigh, Jim Colosimo did even better.
He parlayed his leadership position among the Italians of the First Ward

'According to the sisters, it came from the way their aunt or grandmother—they could never get it straight—
signed her letters, “Everly yours,”
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and his friendship with Coughlin into a role as collector and overseer for a
portion of the Levee’s vice operations. Money poured in, and he became
recognized as one of the most important figures in the “vice trust,” a com-
bine of two hundred or so houses. With success “Big Jim” became “Dia-
mond Jim.” As a boss, Colosimo enforced the Levee’s many business rules.
Houses had to patronize taxi services, grocers, and clothing stores recom-
mended by the First Ward. They had to buy their liquor from Hinky Dink
and their insurance from Bathhouse John. To square a pimping rap cost a
thousand dollars; for harboring a prostitute, it was double. By now Colo-
simo was beginning to develop national connections. He and a fellow bor-
dello operator, a dandified Frenchman named Maurice Van Bever, worked
with bookers who furnished them with a steady stream of fresh talent, much
as the Keith-Orpheum Circuit supplied the nation’s vaudeville houses.

Success carried its burdens, however. Black Hand extortions had become
a headache for prominent Chicago Italians on both sides of the law and
Colosimo made an obvious target. His first response was to pay some of the
Black Handers off while having others killed. Eventually he grew impatient
with this ad hoc approach, and in 1909 he sent to New York for Vickie’s
twenty-six-year-old cousin, Johnny Torrio. Johnny—born Osario Depuglia—
had arrived in New York at age two from Naples. As a young man he
belonged to Paul Kelly’s Five Points gang. In Chicago his first assignment
was to throw some fear into the Black Handers. He organized a team of
some of Chicago’s top hired guns, the star of whom was Mack Fitzpatrick,
formerly W. E. Frazier of San Francisco’s tough Barbary Coast. After a few
murders, the letters subsided and Johnny was elevated to the post of man-
ager of the Saratoga.

Uncle Sam, too, was threatening Colosimo. Before passage of the Mann
Act the United States subscribed to a 1902 Paris Agreement suppressing the
international “white slavery” traffic. The Colosimo-Van Bever syndicate
received a few of its girls from overseas courtesy of French pimps, and in
1909 the Feds arrested Van Bever and Torrio. The government had even
begun to prepare a case against Colosimo himself. Van Bever and his wife
were convicted and sentenced to a year in prison, but the investigation
ground to a halt, allegedly because a prostitute who was scheduled to be a
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key witness was found murdered in Connecticut. As a result Colosimo was
never charged and the government dropped its cases against Torrio.

After his narrow escape and the passage of the Mann Act, Jim began to
distance himself from interstate prostitution and opened his café. As a
restaurateur he fashioned a new persona for himself. The pimp image
receded, to be replaced by that of a beaming host to the elite. Even civic
reform types like John Iyle of the Municipal Voters League remembered
Colosimo fondly, as “a smiler and glad-hander” with a boisterous and infec-
tious charm, Colosimo had men on his payroll who carried “Betsys” (from
*Old Betsy,” the frontiersman’s affectionate name for his hunting rifle), and
one of his favorite expressions was “Remember the Maine”—meaning, be
careful, you’re sailing into dangerous waters. But he was also an attentive
and sympathetic listener, providing a broad shoulder for troubled patrons
and friends to lean on. A problem was as good as solved if Jim gave someone
a pat on the back and told him not to worry. Soon, a few of his boys with
Betsys would visit whoever was causing the difficulty and remind them to
remember the Maine.

Colosimo was not the most important organized crime figure in Chicago.
That honor fell to Jacob “Mont” Tennes, who had started out as a small-
time gambler on the North Side. Tennes lived a quiet life, always claiming to
be a simple real estate dealer. When the heat was on, he would hold a party
and publicly announce his retirement. For years, the press dutifully wrote
farewell stories. In 1907 his rivals decided to speed his departure by bomb-
ing his home and gambling establishments. Tennes returned the compli-
ment. Around the same time, the Payne Racing News Service in Cincinnati
transmitted the wrong odds on a race, costing bookies a fortune. Tennes
moved quickly to set up his own service, making many gamblers around the
country dependent on him for the timely results they could not do without.

Gamblers had long been the heavyweights of the Chicago underworld.
Mike McDonald, boss gambler in the days when faro and roulette games
flourished, helped mold the shape of Chicago politics from the 1870s to the
mid-1890s. It was McDonald who orchestrated the mayoral election of
Carter Harrison, an aristocrat of southern lineage. In the last of his five
terms, which coincided with the Columbian Exposition, Harrison incurred
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the enmity of a man he had refused to appoint as head of the city’s law
department. Since the fellow had no legal training and appeared deranged,
Harrison’s refusal was understandable, though not by the applicant, who
assassinated him. A few years later the dead mayor’s son, Carter Harrison
the Younger, was elected to the first of Azs five terms. In 1911, after a four-
year absence, he was returned to power with the usual strong support from
the First Ward.

Harrison the Younger was a distinguished-looking gentleman whose
southern origins, Yale education, and ability to work well with northern
political machines led influential Democrats to think of him as a logical can-
didate for president in 1912. But the party would never nominate a man
seen as a protector of vice.

Other American cities were already wrestling with the problem of their
red-light districts. In New York, the pendulum swung wildly back and forth
between periods of reform and machine rule. The reform mayors would
crack down on areas like the Tenderloin and the Bowery; within a few years,
though, the tide would turn, and Tammany Hall would let things rip. New
Orleans’s Storyville and San Francisco’s Barbary Coast were invariably open
and notorious, while Boston’s Scollay Square and Washington, D.C.’s “Divi-
sion” were relatively discreet year in and year out. This was the approach
that Chicago’s leaders decided to follow. The Levee could not be eradicated,
but it might be toned down. Just as Harrison began to contemplate the idea
of a less flamboyant Levee, however, his attention was called to a booklet
distributed to tourists in which the Everleigh Club described its attractions.
The embarrassed mayor responded by ordering the place closed.

Caught between City Hall and the First Ward, the police brass hesitated.
To achieve his aim, Mayor Harrison had to transfer the divisional inspector
and threaten to fire the police chief. According to their reporter friends, the
Lester sisters went out like ladies, with Minna declaring, “T’ll close up the
shop and walk out with a smile on my face.” In reality, Minna screamed her
head off and prepared a sworn affidavit cataloging the whole system of pay-
offs, threatening to spill the beans to the newspapers. At this point Diamond
Jim dispatched his boys with the Betsys to remind the sisters to remember
the Maine. After six months out of town they took up residence in an exclu-
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sive neighborhood on the far West Side, waiting for the climate to change.
Over time they became convinced it never would and they fled Chicago
permanently—not for the South they claimed to dearly love, but for New
York City. As a farewell present they sent their affidavit to the chief justice of
the Municipal Court. It caused a brief sensation, but since they were not
about to come back and testify in court, it did little more than confirm what
ceverybody already knew.

Short-lived cleanups were a regular feature of Chicago politics, and after
the initial attacks on the Levee and the 1912 nomination of Woodrow Wil-
son as Democratic standard bearer, Harrison might have been expected to
back off. Instead the attack on the Levee continued to gather momentum,
and Mayor Harrison became increasingly dissatisfied with his police com-
manders. The captain of the 22nd Street station was Michael “White Alley”
Ryan. Despite his nickname—the evangelists’ term for the sinner’s road to
salvation—Ryan was an enthusiastic graft-taker who had been put there by
Kenna and Coughlin to ensure that things ran smoothly. The 22nd Street
cops received regular monthly payoffs from Colosimo, who sometimes put a
diamond or two in the envelope as a bonus.

Elsewhere in the ranks were officers capable of cleaning up the Levee.
One was Captain Max Nootbar: a 280-pound giant who had been born in
Hamburg, Germany, attended Heidelberg University, and had done a hitch
in the imperial army before emigrating to America and joining the U.S. Cav-
alry. In 1896, Nootbar joined the Chicago police department. “Big Max”
was famously incorruptible. During one of the eatlier cleanup moves in
1912, he had been assigned to command the Levee district with orders to
check the worst excesses but not to kick over the traces. Chafing under the
restrictions, he repeatedly asked for a transfer. Each time, it was refused—
his presence was a sop to public opinion. Finally, on a cold February day,
Nootbar went down the line raiding bordellos and throwing the inmates out
into the snow. When he got back to the station there was a telephone order
from headquarters transferring him immediately.

His attitude never changed. Once a black dive owner known as “The
Emperor” hired a gunman to protect him and declared that if Nootbar even
came near him he would be shot. Max promptly flattened the bodyguard.
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The Emperor retained Clarence Darrow to sue Nootbar for $50,000. Cap-
tain Max acted as his own lawyer, winning the case. Afterward, Darrow
shook his hand and told him that he should have been an attorney. Nootbar
held no hard feelings. Not long after that, he took a gun away from a man
who was holding it to the Emperor’s head. In doing so Nootbar made a
friend. In 1919, when Chicago was rocked by a race riot, the two men
worked together to halt the violence.

Mayor Harrison might have simply named Nootbar to replace Ryan. But
that would have meant an open break with the First Ward. Instead, he
established a centralized morals division and recruited a core group of fif-
teen detectives from outside the regular force to set the tone. Heading the
squad with the rank of inspector was W. C. Dannenberg, who had already
acquired considerable knowledge of Colosimo and the vice trust from his
days as a federal agent working on white slave cases. The fiery redhead Dan-
nenberg was a man who liked action. His hobby was racing down country
roads in the newfangled and dangerous automobiles.

The leaders of the vice trust recognized the crackdown for what it was: a
mortal threat to their existence. By now, Johnny Torrio had risen to be Colo-
simo’s first lieutenant handling the day-to-day business and power had
shifted within the district. Kenna and Coughlin were embarrassed by their
inability to persuade Mayor Harrison to back off. What use were payoffs,
the dive owners asked, if they did not secure protection? With their political
influence waning the aldermen had to cede strategic direction to others,
much as politicians give way to generals in wartime. The obvious com-
mander in chief was Colosimo. He had the necessary money and prestige
along with an impressive record of immunity from law enforcement. With
Torrio as his deputy commander and Van Bever, dive owner Roy Jones, and
two 22nd Street station detectives as his general staff he formulated a
battle plan.

The first move was to send a former cop to buy off Inspector Dannen-
berg. The offer was twenty-two hundred dollars a month (about forty thou-
sand in today's money); all Dannenberg had to do in return was confine
himself to a few staged raids for show purposes. Instead Dannenberg chose
to arrest the briber and go after the dive owners full blast, employing a crew
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of paid informers. Within six months his squad made three hundred and
fifty arrests, closed a number of joints, and brought grafting charges against
some members of the Chicago Police Department.

The contest became a game of thrust and counterthrust, the vice trust uti-
lizing its own force of cadets and toughs to warn people about raids and fer-
ret out informers. When Dannenberg swept in, the grapevine would sound
the alarm. If his men crashed into a bordello, secret panels allowed the
inmates to escape into an adjoining building. After the detectives got wind
of this ploy, they resorted to faking a raid in one place as they broke into
another. The vice trust, with equal ingenuity, sent prostitutes dressed in their
tartiest outfits into respectable neighborhoods to inquire about apartments
for rent. Squads of whores began ringing doorbells from millionaires’ man-
sions on Rush Street and Prairie Avenue to middle-class apartment build-
ings in Hyde Park and Woodlawn, on down to modest workingmen’s
cottages nestled alongside the South Side tracks of the Pennsylvania and Illi-
nois Central railroads. The most shocking feature of their appearance,
according to contemporary accounts, were the cigarettes that dangled from
their painted lips. The idea was to scare good citizens into pressuring the
mayor to call off the raids. But the ploy failed, as did the follow-up tactic of
having girls go out in demure dresses, confess to being prostitutes, and beg
for lodging far from their sadistic masters in the Levee. The reform societies
offered to accommodate the ladies in the existing shelters for wayward gitls.
The whores told the societies what they could do with their shelters.

As the vice trust escalated its tactics so did Dannenberg & Co. In the past
their arrests had been confined to the girls and their madams and pimps.
Johns were generally told to “put on your trousers and get out of here.”
Now they too were hauled in, making them fodder for photographers’ cam-
cras and reporters’ pencils. The old phony-name dodge became harder to
pull off. Newspapermen would recognize that John Jones, laborer, was actu-
ally the Loop businessman they knew from Colosimo’s or the Everleigh’s
parlor.

Some members of the trust—Roy Jones, for one—began to call for
sterner measures. He was married to a prominent madam, Vic Shaw, and
her trade was being affected. But others doubted that Dannenberg, a police
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inspector backed by the mayor, could be gunned down like any little Black
Hander. The plotters compromised behind the idea of a warning shot—an
attack on the morals squad rather than on Dannenberg himself. Roy Jones
was delegated to arrange things and given the promise of political support if
the plan went awry. It did. One night in January 1914, a Dannenberg
informer named Tke Henagow was in Jones’s dive on Wabash Avenue. Sud-
denly Henagow was confronted by a mysterious Levee tough with a slew of
names: Jim Franche, “Frenchy,”or Duffay—a French-Canadian on the run
from Montreal, where he had been mixed up in a murder. Frenchy had a
reputation as a savage brawler, his favorite tactic being to lower his head and
charge headfirst, earning him another nickname, “Duffy the Goat.” In nor-
mal times the Goat would have settled for giving the stoolie a beating, but
this was war and he shot Henagow in the heart.

Jones tried to pass the incident off as a mere barroom brawl, but the
authorities weren’t buying. They indicted the Goat for murder. Jones’s place
was shut down and Dannenberg redoubled his efforts. In April, one of his
detectives was stabbed in another joint. Jones began drinking heavily and
complaining that he had not been given proper political protection. He even
admitted to morals detectives that Colosimo’s gunmen had planned to assas-
sinate Dannenberg. When word of this leaked out it should have meant a
death sentence for Jones. But Levee protocol dictated that Colosimo could
not kill Vic Shaw’s husband without giving him a chance. So Jones was
offered a bribe to go to South America with the understanding that if he
stuck around, he would be eliminated. He fled as far as Detroit.

At last Torrio sent to New York for help. It came in the form of his cousin
Roxy Vanille, or “Vanilla.” As an outsider, Vanilla presumably could get
close to Dannenberg without being recognized and slip out of town without
being missed. One night in July, Dannenberg’s detectives raided a dive on
22nd Street, accompanied by one of their informers. Following the usual
procedure they left the prisoners out front to await a patrol wagon under the
guard of two detectives; the rest of the squad rushed on to other raids, eager
to strike before the Levee grapevine could warn anyone, The wagon was
slow in coming, perhaps because the regular cops from “White Alley”
Ryan’s station had little love for the downtown morals detectives. A crowd
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of street toughs gathered and began harassing the two cops. After the wagon
took the prisoners away the detectives sought to catch up to their partners
and the emboldened crowd followed, hurling abuse and finally surrounding
the officers. Just then, Johnny Torrio pulled up in a red car. With him were
Roxy Vanilla and Mack Fitzpatrick.

Although accounts differ, Torrio and his friends were probably there only
to eyeball the Dannenberg squad and give Roxy a good look at his target.
On the sidewalk the two detectives pulled out guns to defend themselves
from the mob just as two headquarters detectives happened to pass by. See-
ing the altercation they drew their guns, neither group of law enforcers rec-
ognizing the other. According to some witnesses Roxy Vanilla jumped out of
the car and fired a shot. Others attributed all the shooting to the detectives.
In any case, when the smoke cleared one of the headquarters men was dead
and two morals cops had been shot, as were their informant, several
bystanders, and Roxy Vanilla. Torrio and Mack Fitzpatrick helped Vanilla
back into the vehicle and fled the scene. The next day, the Chicago Tribune
ran a story based on information from an anonymous Chicago detective.
The man he described as the shooter, though unnamed, was obviously
Fitzpatrick.

The massacre pushed the murder of the Austrian archduke and his wife
off the front pages of the Chicago papers. Torrio and Van Bever both left
town in haste. Colosimo stayed put, confident he was above the law. Now
that he was getting more press coverage than the German kaiser, however,
the state’s attorney ordered him arrested and for the first time in his life Jim
was lodged in the 22nd Street station—for half a day. Mayor Harrison per-
sonally ordered “White Alley” Ryan relieved of his command and installed
Nootbar as his replacement. The Levee was hard hit. For nearly a year Dan-
nenberg and Nootbar’s troops made so many raids that, according to a con-
temporary chronicler, it was not uncommon for one group to be breaking in
through the front door, unaware another group was smashing in through
the back.

But the reformers had gotten seriously out of synch with the public
mood. Chicago in the ragtime era was a fun town. Forty years later, aging
inhabitants would recall the excitement of going to the giant South Side
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amusement park called White City or of rooting for the Cubs and Sox in an
era when they actually won pennants. Carl Sandburg celebrated Chicago as
the “stormy, husky, brawling City of the Big Shoulders.” It winked at vice—
the town, as its signature song boasted, that the evangelist could not shut
down.

In the 1915 Democratic primary the vice trust backed Harrison’s oppo-
nent, who was duly nominated. Then in the general election Colosimo mys-
teriously threw his support behind a wealthy Republican, William Hale “Big
Bill” Thompson, who triumphed in a close race. Thompson was in tune
with the Chicago spirit. As a young man he had played football and water
polo by day while making himself at home in the Levee by night. His admin-
istration was to be one of the most corrupt in the city’s history. Inspector
Dannenberg was soon fired and Captain Nootbar transferred—and that was
just the beginning.

In less than two years the police chief and three of his key officers had
been indicted for taking bribes (Clarence Darrow ultimately got all of them
acquitted). This time Colosimo and Torrio were not involved. They had
begun to thin out their operations in the Levee. Wide-open red-light dis-
tricts were becoming passé, and the advent of World War I created a draftee
army whose parents demanded that the morals of their boys be protected.
The United States government was cracking down on vice from coast to
coast. Recognizing the changing times, Colosimo and his allies began offer-
ing new services and expanding geographically.

It was in the Thompson era that Johnny Torrio earned his nickname “The
Fox.” He had married a respectable woman he had met on a visit to Ken-
tucky and spent most of his nights at home with his eyes closed, dreamily lis-
tening to opera records. His pride and joy was his fire engine-red Cadillac
runabout. Automobiles had opened up the suburbs to easy access, and
Torrio was quick to appreciate the implications for people in his line of
work. Just south of the city limits in the little town of Burnham he opened
up a large café and stocked it with prostitutes. The village president was a
twenty-five-year-old layabout, Johnny Patton, who had taken the post when
no one clse wanted it and under his dubious leadership the city fathers did



Diamond Jim: Overlord of the Underworld 09

not object. In fact, Patton eagerly signed on as manager of the joint while the
town board of trustees waited tables and the police chief tended bar.
Located along the Indiana state line, the place drew much of its clientele
from the nearby steel mills. In case of a raid Torrio and his crew could easily
slip into another jurisdiction. Suburbs also had the advantage of being easier
to control than Chicago, with its multiplicity of interest groups. The boy
mayor cum brothel keeper showed so much aptitude for the job that Torrio
and Colosimo put him in charge of all their suburban operations.

Now effectively Colosimo’s full-fledged partner, Torrio had learned a lot
from the Levee wars. Like the reformers he concluded that a single, concen-
trated red-light district was a bad idea. It gave the authorities too good a tar-
get. Profitable as sex had been over the years, it was not the best racket to be
in because of the moral stigma it carried. Gambling and liquor were much
more broadly acceptable, Torrio concluded. Violence should be avoided
whenever possible because bullets brought headlines and crackdowns.

With direct access to a Republican city hall, Colosimo was in a position to
bypass his old friends Coughlin and Kenna and the other leading Democrats
in the First Ward. For the first time an Italian mob boss was more powerful
than the political machine. But he remained respectful, partly out of loyalty
and partly in the knowledge that Irish politicians would continue to play a
critical role in the city’s affairs. There were too few Italians in Chicago—
125,000 out of an overall population of three million in 1920—to serve as an
adequate political base. Colosimo continued his payoffs to Kenna and
Coughlin, even allowing them to make a red-faced little man, Dennis “The
Duke” Cooney, ovérlord of what was left of Levee vice.

Colosimo’s approach contrasted with the career of the city’s other major
Italian crime boss, Anthony D’Andrea, a defrocked priest who had emi-
grated from Sicily to the United States in the 1890s. A man of driving energy
and high intelligence, D’Andrea became heavily involved in counterfeiting
and prostitution, and ultimately staked out a position as leader of the Sicil-
ians in the Nineteenth Ward on the Near West Side. Allied with Lupo and
Morello in New York, he was the closest thing Chicago had to a Mafia boss.
Liventually, he became president of the Unione Siciliana, a national fraternal
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organization founded in Chicago in 1895. Both his personality and career
were polar opposites of Jim Colosimo. Where Jim was sunny by nature, a
fellow Mafia leader described D’Andrea as “savage and fierce.” Jim man-
aged to avoid prison; D’Andrea had been sent up for counterfeiting in 1902,
though President Theodore Roosevelt had commuted his sentence the fol-
lowing year. Colosimo abandoned the union movement after a brief attempt
to organize a group of Italian street workers. D’ Andrea, by contrast, became
business agent for the sewer and tunnel workers’ and the hod carriers’
unions—occupations in which many Italians were found. And while Jim
played ball with the Irish politicians, D’Andrea fought them relentlessly. In
1921, with his countrymen now constituting over 70 percent of the Nine-
teenth Ward, D’Andrea stood for alderman against the local Irish boss,
Johnny Powers, known to his Italian constituents as “Johnny De Pow.”
Even many Sicilians considered D’Andrea’s move foolhardy. As the election
approached, the ward exploded in an all-out shooting and bombing war
between rival factions. The mayhem ended when D’Andrea was killed by a
shotgun blast while entering his home.,

Colosimo had no political ambitions. He enjoyed the life he had created
for himself, gradually turning over his day-to-day operations to Torrio. His
greatest pleasures were his restaurant and a young singer who turned up
there one day in 1917. Twenty-five-year-old Dale Winter—a wholesome
American beauty with raven hair, gray eyes, fair complexion, and an hour-
glass figure—had been stranded in Chicago when a musical she had been
scheduled to appear in closed unexpectedly. When she took the stage at
Colosimo’s in a white low-cut evening gown with a red rose pinned to her
bosom, Dale was an immediate hit. Her boss was especially impressed. If
Colosimo had lived up to white-slaver legend, he would have sold her into a
bordello; instead, he treated her like a princess.

Jim encouraged Dale to move to a nice apartment far from the Levee and
he personally escorted her home in his limo every night. According to his
chauffeur he acted like a schoolboy, not even attempting to steal a kiss at the
door, and on the way back he would whistle or hum, happy as a lark.
Although Dale was already a star at Colosimo’s, Jim wanted more for her.
One night Florenz Ziegfeld dropped into Colosimo’s and offered Dale a
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contract. She declined, in part because Jim had plans to make her an opera
star. Like most cabaret singers of the day Dale sang such staples as “I
Dreamt I Dwelt in Marble Halls” and “Every Little Movement Has a Mean-
ing All Its Own.” Contemporaries who heard her forays into semiclassical
music and opera remembered her voice as pleasant and energetic, if limited
in range. But that was not the judgment of Enrico Caruso and several of
Jim’s other opera-star friends who came to hear her at his request. Perhaps
they were only being diplomatic, but they pronounced her voice trainable
and Colosimo accordingly enrolled her in the Chicago Musical College.

Colosimo was in love. He was also, in his imagination, a new man, the
husband of a concert singer, sitting with the elite and listening to her per-
form at the Chicago Auditorium, then proceeding across the street to the
clegant Pompeian Room of the Congress Hotel, where the diners would
applaud them as they walked to their table. To all appearances, Dale was
also captivated by her almost-fifty boss. One group, though, was growing
very upset by Jim’s aspirations—his family. Victoria had played an important
role in his career and southern Italian men generally made a point of not
embarrassing their wives, to say nothing of divorcing them. When he sepa-
rated from Vickie in 1919, her brothers, all employed in various capacities at
the family’s vice operations, began to ponder their own fates if they ceased
to be his in-laws. One night Dale was entering the cabaret when Vickie sud-
denly emerged from the shadows and pushed her up against a wall, accusing
her of having sex with her husband and demanding that she get out of Jim’s
life or she would kill both of them. When the frightened singer told Colo-
simo about this encounter he burst in on Vickie and harsh words were
exchanged. She accused him of marrying her for her whorehouse and said
that at the time of their first meeting he had been “shoveling horseshit.” Jim
demanded a divorce.

Although Johnny Torrio apparently warned Colosimo against the idea—
“It’s your funeral,” he was said to have advised him—Vickie obliged in
return for a payment of fifty thousand dollars. In early 1920 the decree was
granted and Jim and Dale promptly eloped to an Indiana spa. Colosimo
rented the ballroom of their hotel and hired a passing circus to perform on
the lawn, inviting the other tourists to come as his guests. Apart from a
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woman who got nipped by a bear cub, the affair was a smashing success.
When the happy couple returned from their honeymoon they set up house
in a nine-room, two-story brownstone in a middle-class neighborhood a
couple of miles south of the Levee, inviting Dale’s mother to move in with
them. By now, Jim’s friends had begun to notice that he no longer wore such
loud clothes.

The Prohibition era had commenced. A few months earlier Torrio had
convinced Jim to invest twenty-five thousand dollars in a bootlegging opera-
tion, promising to keep its operations distant from the boss. Now Torrio
wanted them to get into bootlegging in a big way—not just because of the
money to be made but to keep rivals from outbidding them for police and
political protection. A pair of Irish gangsters had already teamed up with a
wealthy Chicago brewer in a million-dollar deal and Near West Side Sicil-
ians were manufacturing booze in their basements. The manager of Colo-
simo’s café was also telling him to take the plunge: customers were beginning
to bring their own drinks and forcing the house to serve setups.

Colosimo had reached that stage in a successful man’s career when he had
to change with the times or step down. He did neither. Like most of his
political friends Jim subscribed to the maxim, “Never get between the
people and their beer.” He didn’t expect Prohibition to last long and he was
deeply afraid of federal law enforcement. How could they hide a brewery or
the open sale of liquor? He assumed that Prohibition enforcers would be as
incorruptible as the other federal agents he had known. While younger asso-
ciates longed to expand their turf and increase their take, Colosimo was
basically content with his lot. The last thing he wanted to do was endanger
his new life with Dale.

A year eatlier a scar-faced, twenty-year-old Italian had left New York after
falling afoul of both the law and some Irish gangsters. His flight had been
arranged by a Brooklyn friend of Torrio’s, Frankie Yale, who convinced
Johnny to give him a chance in Chicago. Torrio liked the young man, whose
name was Al Capone, and made him a brothel manager. Torrio and Capone
would be hurt if Jim fell from power. They came to the reluctant conclusion
that their boss, lovable as he was, was no longer up to his responsibilities.
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Shortly after his honeymoon Colosimo got a call that required him to
make a quick trip to the restaurant. It was late afternoon. The place was
empty of customers. While peering out through the glass windows of one of
the entrance doors, apparently looking for the person he expected to meet
there, Jim was shot twice in the back of the head. He died instantly. Many
theories have been advanced about the killing: robbery, revenge by Vickie’s
family, politics, etc., but almost certainly Torrio arranged for another New
York hitman to do the job. Immediately after the shooting police grabbed
Frankie Yale at a local railroad station trying to board a train back to New
York. And while some have claimed the murderer was Capone himself, at
the time he was too young and inexperienced to have been entrusted with
the task. The fact that Torrio used Yale to carry out an important murder
four years later virtually clinches the case.

Jim did not leave a fortune, at least not in his will. He had supposedly
withdrawn two hundred and fifty thousand dollars in cash from the bank
and hidden it away from possible seizure by Vickie’s lawyers. Those who
were close to him estimated he had double that amount. Though no money
turned up, not long afterward Torrio made some substantial investments in
a brewery operation. Jim’s legal estate—including cash, bonds, and a
house—totaled only about eighty-one thousand dollars and neither Vickie
nor Dale received a bequest. Under Illinois law ex-wives were not eligible,
and his marriage to Dale was not recognized because it took place before
expiration of the required waiting period. Thus the estate went to Jim’s
father, who gave Vickie twelve thousand and Dale six thousand dollars. Dale
remained steadfast throughout her ordeal and spoke out in defense of “the
dearest husband a girl ever had.” Chicago’s press corps could be rough on
people, but everybody who knew Dale always liked her and the papers
played her quotes straight and with sympathy.

Colosimo’s funeral was as contradictory as the rest of his life. After the
archbishop of Chicago forbid a Catholic burial, Jim’s friends convinced a
Presbyterian clergyman to perform the rites and Bathhouse John Coughlin
knelt beside the coffin loudly leading the mourners in Hail Marys. Despite
the church’s disapproval, five thousand people followed the hearse to the
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cemetery. Judges, politicians, and notables of the Chicago opera marched
along with the likes of Johnny Torrio, drawing a great deal of criticism. The
Chicago Tribune asked how so many leading citizens apparently uncon-
nected to the vice trade could “pay homage to the memory of the man who
for more than a decade has been recognized as the overlord of Chicago’s
underworld.” Some of the more respectable guests had been warned to stay
away for the sake of their reputations. A reporter from the American
described their reaction: “No matter what he may have been in the past, no
matter what his faults,” they replied, “Jim was my friend and I’m going to

his funeral.”



5: In the Footsteps of Petrosino: Big Mike

At about the time the Chicago Levee was under attack, the whole structure
of organized crime in New York was reeling. In the summer of 1912 Lieu-
tenant Charles Becker, who headed a police squad operating out of the com-
missioner’s office, was accused of ordering the murder of a gambler who was
squealing to the district attorney’s office about the system of police payoffs.
The affair was long on drama and would dominate the headlines for the next
couple of years: Lieutenant Becker was sentenced to the electric chair;
Mayor Gaynor dropped dead; the police commissioner was fired; and the
‘lTammany organized-crime czar Tim Sullivan went insane, escaped from his
keepers, and was run over by a train. At least, that was the story put out—
the body lay unidentified in Bellevue for ten days, until a patrolman check-
ing the slabs let out a scream and went running through the halls shouting,
“It’s Big Tim! Lord God, it’s Big Tim.” Even worse, from Tammany’s stand-
point, was the installation of reform administrations in New York City Hall
and the state capitol in Albany.

One of the results of the upheaval was the semi-restoration of the NYPD
Italian squad under the leadership of a young detective named Mike
Fiaschetti. In 1914 reform mayor John Purroy Mitchel had appointed
Arthur Woods as police commissioner, a man who knew a lot about gangs in
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New York. When he was deputy commissioner in charge of detectives
Woods had been a strong supporter of Lieutenant Petrosino and the Italian
squad; however, he did not formally revive it. He may have wanted to avoid
a repeat of what had happened to Petrosino. The commissioner was a rare
combination: a white-gloved socialite—a product of Groton and Harvard
allied through marriage to the family of financial tycoon J. P. Morgan—who
was not afraid to get his hands dirty working alongside street cops. As a
practical man he realized that if the commander of a high-profile Italian
squad were assassinated again it might have dire consequences for his com-
missionership. Instead he employed the familiar NYPD practice of having
sensitive functions carried out by units with bland names. He created a
small “special service” squad of Italian detectives under the command of
Fiaschetti, a bandmaster’s son born in Rome and raised in North Adams,
Massachusetts. He had been mentored by Petrosino, who had immediately
picked the tall, rugged twenty-two-year-old for the Italian squad when
Fiaschetti was appointed to the NYPD in 1908. Fiaschetti was another man
who hated hoodlums and was not reluctant to meet them with force. The
title of his autobiography, You Gotta Be Rough, summed up his philosophy.
At the trial of a Black Hand extortionist he had arrested, the defense lawyer
was able to obtain a hung jury by asking the panel who they would be more
afraid of encountering on a dark street—his meek-looking client or the big
brute of a detective. Unlike the old Italian squad, Fiaschetti and his crew
spent most of their time on regular precinct duty and were called together
as a team only when there was a major crime involving their countrymen.
Since Black Hand bombers and extortionists were still active, the squad had
plenty to do.

Tammany also regrouped under new leaders and organizational arrange-
ments. Tom Foley inherited Sullivan’s position as overlord of organized
crime. But he and Tammany boss George Murphy knew something had to
change if they were going to avoid another debacle like the Becker case.
They concluded that instead of a Tammany functionary being directly
involved in the supervision of organized crime, they would filter their con-
trol through a mob chieftain: a system analogous to Jim Colosimo’s role as
head of the Levee vice trust on behalf of the First Ward. But who would be
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New York’s Colosimo? Clearly, whoever was selected would have to bridge
the two worlds of organized crime. The first and most lucrative was the
milieu of gambling joints and deluxe nightspots that stretched along Broad-
way from the 30s to the 60s. This was the playground of New York’s sports,
who dined at Delmonico’s and played roulette in the nearby private gam-
bling clubs and high-stakes card games in hotel rooms. The other was the
gamblers and gunmen from the mostly Irish West Side and the mostly Jew-
ish and Italian Lower East Side. These were the areas that produced the
muscles and guns necessary to collect debts, settle quarrels, keep gamblers
and madams in line, and, if necessary, eliminate troublesome individuals.
When Becker had put out the contract on the squealing gambler Rosenthal,
it had gone to one Italian and three Jewish gunmen from downtown. The
new overlord would also have to know how to work hand in glove with
politicians and cops.

Paul Kelly might have been a possibility, but his stock had gone down
after he had been driven from his Lower East Side base amid a blaze of guns
that created equally inflammatory headlines. His departure and Lupo and
Morello’s trip to the Atlanta penitentiary did not rid the city of Italian gang-
sters. Plenty of others were around, but because they still confined their
activities to the Italian colonies, they did not draw much attention. The story
of Italian organized crime in New York City during the second decade of the
twentieth century was the rapid rise and equally rapid fall of various leaders.
Up until 1911, one of the most fearsome was Giuseppe Costabile. He had
come to New York from Calabria at the turn of the century, when he was
about nineteen. After a couple of years criminal charges sent him home
again. In 1907 he returned to New York City and plunged into Black Hand
extortion activity. In one month in 1911, police credited thirteen Manhattan
bombings to him. Finally, a team of detectives grabbed him walking down
the street with a bomb under his coat and Costabile was sent to Sing Sing.

Uptown, in East Harlem, Caspare Gallucci (or Carlucci) moved in to fill
the vacuum left by Lupo and Morello. Gallucci forged a relationship with
Tom Foley and by 1915 was probably the most politically influential figure
among New York Italian criminals. In that year an Italian challenged Foley
for district leader. Given their numbers in the district, if his fellow Ttalians
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had stood behind him he probably would have won. But blood took a back-
seat to business and both Gallucci and Paul Kelly gave strong support to
Foley, who survived the challenge.

According to Mike Fiaschetti, for a while Gallucci was the uptown “King
of Little Italy.” Pretender to the throne would have been a more precise
description, since many rivals did not concede his right to the crown.
Among them were the Morellos, the family now led by Nick, Vince, and
their half brother, Ciro Terranova. For several years they blazed away at Gal-
lucci, and they were not alone on the firing line. Despite the fact that he and
his henchmen wore bulletproof vests, rivals managed to kill ten of them and
wound the boss.

The internecine warfare was carried on in an exceptionally brutal fashion.
Fiaschetti related how in one instance Morello gunmen went to the sweet-
heart of a Gallucci lieutenant and played to her superstitions, telling her that
if she did not help them get rid of her boyfriend they would put a fatal curse
on her. They even named the day that she would die. The woman became so
worried that one night after some lovemaking at her house, she shot and
killed her boyfriend as he lay resting on a couch.

Gallucci’s most lucrative holding was the Italian lottery, and he broke
with tradition by not maintaining its integrity. Not content with the abun-
dant earnings he was already receiving, Gallucci substituted false numbers
on the big hits to prevent having to pay off any large sums. Since Italian-
American newspapers were forbidden by law to print lottery information,
local people had no immediate way of checking up. Papers from Italy
arrived days after the event and most Italian Americans never saw them.
Occasionally a cheated customer would note that the number listed in the
Naples Mattino was different from the one announced by the lottery, grab a
gun, and go after Gallucci.

Gallucci not only rigged the lottery, but he failed to follow the code of
conduct for a Sicilian assassin. When one of his gunmen scored a fatal hit, he
would wait on a street corner until the victim’s body was borne past and
then spit at the coffin, shouting, “Another dog gone to hell.” A gentleman
murderer was expected to doff his hat, weep over the death of his dear
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friend, and offer his condolences to the victim’s family—while preparing to
repel their revenge.

One night when Gallucci and his twenty-year-old son were sitting in a
113th Street restaurant, a Morello gunmen entered and shot the King in the
head. When Gallucci’s son tried to shield his dad from the bullets, they
killed him, too. Despite the fireworks, [talian colony crime was still not big
news in New York. The gun battles between the Galluccis and the Morellos
were reported on the inside pages of the newspapers, and when Gallucci
was killed the Times devoted only fourteen lines on page 7 to his passing,
even though they identified him as “The King of Little Italy.” In his day,
Paul Kelly had been front-page material.

Having asserted their preeminence, the East Harlem Morellos sought to
regain their hold on downtown Little Italy’s high-stakes card games and to
take over the lucrative artichoke trade. The flowery artichoke cones, which
were a staple of Italian housewives’ kitchens, provided a source of substan-
tial income for the suppliers. The invasion provoked resistance and led to
shooting wars between the Morellos and some downtown gamblers. Then
Neapolitans from Brooklyn began moving in on the Morellos, leading to
what has been described as the “Mafia-Camorra War.” The label is a
convenient way to describe the struggle between Manhattan Sicilians and
Brooklyn Neapolitans, but it can be misleading.

The Brooklyn Neapolitans comprised two groups. Those from the neigh-
borhood around the Navy Yard were led by Allesandro Vollero and
Leopoldo Lauritano, who operated a coffeechouse on Navy Street. “Don”
Pelligrino Morano directed the other group from his restaurant, the Santa
Lucia, near the Coney Island amusement park. The Brooklynites’ principal
rackets were gambling, cocaine trafficking, and extortion from legitimate
Italian businessmen. Testimony at a later trial disclosed that a council of war
held at the Santa Lucia was attended by the “Camorra boss” of Philadelphia
and other supposed members of the organization. The testimony also
described a symbolic rite of passage into the society involving the drawing of
blood and a warning to the initiate: “Whatever is done between us, not a
word should be breathed on the outside. When you’re ordered to do a job
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or kill anybody, whatever it is, even if you are arrested, never say a word and
do not talk at all.” Like the Manhattan Morellos, the Brooklynites could be
seen as an American imitation of an Italian criminal group, but no evidence
was offered to prove that they were an extension of one in the old country.

Assistant district attorney Arthur Train prosecuted Black Hand cases in
New York and observed the Camorra trials in Naples. In his 1912 book
about his experiences, Train said that both the Mafia and the Camorra influ-
enced Italian-American criminals, the former more than the latter because
Sicilians outnumbered Neapolitans in New York. But he also argued that in
America the differences between the two groups had largely disappeared
and they were “essentially of a piece.” Certainly ethnic lines were not clearly
drawn in New York. Neapolitan Paul Kelly was an ally of the Sicilian Morel-
los. The Sicilian Frank Uale (or Ioele), who Americanized his name to Yale
(completing the process in 1917 by naming his Coney Island dive the Har-
vard Club), was a friend of Neapolitan Johnny Torrio and employed another
Neapolitan, Al Capone, as a bouncer.

During the Mafia-Camorra War the Brooklyn and Manhattan gangs had
the advantage of being able to move freely across the river, while Fiaschetti
and his detectives were prevented from doing so by administrative protocol.
Brooklyn was still treated as if it were a separate city; cops who worked on
the Manhattan side confined themselves to Manhattan cases while their
opposite numbers in Brooklyn concentrated on problems in their borough.
Unfortunately, the Vollero-Morano crowd had made certain “arrange-
ments” with Brooklyn detectives that afforded them protection, leaving half
of the problem basically unpoliced. After some skirmishes, the Brooklynites
decided to make their opponents an offer and they invited the Morellos to
discuss a deal at the Navy Street coffeehouse. On the agenda was the possi-
bility of a share in the Brooklynites’ narcotics trade in return for a piece of
Manhattan’s gambling business. The restaurant was an ideal site for negotia-
tions. Upon entering patrons were required to deposit their guns in a secret
wall compartment covered by a sliding panel. This made it easier for hot-
tempered hoodlums to eat their meals in safety, both from each other and
from the police, who had a habit of entering mob watering holes, lining up
the customers, frisking them for guns, and blackjacking anyone who showed
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signs of resistance. The cops had heard about the Navy Street gun cache and
would frequently appear unannounced at the restaurant to tap the walls
with their blackjacks. The panel, however, was thick enough to mask the
hollow area behind it, and the police always went away muttering.

New York had a tough gun law, put on the books by none other than Big
Tim Sullivan. During Mayor Gaynor’s “be nice to hoodlums” administration—
a by-product of which was the abolition of Petrosino’s old squad—Italian
and Jewish gangs of the Lower East Side took advantage of the newly popu-
lar automobiles to move around the city and invade places like the Broad-
way nightlife area. Even Tim Sullivan disapproved of his boys’ boldness, and
he rushed a law through the Legislature forbidding the carrying of firearms
without a permit. Under the Sullivan Act a gangster found guilty of possess-
ing an unlicensed pistol could receive up to seven years in prison.

Because of the Sullivan law, a hoodlum found with a gun could be in seri-
ous trouble. At the time, New York State rules of evidence were not restric-
tive. The U.S. and New York constitutions required that searches be
reasonable, but even if a state court ruled that one was not, the gun could
still be admitted into evidence. The legal remedy was for the aggrieved party
to sue the arresting officers, an unwise and futile recourse for gangsters. Of
course, gun arrest cases could be fixed. At the time, however, most Italians
did not yet have armies of slick lawyers on call or judges on their payroll,
Irish bosses ran the criminal justice system, and, despite protection pay-
ments, a double-cross was always possible.

Not about to walk blindly into enemy headquarters, the Morellos sent
their scouts out to'Brooklyn to pick up information. The word came back
that the restaurant was a safe harbor. After some negotiations they agreed to
send just two representatives, Nick Morello and his bodyguard. The infor-
mation that the Sicilians had received about the safety of the restaurant
turned out to be right, as far as it went: they were ambushed and shot dead
by five gunmen a few feet outside its door. The Brooklynites followed up by
invading East Harlem, forcing the Morello clan to hide in their house on
I16th Street. The local Sicilian neighborhood remained loyal and the
Neapolitans were rebuffed in their attempts to rent nearby flats to use as
snipers’ nests.
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In the spring of 1917 a Navy Street gunman who had fled to Nevada was
brought back to Brooklyn, where the district attorney threatened him with
the electric chair. The code of omerta dissolved before the prospect of sev-
eral thousand volts of electricity and he talked. The erstwhile Camorrists
were indicted by a Brooklyn grand jury for the murders outside the coffee-
house. During the trial, evidence was admitted identifying Morano as a
Camorra leader (and although challenged, on appeal the verdict was upheld
by New York State’s highest court). The United States had recently entered
the Great War, and in his summation to the jury, the Brooklyn prosecutor
did a bit of flag waving, declaring, “Every gunman and every gunman’s boss
in the City of New York is interested in this trial. There isn’t one who is not
following this trial in which you are to decide whether American law is to
rule or Italian customs and Italian traditions to continue.” Both Morano and
Vollero were sentenced to life imprisonment. In Manhattan some of the
Morello gang shooters were sentenced for their work downtown, but Ciro
Terranova went free because under New York law the uncorroborated word
of an accomplice was not sufficient for conviction.

In 1917 Tammany backed a Brooklyn judge named John Hylan for
mayor, and Mitchel’s reform regime was swept out, including Commissioner
Woods. The trials had brought attention to Italian crime and the new police
commissioner, Richard Enright, the first career cop to hold the job, decided
to re-create an official Italian squad with Fiaschetti in command. Later
Enright expanded it to 150 men and named Fiaschetti an acting captain. Big
Mike took up where Petrosino left off and did not confine himself to New
York. No sooner was the squad back in operation than the police in Akron,
Ohio, sought its help in locating a group of New York gunmen who had
killed four of their officers. Fiaschetti quickly picked up two of the suspects,
transported them to Ohio, and obtained a confession: a local Italian brothel
keeper had paid them $150 each for the murders. Fiaschetti received per-
mission to remain in Ohio and to continue his investigations, and because of
his work a number of men received life sentences and four were sent to the
electric chair. Big Mike was now the new King of Little Italy, entitled to the
best scat in any ltalian restaurant and a complimentary box at the Metropol-
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itan Opera. That a cop and not a gangster was so exalted provided a positive
image for young Italian men.

The World War I era was a time of advancement for Italian Americans.
Italy was an ally of the United States. When it entered the war in 1915, its
consuls in the United States urged Italians to go home and fight for king and
country. Few did. In 1917, when America declared war, Italians flocked to
the colors. U.S. propaganda chief George Creel later claimed that although
they made up only 4 percent of the population, Italians sustained 10 percent
of the total American casualties.

Some Italians were also becoming prominent in public life. One was
Fiorello La Guardia. In the 1880s his Italian father and Austrian-Jewish
mother had emigrated to New York City, where Fiorello was born. Like
Fiaschetti’s, La Guardia’s father was a bandmaster—Italians with artistic
skills found it easier to win acceptance in America. La Guardia senior joined
the United States Army and was placed in charge of the regimental band of
the Eleventh Infantry. Young La Guardia spent most of his boyhood on
western army posts and would always consider Prescott, Arizona, then a
frontier settlement, as his hometown. Returning to New York he became a
lawyer and joined the Republican Party; he had no use for the corrupt Tam-
many system. In 1916 he was elected to Congress from the Lower East Side,
and then went off to serve as a bomber pilot on the Austrian front. In 1919,
La Guardia was elected president of the New York City board of aldermen—
the job just below the mayor—ensuring that he would be seen as a strong
candidate for the top job in 1921.

While Fiaschetti’s squad was cracking down on Italian gangs, Tammany
found the man to be its liaison to the gambling world—Arnold Rothstein, or
AR., as he was generally known. Born in 1882, Rothstein started out as a
salesman in his father’s small cotton goods business, with a gambling hobby
that soon became his profession. Around the turn of the century he ran a
small operation on the Lower East Side with Monk Eastman as his protec-
tor. He became a bail bondsman on the side and forged a close alliance with
‘Tom Foley. Soon the gunmen and gamblers of the East Side began to look to
A.R. for direction. He worked up to the ownership of a Broadway gambling
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house that drew an upscale crowd and became an intimate of people like
suave gambler Nicky Arnstein, husband of Ziegfeld Follies star Fanny Brice.
Another close pal was New York World reporter and future top editor, Her-
bert Bayard Swope, the man who broke the Becker police corruption story.

Rothstein’s reign began at 11 PM. on July 30, 1915, when Lieutenant
Becker was executed at Sing Sing. Broadway wise guys believed up to the
last moment that Becker might reveal Tammany and organized crime secrets
in return for a commutation, touching off a new scandal and disrupting all
previous arrangements. Becker remained close-mouthed to the end. Roth-
stein was sitting with Nicky Arnstein at Jack’s restaurant in the heart of
Times Square when he got the news of Becker’s death. He immediately got
up and went out into the Broadway night to begin running organized crime.

Within a few years he was so powetful nobody could touch him. When
detectives tried to break into one of his gambling joints in January of 1919,
Rothstein mistook them for holdup men, opening fire and wounding two of
them. Though charged with assault to murder, he managed to get the case
dropped. The only one who went to prison was a police inspector charged
with perjury.

In 1920 he became one of the best-known and most reviled men in Amer-
ica when he was accused of fixing the 1919 World Series. At the time every-
body believed he had paid off eight Chicago White Sox players to throw
games. Modern research suggests that while he loaned money to the fix-
ers, he did not participate directly. It was a classic Rothstein deal: put up
the money and take the profits, but allow others to do the dirty work. Both
players and fixers were indicted but Rothstein was not charged. As Jay
Gatsby explains to a friend in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s classic novel of the era,
where Rothstein appears as Meyer Wolfsheim, “They can’t get him, old sport.
He’s a smart man.” During Prohibition, Rothstein’s brains, and especially
his financial skills, would make him the top figure in organized crime in
New York.

Also in 1920, an Italian gunman named Papaccio (or Pataccio) shot at
another man on a Lower East Side street, killing two innocent women instead.
Mike Fiaschetti found out who the killer was and that he had fled back to
Naples. Finschetti was ordered to go there and apprehend the fugitive, and



In the Footsteps of Petrosino: Big Mike 85

to take along the records of some other American gangsters who had fled to
Ttaly and pick them up, too. Perhaps remembering what happened to Pet-
rosino, the NYPD brass assigned Fiaschetti a companion, Detective
Sergeant Irving O’Hara, Mayor Hylan’s brother-in-law. For a mere sergeant,
O’Hara exercised considerable influence in the police department. Hylan’s
previous police commissioner had been dismissed after just twenty-three
days in office for ignoring Sergeant O’Hara’s unwanted advice.

The Italian police picked up Papaccio before the detectives landed but
refused to extradite him because he was not a U.S. citizen. Fiaschetti then
presented them with a list of thirty-four other fugitives he wanted picked
up. While O’Hara returned to New York, Fiaschetti remained in Italy to
press the issue.

For a time, he accompanied the Italian police on a series of raids. Then
Fiaschetti decided to go undercover in Naples, headquarters of the
Camorra. Realizing that being Roman-born he would stand out there, he
returned to the capital, adopted the guise of a criminal fugitive, and was
accepted at a rooming house run by a Camorra confederate. After a time he
won the man’s confidence and persuaded him to arrange his passage to
America, which would mean having to go to Naples to board a ship. The
man handed him a torn five-lire note and mailed the other half to a Camorra
leader in Naples as a means of identification.

When Fiaschetti arrived at the Naples railroad station a pair of detectives
moved quickly to either side of him and one tapped him on the shoulder
saying, “Come, we have a word to say to you.” “But I do not know you,” the
suspect protested. “Come along, your curiosity will soon be satisfied,” he
was told and was led into an anteroom of the station where he was con-
fronted by a ranking police official. The prisoner made bold to address
him, “Commissioner Cernelli, accept my compliments.” “I can do without
them,” the commissioner snorted, and the startled detectives quickly frisked
the suspect, finding two automatic pistols, cartridges, and a big stiletto. As
they roughly slapped the handcuffs on him he cried, “It’s me, Fiaschetti.”
The cops were stunned. They knew the story of Lieutenant Petrosino’s ill-
fated trip to Sicily twelve years earlier. Now, another New York detective
was about to create a political furor by getting himself killed. Fiaschetti was
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allowed to proceed on his way, but when he left the station he noticed he
had a shadow. Cernelli had assigned one of his detectives to follow him.

The street-smart Fiaschetti quickly shook off his police tail and went to a
house run by the “Oyster Woman,” a name she had acquired selling fish
when she was a young beauty. She was a gray-haired but still good-looking
matron, and when Fiaschetti gave her the five-lire note she immediately wel-
comed him. For the next few weeks he was an honored guest in Naples.
According to Fiaschetti, during this time he came across the identity of the
triggerman in Petrosino’s murder—it was not Don Vito Cascio Ferro, he
reported. Interestingly, in the account of his trip, Fiaschetti does not men-
tion any organizational ties between the Naples Camorra and their alleged
New York counterparts. Fiaschetti was having such a good time hoodwink-
ing his hosts that he seemed to lose track of his mission. His behavior may
explain what happened to Petrosino earlier. The two men thrived on danger.
In Fiaschetti’s case he was finally brought to his senses at a gathering of
Camorra leaders, when it was announced that the head of the New York
Italian squad was traveling around Italy in disguise, attempting to penetrate
the society. The startled Camorrists rose in fury, vowing to “hunt this police-
man by the blood of the Madonna.” Fiaschetti departed posthaste for New
York, though he later returned to testify against Papaccio, who received
eleven years in prison (counting time served while awaiting trial).

Italy was to change considerably the year after Fiaschetti left. In October
1922 Mussolini staged a so-called march on Rome and the king named him
premier. He instituted a drive on the criminal societies, and in Naples the
Black Shirts began clubbing Camorrists. At first the society fought back, but
when the Fascists began breaking up Camorrists’ meetings with hand
grenades the opposition ceased.

During the war, the Mafia in Sicily had thrived. It expanded into large-
scale black-market activities and ran a racket selling horses to the army—
many of them stolen or too old to be of any use. By now Don Vito Cascio
Ferro, Mafia chief in Palermo and the man most often tagged with responsi-
bility for Lieutenant Petrosino’s murder, was at the height of his career.
According to Luigi Barzini, Don Vito’s power was based on “his natural
ascendancy and his awe-inspiring appearance.” Barzini described him as
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“tall, spare, elegantly but somberly dressed (with) a long white beard (that)
made him resemble a New England preacher of the last century, or
respected Judge.” Wherever he went, mayors dressed in their best clothes
would await him at the entrance of their village, kiss his hand, and pay him
homage much as if he were the king. Barzini also claims that in the territory
Don Vito controlled, peace and order were preserved, and according to a
report prepared by an Italian high-government official, “The Mafia domi-
nated and controlled the whole social life, Its orders had the force of laws
and its protection was . . . more effective and secure than that which the
state offers to its citizens.”

Sicily had always managed to overcome foreign occupiers, and the first
Fascist officials appointed were murdered. Mussolini himself was embar-
rassed when he came on a visit. A local Mafia mayor made a laughingstock
out of him when, riding in an open car with the dictator, he stood up and
announced Mussolini was under his personal protection. The mayor also
made sure that the only people who came to the town square to hear Il Duce
speak were a handful of local layabouts and village idiots he had selected
himself. Furious, Mussolini named Cesare Mori prefect of the island. The
dictator ordered Mori, a former army officer who had begun his career as a
police officer in Sicily, to crack down with “ferro e fucci” (steel and fire).
Togged out in black Fascist uniform with a silver dagger, Mori personally
led roundups of mafiosi and posed for pictures standing over handcuffed
prisoners on their knees. Among the first arrestees was the mayor who had
proclaimed himself Mussolini’s protector.

Mori knew the mafiosi well. Wary men, they would often enter or leave
their homes by the windows and surrounded themselves with watchdogs to
raise the alarm when strangers approached. If a suspected Mafia member
were summoned to police headquarters for questioning he would immedi-
ately disappear or send a substitute to represent him and ascertain the
nature of the police inquiry. Mori decided to employ some of the same tac-
tics. Sometimes he would appear in public dressed in a tailcoat and bowler
hat, looking every inch the dignified prefect. After he returned home he
would change into a black shirt, slip out a side window, and personally lead
a force of carabinieri, local police, and Fascist militia in a surprise raid.
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Cattle sales always brought Mafia members out in force, so Mori made it a
practice to swoop down on them and round up suspects. Torture was
applied freely to the prisoners and Mussolini swore to put them in cages and
exhibit them like wild animals.

On a more systematic basis, Mori developed a tactic of moving investiga-
tors into particular districts to determine the situation with the local Mafia
and make a few arrests. Then his forces would withdraw. After the mafiosi
were lulled into resuming their activity, suddenly Mori would launch a mas-
sive invasion and arrest every suspect. In 1926, Don Vito Cascio Ferro him-
self was sent to prison where he would remain until his death in 1943. By the
late ’20s, Mori’s campaign had effectively crushed the Mafia. According to
official governmental figures, the number of murders in the Palermo district
fell from the 200 range early in the "20s to an average of about 30 annually
from 1926 on. Mussolini’s tactics won wide praise outside of Italy. Winston
Churchill declared that if he were an Italian, he would “don the Fascist
black shirt.”

The thoroughness of Mori’s crackdown caused many mafiosi to leave the
island, and some who reached New York eventually became major figures in
organized crime. Among them was Joe Bonanno. In his memoirs, Bonanno
reports the reason for his departure in heroic terms. He claims that, as a
nineteen-year-old student at an academy for maritime cadets, he refused an
order to wear a black shirt and was dismissed. In 1924 he arrived in Cuba
and subsequently entered the United States illegally.

In America, terms like Mafia, Camorra, and Black Hand were beginning
to disappear from news stories about Italian gangsters when in 1921
Fiaschetti found himself at the center of an alleged massive Mafia murder
plot. An eighty-seven-year-old mafioso named Bartolemeo Fontana reported
that his former associates were threatening to kill him because of his knowl-
edge of a series of murders. Fiaschetti assigned a squad of detectives to
accompany Fontana to Grand Central Station to trap a Mafia emissary. A
detective named Reppetto (no relation), posing as a suitcase-carrying trav-
eler, stayed close to Fontana and took into custody Stefano Magaddino,
another fugitive from Sicily who would later become head of an organized
crime family in Buffalo, New York. At headquarters, the thirty-year-old
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Magaddino knocked the octogenarian Fontana down, attacking him until
Fiaschetti came to the rescue. “Big Mike” was now in his element, providing
reporters with colorful, though highly speculative, accounts of Mafia plots.
For a time New York papers blazed with headlines about Mafia and
Camorra murder squads, and detectives from Detroit, Chicago, and else-
where rushed in to clear up unsolved murders in their own jurisdictions. At
one time, the press inflated the body count to 125. In the end, the case
turned out to be grossly exaggerated. In his memoirs written nine years
afterward, Fiaschetti makes no mention of the affair.

Commissioner Enright became uneasy with publicity about organized
crime, particularly because he was taking a good deal of heat from critics
over his failure to enforce the Prohibition laws. In February 1922 he merged
the Italian and bomb squads. “Greater efficiency and broader activity” was
the reason the commissioner cited for the change. Observers were quick to
note, however, that Acting Captain Fiaschetti had been dropped to his sub-
stantive rank of detective sergeant and subordinated to an Irish lieutenant.
Headquarters spokesman also explained to reporters that “conditions
which seemed to require the formation of the nationality organization of
detectives some years ago have to a large extent disappeared.” In a sense this
was correct. Even the original formation of the Italian squad might have
been ill conceived, since in Petrosino’s day it had been too small to deal with
crimes affecting 10 percent of the city’s population. In the 1920s, though,
Italian criminals taking advantage of Prohibition began moving out of their
cthnic enclaves into the mainstream of crime, ultimately leading to the
ascension of men like Lucky Luciano and Frank Costello to the top of New
York’s underworld. Thus, while it may no longer have been necessary to
have a distinct Ttalian squad, it was even more essential to retain a group of
specialists on Italian crime and to have a man like Fiaschetti as a headquar-
ters captain of detectives (an appointment that was discretionary with the
commissioner). Instead, the abolition of the squad dispersed the detectives
and removed the larger-than-life Fiaschetti completely. Big Mike, who had
survived so many dangerous situations, would be eliminated by politics after
an [talian-American lawyer connected with Tammany tried to force his way
into Fiaschetti’s office while the detective was conducting an interrogation.
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Fiaschetti threw him out, and as a result was himself thrown out of police
headquarters and assigned to the district attorney’s office. In 1924 he was
pressured into early retirement.

Another Italian leader who was sidelined in the early 1920s was the
equally flamboyant Fiorello La Guardia. The year 1921 was supposed to be
the one in which he ran for mayor, but before his campaign could get started
his young wife and baby daughter both died. Grief-stricken, he abandoned
his ambitions. Eventually he was elected to a seat in Congress from Italian
East Harlem. He continued to serve in Congress through the 1920s, but in
the Coolidge-Hoover era there was no chance of a liberal Republican like La
Guardia attaining any influence in Washington. Back in New York, the Dem-
ocrats controlled City Hall and the Statehouse, so he was marginalized
locally as well.

All through the Prohibition era, men like La Guardia and Fiaschetti, who
might have been able to check the worst excesses of the gangsters, could do
nothing but watch. Not until 1934 would La Guardia become mayor. As
part of his war on hoodlums, he would make Fiaschetti deputy commis-
sioner of the Department of Markets, with a mandate to clean up produce
rackets, especially the artichoke business. By that time the mobs, led by
Rothstein’s apt pupils, were so entrenched in New York life that it would

take more than a mayor to smash them.



b: Prohibition: The Mobs Strike a Bonanza

On January 16, 1920, the First Congregational Church in Washington, D.C,,
held an unusual evening service. An overflow crowd of conservatively dressed
and decidedly sober citizens had gathered for the equivalent of a New Year’s
Eve party. At the stroke of twelve, they would celebrate something more
than a new year—a whole new era, and the triumph of a cause for which
many of those present had labored long and hard. The manufacture and sale
of alcohol was about to become illegal throughout the United States.
Methodist bishop James Cannon sat in the front row, representing the
Protestant churches who had been in the vanguard of the Prohibition move-
ment for years. Nearby was Minnesota congressman Andrew Volstead, who
had sponsored the law spelling out penalties. The honored guests also
included the man who had actually written that law, Wayne Wheeler, gen-
eral counsel of the dry movement’s main lobbying organ, the Anti-Saloon
League. The most prominent figure was the nation’s best-known temper-
ance advocate and most stirring orator, William Jennings Bryan. On the eve
of this great political victory, he delivered a thunderous speech ending with
a quote from Matthew: “They are dead which sought the young child’s life.”
The applause was deafening. As the celebrants streamed out of church,
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many felt they had witnessed a historical moment comparable to the reading
of the Declaration of Independence or the storming of the Bastille.

Their opponents also saw the coming of Prohibition in cataclysmic terms.
The fervor of that Washington gathering was matched by the gloom of many
New Yorkers. Prohibition was aimed at their city—“Satan’s seat,” Bishop
Cannon had called it. The owners of the famed restaurants on the “Great
White Way”—Broadway from roughly 39th to 50th Streets—took it for
granted that their days were numbered. At Maxim’s, the waiters dressed as
pallbearers right down to white gloves. The Cafe de Paris (formerly Rec-
tor’s) gave a “Cinderella Ball” where, at midnight, the guests’ liquor glasses
turned into water glasses. At the Golden Glades a coffin containing a bottle
of Champagne was wheeled around the room as the clock struck midnight.

A decade earlier, the idea of a flat-out ban on the sale of alcohol was far-
fetched even to most of the temperance ladies and hellfire preachers crusad-
ing against liquor. Kansas went dry in 1880 and by 1914 eight more states
had done the same; still, few Americans expected to see the whole country
embrace such a drastic step. Nationally, the campaign didn’t really gain
steam until a group of shrewd politicians and well-funded lobbyists focused
on the task of securing enough congressional votes to send a constitutional
amendment to the states. Even then, their cause might never have carried
the day if not for the world war, which led to grain-saving limits on alcohol
production and heightened concern for the moral well-being of young men
in uniform. The fact that most of the nation’s beer brewers were German
gave saloons and taverns an added aura of menace.

In 1917 the Senate passed the Eighteenth Amendment with just thirteen
hours of debate. The House vote took even less time. By January 1919 the
amendment had been ratified by the required thirty-six states, eventually
passing the legislatures of all but Connecticut and Rhode Island. The victory
of the drys was so sudden and so complete that the movement’s leaders dis-
missed the possibility of serious resistance. Even some wets expected Prohi-
bition to be on the level. “Christy, are they really going to enforce it?” a
bartender asked Christy Sullivan, a Manhattan congressman (and a blood
member of Big Tim Sullivan’s tribe). “Yes, I think so,” Christy replied.
“There won't be any more liquor.”
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Sullivan’s opinion was not shared by his fellow congressman and political
foe Fiorello La Guardia. He recognized that Prohibition’s opponents were
concentrated in the big cities of the Northeast and Midwest. Drink was not
the first urban sin that rural-dominated legislatures had attempted to stamp
out over the years: there were laws against prostitution and gambling, too.
Instead of halting or even greatly reducing those activities, their main effect
had been to provide organized crime with a business opportunity and law
enforcement with a constant source of temptation. La Guardia estimated it
would take 250,000 cops to enforce the law in New York City and another
250,000 to police the police.

In contrast, de facto leader of the Prohibitionists Wayne Wheeler expected
the liquor interests to fold their tent. Under his sway, Congress entrusted the
job of enforcement to a new bureau housed within the Treasury Depart-
ment, with just 1,500 agents to cover the entire country. In its hiring prac-
tices the Prohibition Bureau wasn’t even a match for the typical big-city
police department. Agents were exempted from the civil service laws, and
political connections mattered more than experience or ability. Training was
all but nonexistent; with the right sponsorship an agent could be hired and
on the street, armed with a .45-caliber revolver, in a matter of days. The top
salary was only $2,300 a year (later raised to $2,836); but even at twice that
amount the pay would have been dwarfed by the potential for graft. In New
York, a dry agent could make $50,000 a year on the side. Even in less lucra-
tive jurisdictions, agents tended to see the position as a temporary one—an
opportunity to get rich quick and move on. Bribe-taking became the rule,
not the exception, and it was not the only blemish on the bureau’s record.
Between 1920 and 1931, 1,600 agents were fired and 257 were prosecuted as
criminals. Bureau agents also managed to shoot and kill at least 137 citizens.
State authorities sometimes brought charges when low-level violators or
innocent bystanders were hit; but the local U.S. attorneys would invariably
transfer such cases to federal court and have them dismissed.

In the final stages of their long legislative crusade, the Prohibitionists had
seemed all-powerful. A good deal of their power, however, consisted of the
lip-service support of officials who, regardless of their votes or public state-
ments, had no intention of giving up drink themselves or forcing their fellow
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citizens to do so. In the corridors of the Capitol building, whiskey was peddled
from suitcases to senators and congressmen, who sometimes appeared visibly
intoxicated on the floor of their chambers. At the White House, the liquor
flowed freely after the inauguration of President Warren G. Harding in
March of 1921.

Prohibition is often portrayed as a bizarre and comical idea foisted on an
unwilling nation. Yet the liquor and saloon industries had been a target of
feminist groups for decades, and for good reason. There was much to be
said, in principle, for a national effort to help the countless women, and
their children, whose lives had been blighted by the excessive drinking of
their husbands. For any such campaign to have made an impact, however,
its focus would have to have been on manufacturers and distributors.
Instead, the authorities went after the places where ordinary people
drank—corner saloons, or “speakeasies” (the English word for an unli-
censed liquor establishment).

Because the temperance and women’s rights movements were closely
entwined, even the hard drinkers of President Harding’s Ohio Gang consid-
ered it appropriate to appoint a2 woman, thirty-two-year-old Mabel Walker
Willebrandt, as assistant attorney general in charge of prosecuting Prohibi-
tion violations. Small and spare, she was often ignored by her male col-
leagues in Washington, and, in turn, was not impressed by them. She was
quick to assess her boss, Attorney General Daugherty, as “incompetent.”
Some Prohibition agents, she later wrote, were “no more fit to wear a badge
and carry a gun than Jesse James.”

Of all the nation’s big cities, the most hostile to Prohibition and most
openly defiant of the law was Chicago. Less than an hour into the “Noble
Experiment” six armed men entered a railroad switching yard, bound and
gagged a watchman, and emptied two freight cars of medicinal whiskey
worth $100,000. At about the same time, another gang stole four barrels of
grain alcohol from a government warehouse and a third hijacked a truck
transporting liquor.

Because of his strong ties to the city administration of Mayor Thompson,
Johnny Torrio had become the most powerful organized crime figure in
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Chicago. The Thompson administration essentially made him their middle-
man, or controller, of bootlegging, the way Rothstein handled gambling for
Tammany in Manhattan. He set out to organize the new industry much as
J. P. Morgan and John D. Rockefeller had consolidated railroads and oil. His
aim was to establish combines in which the various players recognized one
another’s territories and agreed to keep prices and business practices in line.

One of Torrio’s first steps was to form a partnership with Joseph Stenson,
the youngest of four brothers who owned a number of breweries.! Stenson
had kept some of his in operation for the presumed purpose of making
“near beer,” alegal beverage containing no more than half a percent alcohol.
Since he needed a market as much as Torrio needed a supply, they came to a
swift agreement: Stenson would provide 4 percent alcohol beer; in addition,
he would act as a conduit to influentials in the upper world. With Torrio
running things at street level and Stenson supplying the goods, they each
cleared about $12 million a year in the early 1920s.

From his headquarters at the Four Deuces cabaret (2222 South Wabash)
Torrio functioned as a corporate manager and political fixer. Although he
was prepared to use violence when necessary, he did so regretfully. He had
learned from the Levee wars that gun battles and assassinations foretold
trouble: bad publicity followed by heightened pressure from the law. Tem-
peramentally, Torrio was too reserved to play the Colosimo role of the lov-
able hoodlum with a heart of gold. He preferred to remain an obscure
figure, often using the name Frank Langley.

Torrio relied on diplomacy as well as muscle. He sought to win people
over by spelling out the services he could offer in financing, supply, and
political protection and by emphasizing the disadvantages of wasteful
competition—something he abhorred no less than any corporate tycoon.
Not everyone found him convincing. Several Irish gang leaders balked at
doing business with what some of them called a “dago pimp.” Torrio got a
similar response from Frank McErlane and his partner Joe Saltis. McErlane

'Stenson is proof that bootleggers could come from all walks of life. He lived on the ritzy Near North Side
Gold Coast and the Chicago Tribune once referred to him as “The Silk Hat of Organized Crime.” Typically,
though, when the papers were talking about crime, Stenson’s name went unmentioned.
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was a stocky, red-faced, repulsive sort, by young manhood a leading con-
tender for the title of Chicago’s most vicious killer. Saltis was a big cheerful
type who looked as if he ought to be lugging beef in the union stockyards
adjacent to the district he and McErlane controlled. Neither man saw any
reason to pay for liquor when they could hijack somebody else’s truck or dis-
tillery. Torrio did not care for these men or their methods, but McErlane
and Saltis were too important to alienate. Instead of calling on his gun
squads or Mayor Thompson’s equally obliging police, he smiled, took his
leave, and waited for the next opportunity to press his case.

In his negotiations with certain key groups, Torrio was willing to offer
unusually generous terms. After his failed meeting with McErlane, he pro-
ceeded to the headquarters of another group of stockyards gentlemen, the
Irish Ragen Colts. Chicago’s toughest gang, the Colts were a small army—
“Hit one and you hit 2,000” was their motto. They were especially noted as
Election Day sluggers, which is perhaps why their neighborhood produced
more successful politicians than any other. The only way to beat them down
was to call out the National Guard, as Governor Frank Lowden had done
the previous year during a bloody race riot. Torrio offered to sell them beer
at ten dollars off the established price, leaving him and Stenson with a mere
thirty dollars profit per barrel. As a political club, the Colts knew a good
deal when they saw one. Torrio got a new customer and ally.

Dion “Deanie” O’Bannion’s North Side gang was the most powerful
group in Chicago, apart from Torrio’s own. Johnny had considerable (and
justified) doubts about O’Bannion’s judgment. Nevertheless, he agreed to
recognize O’Bannion’s autonomy, even giving him a strip of his own section
of the Loop to administer along with a partnership in the Sieben brewery.
Deanie, then just twenty-eight, could be an endearing man—when he wasn’t
engaged in shooting, slugging, and other mayhem. An altar boy and choir
singer, he had become known for the sentimental ballads he sang at various
saloons in the North Clark Street vice district. With his sweet voice and
crippled leg, young O’Bannion attracted generous tips and the paternal
interest of several prominent local thugs and killers. By his late teens, he was
cracking safes and killing people. He loved flowers and opened a shop
across from the Holy Name Cathedral, where he fussed over every floral
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arrangement until it was just so. At mob funerals, O’Bannion sometimes
supplied not only the posies but the corpse.

His subordinates and allies were a cross section of ethnic Chicago—DPoles,
Italians, and Jews—though it was not always easy to tell who was which. His
top lieutenant, Hymie Weiss, was a Polish Catholic, born Earl Wajciechowski.
George “Bugs” Moran was also Polish, and, like Weiss, a proficient killer. So
were Vincent “Schemer” Drucci, an Italian, and Sam “Nails” Morton, né
Markowitz. For these young men bootlegging was a quick and equal-
opportunity pathway to the American dream. It could also lead to an early
grave. Between 1919 and 1934 Chicago recorded 765 gangland murders.

O’Bannion and his followers would contribute more than their share to
the tally, both as killers and victims. And on more than one occasion, their
wild ways made Torrio cringe. Despite their wealth and power, the O’Ban-
nion crew were, at heart, still corner punks. In May 1923, Nails Morton died
after being thrown from a horse during one of his morning canters through
Lincoln Park. The gang responded by kidnapping and killing the horse. Tor-
rio could not abide this sort of juvenile conduct. The differences between his
leadership and O’Bannion’s illustrated why the former’s group emerged from
the "20s wealthy and powerful and the latter ended up dead or in jail.

Another group of troublesome allies were the Genna brothers, who ran
the toughest outfit in the Near West Side Sicilian district. In their neighbor-
hood, the Gennas had forged an army of “alky cookers”—neighborhood
men who were paid fifteen dollars a day to brew rotgut whiskey in their
homes. Johnny agreed to buy their cottage-industry product at $1.60 a gal-
lon over cost and peddle it in cheap dives at a 200 percent markup. But
O’Bannion had a habit of encroaching on the Gennas’ territory, and vice
versa. When this happened, Torrio would call on Mike Metlo, the leader of
the Chicago branch of the Unione Siciliana, a social worker type who was
constantly striving to improve the lot of his people. Mike eschewed violence,
and many Sicilians regarded him as a living saint.? A word from Mike was all
that Torrio needed to keep the Gennas in check.

NWhen he died of cancer at forty-four, a life-size wax replica of Merlo was placed in the backseat of an open
touring car and driven through the strects of Little [taly as the crowds knelt down and prayed.
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Things ran fairly smoothly until the beginning of 1923, when Mayor
Thompson announced he wasn’t going to run for a third term. Many
Chicagoans had laughed at Big Bill’s cowboy posturing and his isolationist
fulminations against England’s King George V. Thompson’s retirement
reflected growing public disenchantment with his histrionics and brazen
corruption. But during his tenure, Torrio had been able to keep the bootleg-
ging gangs under control.

The new mayor, Judge William Dever, was 2 man of probity, but he owed
his election to Democratic Party bosses. Dever’s chosen police chief, Mor-
gan Collins, had previously commanded two of the city’s most vice-ridden
police districts; in the 1916 scandal, he had been identified as a member of
Thompson’s Sportsman’s Club, the organization that funneled payoffs to the
police. His fellow members included Colosimo, Torrio, and Mont Tennes, the
gambling magnate. Under Dever, control over bootlegging and other vice
was decentralized to the city’s fifty Democratic ward committeemen—a for-
mula for anarchy.

Torrio’s troubles began immediately after Dever took office, though the first
blow was struck, unexpectedly, by the Feds. Through the efforts of the Anti-
Saloon League a straight-arrow Oklahoman, Brice Armstrong, had been
appointed a Prohibition agent in Chicago. Strapping on two guns, Arm-
strong began to make raids, always ensuring the press would be notified.
(Despite his zeal for Prohibition, he would let the reporters take away a few
bottles for “medicinal purposes.”) His enthusiasm did not sit well with his
superiors and he was soon shipped out to the suburban boondocks. There
Armstrong became curious about the operations of a near-beer brewery on
the Indiana state line owned by Torrio and a front man for Stenson. Deter-
mining that its beer exceeded the .5 percent limit, he obtained warrants and
raided the place. Officially a first offender, Torrio got off with a fine, but his
conviction set him up for a jail sentence in the event of another arrest.

With Torrio’s influence waning, interlopers began to challenge his com-
bine, Newly released convict Spike O’Donnell and his brothers, small-time
criminals from the stockyards district, went into the beer business, invading
territories previously controlled by Torrio and the McErlane-Saltis faction.
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As usual, Johnny tried to negotiate. He enlisted a local police captain to sug-
gest some boundaries for Spike’s operation. O’Donnell refused to listen.
Johnny’s next step was to lower the price of his beer in an effort to force the
newcomer out of business. The O’Donnells retaliated by slugging saloon
keepers who switched to Torrio’s brand.

Torrio could not allow his customers to be molested. He formed an
alliance with the McEtlanes and sent his own gun squad to assist them in a
war of extermination. The automobile age had made it relatively easy to
transport victims to out-of-the-way places for execution and burial. Within
a short time, several of the O’Donnell gang had been “taken for a ride.”
Spike himself was hit a couple of times and temporarily retired from the
business world to reassess his marketing strategy.

Torrio resorted to violence reluctantly, but the young protégé who had
come to him from Brooklyn had no such qualms. Lacking Torrio’s business
skills or smooth ways, Al Capone was essentially a thug. But Torrio was
oddly fond of him—or perhaps not so oddly, now that conditions had begun
to render his own, more polite methods obsolete. Johnny decided it was
time for a vacation. In the fall of 1923 he took his wife and mother off to
Italy for six months, purchasing a mansion for his mom in the Neapolitan
village of her birth. In his absence, Capone ran things and shooting became
the order of the day. .

Before his departure, Torrio had decided to add another suburban
enclave to his empire as a hedge against further trouble with the new
Chicago administration. The real estate he had in mind was the town of
Cicero, just west of Chicago—a blue-collar enclave of 50,000 Slavic immi-
grants already under the control of an Irish gang led by “Klondike” O’Don-
nell and his brothers (no relation to the South Side O’Donnells). Johnny
persuaded Cook County sheriff Peter Hoffman (immortalized by Charles
MacArthur and Ben Hecht as the bumbling sheriff in The Front Page) to
seize the community’s chief recreational device—slot machines. When Tor-
rio sent word that the next raids would be on the saloons, Klondike agreed
to share Cicero, and Capone was given the task of equipping the town with
an adequate supply of prostitutes and gamblers to setve the trade coming in
from Chicago.
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While Torrio was in Italy, Cicero held an election. Outraged citizens
joined with bootleggers fearful of a Torrio/Capone takeover to put up an
opposition slate. On Election Day, the leaders of the opposition were kid-
napped and held captive while Capone’s gunmen began patrolling the
streets and polling places. Their adversaries retaliated with guns of their
own, and three men were killed. After a few hours of warfare, a county judge
swore in a force of Chicago detectives as special investigators and fifteen
squads of them raced to the area. A group of officers promptly got into a
gun battle with Al Capone’s brother Frank, killing him. At the polls, how-
ever, the Capone forces emerged triumphant, and they didn’t leave much
doubt about who was running things. Soon after his election, the new mayor
got into a dispute with Capone over a facet of municipal administration. Al,
not being schooled in the fine points of parliamentary procedure, whipped
out a blackjack and knocked the mayor down the steps of City Hall as a
town cop looked on.

In the city proper the booze business was also becoming increasingly
unruly. When Torrio returned from Ttaly, he received a surprising but wel-
come message from O’Bannion. Deanie was going to leave Chicago and the
whole dirty business to live on a ranch in Colorado—or so he said, offering
to sell his share of the Sieben brewery to Torrio. The deal was consummated
for $250,000 and Johnny’s promise to personally go to the brewery to assure
O’Bannion’s associates that they would continue to receive their regular
supply of booze. Shortly before dawn on a May morning in 1924, Torrio
arrived at the plant for his meeting with the O’Bannions. Before it got under
way, Chief Morgan Collins arrived and arrested everybody at the scene,
announcing that he was taking his state prisoners to a federal courthouse for
arraignment. O’Bannion did not have a Volstead Act conviction on his
record, so he would only get a fine. As a second offender, Torrio faced a jail
- sentence. Though the brewery had been padlocked, O’Bannion kept his
quarter of a million dollars. Johnny had been flimflammed.

A few months later, the death of Mike Merlo provided Torrio with an
opportunity to settle the score. Johnny hatched a scheme with the Genna
brothers to order flowers from (O’Bannion’s shop and send some gunmen to
pick them up as a means of getting close enough to Deanie to kill him. The
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Gennas nominated two recent immigrants from Sicily, John Scalisi and
Anthony Anselmi, for the job. Since the young men were a bit green, Torrio
suggested that they be accompanied by Frankie Yale—the same Frankie
Yale who most people believed had been brought in four years earlier by
Torrio to hit Colosimo, and who had sent his young bouncer, Al Capone, to
Chicago. By now Frankie was a prominent bootlegger in Brooklyn, and the
source of the high-quality imported liquor sold by Torrio at his Chicago out-
lets. In addition, Yale owned a number of legitimate businesses, including a
cigar company that sold five-cent Frankie Yale stogies with his picture on
the box. Yale and the young Sicilian gunmen went to O’Bannion’s shop
together and when O’Bannion extended his hand in greeting, one of the trio
grasped it and held on so firmly that Deanie was unable to reach for his own
piece when the other two shot him.

After putting in the ritual appearance at the victim’s wake, Torrio went
about his daily business unarmed and without bodyguards. But no one was
fooled. Two months after O’Bannion’s death, Weiss, Moran, and Drucci
caught up with him. He was returning home from a shopping trip with Mrs.
Torrio in their chauffeured limo. The car pulled up outside the elegant
South Side apartment building where they lived and Mrs. Torrio got out.
While Johnny fumbled with some packages in the backseat and the unarmed
chauffeur remained behind the wheel, a man opened fire from the front with
a .45-caliber pistol, while another began pumping shotgun slugs through the
rear window. The chauffeur was hit almost immediately. Johnny managed to
get out of the car, but he had gone only a short distance before fire from
both directions struck him in the jaw, liver, and abdomen. The man with the
45 ran up, put the weapon to Johnny’s temple, and squeezed the trigger.
The chamber proved to be empty. As the shooter prepared to slip in another
magazine, the third accomplice shouted a warning, and all three jumped
into their vehicle and fled. Although Torrio recovered, the experience
understandably soured him on the idea of settling back into the life of a
Chicago gang lord. After a brief jail sentence on the Sieben brewery charges,
he turned the mob over to Capone and sailed to Italy once again, where he
continued to receive a 25 percent share of the profits.

Chicago might have been wilder than some cities, but drinkers had little
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difficulty quenching their thirst no matter where they were. Detroit, just
across the river from Windsor, Ontario, was ideally located to tap into
Canada’s liquor supply. A gang originally made up of toughs from the Jewish
ghetto dominated bootlegging. When some of their co-religionists described
them as being purple, that is, tainted, the group got a name. In addition to
taking care of local needs, vessels chartered by the gang hauled Canadian
liquor across the Great Lakes to cities like Cleveland. The Purples’ role
caused the booze-hauling fleet to become known as the “Jewish Navy.”

Egan’s Rats, founded in St. Louis early in the century by “Jelly Roll”
Egan, specialized in strikebreaking. In the 1920s, they emerged as the city’s
top bootleggers. By the end of the decade both the Purples and the Egans
would be decimated by the law and rival gangsters; Italian groups would
gradually replace them.

The Pacific Coast was as wet as the Great Lakes region. San Francisco’s
Pete McDonough, a saloon keeper sent up for bootlegging, emerged from
jail to become the coordinator of organized crime. Enforcement was so
casual that a well-known speakeasy, the Blue Fox, operated directly across
from police headquarters.

In Seattle, an ex-police lieutenant named Roy Olmstead was the top
bootlegger and booze runner. He employed fifty people, operated several
vessels, and maintained a suburban ranch for storage. His initial $10,000
investment for half ownership of the business soon blossomed to an annual
gross of $2 million. Olmstead also owned a radio station, and one of
KFOX’s most popular programs featured Mrs. Olmstead reading children’s
stories at bedtime. Local lawmen believed that the broadcast adventures of
Peter Rabbit, Flopsy, Mopsy, and Cottontail were actually messages to her
husband’s liquor fleet, warning them where Coast Guard vessels were
patrolling. When the Feds brought a case against Roy Olmstead based on
wiretap evidence, the ex-cop was certain the tactic would not stand legal
muster. Even Assistant Attorney General Mabel Walker Willebrandt thought
the authorities had gone too far, declaring the practice “dangerous and
unwarranted.” The case eventually went to the U.S. Supreme Court and Jus-
tice Holmes sided with the defense, declaring, “I think it a lesser evil that
some criminals should escape than that the government should play an
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ignoble part.” Five of the nine justices, led by Chief Justice William Howard
Taft, did not agree, and Olmstead went to prison.

In Los Angeles’s Little Italy section where Tony “The Hat” Cornero
held sway, shootings were so frequent that one block of Darwin Street was
known as “Shotgun Alley.” When a new mayor was elected in 1925, a war
broke out for control of the bootlegging business and Cornero’s liquor ships
and trucks hauling booze were hijacked. Distribution of $100,000 hadn’t
secured his protection, so Tony organized his own force. With a hundred
guns on the payroll, the hot-tempered Cornero counterattacked, killing two
men. The local cops were a rough bunch, applying the same methods to
gangsters that they used to keep union organizers out of the “open shop”
town. The lieutenant in charge of the “Crime Crusher Squad” called the
technique “pinning their ears back.” They ran Cornero out of town and he
was replaced by Jack Dragna (Anthony Rizzotti).

As the nation’s trendsetter, New York City was the place that taught the
rest of the country that defying the law was acceptable, even chic. The num-
ber one man in bootlegging—and in almost every other illegal enterprise—
was the remarkable Arnold Rothstein, christened “The Brain” by Damon
Runyon. From his table at Lindy’s, the Broadway in-spot noted for its
cheesecake, Rothstein presided over bookmaking operations, Wall Street
bucket shops, and international drug rings. Like the smart banker he was,
Rothstein did not personally engage in such enterprises—he backed those
who did. Women responded to his dark hair, flashing blue eyes, pale skin,
and good manners, but when Rothstein was business, he was all business. A
drug dealer applying to him for a loan would have to take out a life insur-
ance policy for the designated amount with Rothstein as beneficiary; that
way, a deadbeat couldn’t argue that killing him wouldn’t get the money
back. Gangsters and politicians alike sought his guidance.

Unlike Chicago, New York was too big to be run by a single political
machine. Rothstein and Tammanyite Tom Foley had to maintain an alliance
with Brooklyn, particularly when that borough’s own John “Red Mike”
Hylan was in the mayor’s office. Rothstein could not control bootlegging
citywide the way Torrio did in Chicago. At first he didn’t even want to get
into it—a non-drinker himself, he thought that the banning of liquor might
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give people more inclination to gamble. One of his lieutenants, a former
East Side pickpocket and labor slugger named Irving Wexler, ak.a.
“Waxey” (because his fingers were so smooth) Gordon, talked him into it.

Gordon got $175,000 from Rothstein to establish a system for smuggling
liquor in from Britain. Tramp steamers carried the goods across the ocean,
and then the cargo was transferred to speedboats just outside the three-mile
limit of U.S. territorial waters, to be delivered to any of a number of care-
fully chosen beaches on Long Island and the northern New Jersey coast.
Soon this stretch of the East Coast became known as the heart of “Rum
Row,” and officials of the U.S. Coast Guard—an arm of the Treasury
Department—were being pressed to do something about the problem. To
make their task easier, they called for the territorial limit to be expanded to
the distance a speedboat could travel in an hour. And in order to get as
much mileage as possible out of that rule, the nautical cops requisitioned a
souped-up powerboat. Unfortunately it broke down during testing, raising
derisive howls from a group of rumrunners who had gathered to watch. The
United States then unilaterally declared the limit to be twelve miles.

Rothstein and Gordon did not waste time arguing the niceties of interna-
tional law, preferring to employ the bribes that had proven so effective
on dry land. When their rumrunners were plying one part of the ocean,
Coast Guard skippers would arrange to be in another part. When the cargo
was landed, police were there to protect the goods, often providing a
motorcycle-cop escort to the nearest warehouse. Smugglers without such
connections had to battle lawmen and hijackers alike on the water, the
beaches, and the highways.

In 1923, thirty-one-year-old Owen “Owney” Madden was released
from state prison after serving nine years on a murder charge. A product
of the Liverpool docks and Hell’s Kitchen—two of the world’s toughest
neighborhoods—Madden had emigrated with his parents at the age of
eleven. He was only a teenager when he picked up his nickname, “The
Killer.”* While still on parole, he started hijacking booze trucks belonging

'Some of Jimmy Cagney and George Raft's gangster roles were based on Madden's character and carcer.
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to a West Side Irish longshoreman named Bill Dwyer, another New Yorker
skilled at bribing the Coast Guard. Then they became partners. Soon Owney
and “Big Bill” (the name came from his importance, not his size) became a
potent force in New York organized crime.

New York’s Italians were not as quick off the mark as the city’s Jews
and Irish, and several years would pass before they felt emboldened to
expand beyond the Italian colonies. But when Prohibition began they
started a curb exchange in the Mulberry Street area, where Italian bootleg-
gers gathered daily to deal for a dozen cases of whiskey or a truckload of
beer (the New York Stock Exchange had begun in similar curbside fashion
a century earlier). The problem with the Mulberry Street liquor market
was that its products were illegal, and its location practically next door to
police headquarters. When business disputes erupted into gunfire, cops
would come running out, and after a couple of years the exchange had to be
shut down.

The most prominent figure in the area was Giuseppe “Joe” Masseria, a
Sicilian who had fled the homeland at the turn of the century to avoid mur-
der charges. In New York, he worked as a burglar and small-time associate
of the Morellos until they were sent to Atlanta. Branching out on his own, he
had to contend with rivals like Umberto Valenti and his sometime ally, Ciro
Terranova. In May 1922, Masseria managed to ambush some Valenti gun-
men sent to assassinate him, Both sides opened up, and two Masseria body-
guards and four innocent bystanders were hit. The chief of detectives
himself led the cops out of headquarters and the short, stocky Masseria was
not fast enough to outrun two detectives. But no witnesses were able to
identify him, and he produced a pistol permit signed by a state supreme
court justice for the gun he had tossed away while being pursued.

Two months later, another pair of gunmen tried to kill Masseria near his
Second Avenue home. One assailant chased him into a nearby store and
fired a shot at his head from point-blank range, but Joe managed to jerk out
of the way. Twice more, the assailant fired, and twice more Masseria dodged
the bullets. Unnerved, the gunmen jumped into their car and fled. Nearby, a
group of garment workers coming out of a union meeting blocked their
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escape. The gunmen shot five of them and ran down two more. The affair
produced headlines, but little outrage. Gun battles had been a regular fea-
ture of life on the Lower East Side for generations.

Masseria proposed a peace conference with Valenti to settle their differ-
ences. In contrast to the 1916 Navy Street ambush, Valenti and his body-
guard were not murdered on the way in—they were killed going out.
Masseria’s skill at dodging bullets and putting them into his opponents
brought him great acclaim from his fellow Italians. The more superstitious
ones believed he would never die, and even the bosses fell in line. Ciro
Terranova accepted the role of overseer for uptown and the Bronx. In
Brooklyn, Masseria formed an alliance with Frankie Yale, who was busy
slaughtering Irish gangsters in a war over control of the Brooklyn docks.
Despite the many services he had rendered to the Chicago mob, Yale was
murdered in 1928 by a squad of Capone’s gunmen who chased his car
through the streets of Brooklyn with guns blazing. Frankie had evidently
shorted Al on some liquor deliveries.*

The Prohibitionists wound up doing more damage to the restaurant busi-
ness than the liquor business. In the past, New York’s nightlife had revolved
around elegant establishments known primarily for their food. Now Del-
monico’s, Louis Sherry’s, and a score of others were gone, along with their
gentlemanly proprietors. In their place, Midtown abounded with joints
where the cuisine was minimal, the liquor outrageously expensive, and the
management made up of Sing Sing alums. Opening one of these establish-
ments required the permission of a top mobster or politician, and anyone
who proceeded without it could expect to have his place smashed (and his
head with it) by hoodlums or police raiding parties. Instead of shunning
such dives, Wall Street brokers, Park Avenue socialites, and their ladies
flocked to them. Larry Fay was typical of the proprietors spawned by Prohi-
bition. A couple of years earlier, he had been a cab driver; now, as the owner
of El Fey on 45th Street, he was a millionaire. His girlfriend, Mary Louise

*T'he news coverage of Yale's death concentrated on his lavish funcral und the battle that broke out between
his two widows, each claiming to be the legitimate Mrs, Yale, Since Jim Colosimo's demise, gangster funcrals
hud become one of the great spectaclen of the day.
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Cecilia Guinan, a former rodeo rider and B-movie actress better known as
“Texas,” proved to be an expert at fleecing the chumps with heavily padded
checks and inferior booze poured into bottles that bore fancy labels, “Hello,
suckers!” she would shout, standing on the stage at El Fey, and the suckers
loved it.

West 52nd Street between Fifth and Sixth Avenues was an almost unbro-
ken row of speakeasies. The owners of the one or two brownstones resisting
the tide were forced to put signs in front proclaiming “Private residence—
do not ring the bell.” Owney Madden had a couple dozen spots, including
the luxurious Club Napoleon in an old three-story mansion on 56th Street;
it featured velvet carpets, revolving bars, and a tennis court in the rear. Up
in Harlem, Madden and Rothstein were co-owners of the popular Cot-
ton Club, where an all-white audience was entertained by an all-black cast.
Copycats opened a similar place named the Plantation Club nearby, which
also enjoyed considerable success until strong-arm guys from the West Side
wrecked it. Madden did not care for competition.

With girls and gangsters mingling with the elite night after night, the
boozy nightclubs became great social levelers, erasing class barriers as no
socialist agitator could have done. Even a cold-blooded killer like Owney
Madden, who now brewed the city’s premium beer, Madden’s No. 1, could
do the Jim Colosimo number, coming on as a philosopher, guide, and friend
to the swells. Madison Square Garden was another lively meeting ground
for New Yorkers who might not have previously crossed paths. In the first
ten rows of the Garden on the night of a major prizefight, show business
luminaries and Park Avenue aristocrats would sit elbow to elbow with
“more murderers than there were in the death house at Sing Sing.” Detec-
tives loved the Garden, because it was a convenient place to find a hoodlum
who had slipped his police tail.

A platoon of writers relayed the city’s raucous doings to the country at
large, generally neglecting to mention the grubby tourist traps that now
stretched up and down Broadway. Instead Americans read Damon Runyon’s
Guys and Dolls fairy tale, in which Armand Rosenthal (Arnold Rothstein)
was rendered as a lovable teddy bear. One of Rothstein’s best gambling
patrons was Herbert Bayard Swope, executive editor of the New York World
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and confidant of statesmen and tycoons. When Swope lost heavily, the nor-
mally implacable A.R. was always willing to carry him for long periods. As
Swope’s biographer noted, he frequently had disputes with bookmakers
“over the precise term of bets he had made with them”—a polite way of
saying he welched. Bookmakers frowned on such behavior, but it was
good business to be lenient with Swope. One notice Swope posted in the
city room of the World read: “Members of the staff are doubly cautioned not
to take the oftentimes irresponsible utterances of the police as final or
authoritative.”’

After a few years of seeing its will flouted, Congress increased the size of
the Prohibition Bureau to 2,500. For the most part, that simply meant an
expanded collection of crooks and Keystone Cops. In New York, $2,800-a-
year Feds acquired diamonds and flashy cars within a short time of being
sworn in. Again and again, Washington sent in new supervisors with orders
to clean house. They never got very far. Some were veteran revenue officers
who had spent years tracking moonshiners in the southern backwoods.
“Reven nooers,” like “Cap’n Dan” Chapin, were a tough lot, used to dodg-
ing rifle balls aimed their way. When Chapin took over the New York office,
his first act was to assemble his troops and order them to put both hands on
the table. He promptly fired all those wearing expensive jewelry. But the
replacements were no different and Chapin went back to the hills.

Why would an honest man accept a penny-ante salary to enforce an
unpopular law? It was a question that might have been put to Izzy and
Moe—the country’s best-known Prohibition agents. In 1920, Isadore Ein-
stein was a forty-four-year-old New York City postal clerk. An agent’s salary
was slightly more than he was making already, so it looked good to a man
with a wife and four kids. Einstein went to a local Republican politician and
wangled an appointment. Later he persuaded his friend Moses Smith to join
him. They didn’t look much like cops: at five-foot-five and five-foot-seven
inches, respectively, each tipped the scale at around 230 pounds. Their

In the 19308 Swope was named chairman of the New York State Rucing Commission. According to historian
Stephen Fox, he eventually becume indebted to Frank Costello’s gambling licutenant Frank Erickson for
$700,000, which wus one of the reusons that Swope was forced to resign from the commission.
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unlikely bearing made it easy for them to gain entrance to speakeasies. As
they became better known they had to resort to disguises, decking them-
selves out in shamrocks on St. Patrick’s Day or pretending to be violinists or
society swells in evening dress. [zzy was the comedian of the pair. He would
stand up in a crowded speakeasy and announce, “Oh there is bad news, the
joint is pinched.” The press loved them. Over five years of service, they avet-
aged one thousand arrests a year—and 20 percent of the convictions for the
whole New York district. But eventually they were called down to Washing-
ton and fired, essentially for violating a cardinal rule of bureaucracy: never
upstage your bosses. Their fame eventually translated into successful careers
selling insurance.

New York officialdom was openly hostile to Prohibition. At the execu-
tive mansion in Albany, Governor Al Smith—a product of the Lower East
Side—served liquor at public receptions. In 1923, under Smith, New York
was one of the few states to repeal its own Prohibition statute. While the
governor decried the law, Mayor Jimmy Walker trampled on it. “Beau
James,” as he was dubbed by an admiring biographer, was a Tammany stal-
wart who had been Rothstein’s choice in the primary contest against his
predecessor Hylan. Walker was the ideal mayor for Prohibition-era New
York. He spent most of his nights carousing with his mistresses, rarely arriv-
ing at City Hall before noon. He had started out as a Tin Pan Alley song
writer, and bandleaders would invariably strike up his only hit, “Will You
Love Me in December as You Do in May?” whenever he entered a night-
club. Show business remained his true love, and his mistresses were chorus
girls and leading ladies whose professional fortunes sometimes improved as
a result of his attentions. Theatrical producers who didn’t make room for
Jimmy’s favorites might be confronted by an army of municipal inspectors
citing serious violations and threatening the theater’s immediate closure.
Sometimes a city work crew would set up in a nearby alley and begin tearing
up the pavement with such a roar of jackhammers that you had to be in the
first row to hear the music onstage.

Prohibition generated vast sums for bootleggers, greatly strengthening
the power of organized crime. But Arnold Rothstein and Johnny Torrio, the
men who provided the organizational models that made the gangs successful,
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both paid a heavy personal price. In November 1928, Rothstein got up from
his regular table at Lindy’s, handed his pistol to a friend, and said he was
“going to meet McManus” at the nearby Park Central Hotel. George
McManus was a well-respected and well-connected gambler around Broad-
way. A few months eatlier he had introduced some friends into one of Roth-
stein’s high-stakes card games; they came out over $300,000 ahead. At the
time A.R. had cash problems and did not pay up promptly. Under the gam-
bler’s code it was McManus’s responsibility to see that he did. Time passed
and Rothstein’s cash was always tied up somewhere. When he took the
phone call at Lindy’s, he had half a million dollars on the presidential race
between Herbert Hoover and New York governor Al Smith. Treating
McManus as though he were an insignificant chump was a risky move.
Shortly after leaving the restaurant Rothstein was fatally shot in room 349 of
the Park Central Hotel. Police found McManus’s Chesterfield overcoat in
the closet. Two days after Rothstein’s death Al Smith lost the presidential
race. Though Smith was a Tammany favorite, the unsentimental Rothstein
had bet against him. Had he lived he would have won enough money to pay
off his debts.

Johnny Torrio remained exiled in Italy recovering from the wounds he
received in Chicago until 1928, when Mussolini’s threats to put gangsters in
cages propelled him to New York. His return coincided with Rothstein’s
death, and in the vacuum Johnny’s managerial talents proved useful. The
business of manufacturing, importing, and distributing liquor required
elaborate organizational structures, so Torrio became coordinator of a com-
bine of East Coast bootleggers known as the “Big Seven.” It included gangs
from New England, New York, New Jersey, and Philadelphia. Torrio would
not become as prominent as Rothstein; he wanted no part of that notoriety.
Instead, he settled into the role of elder statesman, leaving the management
tasks to younger men he and Rothstein had tutored. In the 1930s it was these
Chicago and New York gangsters who would create a national organized
crime syndicate.



1. The “Get Capone” Drive:
Print the Legend

Shortly before his fatal heart attack in April of 1957, Eliot Ness was review-
ing the galleys of a book about his youthful exploits as the head of a Prohibi-
tion Bureau raiding squad in Chicago. The squad had played a part in the
effort to put Al Capone behind bars, but the book gave him a starring role
and its title—The Untouchables—would pass into the language as a syn-
onym for an honest law enforcement officer. The author, Oscar Fraley, had
been inspired to add a few action scenes and hair’s-breadth escapes to the
story of an investigation that had been heavier on paperwork than derring-
do. “Don’t get scared if we stray from the facts once in a while,” Fraley reas-
sured Ness when he questioned some of these liberties. “We’ve got to make
a real gangbuster out of this thing.”

And a gangbuster it was, though Ness wasn’t around to enjoy it. The
book inspired a popular TV series and later a blockbuster movie. Today
Ness, a relatively minor figure, is one of the best-known opponents of
twentieth-century organized crime. When truth and legend collide, the say-
ing goes, print the legend.

The more serious piece of hype was committed by all the participants in
the “Get Capone” drive and that was to inflate not their own importance
but their target’s. Ness’s glory is rooted in the idea that his nemesis Capone
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was one of the towering figures of modern crime—the century’s most impor-
tant gangster. In truth, Capone’s effective rule over Chicago’s leading gang
lasted just three years, during which he was almost constantly at war with
rivals or the law. After a series of massive blunders culminating in the Valen-
tine’s Day Massacre, he was forced to flee Chicago and hide out first in a
Philadelphia jail cell and then at his Florida estate. When he finally returned
to Chicago an avalanche of federal law enforcement descended on him
resulting in an eleven-year prison sentence. Mobsters have since avoided his
kind of brazenness, and the few exceptions—John Gotti comes to mind—
have brought disaster on themselves. The organized crime world was quicker
to absorb the lessons of Capone’s downfall than the criminal justice world
was. For fifty years after his conviction and imprisonment American law
enforcement went right on launching drives against big shots while ignoring
their organizations. And one drive after another ended with a chief going off
to prison, a successor stepping in, and business continuing much as before.

The groundwork for what became the “Get Capone” drive was laid long
before Eliot Ness arrived in Chicago. In a sense the effort began even before
Capone himself got there. In August 1917 a journeyman crook named
“Ammunition Eddie” Wheed and three followers killed a pair of Brink’s
guards in a payroll robbery at the Winslow Iron Manufacturing plant on the
West Side. For want of a better hideout they repaired to Eddie’s mother’s
house, where they quickly found themselves besieged by a force of 250
police officers. After three detectives were wounded the police threatened
to dynamite the house, whereupon the suspects promptly surrendered.

Spectacular crimes were not uncommon in Chicago, and Allied soldiers
were dying by the thousands in a world war that the United States had
recently entered, so normally the deaths of two Brink’s men would have
been quickly forgotten. The fact that they weren’t was due largely to the
efforts of one man, who decided that Chicago had had enough.

Educated as a lawyer, Colonel Henry Barrett Chamberlain had once been
the director of the Municipal Voters League, one of Chicago’s many civic
reform groups. He had begun his career in the 1890s as a reporter for
William Jennings Bryan on the Omaha World Herald, Around the turn of
the century he came back to Chicago to work as a reporter and editor for the
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Hearst papers, acquiring his military title in the Illinois National Guard. A
combination investigative journalist and reformer, Chamberlain called on
Chicago’s business community to fund a permanent group to reduce crime
and improve the workings of the criminal justice system. After two years of
effort the Chicago Crime Commission was established, with Chamberlain as
operating director. He brought to his role a gift for the colorful turn of
phrase—he coined the term “public enemy”—and an equally rare ability to
fuse hardheaded businessmen and unworldly civic reformers into an effec-
tive lobby. ‘

Reform societies did not have a good record in Chicago. Preachy types
from the ritzy Near North Side Gold Coast had little rapport with the blue-
collar people hauling beef in the stockyards, making steel in South Chicago,
switching freight cars in a West Side rail yard, or pounding a typewriter in a
Loop office. “Goo-goos,” they were called—derisive shorthand for good-
government types. Anti-vice societies had been known to produce 400-page
reports describing in convoluted language what the whole town already
knew. One such study exposed the existence of a luxurious brothel at
“X-523, 24 and 24A Dearborn Street.” Why the code, when everyone over
twelve knew they meant the Everleigh Club? James T. Farrell, author of
best-selling novels about life in his South Side Chicago neighborhood
between the two world wars, snorted that a sociologist was “a man who
spent $50,000 to find a whorehouse.” Chamberlain didn’t have $50,000 to
throw away. Instead he kept the commission visible by a combination of
pithy quotes (Capone was “the gorilla of gangland”) and the use of crime
statistics and court records to highlight the failings of the justice system.
With his patient work Chamberlain carved out a place for the commission
apart from the ineffectual white-gloved do-gooders.

Until the late 1920s, however, Chamberlain and his commission were no
more than a minor annoyance to Chicago’s gangsters. Prohibition was sup-
posed to keep the urban masses sober. Instead, it spawned escalating levels
of violence as Colosimo was replaced by Torrio who was succeeded by Al
Capone, who made his predecessors look benign.

Capone flaunted his power, riding around in a $30,000, five-ton, armor-
plated limousine. When he went to the opera or a ball game he would make
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a grand entrance flanked by a squad of bodyguards. Onlookers craned their
necks to see him. A few even cheered, although some Chicagoans were
known to complain about being seated too close to him—not because they
feared moral contagion but because they didn’t want to be in the line of fire.
Whether in evening dress or casting a fishing line, he always obliged
reporters by posing for pictures.

Capone was not physically attractive: he was burly, often ballooning to
250 pounds, with a bullet-shaped head, a flabby face, thick lips, a flat nose,
and—his most noticeable feature by far—long ugly scars on his left cheek,
jaw, and neck. “Scarface,” his enemies called him, though when they did
they were wise to keep their voices down. His followers generally referred to
him as the “Big Fella” while intimates were allowed to call him “Snorky,”
a slang term for a sharp dresser. Where Colosimo would euphemistically
advise someone to “Remember the Maine,” Capone would bluntly snarl,
“Ya keep ya nose clean, ya unnerstan?” He had married his Irish sweetheart
in Brooklyn after she gave birth to their child, but also liked to sample the
merchandise in his whorehouses. The only hint of taste in Capone’s per-
sonality was his fondness for jazz, the hotter the better. His favorites were
King Oliver, Louis Armstrong, and the bandleader Paul Whiteman’s young
crooner, Harry Crosby, whom everyone called “Bing.” On one occasion, he
even sent his limousine to pick up Crosby after his regular show and whisk
him out to Cicero to perform at a private mob party.

In the late "20s federal tax agents estimated Capone’s annual income at
fifty million dollars. As befit a businessman of such wealth and prominence,
Capone moved his headquarters from the Four Deuces cabaret to the
Metropole Hotel, a block away on Michigan Avenue. Later he moved again,
to the nearby Lexington, where he occupied a ten-room suite and his fol-
lowers took rooms on several floors. Fifty million dollars bought a lot of
political clout. It also allowed Capone to keep a small army of hired guns on
his payroll. When a man needed protection from some racketeers who were
trying to muscle in on his business, the authorities couldn’t—or wouldn’t—
help. He turned to Capone instead, voluntarily making him a partner.
“Now,” the man told the press, “I have the best protection in town.” The
galling fact was that he was right.
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The new Thompson submachine gun added menace to Capone’s rep-
utation. This hand-held weapon capable of firing at a rate of a thousand
45-caliber rounds a minute had been developed for the army by General
John Thompson but came too late for the world war. In 1925 it was intro-
duced into the Chicago beer wars. Soon local hoodlums became virtuoso
performers on what was known as the “Chopper” or the “Chicago Piano.”
The “Betsy” of Jim Colosimo’s heyday would be replaced by “Tommy” in
the era of Capone.

Most of the violence was directed at gangsters, Small armies were mobi-
lized to carry out commando-style raids. Hymie Weiss, now head of the
O’Bannion gang, sent a dozen carloads of gunmen into Cicero to rake
Capone’s local command post with bullets. A couple of people were
wounded but Al emerged unscathed. Three weeks later his own shooters
returned the compliment, killing Weiss and another man and wounding
three of their companions at 4 .M. outside Holy Name Cathedral. Bugs
Moran succeeded Weiss as boss of O’Bannion’s old outfit.

Alliances were formed and broken, and periodic summit conferences
were held at downtown hotels, usually with police there to keep the peace.
When the conferences ended the shooting resumed, and if any of the peace-
keepers got in the way, too bad for them. When Capone’s favorite killers
Scalisi and Anselmi mistook a squad of detectives for some rival gangsters, a
gun battle broke out in which two detectives and Mike Genna were killed.
Scalisi and Anselmi beat the murder rap by their insistence that they didn’t
mean to do it and because the Illinois supreme court ruled that to kill a
policeman making an unlawful arrest did not constitute murder. Naturally
the police found such incidents upsetting and responded in kind. Chief
of Detectives William O’Connor organized a special anti-gangster squad
equipped with tommy guns. He told them, “Shoot first and shoot to kill. . . .
If you meet a car containing bandits, pursue them and fire. When I arrive on
the scene, my hopes will be fulfilled if you have shot off the top of their car
and killed every criminal inside it.”

Capone’s gunmen did things that Torrio would never have sanctioned. In
1927 a rival hoodlum named Joey Aiello set up a machine-gun nest in a hotel
room overlooking “Hinky Dink” Kenna's Clark Street saloon, where
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Capone was known to drop in from time to time. A stoolie told Al, who told
the cops, who raided the place and hauled Joey in. Capone wasn'’t satisfied.
In his rage he dispatched half a dozen cabloads of gunmen to surround
police headquarters and kill Aiello when he came out. This Chicago police
force was the second-largest in America, but for a time all the cops did was
gaze out the window while reporters in the pressroom phoned their editors
to send photographers. Finally, after an exasperated captain saw three
Capone men standing at the front door, one of them openly readying a pistol
for action, he shouted to some detectives to follow him and they went out-
side and arrested the gunmen. Simultaneously, an emergency call was sent
out to patrolling squad cars to respond to headquarters and chase the rest of
the gang away.

In the spring of 1927 Big Bill Thompson returned as the mayor of
Chicago. Reformers despaired, although the more astute ones, including
Chamberlain, realized that the worse things got the greater the pressure
would be to do something about Capone and his minions. But what could
be done? To Chamberlain’s group the answer was clear: get the federal gov-
ernment to send in a force of smart, honest lawmen to smash Capone’s
empire. This would require pressure on Washington from business commu-
nity leaders, not just a professional reformer like Chamberlain. In 1928 the
man who could spearhead such a drive arrived on the scene.

Frank Loesch was a seventy-six-year-old lawyer and church elder given to
spouting biblical phrases. Since the 1880s he had maintained a flourishing
law practice while also serving as general counsel for the western division of
the powerful Pennsylvania Railroad. Railroads still swung a lot of weight,
especially in Chicago, America’s rail hub. Loesch’s connections and his long
and distinguished career at the bar gave him credibility in influential circles.
In 1928 he was named president of both the city bar association and the
crime commission. In the latter position he was Henry Chamberlain’s boss,
providing the inspirational force and political clout for the organization
while Chamberlain kept track of where the bodies were buried.

Their first break came in the Republican primary of that year. Robert
Crowe, the Thompson candidate for state’s attorney, was opposed by John
Swanson, the choice of a faction led by United States senator Charles
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Deneen. Al Capone rode to Big Bill’s rescue. One of Deneen’s strongest sup-
porters was “Diamond Joe” Esposito, the political leader of West Side Sicil-
ians like the Gennas. Al's gunmen shot Esposito dead in front of his own
home. Next, bombs went off at the homes of the senator himself and the
insurgent candidate Swanson. So many exploded that the campaign became
known as “the pineapple primary.” On Election Day Deneen workers were
slugged and kidnapped and a black Republican ward leader was pursued
through the streets and filled with lead. Despite the fireworks the Deneen-
ites emerged victorious. News of the carnage was prominently featured in
papers all over the country and a U.S. senator called for President Hoover to
dispatch marines to Chicago. At last the state of Illinois felt impelled to act.
The attorney general appointed a special prosecutor to investigate the mini-
war, and the job fell to Frank Loesch.

He began by asking the county board to pay for lawyers and the police
department to assign detectives. The elected county commissioners were
not interested in probing voting irregularities, so Loesch wound up raising
his funds from private sources. Thompson’s police commissioner “Iron
Mike” Hughes assigned, then withdrew, detectives from the investigation.
Loesch responded by hauling the commissioner in front of a grand jury and
threatening to indict him for obstructing justice. The iron flowed out of
Mike’s veins and he quickly rescinded the order. Still not trusting him,
Loesch retained as special investigator John Stege, a former chief of detec-
tives who was fired by the Thompson administration at the behest of
mobster Joe Saltis. The lawyer and the cop managed to secure a series of
indictments against powerful West Side political figures, including a judge
and ward boss who were bulwarks of the Thompson machine.

The next step was to keep the November election from being a repeat of
the pineapple primary. Loesch decided to go right to the source, arranging a
meeting with Capone at the Lexington Hotel. The tall, elderly, white-haired
Bible scholar came alone and unarmed; the dark-haired, swarthy young
bruiser was surrounded by gunmen. Loesch held the typical nativist views of
refc mers in his time, attributing the crime problem to immigrants from the
wrong part of Europe. He was immediately offended that the bodyguards
spoke to each other in Italian and that Capone’s office was decorated with
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portraits of American icons George Washington and Abraham Lincoln (as
well as Mayor Thompson). After some preliminary small talk during which
Capone informed Loesch that he had no fear of the law because he expected
to be murdered before the justice system caught up with him, Capone
inquired as to what Loesch wanted. The lawyer replied in language not usu-
ally heard in church: “Keep your damn cutthroats and hoodlums from inter-
fering with the voting.” To Loesch’s surprise Capone agreed to help. His
conciliatory attitude might have been prompted by the senator’s call for
marines, or the announcement that hundreds of federal marshals were being
assigned to the polls. Or it might simply have been that after the defeat of
the Thompsonite slate in the primary Capone had no preference in the gen-
eral election. Whatever his reasoning, Capone promised to keep his hood-
lums leashed on Election Day. He even vowed to use his influence with the
police to keep other gangs in check. As a result, the general election was the
quietest in memory, and the reform candidate, John Swanson, was victori-
ous in the state attorney’s race.

A few weeks later the cases Loesch had brought against the West Side
politicians were thrown out. Undeterred, he got Swanson to appoint him as
a special prosecutor while a new Thompson administration police commis-
sioner, William Russell, promised to join the drive against Capone. Russell
had been a lieutenant in the Levee, a regular at Jim Colosimo’s, and a cap-
tain in Johnny Torrio’s Loop fiefdom. Reporters who remembered him from
the old days took his pledge with a grain of salt. Loesch and Chamberlain
also realized that promises of cooperation from local officials were likely to
have short shelf lives. Loesch decided the time had come to appeal to the
highest possible level, incoming president of the United States Herbert
Hoover. As it turned out Capone himself provided the issue for the reform-
ers to seize upon just before the president’s inauguration.

After Mike Merlo’s death, Neapolitan Capone had installed a harmless
Sicilian, Tony Lombardo, as president of the Unione Siciliana. Moran’s gun-
men killed him one afternoon in September 1928, at the busiest intersection
in the Loop. Capone responded by replacing him with the equally inoffen-
sive Pasquale “Patsy” Lolordo. In January 1929 Jocey Aiello turned up with
two of Moran’s hitmen, the brothers Pete and Frank Gusenberg, and killed
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Lolordo, too. Capone realized that Moran and his allies were never going to
give him any peace short of the cemetery. He had been concentrating on
killing rival gang leaders, but the Morans contained enough swashbucklers
to fill any leadership vacancies. Capone’s answer was to take out the whole
gang at once. He gave the assignment to Vince Gebardi (DeAmore), who
retained the name he had used as a professional boxer, Jack McGurn, and
was known to the press as “Machine Gun Jack.” A few months earlier Jack
had been talking in a phone booth when one of the Gusenbergs opened up
on him with a tommy gun. Badly wounded, McGurn was burning for
revenge. '

He learned from his informants that the Morans frequently assembled at
a garage on North Clark Street. McGurn arranged for a stooge to contact
Moran with an offer to sell a hijacked truckload of whiskey. As expected, the
seller was ordered to deliver it to the Clark Street garage for inspection.
When the gang gathered to accept the shipment, McGurn planned to dis-
patch a crew of gunmen posing as police officers to execute them on the
spot. No one has definitively identified all the members of McGurn’s crew,
though by common consent they included Scalisi, Anselmi, and Fred Burke,
formerly a member of the notorious St. Louis gang, Egan’s Rats.

The delivery was scheduled for the cold snowy morning of February 14,
1929, a date that would become emblazoned in local memory. For years
afterward Chicagoans could recall where they had been when they heard
about the Valentine’s Day Massacre. Watchers posted in windows overlook-
ing the garage were instructed to make sure the entire gang had assembled
before they called for the gunmen. They observed six men enter the place,
including the two Gusenbergs and three petty criminals who worked as
mechanics, managers, or bookkeepers. One non-gangster showed up as
well—a respectable optometrist who enjoyed hanging around with hood-
lums and had just dropped by for a cup of coffee. When a seventh man
entered, the watchers identified him as Bugs Moran and set their plan in
motion: That last arrival was actually another low-level gang member.
Moran came along a few minutes later accompanied by Ted Newberry and
Willie Marks. As they approached they saw a squad car pull up and two men
in police uniform alight. Puzzled, they did an about-face. The phony cops
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entered the garage and “arrested” the seven men present. Though there
were grumbles-—and threats to have the cops transferred—all seven submit-
ted. Only the mechanic’s German shepherd watchdog, Highball, growled
and struggled to break free from his leash. Then two or three men in “plain-
clothes” entered, removed machine guns from under their coats, and
mowed down the prisoners.

After the killers departed the dog’s frantic cries prompted neighbors to
peer into the garage, where they saw the seven bodies. By the time the real
police arrived, only Frank Gusenberg was still alive. Questioned by a detec-
tive who had gone to grammar school with him, Gusenberg refused to iden-
tify the shooters and died shortly after arriving at the hospital. Highball was
so crazed that the officers debated whether to shoot him. They took him
outside and got him to calm down, but the dog had to be put to sleep within
a year.

Witnesses who had observed the phony squad car arrive picked McGurn
and Scalisi as two of the men who had gone into the garage. But Jack had a
perfect alibi—a girl described as the “blond witness” swore he had spent all
of Valentine’s Day with her doing what lovers are supposed to do on such a
romantic occasion. No charges followed—the identifications were weak and
McGurn took the precaution of marrying his blonde. As his wife, she could
not be made to testify. Capone was wintering in Florida, where he had
arranged to be visiting the office of the Miami prosecutor at the time of the
massacre in Chicago. Not long afterward Fred Burke went on a robbery
spree in Michigan, killing a local police officer. Lab tests determined that
two machine guns taken from a house he occupied there had been used to
kill the Clark Street victims, and one had been fired in the Yale murder. The
Michigan authorities distrusted their Chicago counterparts and refused to
extradite Burke, but got him sentenced to life in prison for the killing of the
policeman. Scalisi and Anselmi began to put on airs, strutting around and
implying that they might be planning a more ambitious move. Capone
thereupon threw a banquet at which he beat them both to death with a base-
ball bat. Machine Gun Jack McGurn became increasingly unstable and
drifted downward in mob ranks. When the badly shaken Moran was asked
the usual “Who did it?” he replied, “Only Capone kills like that.” The
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remark is often cited to illustrate how uniquely vicious the Capone mob was,
but Moran and the late Hymie Weiss had attempted a similar massacre of
Capone’s gang in Cicero three years earlier—an attack that, unlike the garage
shooting, jeopardized many innocent bystanders.

Uniquely vicious or not, the Valentine’s Day Massacre set off a public outcry
that posed a problem for all mob bosses. The year before, after Capone’s
crew had chased Frankie Yale’s car across Brooklyn, machine guns blazing,
Frank Costello had expressed the consensus view of the eastern bosses: “If
effin’ Capone wanted to kill Yale, why didn’t he just do it instead of making
such a big effin’ deal about it.” Johnny Torrio persuaded the eastern leaders
to summon Capone to a conference that the Big Seven bootlegging com-
bine was about to hold in Atlantic City. When the meeting ended Capone
departed for nearby Philadelphia. Within two hours of his arrival a pair of
sharp-eyed local detectives spotted him and his bodyguard carrying guns
and arrested them. It seemed Al had forgotten that the big boss is not sup-
posed to pack a gun. Philadelphia was just as corrupt as any other mob-
infested city, but on this occasion its law enforcement machinery moved
surprisingly swiftly. Capone was immediately arraigned in court. Normally, a
platoon of lawyers would have appeared, gotten their client released on
bond, and dragged out the proceedings for a couple of years until the case
could be fixed. Capone and his bodyguard pleaded guilty and were quickly
sentenced to a year in jail. They began serving their time a mere sixteen
hours after setting foot in the City of Brotherly Love. The only sour note in
the story was the subsequent disclosure that the two Philadelphia detectives
had previously been Capone’s guests at his Florida estate. It was all a setup.
The Atlantic City conclave had ordered Al to drop out of sight for a while,
implying that if he did not they would arrange a more long-term departure.
A friendly Philadelphia jail cell out of the reach of Chicago investigators was
the perfect answer.

The New York bosses had been right to be fearful. The massacre had
given Loesch the opening he needed. In March 1929 he assembled a group
of prominent Chicagoans, including the publisher of the Daily News, to join
him at a meeting with President Hoover where they made a collective appeal
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for an all-out drive against Capone. Hoover promised his support. Doubt-
less Hoover consulted with the man he always turned to in such matters, for-
mer Secret Service agent Larry Richey, who had been his principal aide since
the world war. The crackdown was shrewd politics. The reputati.on of the
whole country, not just Chicago, was at stake: Capone and his gunmen had
become worldwide symbols of American lawlessness.

In the course of the ensuing investigation, Loesch would enlist half a
dozen of Chicago’s most powerful citizens, including utilities magnate
Samuel Insull and Sears Roebuck chieftain Julius Rosenwald, into a shad-
owy organization dubbed by newsmen the “Secret Six.” The Crime Com-
mission and the Sectet Six provided financial and political support to the
Feds. The president had assigned the task of getting Capone to Treasury
Secretary Andrew Mellon, who delegated the matter to Elmer Irey, his chief
of Treasury intelligence. Formed in 1919, the Treasury intelligence unit had
at first been used to police other employees of the Department of Treasury
itself. Gradually the unit had begun to go after tax evaders. In 1927 when
the Supreme Court rejected the contention of a South Carolina moonshiner
that he could not be prosecuted for failing to pay taxes from an illegal busi-
ness, a potent weapon was made available to attack organized crime.

President Coolidge had already authorized the intelligence unit to inves-
tigate the taxes of Chicago gangsters. Coolidge had also taken the step of
naming an upstanding lawyer, George Q. Johnson, as the local U.S. attorney
in Chicago. Not until Hoover gave his “Get Capone” order, though, did the
drive really get under way. Mellon told Irey to give the case top priority.
Whenever he went to the White House to toss a medicine ball with Hoover
and his inner circle, Mellon explained, the president would ask, “Have you
got that fellow Capone yet?” The shrewd, Washington-born Irey, who had
become head of intelligence after long service as a postal inspector, believed
there must be more than a sense of public duty accounting for the presiden-
tial interest in a bunch of Chicago gangsters. According to a rumor circulat-
ing around law enforcement circles, Hoover’s anger had been piqued when
Capone upstaged the president-elect at a Florida hotel. In his memoirs, Irey
claimed that the story turned out to be false; he may not have cared very
much about its truthfulness when he passed it along to his underlings. As
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any good law enforcement commander knows, nothing is calculated to
make cops work harder on a case than their belief that the top brass have
taken a personal interest in it.

Chamberlain, Loesch, Irey—all three played more pivotal parts in
Capone’s eventual defeat than Eliot Ness did. So did Frank Wilson, who
was named to head the squad that Irey sent to Chicago. Wilson had hoped
to follow his policeman father into law enforcement, but his eyesight was so
bad he had been discharged from the wartime army as a menace on the rifle
range. Treasury intelligence was not originally seen as a gun-toting outfit.
Mostly the work entailed long hours poring over ledgers, preparing civil and
criminal cases against tax evaders. When it came time to bring charges, the
target of an investigation would usually come in with his lawyers and quietly
surrender. Revolvers didn’t become necessary until the unit began going
after gangsters. Even then, Wilson usually left his weapon in a drawer at
work. (Some of his colleagues suggested that the cheap smelly “ropes” he
smoked were a guarantee that no one would come near him.) In Chicago
Wilson and his team utilized their usual methods, developing informers,
tapping phones, seizing books, and looking for weak points in Capone’s
empire. Lawyer and dog track operator Edward O’Hare—a business associ-
ate of the Capone gang—secretly gave information to the investigators.! Irey
was also able to insert an undercover treasury agent, Mike Malone, into
Capone’s outer circle. Malone was an Irishman who looked Italian. To pre-
pare for his assignment in Chicago he spent some time in Philadelphia with
mob boss Boo Boo Hoff, developing a plausible history as a Philadelphia
criminial. When he checked into the Lexington Hotel as Mike Lepito he
aroused curiosity among some of Capone’s followers, but like a good hood-
lum he remained closed-mouthed when asked about himself. “Keeping
quiet,” Malone replied to a gangster who had inquired about his line of
business. Later he became friendlier, admitting to being wanted back east

'His reasons remain unclear, though it has been speculated that he feared his association with Capone would
stand in the way of his tecnage son’s ambition to be appointed to Annapolis. In World War 11, the son,
Edward “Butch” O’Hare, U.S. Naval Academy Class of *37, received 4 posthumous Congressional Medal of
Honor for his exploits as a pilot in the Pacific, Chicago’s principal airport, O'Hare Field, is named for him,



(L AMERICAN MAFIA

and dropping the names of some Philadelphia references. As expected, his
room was searched and his contacts in Philadelphia checked. The Wana-
maker department store labels in his suits and the previously alerted refer-
ences gave him a clean bill of health.

The Secret Six decided they needed their own detectives and con-
vinced Alexander Jamie, chief special investigator for the Chicago office
of the Prohibition Bureau, to become their chief investigator. The Justice
Department wanted a hand in the Capone investigation as well, and U.S,
attorney George Q. Johnson took advantage of the Prohibition Bureau’s
1930 transfer from Treasury to Justice to form a special ten-man squad of
honest, hand-picked dry agents who would work directly for him. In his
search for a man to head it, it was natural for Johnson to consult Jamie, since
the Secret Six were financing much of the investigation and had clout at the
White House. Jamie recommended his brother-in-law, a Prohibition agent
named Eliot Ness.

Early accounts of the “Get Capone” drive deal almost exclusively with
the tax investigation led by Irey and Wilson. It is rare to find even a mention
of Ness in books about Prohibition-era Chicago by people who lived at the
time, though his name does appear in old news clippings (it was a local
reporter who coined the name “Untouchables” to describe the squad). Ness
himself recalled his work as part of a two-pronged strategy: Treasury to
investigate tax evasion and Justice to attack the booze racket, cutting off
mob revenues and securing evidence to back up charges under the Volstead
Act. The Prohibition Bureau had been raiding breweries and speakeasies
for years, but the bootlegging business still flourished, and mob lawyers had
become skilled in the art of concealing who really owned any particular
joint. “We couldn’t get enough evidence to convict Capone of bootlegging
before a jury composed of my own nieces and nephews,” Elmer Irey once
said, explaining the focus on Capone’s taxes.

Ness's contribution was to lead his team in a series of spectacular raids on
breweries and drinking spots. Before departing on a mission, he would
invariably tip off reporters and photographers. In addition to a penchant for
publicity, he possessed an accurate sense of his own limitations and needs.
Thus Ness chose to ally himself with a Chicago police detective chief,
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William Schoemaker, who was both knowledgeable and straight. “Old
Shoes,” as he was known, was respected by gangsters because he was not on
the take. Old-time Chicago detectives would recall the night when he
dropped in unannounced at a mob dinner party, causing a score of guns to
be dumped on the floor with a deafening clatter. Eyeing the assembled
group, he paused, then muttered, “A fine congregation this is,” and turned
on his heel, leaving them to utter a collective sigh of relief. He kept Ness
informed and lent help when necessary. Ness’s memoirs present a picture of
considerable gunplay, with foiled assassination attempts on him and his
men, and hoodlums routed by judo chops, straight rights, and blazing
machine guns. When the TV series about their work appeared, some of the
surviving Untouchables protested that it had never been like that. But in
their own memoirs Irey and Wilson also recalled assassination attempts and
mano a mano encounters with the bad guys. None of the recollections are
fully reliable, but they all capture an undeniable truth: Prohibition-era
Chicago was a place where a lawman could easily get killed.

Law-abiding Chicagoans’ fear of the Capone gang mounted when Tr/-
bune reporter Alfred “Jake” Lingle was shot dead at high noon while walk-
ing in the Loop in June 1930. At first it was believed he had been hit for
writing about “Scarface.” A gun dropped at the scene was eventually traced
to the same dealer who had supplied the weaponry for the Valentine’s Day
Massacre. Yet according to his records, it had been purchased by Ted New-
berry, boss of the Moran gang survivors. Meanwhile, questions about the
victim began to pile up. Lingle had earned $65 a week, yet he had lived like a
millionaire, maintaining a chauffeur and limousine and, in addition to his
in-town residence, a vacation bungalow on the Indiana lakefront and a per-
manent room at the Sherman Hotel. Lingle had attributed his good for-
tune to a $50,000 inheritance from his father, but probate records proved
that story false. An old Levee beat newsman and a friend of Jim Colosimo’s,
Lingle was actually a business partner of Police Commissioner Bill Russell.
A few months before his death, he had lost $85,000 in the stock market
crash, while Russell was rumored to have dropped $250,000. These revela-
tions caused the commissioner to lose his job. When all the facts became
known, officials and press alike backed away from the case. Eventually a
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St. Louis Egan’s Rat, Leo Brothers, was convicted of the crime but given a
sentence of just fourteen years. ‘

After his release from the Philadelphia jail and a sojourn in Florida,
Capone returned to Chicago in the fall of 1930 to find the drive against
him going full blast. Chamberlain had taken to drawing up lists of public
enemies with the names of McErlane, Moran, and the O’Donnell clans.
Capone was designated “Public Enemy No. 1.” Loesch and Chamberlain
persuaded a Chicago judge, John Lyle, to issue vagrancy warrants for the
people on Chamberlain’s lists. As a young man, Lyle had been a researcher
for Chamberlain at the Municipal Voters League, and Loesch had been
one of his law school professors. A former alderman, Lyle was an anti-
Thompson Republican with mayoral ambitions of his own, and not averse to
publicity. A Chicago detective swore under oath that the various hoodlums
were “idle and dissolute,” and the warrants were given to him for service. As
a legal strategy it was not likely to lead to criminal convictions. If the
vagrancy statutes were applied to anyone who was idle and dissolute,
though not without money, a good many society folks would have been in
Joliet Prison. The public enemy campaign did cause several hoodlums to
leave town, however. More important, the name caught on, and time has
shown that once a man becomes known as a public enemy, he is halfway to
prison, That fall, as Capone and Jack McGurn were leaving a Northwestern
University football game, four hundred booing students followed them to
the exit.

While publicity helped, the real case against Capone was being made by
the Feds. The income tax laws were still relatively new and no large body of
cases had accumulated. Questioned by federal agents, Capone’s attorneys
conceded that he received substantial unreported income—even that he
had never filed a return—and offered to settle his arrears. It was a damning
admission. And there was more: a few years earlier, a group of irate citizens
had set fire to a Capone gambling joint in Cicero and Al himself had shown
up at the scene demanding entrance. “l own this place,” he had loudly
announced. Now the government had possession of the establishment’s

books and witnesses who remembered those words. In March 1931 Capone
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was indicted on tax evasion charges and 5,000 separate Volstead Act viola-
tions based on the raids conducted by Ness and his men.

Some government lawyers doubted that the tax case would stand up, and
the Justice Department agreed to a plea bargain whereby Capone would get
two and a half years in jail. It was a sentence Al could do standing on his
head. But the deal was coldly rejected by Judge James Wilkerson. No one
could bargain with justice in his courtroom, the judge declared. Capone was
unconcerned. His underlings had bribed some of the potential jurors. But
Treasury undercover agent Mike Malone got wind of this and alerted his
superiors. When Judge Wilkerson was informed, he switched jury panels
with another judge, set aside the bootlegging charges as so much eyewash,
and moved ahead with the tax trial. The four assistant U.S. attorneys
assigned to handle the case had plenty of evidence by now. Ed O’Hare had
led them to a Capone bookkeeper whose records and testimony showed that
Capone had earned a huge unreported sum of money. In contrast, the
defense was poorly handled. As the centerpiece of their case, Capone’s
attorneys argued that his income was not as great as some witnesses claimed
because he had lost a lot of money at the racetrack. One bookie took the
stand to testify about a $60,000 loss that Capone had supposedly incurred in
a single year. How could he be so sure of the amount? “My ledger showed
that at the end of the season,” the bookie told a very skeptical assistant U.S.
attorney, Dwight Green, who then reminded him of previous testimony in
which he had claimed he didn’t keep any books. Capone was found guilty
and sentenced to eleven years in prison. Tax convictions were also secured
against his top lieutenant Frank Nitti (Nitto) and his financial wizard Jake
Guzik, though they received shorter terms.

In May 1932 Capone was escorted to the Dearborn Street railroad station
by U.S. marshals, federal agents, and fifteen carloads of Chicago police to
begin the journey to the Atlanta penitentiary. In 1934 Capone was shipped
back across the country to be among the very first inmates of a freshly
opened maximum-security prison set on a bleak island in San Francisco Bay.
Supposedly escape-proof, it was called Alcatraz.

Over the years, Capone would slowly lose his mind from the effects of
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venereal disease. Many of the reformers who helped put him in prison did
not fare very well, either. The financial backers of the Crime Commission/
Secret Six found themselves in reduced straits or worse. The Crime Com-
mission barely managed to keep its doors open and the reformers fell out
among themselves. State attorney Swanson attacked the Secret Six for its
use of shady private detectives, including one who was running a blackmail
operation, Jamie accused Swanson’s men of trying to wiretap him.

Many people have been credited with his downfall, but the man most
responsible was Capone himself. His profile was too high, his methods too
wantonly violent. The city was fed up with him. The business community
also had a practical motive for taking action. Chicago was going to hold a
World’s Fair in 1933. Ostensibly scheduled to celebrate the hundredth
anniversary of the city’s incorporation, the fair was meant to provide a
Depression-strapped town with a needed boost of morale and money. It
wouldn’t fulfill either aim if newspapers around the world kept reporting
on Capone and his escapades.

In the end, Capone’s removal from the scene amounted to no more than
carly retirement. Indeed, the government probably saved his life from lieu-
tenants who recognized his shortcomings and were getting ready to take him
out. When Frank Nitti came out of prison in 1932, the other gang leaders
chose him to be Al's successor—supposedly a temporary appointment,
although they all knew the big fella would never come back. The Sicilian-
born Nitti had done some of the rough work for Capone, earning him the
nickname “The Enforcer,” but he was ten years older than Al and a much
quicter sort. He moved into the executive suite in the Lexington Hotel and
ran things in a low-key collegial fashion, holding the killings to a minimum.

Unfortunately for the mob in 1931 Mayor Thompson was defeated
for reclection by Democratic party boss Tony Cermak. “Saving Tony” was
known for his budget-slashing skills and looked like an ideal Depression
mayor. One of his first moves was to cut police and fire salaries by 15 per-
cent. As Thompson pointed out, though, when Tony had been president of
the county board he had managed to save a $2 million fortune on an annual
salary of $10,000. Nitti was unable to reach an agreement with Cermak, who
preferred to deal with Ted Newberry, the latest head of the Moran gang. In
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December 1932 a detective working for the mayor went to Nitti’s office and
shot and wounded him. His police partners pointed out that Nitti had
offered no resistance, so the detective shot himself in the hand to make it
look like self-defense. The other cops refused to go along with the story and
the officer was fired. Rumor had it that Newberry had put a bounty on
Nitti—a theory that gained plausibility three weeks later when Newberry
himself was murdered by Nitti gunmen. The following month Mayor Cer-
mak was shot in Florida while conversing with President-elect Franklin D.
Roosevelt. He died after three weeks. Just nine days afterward the assassin,
Giuseppe Zangara, was electrocuted. According to the accepted explana-
tion, Zangara was a demented man who hated all rulers. But both Frank
Loesch and Judge Lyle believed he had been recruited by the Capone gang.
Cermak was known as an enemy of the mob and his killer had been put to
death with breathtaking haste. Certainly, such a murder with such a denoue-
ment would have inspired ten books and half a dozen investigating commit-
tees if it had all happened a generation later.?

Cermak’s departure, like Capone’s, made for a smoother relationship
between City Hall and the mob. The new mayor, Ed Kelly, was the operating
head of the Metropolitan Sanitary District, a self-taught engineer. Under
Kelly’s stewardship the district’s administration was anything but sani-
tary. Shortly after he assumed the mayoralty, it was revealed that Kelly owed
$106,000 in federal tax penalties for unreported income earned while work-
ing at his previous job. Nitti found it much easier to do business under
Kelly’s administration.

Frank Loesch remained head of the Crime Commission until 1937 when,
at age eighty-five, he retired. Henry Barrett Chamberlain stepped down as
operating director in 1942. U.S. attorney George Johnson was given an
interim appointment to the federal bench, but Roosevelt’s incoming Demo-
cratic administration refused to recommend him for confirmation. Nor did
it approve Judge Wilkerson’s promotion to the federal circuit. Others fared
better. In 1940, former assistant U.S. attorney Dwight Green was elected

“For the next generation, virtually everyone in Chicago believed the mob had set Cermak up.
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governor of Illinois. Elmer Irey and Frank Wilson, respectively, became
coordinator of all Treasury law enforcement and chief of the United States
Secret Service. All, though, are largely forgotten. Only Eliot Ness’s name is
instantly recognized seventy years later. And his fate is the most poignant.

When Prohibition was repealed Ness was assigned to the Treasury’s Alco-
hol and Tobacco Unit in Cincinnati, chasing moonshiners in the Kentucky
hills. After a transfer to Cleveland, he became the head of a four-man office,
and in 1935 his fortunes took an upturn. Only thirty-two years of age, he
was selected by the city’s Republican mayor, Harold Hitz Burton, to oversee
the police and fire departments of America’s seventh-largest city. As Cleve-
land’s safety director, Ness cleaned up a corrupt police departmént and
soon became one of the most popular figures in town. But he was less suc-
cessful at solving a series of murders committed by the “Mad Butcher
of Willow Run” who, between 1934 and 1936, cut off two dozen people’s
heads. Nor did he smash organized crime. In the 1930s, both Italian and
Jewish Cleveland mobs were among the strongest in the country.

In Cleveland, Ness divorced his first wife and married a local artist. One
night, after they had left a party together, his car skidded on a snowy street,
striking another vehicle. Ness left the scene without identifying himself,
though his license plate “EN1” was not hard to trace. A new mayor debated
whether to dismiss him, and Ness found a face-saving reason to leave. Amer-
ica had just entered World War II and he resigned to become head of a fed-
eral team charged with cleaning up prostitution around military bases. The
job gave him entree into Washington, D.C., social circles. Perhaps too much
entree, because he soon divorced his second wife and married a third. At the
end of the war, he obtained a well-paid job in the import-export business in
New York City. In 1947, he answered a call from Cleveland Republicans to
return to the city and run for mayor. He came over poorly on the stump, los-
ing by a two-to-one margin. Not long afterward, his New York business
folded. For the next ten years, he struggled to support his family while his
health deteriorated. By 1956, he was living in the Allegheny Mountain ham-
let of Courdersport, Pennsylvania, with his wife and eleven-year-old son.
From time to time, he would reminisce about battling against Capone or
cleaning up the Cleveland police force, Listening to a man with a lined face,
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slouched shoulders, a noticeable paunch, and a soft voice, the locals tended
to be skeptical. He was in debt and his prospects were grim. His only money-
making prospect was a book that a New York sportswriter was preparing
about the Chicago days. In April 1957, shortly after Ness okayed the final
galleys, he dropped dead at age fifty-four. Had he lived, he would have been
both rich and able to enjoy the fame that came to him.

The man to whom Ness’s name would be forever linked also died young.
Released from Alcatraz in 1939, Capone settled down on his Florida estate.
By then his mind was too far gone to pose any threat to law enforcement, or
to his former associates in Chicago. After his death in 1947 at age forty-
eight, his body was returned to Chicago for a quiet burial. Half a century
later he remains a legend, though his reign had been relatively short and
beset by troubles. Any objective evaluation of the man as a gang leader
would judge him an example of what not to do.



8: Lucky: The Rise and Rise of
Charlie Luciano

According to Charlie Luciano, he was standing on a Midtown Manhattan
street at six o’clock one October night in 1929 when three men with guns
jumped out of a curtained limousine and forced him to get in. They sealed
his lips with tape and drove him out to a deserted beach on Staten Island
where they hung him by his thumbs from a tree, cut him with a razor blade,
burned the soles of his feet, and beat him with their fists, feet, and gun butts
until he passed out. He woke up around 2 A.M. to the sound of waves lap-
ping on the shore. Managing to tear off the tape, Luciano staggered a mile
until a policeman stopped him. Charlie offered the cop $50 to call him a
taxi. Instead he was taken to a local hospital. When detectives questioned
him later Luciano clammed up, saying he didn’t know who kidnapped him
and he would “attend to this thing myself.”

Luciano’s story raised eyebrows—not many people survived being “taken
for a ride.” His friends had already started calling him “Lucky,” and this
incident scemed to confirm it. The legend of Lucky Luciano was born.
liverywhere he went his scars and permanently drooping left eyelid
reminded people of his miraculous escape. It also made the slight, youthful-
looking gangster appear more menacing. Among Italians, he acquired the
same reputation as his boss, Joe Masseria: @ man who could not be killed.
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Lucky insisted that the reason he had been abducted and tortured was to get
him to abandon his allegiance to Masseria. Of course, there were skeptics.
Frank Costello always maintained it was a police strong-arm squad that
picked up Luciano, working him over to find out where Legs Diamond was
hiding. Cops, who knew the gangster well, speculated that the affair proba-
bly had something to do with his narcotics dealing. Whatever the truth, the
legend invested him with a mythic quality. Lucky seemed fated to rise to
the top.

Luciano was born Salvatore Lucania in Sicily in 1897. Either surname
lent itself to the nickname Luc or Lucky. In 1907 his family emigrated to
New York City, settling in a mixed Italian-Jewish neighborhood around
First Avenue south of Fourteenth Street in the Lower East Side slums. He
didn’t like being called Sally and dropped Salvatore for Charlie. After
spending a few months in a special facility for chronic truants, he dropped
out of school at fourteen to go to work as a shipping boy in a hat factory
earning seven dollars a week. According to him it was a job for a “crumb,” a
stiff who labored all his life with nothing to show for it. He quit, began
hanging around poolrooms down on Mulberry Street, and soon was a mem-
ber of the Five Points gang. In nearby Chinatown he was introduced to
opium and liked it because “it did funny things to my head.” He became a
drug pusher and was arrested and sentenced to six months in a reformatory
when he was eighteen. A short jail term could be a plus for a rising young
gangster. It built character and provided higher education in crime. After
his release he went back to the streets as a small-time dealer and petty crimi-
nal. In 1923 federal agents caught him in the act of delivering cocaine and
opium to one of their informants. The Atlanta penitentiary beckoned, but
Luciano traded up and led agents to a trunk full of heroin in a flat on Mul-
berry Street. Because Lucky talked, he walked. To save face, he told his
hoodlum pals that a confederate had planted the trunk after he was in cus-
tody so that he could pretend to the Feds that he was cooperating.

Bootlegging and drugs brought Lucky into contact with one of his heroes,
Arnold Rothstein. According to Rothstein’s biographer, Lucky and Waxey
Gordon convinced “The Brain” to enter the drug business. In turn, Roth-
stein taught Lucky management skills as well as a few social graces. When he



134 AMERICAN MAFIA

advised him to get a genteel tailor and stop dressing like a Lower East Side
hoodlum, Lucky indignantly replied, “What do you mean? My tailor is a
Catholic.” Under Rothstein’s tutelage, the small-time punk decked out in
garish purple shirts, white suits, and broad-brimmed hats was transformed
into a Broadway fashion plate. The Rothstein milieu of guys and dolls
appealed to Charlie, especially the dolls. He always seemed to have a beauty
on his arm. The one thing he never mastered was speech—throughout his life
he spoke in a raspy Lower East Side voice, with a slight trace of Sicilian. Even
in polite company words like “broads” and “them guys” slipped from his
lips. When a prosecutor asked him why he was carrying a shotgun in his car,
he explained he was going hunting, “to shoot peasants.”

To Rothstein and other mobsters Luciano was just a hired hand. So in
1927 when Joe the Boss asked him to be his top lieutenant in charge of
Lower Manhattan operations, Lucky jumped at the chance. Masseria had
moved to a swank penthouse in the West 80s overlooking Central Park
where he threw lavish opium parties and posed as a retired gentleman. The
growth of his empire left him with little time to personally supervise his
old downtown stomping grounds. Luciano was tough, smart, and knew
the territory. The bootlegging business compelled Italians to forge alli-
ances outside their own community and Lucky got along well with up-and-
coming Jewish hoodlums like Meyer Lansky (Suchowljansky) and Ben
“Bugsy” Siegel. Auto theft was their entree to the big time: Siegel stole them
and Lansky fixed them up for resale. From there it was a short step to truck-
ing booze. Luciano was less trusting of the Irish, perhaps because so many
he encountered were cops or criminal justice officials.

In choosing his new lieutenant, Masseria had to consider the possibility
that Luciano might decide to move up by sending Masseria into early retire-
ment, gangland-style. It was unlikely to happen anytime soon—the Boss
controlled too many guns and had too many political connections—so
Masseria took the risk. Luciano established his headquarters in Celano’s res-
taurant at Kenmare and Mulberry Streets, near police headquarters. He
formed a close alliance with a politician named Al Marinelli, who ran a
garage across the street. Masseria stopped by regularly to keep an eye on
things and remind people he was still the boss. As befit his new position,
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Lucky moved into an expensive furnished apartment in the exclusive Mur-
ray Hill area and acquired a fleet of sleek black cars.

Around this time the man who would become Masseria’s chief rival
appeared on the New York scene—Salvatore Maranzano, a genuine Sicilian
Mafia capo from Castellammare del Golfo on the northwest coast. He was
part of the 1920s influx of mafiosi in flight from Mussolini’s crackdown.
Maranzano had a gravitas and an innate charm that made him the natural
leader of the younger Sicilians who had fled to New York. These included
Joe Bonanno, also from Castellammare; Gaetano “Tommy” Lucchese and
Carlo Gambino from Palermo; and Joe Profaci from Villabate, east of
Palermo. The first thing they noticed about Maranzano was his physical
appearance. He was tall for a Sicilian and powerfully built, giving the
impression that he could snap a man’s neck with his fingers. But his greatest
asset was his voice. According to Bonanno it was clear and pleasant with an
“echo-like” quality. A former seminarian who spoke five languages and
could quote the Latin poets, he held audiences in rapt attention. In New
York he began producing false documents enabling more of his countrymen
to enter the United States illegally, which paid well and supplied him with a
growing body of retainers. With their support he planned to become capo di
tutti capi—"“boss of bosses” over all Italian criminals in the city and the czar
of organized crime in general.

It was an impossible dream. In American cities various gangs had leaders,
but there was no single overlord. Even the Italian mobs had no capo ds capi.
At the height of his power, Capone was competing with the Moran gang as
well as Joey Aiello’s Sicilian group. Masseria’s hold over Ciro Terranova was
tenuous and his relationship with Frankie Yale and his successors in Brook-
lyn was more of an alliance than a superior-subordinate one. Even Rothstein
was not omnipotent, but his brains and status had guided the organized
crime alliance, and with his death in 1928 the old system was ripe for an
overhaul.

December 7, 1929, a date that would live in New York gangland infamy,
was the day things began to change. That night the Tepecanoe Democratic
Club held a testimonial dinner at the Roman Gardens_up in the Bronx to
honor its favorite son, city magistrate Albert Vitale. Ciro Terranova was the
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host of the affair and the attendees included a squad of his thugs. Also
present were politicians, city employees, and a half-dozen of Vitale’s fellow
magistrates. The audience was enjoying a comedian’s routine when seven
masked gunmen burst in and started to relieve the guests of their money and
jewelry and, in the case of a city detective and two court officers, their ser-
vice weapons. Terranova made an appeal for ethnic solidarity, saying, “We
are all paisans, here.” It didn’t work. When the uninvited guests departed
Ciro opined they must have been “some boys from downtown around Ken-
mare Street,” meaning Celano’s restaurant, where Masseria and Luciano held
court. Vitale told the city detective who had surrendered his piece to hold
off making a report of the crime. Within three hours the officer’s gun was
returned to him. Word of the incident quickly leaked out and newspapers
began to ask why cops and judges were socializing with gangsters. A former
judge of the state’s highest court, the patrician Samuel Seabury, was appointed
to conduct an investigation. His probing disclosed some financial dealings
between Vitale and Arnold Rothstein, and soon Vitale was a judge no more.

Everyone had a theory about the Tepecanoe holdup. A police inspector
reported that one of the guests was a Chicago hitman and the whole affair
had been staged to relieve him of a written contract in which Terranova had
promised to pay $10,000 for Frankie Yale’s murder. It was a dubious notion,
since gangsters weren’t in the habit of putting their names to written con-
tracts. Besides, the murder was seventeen months old and the perpetrators,
who had gone on to carry out the Valentine’s Day Massacre, were now either
dead or in hiding. The heistmen were not freelance amateurs—if so, they
would have been hunted down and killed. Obviously some mob boss had
sent them to embarrass Terranova and his supporters, making sure the press
was informed. A showdown between Masseria and Maranzano was immi-
nent, and putting heat on Terranova’s group would reduce their effective-
ness in the coming struggle. Nominally, Terranova was a Masseria ally, but
his remark about guys from Mulberry Street implied that he thought they
were Joe’s men,

It is often enlightening to ask who bencfits from a particular action.
Lucky Luciano had already picked the eventual winner in the coming
struggle—himself. Neither of the rival bosses appealed to the American-
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raised young gangster. Maranzano struck Lucky as pretentious, striding
through Italian neighborhoods “bestowing blessings on the faithful like he
was the Pope.” In contrast, Joe the Boss was “first cousin to a pig.” Watch-
ing the chief eat was always a trial for Lucky. Joe Bonanno likened Masseria
at dinner to “a drooling mastiff.”

The shooting started two months after the Tepecanoe affair. Masseria had
his gunmen kill Guy Reina, one of his own sub-bosses, who he believed was
about to defect. Masseria named a new leader but the Reina loyalists killed
him. Around the same time Maranzano’s men began hitting Masseria gang-
sters. During the conflict Maranzano cut a dashing figure, racing around in a
limousine with a machine gun between his knees and two pistols and a knife
tucked inside his coat. In contrast, Masseria tended to hide out as much as
possible. At the height of the war, Luciano entered into discussions with the
other side. When word got back to Masseria he approached Frankie Yale’s
successor, Joe Adonis, about eliminating Luciano. Lucky had already estab-
lished a relationship with the Brooklyn gang and Adonis alerted him. In
April, Lucky and Masseria drove out to Coney Island for lunch at one of the
Boss’s favorite restaurants, the Nuova Villa Tammaro. Masseria scarfed
down a huge meal while Lucky tried to look away, perhaps comforted by the
thought that it was the Boss’s last supper. After eating the two men hung
around to play cards until they were the only ones left in the place. Around
3:30, Lucky got up and excused himself to go to the men’s room. Adonis,
Bugsy Siegel, and two rising young hoodlums named Vito Genovese and
Albert Anastasia burst in and began firing away. Masseria was hit five times
and died quickly. Outside in the getaway car, Ciro Terranova became so flus-
tered that he couldn’t start the ignition and Siegel had to take over the
wheel. The cops arrived to find Masseria still clutching the ace of diamonds

and Lucky moaning, “Why would anyone want to kill poor Joe?”!

"Though the story of Lucky's reaction has been widely repeated, the newspaper reports failed to mention his
presence. Some veteran reporters have claimed one of their number posed Masseria’s body with the cards in
order to make a compelling photo. Certainly it would not have been out of line with journalistic practices of
the day, As late as the 1950s, some reporters were known to drop matchbooks from mob joints at the scene of
gangland murders, pointing them out to detectives, The reporter could then file a story saying the cops had
found a link between the victim aud some arganized crime figure. I the &porters didn't pull the stunt too
often, the detectives usually went along with it
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The murder was followed by several meetings of Italian gang leaders.
Maranzano proclaimed himself boss of bosses and parceled out fiefdoms;
Luciano was given Masseria’s downtown operations. The arrangements
were confirmed with a three-day luncheon at the Nuova Villa Tammaro,
attended by gang leaders from as far away as Chicago. Maranzano graciously
accepted their cash tributes. He also quickly ascertained that a cabal of
young gangsters under Luciano’s leadership—including Adonis, Costello,
Anastasia, and Genovese—was plotting to make his reign a short one. So he
cast about for new allies. A baby-faced Irish hoodlum named Vince Coll had
acquired a reputation as a ruthless and reckless killer, earning him the nick-
name “Mad Dog.” The “Dog” was then in the midst of a war with one of his
employers, “Dutch” Schultz (né Arthur Flegenheimer). Schultz was equally
as crazy as Coll and had offered detectives at a Bronx police station $40,000
and a nice home in the suburbs for Mad Dog’s murder. After Schultz’s gun-
men killed Coll’s brother he had truly gone mad, attacking one of Dutch’s
joints in East Harlem in July 1931. The shots went wild: a five-year-old boy
was killed and three other children wounded. Maranzano decided Coll was
the man for the job of killing Luciano.

According to one account, Maranzano invited Lucky for a meeting at his
Midtown office on September 10, 1931, where it was arranged that Vince
Coll would murder him. It doesn’t make much sense—Luciano was too
smart to walk into an ambush. Actually, Maranzano had invited Coll to drop
by to firm up plans for the hit, Coincidentally, Lucky planned his own attack
on Maranzano for the same day, cleverly arranging it so that suspicion would
be drawn away from him. A few weeks earlier he had been approached
by some garment manufacturers seeking to enlist his services in fighting
off Jewish racketeers led by Louis “Lepke” Buchalter and Jake “Gurrah”
Shapiro. Luciano had no intention of going to war against the Jewish gang-
sters; instead he formed an alliance with them. He passed the supplicants on
to Maranzano, figuring a strike against Lepke and Gurrah by the so-called
capo di capi would cement his own alliance with them.

On September 10 Maranzano was working in his office, supplying half a
dozen Ttalians with false IDs, when suddenly four “federal agents” arrived.
Raids by the U.S. Immigration Service and other agencies were not uncom-
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mon and Maranzano invited them into his inner sanctum, expecting to pay
them off. They turned out to be Jewish gunmen hired by Meyer Lansky, and
when Maranzano realized their intent he began to raise a ruckus. The killers
had planned to use knives—a Midtown office on a weekday was not a good
place to start shooting—but the rugged old country capo put up such a fight
that they had to shoot as well as stab him. As they were running away they
bumped into Vince Coll and shouted that cops would be coming. Fleeing
through nearby Grand Central Station, one of the gang managed to drop his
gun in a commuter’s coat pocket.

The scenario bore a strong resemblance to the Tepecanoe robbery in that
someone arranged for third parties to do the dirty work so that he could pre-
tend not to be involved. This time, everybody knew the someone was Char-
lie Lucky. Maranzano’s death ended the so-called Castellammarese War. In a
bid to win sympathy from his countrymen, Maranzano had claimed that
Masseria had decreed a war of extermination against all Castellammare
men, but it was essentially a power struggle among Italian gangsters.

Another war story is that after Maranzano’s death, there was a purge of
old-country “Mustache Petes” in which thirty to ninety Italian men across
the United States were murdered within a 24- to 48-hour period by younger,
more Americanized gangsters, an event that became known as the “Sicilian
Vespers.” The dubious notion of a mass purge is one of the foundations of
the story of the American Mafia. Yet researchers who have scoured crime
reports in American cities for the months following September 10, 1931, can
only identify four or five victims whose deaths might have been related to the
conflict in New York. As Lucky Luciano used to say, “Give me the names.”

The first version of the story was provided by Richard “Dixie” Davis,
once a lawyer for Dutch Schultz, and in 1940, at the time of his “revela-
tions,” disbarred and a convicted criminal. According to him, ninety men
were killed nationwide (though a careful reading of Davis’s account reveals
that he was only relating what he had heard, not what he knew). A decade
later Brooklyn assistant district attorney Burton Turkus repeated the story,
dropping the number killed to “between 30 and 40.” The account achieved
widespread recognition when it was supposedly confirmed in 1963 Senate
testimony by Joe Valachi, a low-level member of a New York mob family.
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Most later accounts base their assertions on Valachi. Yet when questioned
by the Senate, he could only cite four or five murders.?

At the time of his testimony, Valachi was a federal prisoner serving a life
sentence. Nearing sixty, his only hope of release or transfer was making him-
self valuable to his captors. The Neapolitan Valachi had been recruited by
Maranzano’s men when they needed more guns during the war with Masse-
ria. Though never anything but a2 minor figure in mobdom, he provided the
Senate with a number of observations on how the Sicilian gangs were organ-
ized and operated, including supposedly inside accounts of top-level deci-
sion making. As Joe Bonanno observed, it was like a “New Guinea native
who had converted to Catholicism, describing the inner workings of the
Vatican.” Much of what he testified to was clearly beyond his personal
knowledge, yet he even introduced a new name for what had been variously
called the Mafia, Black Hand, or Unione Siciliana. According to him it was
really known as Cosa Nostra (Our Thing), though many veteran organized
crime investigators had never heard of it referred to that way® Scholars and
journalists jumped on the bandwagon and words like don, caporegime, and
family were used as though they were precise as military terms like general,
colonel, or regiment.

In the 1930s some New York gangsters called their group family ( famz:-
glia). Others used borgatta, meaning section or neighborhood. Neither idea
was unique to Italians—gangs like the Eastmans had adopted the name of
their leader, while others such as the Five Pointers were identified by their
geography. “Boss” was a business or political term. It was too corporate for
Joe Bonanno, who was more comfortable calling himself the “Father” (not
Godfather) of his group. Subordinate leaders might be called capos, cap-

tains, crew chiefs, or skippers. The counselor, or consigliere, position origi-

*Valachi also claimed the murder of Joey Aiello in Chicago on October 23, 1930, was part of the New York
wars. As related in chapter 7, Aiello, the sixty-first gang murder victim in Chicago that year, had been on the
outs with Capone since the time in 1927 when he had tried to set up an ambush on him.

"T'he term had previously come up on some New York wiretaps, but it seemed to be the equivalent of soldiers
relerring to “our outfit,” In that sense it was not the formal name of 4 criminal organization any more than
“outfit™ wax the name of the United States Army. Later it would come to be referred to as La Cosa Nostra,
(The Ous Thing), & term that made no seiwe,
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nally started as an internal arbitrator, or ombudsman, and later became a
kind of counselor to the family head. Even the widely accepted five-family
structure of New York mobdom was not as clear as later accounts tend to
make it. Cops and federal agents always tried to diagram the inherently
loose arrangements into tight military-type organizations similar to the ones
they worked in. The New York detective bureau had a chief and a deputy
chief. The local FBI office was run by a special agent in charge (SAC) and an
assistant special agent in charge (ASAC). It was natural for the cops and the
FBI to assume that every mob family had to have a boss and underboss and
a clear line of authority with specified duties. Yet Joe Adonis, never listed as
head of a family, was the most important mob figure in Brooklyn. His power
lay in his political influence. Albert Anastasia was underboss to Vince
Mangano but ruled the important Brooklyn waterfront and handed out con-
tracts to the killers who became known as Murder, Inc. Frank Costello,
a member of Luciano’s family who supposedly ranked behind underboss
Vito Genovese, maintained his own independent enterprises, including
thousands of slot machines scattered throughout New York City and later
Louisiana.

The so-called Americanization of the mobs is another theory that doesn’t
hold up. In the immediate aftermath of Maranzano’s death, Luciano con-
vened a meeting of [talian leaders and announced there would be no boss of
bosses. Maranzano’s own group was split between Joe Profaci and Joe
Bonanno in Brooklyn. A fourth group went to Vince Mangano (and would
later be led by Anastasia). A fifth was given to Tommy Lucchese. An outfit
across the river in New Jersey was assigned to Guarino “Willie” Moretti.
Unlike Luciano and Frank Costello, who came to America as children, and
Moretti, who was born in Harlem, Profaci, Mangano, and Bonanno arrived
as adults and retained their old-country ways. Where Luciano and Costello
dressed sharply and dined in fancy Midtown Manhattan restaurants, the
Sicilians wore nondescript clothing and ate at one another’s homes, feasting
for hours on halibut, snapper, shrimp, clams, and lobster followed by plat-
ters of veal and filet mignon with pasta afterward. The meals were accompa-
nied by copious amounts of wine and poetry recitatigns, joke telling, and
toasts, Americanized values like Luciano’s did not meet with approval from
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traditional Sicilians. According to Bonanno, Lucky was obsessed with
money and overly influenced by his Jewish friend Meyer Lansky. Cultural
differences were reflected in organizational ones. Men like Luciano and
Costello tried to run their operations along corporate bureaucratic lines;
Bonanno and his allies were clan chiefs who operated through kinship
groups.

Jews played important roles even in the Italian hierarchy. Meyer Lansky
and Bugsy Siegel were equal business partners of Luciano, as was “Lepke”
(Yiddish for “Little Louis”) Buchalter. In New Jersey another Jew, Abner
“Longy” (as in tall) Zwillman, was on almost the same plane with Willie
Moretti. Longy was one of the mob bosses who led the underworld’s efforts
to recover the kidnapped Lindbergh baby. Motives varied from sympathy
for the family to a desire to gain favor with the authorities, but Zwillman’s
were more businesslike. The kidnapping had occurred in the heart of his
territory, and in their search for the child police were stopping so many vehi-
cles on the Jersey highways that Zwillman’s beer trucks were significantly
impeded.

Not all borgatte were equal. Wealthy Manhattan always had more status
than the outer boroughs, so the premier leader of New York mobdom was
Luciano. But he was the first among equals, not boss of bosses, as indicated
when Lucky announced he did not expect any monetary gifts from other
leaders. Cash tributes were peanuts compared to the wealth at hand from
various rackets.* In the 1930s New York’s harbor was the nation’s leading
seaport and the economic engine of the city’s economy. Men like Luciano
and Anastasia ruled a large portion of it. Manhattan’s Fulton Fish Market
handled the seafood supplied to New York homes and restaurants and was
bossed by Joseph “Socks” Lanza, a Luciano capo. Louis Buchalter con-
trolled the garment district, which produced 60 percent of the country’s

clothing, and Tommy Lucchese (known as “Three Finger Brown” because

“In nineteenth-century New York, racker was used in the Shakespearcan sense to describe a noisy party. Since
many were thrown to raisc moncy for politicians, it began to take on the English legal meaning of a fraudu-
lent scheme or unlawful business, In addition, to talians the word racket sounded like sicarto, which in their
lunguage meant blackmail or extortion, In most of the country it was the criminal definition that prevailed,
though cven taday in New York City the word in still used to deseribe retirement purties and testimonials,
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of the two missing digits on his left hand) ran the kosher poultry industry in
the most populous Jewish city in the world.”

In some ways the mob control structure of the 1930s was just an updated
version of the traditional one. Lucky Luciano was the number one figure;
Tammany district leader Jimmy Hines was Foley’s political successor; Joe
Adonis represented Brooklyn politics; and Meyer Lansky was the financial
wizard, 4 la Rothstein. Anything important that needed to be done could be
accomplished by agreement among those four.

Luciano lived like a prince, maintaining suites at the ritzy Barbizon Plaza
and the even ritzier Waldorf Towers, where at the height of the Depression
his annual rent was $9,600. Naturally, a man living in such surroundings did
not want doormen or manicurists calling him Mr. Luciano, lest it upset his
Park Avenue neighbors. At the Barbizon he was known as Mr. Lane, while
at the Waldorf he was Mr. Ross. After his rise to the top no one ever called
him Lucky in his presence. Among intimates he preferred Charlie.® Mr.
Lane/Ross dined regularly at exclusive restaurants, sometimes in company
with show business stars like Jimmy Durante, Frank Fay, and Ed Wynn.
When he wanted some private relaxation he would slip into a Broadway
movichouse to watch a first-run feature. He took in the racing scene at
Miami in the winter and Saratoga in the summer, hobnobbing with blue-
bloods. When he called Polly Adler, then New York’s most expensive
madam, to have her send up one of her girls, he dropped the Lane/Ross
pretense—every high-class hooker in New York knew “Charlie Lucky.” His
number one girlfriend was a beautiful White Russian dancer, Gay Otlova
(née Orloff), whom he clothed in fox capes and diamonds. During his visits
to Hollywood Lucky romanced movie star Thelma Todd until her mysteri-
ous suicide in 1935. The more traditional mobsters like Bonanno and Pro-
faci had no objection to Lucky’s whoring, but to them his permanent
bachelorhood was another example of how the Manhattanites did not

’For similar reasons the nickname “Three Finger” had originally been applied to old-time Chicago Cubs
pitcher Mordecai Brown.

“The same was true of most gangster nicknames. Owney Madden was only éalled “Killer” in the newspapers,
and to address Ben Sicgel as “Bugsy” was to ask for a bullet in the head,
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behave properly (Frank Costello’s childless marriage to a non-Catholic met
the same response). Lucky claimed that he was likely to “end up on a slab,”
and didn’t want to leave a widow. He also recollected that he and Frank
Costello were the only bosses who “didn’t think that there was some kind of
Italian law that said he had to bang out a million kids.” Perhaps his indepen-
dence was part of what made him successful.

At the base of the mob pyramid were “the boys”—perhaps as many as
500 in Luciano’s family and 1,500 more scattered through the others, count-
ing some who were only loosely affiliated. Luciano made his boys dress as
sharply as he did, telling them, “Leave them wide-brimmed hats to Capone
and his Chicago guys.” Becoming a “made member” could require elabo-
rate initiations involving ceremonial drawing of the initiate’s blood and
swearing of oaths, and supposedly the membership books were closed after
the early 1930s. The simplest way to find out if someone belonged to a
group was to find out if the boss thought he did. The mobs did not pay a
regular salary, nor were they like robbery or burglary gangs that split up the
take so their boys had to scramble for their money. The advantages of
belonging to an organized crime gang lay elsewhere. Membership provided
political influence in case they got in trouble with the law—Luciano, espe-
cially, backed his boys to the hilt. It provided work in gambling, slugging for
hire, and loan-sharking. Sometimes a hoodlum who impressed his superiors
would be given a plum, such as a piece of a nightclub. His job would be
keeping an eye on the place to make sure the employees did not skim money
and rivals did not move in. If the joint had a chorus line, the overseer could
help himself.

Lives of the low-level gangsters are not well documented. Though Joe
Valachi’s testimony about his superiors is suspect, his description of his own
career trajectory is fairly typical of his type. Born in East Harlem, he went
from a school truant to a petty criminal. At seventeen he was picked up in
New Jersey carrying a loaded gun; in his late teens he was an active burglar
and did a stretch in Sing Sing. After the 1931 wars he was a small-time gam-
bler, sometimes in the chips, ending up a drug dealer. The pattern was the
same everywhere. Young men who came out of mob-dominated areas such

as East Harlem, the Lower East Side, Brooklyn’s Williamsburg, or Chicago’s



Lt. Joe Petrosino, commander of the NYPD Italian Squad. In 1909, he would be sent on a
suicide mission into the Mafia’s Sicilian stronghold. Dasly News.



TOP: Don Vito Cascio Ferro,
often labeled as the Sicilian
Mafia’s greatest leader.

He may have been the one
behind Petrosino’s
assassination. Daily News.

BOTTOM: A scene from the
“Castellammarese War” of
1930: the bodies of two
members of Joe Masseria’s
gang, ambushed by Salvatore
Maranzano’s gunmen outside a
Bronx apartment building.
Darly News.



TOP: Arnold Rothstein, the top
figure in New York City
organized crime for most of the
1920s and mentor to future
bosses like Frank Costello and
“Lucky” Luciano. Daily News.

BOTTOM: Dutch Schultz
(Arthur Flegenheimer).

Shown in 1935 with the
admiring townsfolk of

Malone, New York, where a
sympathetic jury had just
acquitted him of tax evasion.
Three months later he would
be murdered by rival gangsters.

AP/Wide World.




Charles “Lucky” Luciano. From 1931 to 1936, he was the biggest man in the New York
mob world and even from prison and exile his influence remained strong. AP/Wide World.



The man who got Luciano. New York County District Attorney Tom Dewey (seated center) with
his staff. Standing at left is Frank Hogan, who, after succeeding Dewey, served as district attorney
for thirty-three years. AP/Wide World.

The scourge of the Levee, W. C. Dannenberg (seated) and members of his Chicago police Morals
Squad, 1914. He raided so many of Colosimo’s joints that the vice trust brought in hitmen to try to
kill him. Chicago Historical Society.



“Diamond Jim” Colosimo (left), vice lord of Chicago’s Levee district and friend of the elite. In 1920,

when he refused to get into bootlegging, his lieutenants had him murdered. Chicago Historical
Society.
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Chicago detectives reenact the Valentine’s D

Public outcry over the crime spurred the federal government to finally go after Capone. Chicago

Historical Society.

Frank “The Enforcer” Nitti (center), Capone’s successor as boss of the Chicago mob, 1933. That
. after a Chicago detective working for Mayor Cermak shot and wounded Nitti without justifi-
cation, the mayor himself was assassinated. Chicago Historical Society.




Al Capone (in white hat) on the way to federal prison in 193 1. Supposedly the most important gang

leader in America, his reign in Chicago was short and troubled. AP/Wide World.



Elmer Lincoln Irey, head of Treasury Intelligence. He led the “Get Capone” drive and brought
down other top mob bosses and corrupt politicians. AP/Wide World.

Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau Jr. (left) congratulates Frank Wilson on his appoint-
ment as chief of the U.S. Secret Service, 1936. Wilson had served as Irey's lieutenant in the *
Capone” drive. Under Morgenthau’s administration, the Treasury would relentlessly pursue organ-

ized crime and official corruption. AP/Wide World.




Joe Adonis, the mob’s principal Brooklyn political fixer, 1937. He was so vain that he changed his
name from Doto to Adonis. AP/Wide World.
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New York City Mayor Fiorello La Guardia (left) displays some of Frank Costello’s slot
machines seized by the NYPD, 1934. AP/Wide World.



New York’s ambassador to California and Nevada, Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel (left), with
movie star George Raft, 1944. AP/Wide World.




TOP Vito Genovese, 1946. In
1937 he fled to Italy to avoid
a murder charge. Brought
back after the war, under
military guard, he was set
free when the chief witness
against him was poisoned

in jail. After Costello
stumbled at the Kefauver
Committee, Genovese
moved to supplant him,
AP/Wide World.

BOTTOM: The end of Siegel.
When he was unable to
account for the way he had
handled their money, the
commission bosses ordered

him hit. AP/Wide World.




Mob “prime minister” Frank Costello testifying to a U.S. Senate committee, 1950, The following
year when he appeared before the Kefauver Committee, he would not be so relaxed. AP/Wide
World.



TOP- Johnny Torrio, 1936,

So clever he was nicknamed “The
Fox.” He used the management
skills he developed in Chicago

to help create a national crime

syndicate. AP/Wide World.

BOTTOM: Senator Estes Kefauver
(standing) with Senator Charles
Tobey on his right, being briefed
by Federal Bureau of Narcotics
commissioner Harry Anslinger on
Kefauver's left. Anslinger would
convince the committee that
organized crime was dominated
by the Sicilian Mafia. AP/Wide
World.




TOP: Bugsy Siegel’s mentor,
Meyer Lansky. His financial
acumen made him a major force
in the national crime syndicate.
Daily Netws.

BOTTOM: Owney “The Killer”
Madden. After being exiled from
New York, he transformed
himself from the “Duke of the
West Side” to the “Sage of Hot
Springs,” where he was always
available to shelter and counsel
mob figures. Daily News.
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Near West Side, Cleveland’s Woodlands district, South Philadelphia, or the
North End of Boston had the best opportunity for making connections to
become mob soldiers.

New York was too big for a single unified organization, and the post-1931
structure that developed with Luciano at its head was the optimum arrange-
ment. It provided both concentrated power and dispersion, and as a result
eliminated or subordinated all rivals and gave better access to politics. In
both instances it benefited from its opponents’ weaknesses. A few months
after Maranzano’s murder, Legs Diamond, who had survived four previous
attacks, was surprised in an upstate hideout and filled with enough lead to
guarantee he would not cheat death. Vince Coll was caught by Dutch
Schultz gunmen in a drugstore phone booth—Owney Madden held him on
the line long enough for the killers to get to the scene.

The Depression was a bleak time for Broadway nightlife. Many theaters
and nightclubs went dark. Often it was mob money that kept places open.
Even if a nightspot was not profitable, it provided a place for gang members
to gather and enjoy the hot music and girls. Ritzy joints that catered to soci-
ety were no different. The Stork Club and El Morocco (“Elmo’s” to the
elite) and many others had mob money behind them. The highest-paid
entertainers performed at the Copacabana, which everyone knew belonged
to Frank Costello. Willie Moretti’s Riviera on the Jersey Palisades was just
over the George Washington Bridge from Manhattan. Though the place ran
gambling, it was even more noted for the quality of its entertainment. In the
thirties, a skinny young kid from nearby Hoboken named Frank Sinatra
made his career breakthrough there.

In the political sphere, the Seabury investigation that the Tepecanoe inci-
dent had launched was expanded into a general probe of municipal govern-
ment. Many officials could not explain why their bank deposits were so
large. The sheriff of New York County attributed his wealth to money that
somehow came out of a marvelous tin box in his attic. The public was not
amused by what was called the “the tin box parade.” In 1932, when Seabury
brought charges against Mayor Walker himself, Governor Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt forced the mayor to resign. Downtown, Lucky Luciano decided it was

time for an Italian district leader and he “persuaded” Harry Perry, one of
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the Sullivan clan by marriage, to step aside in favor of Al Marinelli. As a
compromise the district was split in half and Congressman Christy Sullivan
got the eastern portion and Marinelli the western.

At the 1932 Democratic national convention, Marinelli and Luciano
shared a room at Chicago’s posh Drake Hotel while they worked for the
nomination of Tammany favorite son, Al Smith. Frank Costello and Jimmy
Hines had a room in the same hotel and were pushing the candidacy of Gov-
ernor Roosevelt, the eventual nominee. The arrangement was not acciden-
tal. Luciano didn’t like or trust the Irish Hines, while Costello had hung out
with Irishmen since boyhood days. The division between Luciano and
Costello meant that it didn’t matter which New Yorker won; whoever did
would be grateful to at least one mob guy.

The Byzantine nature of New York politics was further revealed in 1933
when Joe Adonis of Brooklyn and the East Harlem mob supported anti-
Tammany reformer Fiorello La Guardia in his successful run for mayor. East
Harlem was La Guardia’s base and the political bailiwick of his young
protégé—some said the son Fiorello never had—Vito Marcantonio, who was
on intimate terms with mobsters. In 1934 thirty-one-year-old Marcantonio
won the seat La Guardia had previously held in Congress. The mobsters’ sup-
port for La Guardia over Tammany was another hedge bet, but La Guardia’s
victory was mostly a negative for the gangsters. For eleven years hoodlum-
hating Lew Valentine served as his police commissioner. Valentine constantly
urged his cops to break gangsters’ heads, an order La Guardia usually
endorsed despite his civil rights orientation. Marcantonio’s district in East
Harlem and Joe Adonis’s territory in Brooklyn didn’t seem to receive as
much police enforcement action, until Adonis supported La Guardia’s
opponent in the 1937 mayoral election—then the police came down on him
so hard that he had to transfer his headquarters to New Jersey.

While La Guardia’s behavior did not always square with good govern-
ment notions, there was no doubt he was thoroughly honest (he lived in a
modest East Harlem flat and died broke). As a practical politician he under-
stood that to get elected, especially in a town where his Republicans were
vastly outnumbered by Democrats, one had to accept the votes (but not the
money) of individuals who might be less than saints.
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Despite these realistic political accommodations, after he was sworn in as
mayor La Guardia ordered the police to crack down on Lucky Luciano. A
decade earlier Lucky had copped to a petty federal narcotics rap. In 1929 he
had been lying half dead on Staten Island. By 1931 he had organized a mob
structure in New York that would continue long after his own departure.
Now, as far as the mayor was concerned, he was the “top gangster,” a dan-

gerous title, as Chicago’s imprisoned Al Capone could testify.



9. The Commission: The Mobs Go National

On December 5, 1928, when a force of detectives descended on the Statler
Hilton Hotel in Cleveland and arrested twenty-three Italian mobsters from
seven states, some cops and journalists declared the event to be a meeting of
the “Grand Council of the Mafia.” No one ever found out for certain what it
was really about. One theory was that the group had assembled to discuss
recent developments in the Unione Siciliana—the New York president,
Frankie Yale, had been killed by Capone’s men in July, and Chicago head
and Capone appointee Tony Lombardo had been murdered by Joey Aiello’s
gunmen in September. A more prosaic explanation was that the meeting was
a sit-down with local Cleveland bosses, who controlled the corn sugar essen-
tial to the distilling of whiskey. Of course, a meeting between consumers and
suppliers of sugar did not have the same dramatic ring to it as one of the
Grand Council of the Mafia, “the most secret and terrible organization in
the world.”

Cleveland had followed the usual pattern of big-city organized crime in
the Roaring Twenties. After bootlegging king Tommy McGinty was sent to
prison in 1924, an Italian gang headed by the Lonardo brothers, Joe and
John, moved up. The Lonardos employed their neighbors in the Woodlands
district to run stills that produced corn liquor. In 1927 both Lonardos were
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murdered by a gang run by Joe Porello, who took over the Woodlands oper-
ation. Access to Cleveland’s corn sugar was one of the keys to control of the
bootlegging industry, so Porello invited gang leaders from other cities to the
meeting at the Statler. His leadership was being challenged by an Italian
gang from the Mayfield Road section led by the Milano family, and Cleve-
land insiders believed it was the Milanos who tipped off the police to the
meeting.

The official line put out by the police was that hotel employees had
alerted them about suspicious men’s comings and goings. It was a weak
cover story. There was nothing unusual about the participants—cops and
employees alike reported they were well-dressed, carried expensive luggage,
and wore silk underwear and fine linens. The captain who led the raid said,
“They looked like prosperous sales representatives.” The hotel employees
wanted no part of the affair. According to a hoary old rumor in law enforce-
ment, a desk clerk was forced by police to knock on the door with the prom-
ise that he could jump out of the way before it was opened. Instead, the lead
officers pushed him through as a shield against bullets. Cops also arrested
the men who had not yet come down for the meeting. Others, alerted by the
noise, managed to escape, as did those who were staying in other hotels.!

A Jewish group in Cleveland led by Morris “Moe” Dalitz was even
stronger than the local Italians. Moe became part of Detroit’s Purple Gang
in the early "20s, when it was composed of Jewish gangsters led by Joe and
Benny Bernstein, two of the admirals in the Great Lakes booze-hauling fleet
known as the “Jewish Navy.” Constantly at war with other gangs and each
other, the Purples piled up an impressive body count and equally impressive
headlines. Dalitz astutely divined that the Purples were too wild to last and
moved to Ohio, eventually settling in Cleveland. By the early ’30s, the Pur-
ples were virtually eliminated by rivals and the law, and replaced by Italians
who were shrewd enough to retain the gang’s name because of its terrifying

'Among those arrested was Joe Profaci of New York, who explained that he was there to expand the small
olive oil importing business he ran in Brooklyn, Twenty-nine yeurs later, when New York State troopers
raided a gathering of ltaliun mob figures in the village of Apalachin, it too would be labeled “a meeting of the
Grand Council of the Mafin” and Profuci would again be umong those arrested.
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reputation. In Cleveland, Dalitz formed a partnership with several other
Jewish racketeers that continued for half a century, expanding to take con-
trol of gambling operations in Kentucky, Florida, and Nevada.

In 1930, Frank Milano invited Joe Porello and his bodyguard to a meet-
ing at a Mayfield Road saloon. Both were murdered, and the Mayfield Road-
ers became the top Italian mob in town. When Milano retired to Mexico in
1935 he was succeeded by “Big Al” Polizzi, who had come to Cleveland
from Sicily at age fourteen. Al continued the interethnic peace pact with
Dalitz and company. From 1935 on Cleveland was governed by reform may-
ors who appointed tough lawmen like Eliot Ness. But Dalitz and Polizzi
continued to operate. Ness’s favorite Cleveland “untouchable” was a munic-
ipal police lieutenant. A few years after Ness’s departure, it was revealed that
the lieutenant had been on the mob payroll all along and he was sentenced
to the state penitentiary.

The next national mob conference was in May 1929 in Atlantic City.
Since it was multiethnic, it could hardly be called a meeting of the Mafia.
This time it was under the protection of the local political boss, Nucky John-
son, so there was no need to keep it secret. In general things went smoothly:
territories were allotted to bootlegging gangs; Arnold Rothstein’s gambling
operations were assigned to Frank Costello’s friend, Frank Erickson; and
Capone was persuaded to rusticate in a Philadelphia jail.

Some meetings were exclusively Italian or Jewish, others mixed. Luciano
brought his friend Meyer Lansky to a small 1931 sit-down in Chicago where
Luciano briefed his Windy City counterparts on the post-Maranzano New
York scene, but Lansky had to wait outside the room. When he and Luciano
returned to Chicago for a meeting at the Congress Hotel in 1932, Lansky
was allowed in. Mayor Cermak and Frank Nitti were feuding, and after the
meeting adjourned, Nitti, Lansky, Luciano, and two of Al Capone’s cousins
were arrested outside the hotel by local cops. The pinch was meant to
embarrass the hosts. ‘

The New York Jewish mobs had held their own exclusive meeting in
1933 at the Franconia Hotel on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, Despite
the fact that Tammany Hall was still in control of the city, detectives from

the Red Squad raided the place and arrested nine attendees, including
v
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Bugsy Siegel, “Lepke” Buchalter, and his partner “Gurrah” Shapiro. Some-
how the clever Lansky managed not to be there. Who sent the cops wasn’t
clear—it was the height of the Depression and New York was being swept
by industrial violence involving both the communists and mobsters, so the
Red Squad may have initiated the raid on its own.? Unconfirmed accounts
claim that a grand conclave of mob leaders was held in New York’s Waldorf
Astoria Hotel in the spring of 1934. “Informed insiders” reported that it was
presided over by Johnny Torrio and dominated by Luciano, Lansky, and Joe
Adonis, with delegates coming from as far away as Minneapolis, Denver,
New Orleans, and Los Angeles.?

The meetings were a natural manifestation of the interstate and corporate
nature of organized crime, and by the mid-1930s a loose alliance existed that
some referred to as a “syndicate.” Largely composed of gangs in the North-
east and Midwest, it also extended to places like Florida, Louisiana, and
California. At its core was a so-called commission, composed of the heads of
the five New York “families” and four others. Two of the latter were also
basically New Yorkers. Willie Moretti had left New York at age twenty-eight
to run bootlegging, and later gambling, in northern New Jersey. And Ste-
fano Magaddino had come to Brooklyn from Sicily just before the Fascist
takeover. In 1924 he helped smuggle his cousin Joe Bonanno into the United
States; by that time he had set up in Buffalo, New York, where eventually he
became the head man.

Essentially, the commission was a consultative rather than ruling body. Its
New York orientation meant it largely confined itself to parochial matters,
maintaining peace between the more traditional leaders like Bonanno and
Profaci and the Americanized Luciano, Costello, and Moretti. Its most sig-
nificant accomplishment was putting a stop to internecine warfare and inter-
nal revolts. From 1931 to 1951 none of the six New York City area bosses
were removed by rivals or members of his own family. The eighth seat on the

?In the '30s, the gangs did do some business with the communists. It wasn’t for political reasons-—most mob
bosses had personal ideologies somewhat to the right of Herbert Hoover—but because communists con-
trolled some unions. Later, anti-communist New Dealers would enlist the mob to help battle the Reds.

The principal informant, Abe Reles, was part of the Murder, Inc. group, but he was only repeating what he
had learned secondhand.
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commission belonged to Cleveland, occupied first by Milano and then
Polizzi. Chicago had the ninth chair, which was shared by two men.

By 1933 what Chicagoans called “the outfit” or “the syndicate”—mean-
ing the local people, not national—had consolidated its position. On law
enforcement organization charts and in newspaper accounts, Paul Ricca was
usually listed as underboss beneath Frank Nitti. Paul had served time in
Italy for murder under his given name of Delucia. When he arrived in the
United States around 1920 at age twenty-three, he called himself Ricca. Just
as taciturn and tough as Nitti, the two were basically equals, and either one
could represent Chicago on the commission. Outsiders’ confusion came
from the newspaperman’s habit of hanging nicknames on mob figures. Nitti
was called “The Enforcer,” and Ricca “The Waiter” because he supposedly
had been one, though when anyone dared to ask him he would curtly
declare, “I was the manager of the place.” In contrast, Nitti had really been a
barber, but enforcer sounded more powerful than waiter so to outsiders
Nitti was officially the boss.

The Chicago mob was exceptionally multiethnic. Jake Guzik served as a
lieutenant to Torrio, Capone, Nitti, and Ricca and was as much a part of the
Capone gang as Big Al’s brothers. Welshman Murray Humphreys—known
as “The Camel,” a play on another nickname, “Hump,” and a nod to his
favored camel hair coats—controlled labor unions and legitimate busi-
nesses, Bohemian Eddie Vogel took care of slot machines, and Irish crew
chiefs like Danny Stanton and “Red” Fawcett (Forsyth) ran their territories
in the same way as their Italian counterparts “Cherry Nose” Gioe, “Tough
Tony” Capezio, and “Little New York” Campagna. Recalling the constant
criticism directed against Colosimo, Torrio, and Capone for their involve-
ment in prostitution, Nitti and Ricca had disengaged the mob from direct
control of the sex business. The city’s chief whoremaster was the Irish
“Duke” Cooney of the First Ward. The principal figure in drugs was an Irish
colleen, Kitty Gilhooley.

For the Chicago mob the pickings were especially good. The Century
of Progress Exposition of 1933-1934 brought thousands of tourists to the
city to be fleeced in the numerous mob-run nightspots, including some on
the fairgrounds itself. In addition, there were an estimated 7,500 bookie
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joints in the city. The Chicago Crime Commission calculated that $20 mil-
lion annually was paid to the police and politicians for protection. In 1950,
when Mayor Kelly died, he left $600,000. However, his wife claimed at least
$1 million more was missing from the safe-deposit box. The chief investiga-
tor for the state’s attorney’s office, police captain Dan “Tubbo” Gilbert, was
a former labor union official and slugger with close ties to Democratic Party
boss Pat Nash. He held his post for eighteen years, during which time he
was virtually independent of his nominal superiors, the state’s attorney, and
the police commissioner. In the 1930s Gilbert was de facto controller of sev-
eral powerful labor unions, a position akin to a later era federal monitor,
though Tubbo operated on behalf of the outfit. By the 1940s he was known
as “America’s richest cop.” In 1941 Jake Guuzik’s payoff list for suburban
gambling fell into a reporter’s hands. On it was a notation listing $4,000 a
month to “Tub.” When the Chicago Tribune suggested that it might refer to
Gilbert, he protested that he was “Tubbo” not “Tub.”

Mobs in cities that did not have a commission seat operated independ-
ently, but in certain instances the commission was able to lay down the law
to them. In the 1930s, organized crime in Kansas City, Missouri, was domi-
nated by an Italian gang, but was subordinated to an Irish-run political orga-
nization. The mob boss was Johnny Lazia, and Tom Pendergast was the
absolute ruler and kingmaker of local and state politics. When Pendergast
managed to wrest control of the local police from a state commission in
1932, Lazia was given a major share in the running of the department.
Among his contributions to the public safety was the appointment of sixty
ex-convicts to the force. With a mobster as de facto police chief, the city
became known as a safe haven for wanted hoodlums from other jurisdictions.

In 1933 Johnny made a huge mistake that would draw the commission’s
censure. In June of that year the Bureau of Investigation, headed by the
largely unknown J. Edgar Hoover, went after a bank robber named Frank
Nash who had escaped from a federal prison in Leavenworth, Kansas. Nash
was living unmolested in Hot Springs, Arkansas. Bureau agents were not yet
full-fledged cops, so they enlisted the services of a tough Oklahoma police
chief. Chief Otto Reed and two FBI men seized Nash on the streets of Hot
Springs and rushed him out of town. Local police put out a kidnapping alert
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and set up roadblocks in an effort to save him, but they were too late. The
arresting party boarded a train for Kansas City where FBI agents and local
officers were to meet them and help escort Nash back to Leavenworth.
When word went out in the underworld, Johnny Lazia recruited a three-
man crew including bank robber “Pretty Boy” Floyd to rescue Nash when
he arrived at Union Station. In the ensuing shootout, Chief Reed, an FBI
man, two Kansas City detectives, and Nash were killed, and another FBI
man and a bystander were wounded.* Word of the “Kansas City Massacre”
roused public opinion against the wave of lawlessness sweeping the country.
In the heart of the Depression, bank robberies and kidnappings (often car-
ried out by unemployed bootleggers) had become common occurrences.

Lazia’s folly got the attention of the national commission along with the
earlier murders of Chicago reporter Jake Lingle and a Detroit radio journal-
ist named Buckley, which had also created an outcry that was bad for mob
business. In response to the unwelcome publicity the three episodes caused,
the commission ruled reporters and cops would be off-limits. It further pro-
hibited violence in resort areas—like Miami, Atlantic City, or Hot Springs—
so as not to scare off tourists.

The pattern of organized crime in the South was different from the
Northeast or Midwest. Dixie was traditionally more tolerant of vices like
gambling than the puritanical North, but a certain gentility was required.
When the powerful New York and Chicago mobs began to expand in the
region during the 1930s, they had to proceed tactfully. Mayors, governors,
and sheriffs had to be courted and catered to, and the machine guns left
at home.

When Mayor La Guardia took office in New York in 1934, he declared
war on Frank Costello’s slot machines. So Frank shipped them to Louisiana.
Later he would tell a federal grand jury that in 1935 he had made a deal with
the czar of Louisiana, Senator Huey Long. When Costello’s newly formed

Lazia managed to conceal the killers until he could ship them out of town. Within a little over a year, Flayd
had been killed by lawmen, another of the gang had been murdered in Detroit, and a third was captured and
sentenced to death, Lazia was prosecuted by the Feds for tax evasion and was murdered by other gangsters in
July 1934 while out on bail. His replacement, Charlic Carollo, carricd on with the support of the Pendergast
organization,
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Bayou Novelty Company began to place slots in the state, Huey announced
that the proceeds would go to a fund for widows and orphans. He kept his
word—$600 out of the first $800,000 found its way to the purported benefi-
ciaries, while $20,000 a month went to him. When Long was assassinated,
one result was the temporary disappearance of Costello’s slot machines.

Up the road from New Orleans—at least as viewed from a New York
vantage—was Hot Springs, Arkansas, where Owney Madden ran gambling.
Exiled to the South in the 1930s by the Italian bosses, he had married the
daughter of the local postmaster and settled down for good, finally morph-
ing into an elder statesman, Known as the “Sage of Hot Springs,” he enter-
tained and counseled mob figures from other parts of the country. After
Costello’s slot machines were banned in New Otleans, Madden brokered a
meeting in Hot Springs between Costello’s representatives and Huey Long’s
successors. There it was agreed a new corporation, the Pelican Novelty
Company, would be allowed to operate slots in New Orleans under the joint
direction of Costello’s lieutenant, “Dandy Phil” Kastel of New York, and a
Long machine wheelhorse.

Slots were always a target for the anti-gambling lobby. In New York, crit-
ics claimed gangsters forced small storekeepers to install them, though in
the Depression many were happy to receive a weekly stipend from the mob.
The most common image of slot machines was that of school kids losing
their lunch money as they frantically fed the one-armed bandits, hoping for
three cherties to come up. Mayor La Guardia loved to chop up seized slots
while flash bulbs popped and newsreel cameras ground. To soften similar
criticism in New Orleans, it was ruled that the machines would pay off in
mints. The Louisiana Mint Company replaced Pelican Novelty, though win-
ners were allowed to covertly exchange candy for money.

Hot Springs traditionally catered to an older crowd that came for lengthy
stays, hoping the spa waters would improve their health. The new interstate
highways now enabled others to go there for brief gambling visits, so the
New York mob decided to invest in a country club and a casino where
younger, more active patrons could play golf by day and gamble by night.
The local politicians and lawmen were cut in for a healthy slice, and the
citizenry was assured that the revenue from the new facilities would keep
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their taxes down. Directing operations from his headquarters at the refur-
bished Southern Club, Madden made Hot Springs a resort on a par with
Atlantic City.

Miami had boomed in the 1920s land speculation and busted when a hur-
ricane hit the area in 1926. In the 1930s the mob began to acquire control of
local racetracks. New York’s Big Bill Dwyer was placed in charge of Tropical
Park. Chicago sent down Johnny Patton, its president for suburban vice
operations, Moe Dalitz’s Cleveland mob opened casinos in Broward
County, and Owney Madden also managed to get a piece of the action.
When an army sergeant named Batista seized power in nearby Cuba, Meyer
Lansky went down to pay his respects. He obtained the wagering conces-
sion at the Hotel Nacional, which had more floor space for gambling than
any place in the Western Hemisphere. During World War I1, Batista faced
unrest from his people and the hostility of the U.S. government. Interrup-
tions to air and sea travel crippled the Nacional, and Lansky shifted his
focus to Broward County. He also advised “The Sergeant” that it might be
time for a vacation. Instead, Batista gambled on a free election, lost, and
took up residence on the Florida coast not far from Lansky. The mob casino
in Havana that Lansky and Dalitz had dreamed of was postponed until the
dictator’s 1952 return.

The growth and prosperity of the national crime syndicate caused people
to wonder how small-time hoodlums and ex-bootleggers managed to do so
well with Prohibition repealed and the country in the midst of a depression.
Not only were they successful racketeers, some were owners of legitimate
enterprises who rubbed shoulders with respectable businessmen and were
deferred to by top politicians. The one or two grammar school kickouts who
mangled the King’s English and had extensive police records but who man-
aged to rise to wealth and power could be attributed to innate brains and
skill. The success of so many of their less-talented brethren raised other pos-
sibilities. One widely held notion was that such men were fronts and mob-
dom was run behind the scenes by respectable figures from the world of
commerce and government. Many journalists and investigators looked for
hidden Mr. Bigs who pulled the strings from their mansions and boardrooms.

In this vein, a Hearst reporter named Martin Mooney published a book
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entitled Crime Incorporated. In it he described a meeting of the leaders of
New York City’s mob world that he had supposedly witnessed. According
to his account, it was held in a Times Square office building and in atten-
dance were three important figures in local and national politics whose
names “if revealed, would shake every city in the country and topple scores
of state and national politicians.” “The suave attorney who stood at one of
the windows looking down . . .” he reported, “held degrees from two of the
most esteemed of eastern universities.” Another man was described as the
head of a business enterprise that was “considered one of the first half-
dozen in the East.” Mooney’s account was probably overly dramatic, but
some serious observers made the same accusations. Senator Royal Copeland
of New York chaired a 1933 Senate subcommittee that held hearings on
the crime problem. One of the witnesses, U.S. attorney George Medalie,
decried the relationship between organized crime and politics and offered
to name four major political figures in league with gangsters. Copeland
quickly declined the offer.

The New York judicial world included Martin Manton, the chief judge of
the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit, which ranked just below
the Supreme Court. Long suspected of being on the take, he was nicknamed
“Preying Manton.” Some of his decisions that reversed convictions of mob-
sters seemed incomprehensible. In 1939 he was caught taking a bribe and
sent to prison. Richard “Dixie” Davis was a graduate of Syracuse University
and Columbia Law School and he advised his client Dutch Schultz on many
a crooked deal from his plush office in a Times Square building. Business-
men who engaged in bootlegging during Prohibition were rumored to have
mob ties long afterward. Much has been written about Joseph Kennedy’s
connections to men like Frank Costello. Some gang figures even referred to
the elder Kennedy as “Meyer Lansky with a Harvard degree.” It is generally
accepted that Kennedy was involved in the liquor business both during and
after Prohibition. Like so much that is written about the family, however,
stories about other relationships with mobsters are difficult to verify.

The belief in a hidden Mr. Big who really ruled the mobs was in part a
class issue—how could immigrants or kids from the wrong side of the tracks
become so successful? Yet the differences between the twentieth-century
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gang bosses and nineteenth-century robber barons like John Jacob Astor
and Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt are smaller than they might seem.
Astor acquired his fortune furnishing Indians with liquor and cheating them
out of their furs. He used the money to buy up Manhattan real estate, con-
verting it into slum dwellings which were the spawning grounds for New
York’s gangs. In both businesses he bribed public officials. Vanderbilt, a
simple, uneducated ferryboat man, used armies of gunmen to obtain con-
cessions for his shipping company from Central American governments.
Later he used the same tactics to gain control of American railroads. In sub-
sequent years, when his fellow gangsters would complain about their bad
publicity, Meyer Lansky would assure them, “Don’t worry, don’t worry.
Look at the Astors and Vanderbilts, all those big society people. They were
the worst thieves—and now look at them. It’s just a matter of time.”

Men like Torrio, Rothstein, Lansky, Luciano, and Costello possessed the
combination of brains, daring, and ruthlessness required to succeed in cer-
tain types of businesses. Whether they could have succeeded in other fields
is more problematic. When prison doctors gave Frank Costello an IQ test
in the 1950s, he scored a surprisingly low 97. Yet clearly Costello was a very
shrewd man. With their newfound wealth and connections the mob leaders
were able to employ some of the best legal and financial talent, particularly
in the Depression, when many professionals were not so choosy about
where their fees came from. They also sought counsel from business and
political friends. In the final analysis, elaborate theories of “Mr. Bigs” boil
down to wishful thinking and flashy copy. The mob bosses appreciated
expert advice in matters of law, finance, and politics, but they called their
own shots,

By the 1930s the Italian gangs controlled or shared control of organized
crime in most of the choice locations in the country. Even professional crim-
inals such as robbers and burglars had to defer to them. Stickup men knew
better than to rob a mob gambling joint or nightspot. The few who didn’t
were usually found in an alley or the trunk of a car. In some areas the mob
collected what came to be known as “street tax” from thugs who made big
scores; the practice was facilitated by organized crime’s ability to launder
money or dispose of stolen goods. In the 1940s Chicago mobsters negotiat-
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ing with local cops to set up a gambling operation in Dallas stressed their
ability to hold street crime down, arguing that the presence of organized
crime would discourage punks from working the area. If some gun-happy
hoodlum went on a spree, mob soldiers acting on information from under-
world channels could quickly track him down.

At the same time the gangsters’ power was often exaggerated, especially
by those who opposed them. Lawmen, investigative journalists, and civic
reformers sometimes acted as though the mobsters could always get away
with murder, bribing, politically neutralizing, or intimidating officials right
and left. Their claims actually enhanced mob power. If local racketeers con-
trolled the mayor, governor, and police commissioner and could kill anyone
with impunity, even the most courageous person would hesitate to oppose
them. Yet, in Capone’s Chicago, men like Frank Loesch or Henry Barrett
Chamberlain were never harmed. During the twelve years La Guardia was
mayor of New York, the mob had no clout at City Hall or the police com-
missioner’s office, dampening the support of other political and police
friends scattered around town.

In fact, the relationship of police, politicians, and organized crime was
much more complex in those times than is usually portrayed. One of the
best descriptions of real-world mob-government ties is contained in William
H. Whyte’s landmark sociological study, Street Corner Society. In the late
1930s, Whyte, then a graduate student at Harvard, set out to explore the
social organization of a slum. The area he chose was Boston’s historic North
End (“Cornerville” in the study), a predominantly Italian district whose
narrow winding streets heightened the native insularity of its residents.
What Whyte did not know at first was that it was also the principal base of
the Boston Italian mobs. Whyte had no grounding in law enforcement and
was by his own account inexperienced and naive. Despite these short-
comings—or maybe because of them—he was able to win acceptance, and
though analyzing crime was only a minor portion of his research, he was able
to grasp the racket situation more clearly than many experienced lawmen or
journalists.

Organized crime in Boston had followed the usual pattern. At the begin-
ning of Prohibition a Jewish drug dealer, Charles “King” Solomon, became
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the city’s principal bootlegger. In the early "30s two North End Sicilians,
Phil Buccola and Joe Lombardo, began to emerge, though not without
struggles against other Italians and an Irish gang, the Gustins. One North
Ender told Whyte how in those days “there was plenty of action around
here—s