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For Kathi Kapell, who means everything to me
and
in loving memory of Elaine, Lorraine, and Eliott














“Never rat on your friends, and always keep your mouth shut.”
—A mobster’s advice to his young protégé,
from the movie Goodfellas


“You don’t know those bastards like I do.
Anywhere in the world they’d find me, if I was on the outside.
Anywhere in the world—and they’d knock me off!”
—Abe Reles on the Mob’s determination to assassinate him


“I never met anybody who thought Abe went out
that window because he wanted to.”
—Mob informer Joe Valachi on Reles’s death
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Chapter 1
Kid Twist and the Combination


Abe Reles was a living, breathing, nightmare.


Just the look in his eyes was enough to fill anyone with fear.


“His eyes were shiny agates, hard and piercing,” recalled Burton Turkus, an assistant district attorney who came to know him well. “He had a round face, thick lips, a flat nose, and small ears stuck close to his kinky hair.” His jowls were heavy, his five o’clock shadow ever present, his voice gravelly from chain-smoking. His hirsute arms “dangled to his knees, completing a generally gorilla-like figure.” Even if you could get past his unsightly mug, there was one thing that you could never put out of your mind: his hands.


“They were strong; they strangled men,” Turkus remembered. “Where ordinary fingers start to taper at the ends, Reles’s became spatulate. They reminded you of a set of hammers, hung at the end of the arm.”


As far as Turkus was concerned, you didn’t even have to know Abe Reles to loathe him. “If a total stranger walked up to Reles and, without a word, bashed him in the face, I could understand it. That was the reaction you got from one look at him.”


Not that anybody in his right mind would have tried. While not physically imposing—he wasn’t a big man at five foot five and 160 pounds—Reles was tough, menacing, and extremely violent. A stonecold killer, he once strangled a man to death as his own mother-in-law slept just a few feet away. (He did, however, wake the elderly woman long enough to ask where he could find the rope he needed to choke the life out of his victim.) During his criminal career, which began when Reles was only a teenager, he was arrested more than forty times, including six times on murder charges. But each homicide rap was thrown out due to “lack of evidence,” a sign that Reles had greased the palm of some crooked judge. If he found himself short of cash for bribes, Reles had an effective Plan B: threatening or killing the witnesses against him.


Reles had a volcanic temper, and he was capable of unimaginable brutality. A police officer who knew him well recalled the time that he “tore the head off a kitten right in his own living room by sheer force with his fingers. The kitten had climbed on the settee and he didn’t like it, and he took the kitten and tore the head off and threw it out.” Another time, Reles grew impatient with a garage attendant who was working too slowly to suit him—so he smashed a bottle over the young man’s head, fracturing his skull. Once, when two young women spurned his lewd advances, he jumped into his car and tried to run them over; the women survived by ducking into an alley at the last second. Yes, Abe Reles was a real prince.


As a young man, he revered Max Zweibach, a lieutenant in the Lower East Side gang of Monk Eastman. In 1904, when Eastman went to prison for shooting at a Pinkerton detective during a bank holdup, Zweibach seized control of the gang. His intricate schemes for outsmarting his rivals earned him the moniker Kid Twist. Zweibach led the gangster life until May 1908, when he and his bodyguard, a circus strongman known as Cyclone Lewis, were gunned down outside a Coney Island bar. The killer, Louis “Louie the Lump” Pioggi, allegedly acted out of jealousy—he and Zweibach were in love with the same woman—but Pioggi’s membership in a rival gang suggests that the murder may not have been entirely a crime of passion.
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Abe “Kid Twist” Reles. [Corbis]


Reles adopted Zweibach’s nickname, Kid Twist, as his own. (Contrary to much that has been written, Reles was not given the nickname because of a fondness for licorice twist candy or a preference for strangling his victims.) Though Reles now had Zweibach’s nickname, he did not possess an ounce of his idol’s finesse; rather, he was egotistical, crude, and miserly. With an inflated view of himself, Reles believed that he could outwit cops, lawyers, judges—you name it. But his loud attire and coarse speech (which was littered with dese and dose) made a joke out of any stabs he made at appearing suave. And his penny-pinching was legendary among his cadre of crooks.


“He was reluctant to pay and made no bones about it,” one of them remembered. Reles enjoyed forcing his compatriots to pony up for everything while he flashed large wads of cash under their noses. It’s safe to say that even those closest to Reles hated his guts.
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The future menace to society was born in Manhattan on May 10, 1906, to Sam Reles and Rose Schulman, Jewish immigrants from Austria. Of the nearly two million Jews who migrated to the United States from Eastern Europe during the final decade of the nineteenth century and the first two decades of the twentieth, most settled in the foul, claustrophobic tenements of Manhattan’s Lower East Side. The Reles family’s experience was no different. It was a far cry from the Golden Land (Die Goldene Medina, as it is expressed in Yiddish) the immigrants had envisioned as they crossed the ocean in the bowels of transatlantic liners. Once on American soil, any hopeful thoughts they still held dear were snuffed out by the realities of life. Winter forced families to sleep on the floor to absorb the warmth of their ramshackle kitchen stoves; the most basic privacy was nonexistent, and infectious diseases stole lives indiscriminately. Work, such as it existed, was a dismal euphemism for grinding poverty. It was enough to drive Sam Reles to distraction.


And then, a glimmer of hope. The opening of the Williamsburg Bridge—which connected Manhattan with Brooklyn in 1903—as well as other advances in public transportation “came in time to relieve the Lower East Side.” As a result, Brownsville, a community in northeast Brooklyn, “became for large numbers their new home in the Golden Land.” What’s more, as the Brooklyn historian Alter F. Landesman has written, the rapid rise of Brownsville was not due to the discovery of any one commodity, as was the case in boomtowns elsewhere in America. In Brownsville, “tailors were the original pioneers; sewing machines, flat irons, scissors, needles, and thimbles—these were the foundation materials upon which the community was built.”


Tailors! It seemed too good to be true. Sam Reles was a tailor; he’d learned his trade back in the Old Country. It seemed like a sign from above. Soon after Abe’s birth, Sam moved the family to Brownsville. He prayed that the move would be a step up in the world, but his hopes were quickly dashed. Uncontrolled growth had undone the dream. Brownsville, as the famed journalist and social reformer Jacob Riis noted, was yet another “nasty little slum.” Most of the flats, Riis observed, “are without sewers or decent drains. Families are so huddled together that even the ordinary precautions of cleanliness are next to impossible. The streets are nothing but mudholes—and where the streets are not [mired in] filth, they are deep in dust.”


Brownsville did surpass Reles’s old Lower East Side neighborhood in one undesirable way: “Brownsville was tougher. More guys carried guns and instead of six beatings a day there were six an hour,” explained Sammy Aaronson, an amateur boxing gym operator and community activist from that era.


“Brownsville was a breeding ground of crime,” wrote Aaronson, who, unlike other commentators, witnessed much of the mayhem firsthand. “Kids began a sort of spring training course for thugs when they were nine or ten years old. The insidious pattern was pretty standard. It was followed by every kid in Brownsville who went wrong. The first step was raiding penny candy and gum machines in the subway stations and corner stores. After a few months swiping pennies, the kids would start hopping wagons to steal fruits or vegetables. They would do that for a long time, maybe three years or so, before moving up to muscling pushcart peddlers, which came next.”


The peddlers never stood a chance. Old and unarmed, they would be set upon by a pack of young thugs and robbed blind. After subjecting the street vendors to this frightening abuse a number of times, the punks would demand “protection” money to prevent future attacks. This enterprise yielded only small profits, “since [none of the] peddlers had enough money to live on, much less pay protection with. But it was a simple way to train for the much bigger money that was available for protection from storekeepers.”


By his midteens, Aaronson explained, one of these junior crooks could “build up a reputation and pretty soon the word would get around to the big guys in New York and elsewhere that he was a ‘good kid.’ That meant he could be depended upon to do a job cheap and well, and a job meant anything up to and including murder.”


Despite the long odds against growing up on the straight and narrow, Sammy Aaronson sincerely believed that he could have prevented Reles from pursuing a life of crime. Aaronson recalled meeting Reles when he was twelve years old. “He had a good family background,” the boxing gym proprietor remembered. “His parents were nice, gentle people, but they couldn’t handle the kid. They knew he was going with a tough crowd, but they were helpless to stop him.” Yet Aaronson saw the signs of potential redemption: When Reles happened upon an impromptu punchball game, he shed his tough-guy persona and became just one of the boys. Reles even showed an aptitude for boxing: “Every so often he’d come around the gym and put on the gloves. He might have [become] a pretty good fighter, but he wasn’t around often enough.” Aaronson concluded that “tough as he became later, I don’t think that Reles wanted to be a thug. A push in the right direction at the right time would have made all the difference.”


In a way, it’s a comforting thought: that the violence infusing Reles’s life might have been avoided by something as simple as a gym where he could work out for free, and where the owner would try to give the impressionable young man a little spending money every day.


At the risk of sounding hard-hearted, Aaronson was kidding himself. Reles had long before then set his moral compass. He felt nothing but contempt for hardworking, law-abiding, God-fearing folk. Where had playing by the rules gotten them? They slaved from sunup to sundown, hawking junk in the streets or performing mind-numbing piecework in suffocating sweatshops. They came home to hovels unfit for dogs. As Reles saw it, honest work was a scam. He swore to himself that he would never be conned into doing it. No amount of punchball or sparring inside the ring would have set him right.


Ever the idealist, Aaronson pointed out that when Reles later achieved power in the Mob, he would stop by the gym and try to save the next generation by admonishing the youngsters to “do what Sammy tells you. Work hard and stay straight.” Talk is cheap: Reles never once tried to straighten out any rebellious kids by sending them to Sammy for rehabilitation. Instead, he used them for his own rotten purposes: as messengers, juice loan collectors, and, in some cases, assassins. No, Abe Reles wasn’t going to be asked to make any testimonials for the Boys Clubs of Brooklyn.


By age fourteen, Reles was well on his way to making good on his oath never to do an honest day’s work. After dropping out of school, he notched his first run-in with the law: a 1920 theft conviction that netted him five months in juvenile hall. A felonious assault rap in 1925 sent him to the Elmira reformatory in upstate New York. Paroled in 1927, the twenty-one-year-old Reles was soon busted for armed robbery. The following year, he continued to diversify his rap sheet with arrests for burglary, robbery, and grand larceny. At the end of 1928, he violated his parole; back to Elmira he went for eighteen months. After getting out in 1930, Reles returned to Brownsville and quickly racked up two murders. The victims were street toughs who made the mistake of tangling with him. In what was to became a familiar turn of events, the judge cut him loose due to “lack of evidence.”


Reles seemed destined to become just another two-bit street punk. But appearances were deceiving. After taking stock of himself, he decided not to be a bottom feeder any longer. He realized that the hustles he’d been running—stealing from pushcart peddlers, pilfering from delivery trucks, slapping around shopkeepers for a few bucks in protection money—were penny-ante crap. The serious money was in organized crime: loan-sharking, gambling, extortion, prostitution. When you’re a big shot in those rackets, you don’t just take the cash in—you rake it in. Finally, Reles had found some direction in his life. He set his sights on becoming the boss of organized crime in Brownsville.


There was just one problem: The job was already taken. Meyer Shapiro, along with his brothers Irving and Willie, had been running the show for years. In a relatively short time, they’d transformed Brownsville from a wretched neighborhood into a wretched neighborhood teeming with loan sharks, extortionists, and bookmakers. The Shapiros didn’t take kindly to threats to their little empire, and over the years they had made short work of all challengers. Reles knew he would need some serious muscle to take them on. In Brownsville, you could find all the muscle you needed at Label’s poolroom on Sutter Avenue.


“If you wanted someone to help you break a head, beat up a guy, break a strike, buy dope, set a fire, plan a robbery, or muscle a peddler, you could find him at Label’s,” Sammy Aaronson declared. And what did the boys in blue do about this employment center for criminals? Not a whole hell of a lot.


“Many of the cops around Label’s knew what was going on, but they never interfered,” Aaronson observed. “I’ve seen guys dragged out of Label’s screaming while a cop stood on the corner and looked the other way. I’ve watched a cop on the street and a hood in a car talk for twenty minutes with a victim rolled up in plain sight in the back seat, but the cop didn’t ever do anything about it.”


Reles recruited his first two partners at Label’s: Martin “Buggsy” Goldstein and Harry “Pittsburgh Phil” Strauss. Goldstein, twenty-four, was a short, chunky hoodlum who bore a passing resemblance to toughguy actor Edward G. Robinson. He relished playing the cutup (hence the moniker Buggsy) and always kept his fellow goons in stitches. Buggsy once wisecracked—at a police lineup, of all places—that a newspaper had ranked him sixth on its list of Brooklyn’s public enemies: “I should get a better spot,” he told the cops in the room. “I’m working hard on it.” (He never reached the top; Reles held on to that spot from 1931 to 1940.) For all his attempts at humor, Goldstein was at heart a vicious felon. His rap sheet listed nearly thirty arrests, but only five convictions for minor offenses. He was also the chief suspect in at least ten murders.


Harry Strauss was Goldstein’s polar opposite in the looks department. Tall, debonair, and vain, the twenty-one-year-old thug had a passion for fashion. It was Strauss’s sartorial splendor that sparked an incident involving New York City police commissioner Lewis J. Valentine. “I remember my encounter with a manicured, elegantly dressed thug in a police lineup,” Valentine recalled. “Strauss bore an easy pose in his smartly cut Chesterfield overcoat with velvet collar. His blue suit was pressed to razor sharpness and a new blue shirt held fast by a tie to match, was snug around his neck. A new pearl-gray fedora was canted over one eye at a jaunty angle.” The spectacle of the impeccably attired hood was too much for Valentine. “When you meet such men draw quickly and shoot accurately,” he lectured the cops in the room. “Look at him—he’s the best dressed man in this room, yet he’s never worked a day in his life. When you meet men like Strauss, don’t be afraid to muss ’em up. Blood should be smeared all over his velvet collar.”
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Reles (left) and Martin “Buggsy” Goldstein laughing it up at the Brooklyn DA’s office. [Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection]
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(From left) Harry “Pittsburgh Phil” Strauss, Harry “Happy” Maione, and Frank “The Dasher” Abbandando. [Collections of the Library of Congress]


The remarks set off a public outcry. Was the commissioner advocating police brutality? Valentine insisted it was the furthest thing from his mind, but his clumsy efforts to deny the allegations made matters worse. Eventually the storm blew over; Valentine kept his job. And Harry Strauss kept dressing like the scion of a wealthy family.


Reles wasn’t looking for fashion advice when he asked Harry to join his gang. He wanted to put to use Strauss’s well-deserved reputation as a walking powder keg—“an impatient punk who would poke a fork in a waiter’s eye if the restaurant service wasn’t fast enough,” as an acquaintance put it. Strauss, the main suspect in at least thirty murders, was “as casually cold-blooded as a meat grinding machine in a butcher shop.” He considered Brownsville little more than a proving ground for his homicidal talents. “I figure I get seasoning doing these jobs here,” he told a crony. “When somebody from one of the big mobs spots me, then it’s up to the big leagues.”


Goldstein and Strauss were itching to topple the Shapiros, but Reles knew he still needed more muscle. So he came up with a clever plan. He would convince the rival gang chief of Ocean Hill, a community adjoining Brownsville, to join him in taking on the Shapiros. The alliance would provide Reles with the extra firepower he sought and enable him to neutralize the Ocean Hill boys by cutting them in on the action. So he arranged for a sit-down with the gang’s boss, Harry “Happy” Maione, and his deputy, Frank “Dasher” Abbandando. Maione, twenty-one, was a pint-size hood with slicked-back hair and a perpetually sour mug. (The nickname Happy was obviously someone’s idea of a joke.) The twenty-year-old Abbandando was a hulking cutthroat with a wiseass smirk; he got his nickname from his days as a fleet-footed base runner for a prison baseball team.
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With nicknames like “Happy” and “Dasher,” these two characters might sound like a vaudeville comedy team. And while they even looked the part, with one mope towering over the other, Maione and Abbandando were anything but amusing. In addition to leaching off society, they were sexual predators. The depth of their depravity was displayed in the atrocity they perpetrated upon a young girl who was simply trying to pursue a dream.


One night, Maione, Abbandando, and two of their goons sauntered into a Brooklyn nightclub. The place was being wowed by a radiant seventeen-year-old female singer. Happy and Dasher barely heard a note of the performance; they were too busy exchanging conspiratorial glances. After the young vocalist completed her set, Abbandando approached her with a leering proposition, which she politely turned down. So the group of toughs did what came naturally. They waited until the nightclub closed, and then abducted the terrified singer when she left for home. They drove to a deserted parking lot, where the four degenerates took turns raping the defenseless young woman.


As the semiconscious victim lay at their feet, the four rapists debated whether to “bury her or buy her.” After deciding on the latter, Maione and Abbandando paid a visit to the girl’s mother, with whom the singer lived. After unceremoniously dumping her in the living room, they drew their guns on the mother and issued an ultimatum: “Here’s $500. Keep your mouth shut, and keep the girl’s mouth shut, too. Any squawks and we’ll come back and get her and bury her alive.”


And that was that.
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Maione and Abbandando agreed to meet with Reles, Goldstein, and Strauss. But Happy and Dasher insisted that the gathering take place in their own territory. After some back-and-forth about the location, Sally’s Bar and Grill on Euclid Avenue in Ocean Hill was chosen. (Everyone came armed to the teeth, just in case a double cross was in the works.) Reles came right to the point: If youse all throw in with us, then everything we take in after clipping the Shapiros gets split right down the middle. Maione, naturally suspicious of this sudden, generous offer, hesitated. He cast a sideways glance at Abbandando, hoping to read the thoughts of his second in command. But the dumb oaf was too busy scarfing down the sandwich he’d ordered to be bothered with any important decisions. Maione didn’t really need the help. The sweet scent of easy money trumped any concerns the dyspeptic Happy may have had. Besides, if Reles tried to pull any stunts, Maione felt more than ready to take him on. Okay, we’re in, he finally announced. There were handshakes all around as Reles and his Brownsville toughs joined forces with the Ocean Hill gang. Reles even coined a name for the new alliance: the Combination.


Reles finally had his firepower lined up, but he still wasn’t good to go. Before a single trigger could be pulled, he needed to make his case for whacking the Shapiros to Umberto “Albert” Anastasia, the Mob’s power broker in Brooklyn. Reles had to convince Anastasia that the Mob would profit from a regime change in Brownsville. Normally, Reles was not one to bow and scrape in search of someone else’s blessing. But this was an age-old underworld custom that had to be respected. The consequences of ignoring it were sure to be lethal.














Chapter 2
Albert’s Blessing


Husky, with a swarthy complexion, a bulbous nose, and dark, piercing eyes, Albert Anastasia was one of five brothers from Calabria who jumped ship in New York Harbor in 1917. Though he was then only fifteen years old, the powerfully built Anastasia quickly found employment as a longshoreman in Red Hook, the Italian section of South Brooklyn. Three of his brothers followed suit, but the fourth—clearly the black sheep of the family—eventually became a priest and returned to Italy. As fate would have it, Anastasia couldn’t have picked a better time to work at the Red Hook docks. Business had taken off during World War I, continued upward in the aftermath of the conflict, and showed no signs of a downturn. The vast network of wharves and terminal buildings was constantly expanding until it occupied some five miles of the Brooklyn waterfront. And the economic impact of the Brooklyn docks was staggering: As part of the Port of New York, fully a third of the nation’s foreign trade passed through this bustling commercial hub.


As the years passed, Anastasia became disenchanted with the backbreaking work of the longshoreman. (Not to mention the great danger that was a fact of life: Each time a box-and-tackle rigging swung tons of cargo overhead, Anastasia understood that the load might have his name on it.) Like Reles, Anastasia decided to move from exploited to exploiter. Almost preternaturally menacing in a line of work known for intimidating characters, Anastasia traded his work gloves and bailing hook for a lead pipe and a pistol. He followed the path laid out for him: enforcer, gunman, and, ultimately, an official in the longshoremen’s union. Albert Anastasia—not yet thirty years old—was soon respected and feared as a man who didn’t have to raise his voice to get things done.


Anastasia went about systematically transforming the Brooklyn waterfront into the Mob’s personal grab bag. To say that he and his troops tried to steal practically everything that wasn’t nailed down would be just a slight exaggeration. They pilfered on a grand scale: Crates of merchandise were pried open, and the contents handed out to the favored few.


But the plundering didn’t end there. Thomas Reppetto, a longtime president of New York City’s Citizens Crime Commission, asserted that the waterfront economy was tailor-made for exploitation by gangsters. First off, Reppetto noted, “the ratio of applicants to jobs was about 2 to 1. This surplus of labor meant wages could be held down and the workers kept docile. Two or three times a day men ‘shaped up,’ hoping to be hired as longshoremen. Hiring was the province of the dock foreman. One way to obtain the foreman’s nod was for a worker to make it known that he would kick back a portion of his day’s wages—20 percent was the norm.” Virtually all of the four thousand men under Anastasia’s control kicked back part of their paychecks to him.


Second, Reppetto argued, “Ships did not make money sitting in port. Just beyond the docks, trucks waited in crowded streets to pick up or drop off their cargo. Crews of loaders transferred cargo from the trucks to the docks. The loaders were under Mob control, and a trucker who wanted his vehicle unloaded in a timely fashion paid off.” These payoffs went up the food chain and into Anastasia’s pockets.


Finally, Reppetto pointed out that “the surrounding neighborhoods were crowded with dingy saloons filled with workers drinking, gambling, and whoring while they waited for the shape-up. Loan sharks were always available to advance money to men whose employment was irregular.” The interest charged on the loan was, of course, astronomical. And once again, Anastasia duly received his substantial cut.


What it boiled down to was this: If you wanted anything done on the Brooklyn waterfront during Anastasia’s reign, first you had to take care of Anastasia. “Albert is the head guy on the docks,” Reles later said glowingly. “He is the law.”


Albert Anastasia was also a dyed-in-the-wool homicidal psychopath. Dubbed “the Mad Hatter” and “the Lord High Executioner” by the press, Anastasia had a hand in approximately fifty homicides. The mere mention of his name could make even the most ferocious mobster feel uneasy. “With him it is always kill, kill, kill,” recalled celebrated Mob turncoat Joe Valachi. “If somebody came up and told Albert something bad about somebody else, he would say ‘Hit him, hit him!’”
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Albert “The Mad Hatter” Anastasia. [Collections of the Library of Congress]


Time and again, Anastasia made a mockery of the judicial system. The Joe Turino rap in 1920 was a particularly galling example. Turino, a veteran longshoreman, was considered a troublemaker who didn’t fall into line as Anastasia demanded. He paid with his life for that mistake. Anastasia was convicted of whacking Turino, and was sentenced to death. A year and a half later, a new trial was granted on appeal. As the retrial date approached, the state discovered that its four key witnesses, whose testimony at the first trial doomed Anastasia, had been murdered. The state was forced to drop all charges against Anastasia, who was whisked back to Red Hook—and business as usual.


Many of Anastasia’s murder victims were longshoremen who dared to challenge his authority. The case of Peter Panto is easily the most famous and, in many ways, the most poignant example. In the summer of 1939, Panto, twenty-eight, began a one-man war against Anastasia’s yoke. A passionate believer in democratic principles, the charismatic young longshoreman urged his oppressed coworkers to stand up to Mob intimidation. “We are strong,” he thundered. “All we have to do is stand up and fight.” Incredibly, Panto made headway: At one union meeting, close to twelve hundred of his four thousand brethren showed up to hear him declare that they must insist on honest elections in the upcoming voting for union officials. The crowd of workers, who’d seemingly thrown in the towel long ago, erupted in cheers and chants.




When reports reached Anastasia about Panto’s increasing influence, the boss of the waterfront decided that the rabble-rouser had to be taken out quickly. But the situation was a touchy one. Since Panto’s enemies were the mobsters and their enforcers on the waterfront, he would achieve instant martyrdom as soon as his corpse was found. It would be better for all concerned, Anastasia decreed, that Panto’s body never turn up.


At ten o’clock on the night of Friday, July 14, 1939, Panto was picked up at the Brooklyn home of his fiancée by three men in a late-model car; their job was to transport him safely to a union committee meeting. His fiancée was sick with worry, but Panto promised that he’d be back in an hour. As the car sped away, the double cross went down. A huge man in the backseat shot forward and began strangling Panto while another passenger mercilessly beat him about the head and face. Panto fought for his life valiantly—he almost bit off one of the fingers of the thug who was strangling him—but he was ultimately overpowered. When Panto’s body finally went limp, he was loaded into another vehicle and driven away into the night.


When Panto never returned to work, the rank-and-file longshoremen received the message loud and clear. The widespread dissent the rebel had whipped up against Anastasia evaporated.
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Reles now requested a sit-down with Anastasia. Then he sat back and waited. And waited. Finally, word came down that Anastasia would see him. The meeting would be held at Anastasia’s office on the Brooklyn waterfront. Reles knew that there was a chance this was a setup, and that someone—perhaps even Anastasia himself—might have tipped off the Shapiros about his plan to clip them. But the double cross was an occupational hazard, and Reles had to learn to live with it. Packing heat to the meeting wouldn’t help. If Anastasia had okayed a hit, Reles was as good as dead anyway.


Fortunately for Reles, the sit-down was legitimate. Anastasia listened intently as Reles argued that the Shapiros had gotten lazy; they weren’t squeezing every nickel and dime out of the rackets in Brownsville. Why, they hadn’t even collected protection fees from the new businesses popping up all over town! Impressed by Reles’s fierce resolve to turn things around, and by the way he’d co-opted the Ocean Hill gang into his plans, the Mad Hatter gave his blessing to ice the Shapiros. He made it clear, however, that he wouldn’t dirty his own hands in the process. It was Reles’s war to win or lose. Anastasia did assign one of his top lieutenants, Louis Capone (no relation to Al), to look after his interests if the Reles faction came out on top.


Reles wasted no time in trying to liquidate the Shapiros before they could be tipped off that their days were numbered. On June 4, 1930, Meyer Shapiro and some of his henchmen were loitering outside the Globe Cafeteria on Sutter Avenue in Brownsville. Two vehicles packed with members of the Combination slowed to a crawl. In the ensuing fusillade, Meyer Shapiro was slightly wounded in the stomach, but he was able to scamper to safety. The Shapiros sent a discreet feeler through the underworld about what had happened at the Globe; word came back that they were in for the fight of their lives.


Reles flew into a rage when he learned that Meyer Shapiro had survived the attempted hit. Now, with his enemies on heightened alert, it would be that much more difficult for Reles to slay the dragon. So he plotted a different strategy. Reles reached out to a fawning neighborhood punk, Joey Silver, and instructed him to get close enough to the Shapiros to report their comings and goings.


It seemed at first that his faith in Joey Silver was well placed. Less than a week after the botched attempt, Silver passed along a tip: Meyer Shapiro, his brother and second in command, Irving, and several top lieutenants would be meeting on the evening of June 10 in an abandoned building in East New York (a Brooklyn neighborhood adjoining Brownsville). Under cover of darkness, Reles, Buggsy Goldstein, and two of Happy Maione’s troops, George DeFeo and Joseph Ambrosio, slid into the pitch-dark parking lot. Suddenly the lot was crackling with gunfire. Bullets by the bushel poured out of the abandoned building. Reles was hit in the back, Buggsy Goldstein had a bit of his nose blown off, Ambrosio took a slug in his leg. DeFeo was hit in the head and died at the scene. Days later, Reles learned that the whole mess had been a double cross engineered by the treacherous Joey Silver.




In the grand tradition of the underworld, there was sure to be payback for the killing of George DeFeo. On August 27, Happy Maione spotted Joey Silver driving through Brooklyn. He tailed the traitor for several miles, and when traffic slowed he turned the wheel over to one of his deputies, leapt from the vehicle, and jumped on the running board of Silver’s car. Screaming obscenities at the wide-eyed Silver, Maione jammed a .45 against Joey’s chest and fired one shot directly into his heart.


The pattern of attack and counterattack continued. On September 4, Meyer Shapiro retaliated against the Combination. Samuel Cohen, one of Reles’s minions, was shot and killed by a Shapiro gunman as he stood outside a small shop on Pitkin Avenue in Brownsville. The assassin then entered the store and shot two more of Reles’s men; they miraculously survived the point-blank shootings.


During the winter and spring of 1930–31, the guns fell silent. Both sides in the war for Brownsville apparently went into hibernation.


With the body count rising, it may have been an opportunity to recruit new blood.


The Combination came out swinging in the summer of 1931 with a major kill. Though Meyer was the Shapiro whom Reles wanted to bag first, Irving was the first to die. On July 11, 1931, Irving Shapiro attended to some business in upstate New York, then returned to Brooklyn in the evening. Reles received a tip that the brothers had met briefly and were on their way home. Licking his chops over the notion of eliminating two Shapiros in one fell swoop, he quickly gathered Maione, Abbandando, and two hit men and headed for the Shapiro family residence at 691 Blake Avenue. But Meyer Shapiro had a change of plans and decided to go to a Turkish bath before calling it a day. His weary brother begged off and headed home, where Reles and his crew were waiting. Before Irving Shapiro had a chance to wonder why the vestibule of the building was completely dark (Reles had unscrewed the single lightbulb), eighteen slugs ripped him apart.


Brownsville began to resemble Dodge City more and more with each passing day. In the wee hours of July 19, Reles was tipped off that Meyer Shapiro had been seen wandering down a dimly lit street. Reles, Strauss, and Abbandando sped to the scene, spotted their nemesis, and opened fire with pistols and a shotgun. Meyer Shapiro took cover and, against all odds, wasn’t hurt. Soon two patrol cars were in hot pursuit of the shooters. Sirens blaring, they fired on the suspects’ zigzagging car without success. After almost three miles, the hoods hurled their weapons out the window of the automobile and brought it to a screeching halt. Despite the assassination attempt on Meyer Shapiro and the wild car chase, Reles and company were charged only with grand larceny (they’d been riding in a stolen vehicle).


The Shapiro gang retaliated several weeks later. Reles was loafing in front of a poolroom when a car crept by and unleashed a hail of lead; he escaped with only minor cuts from the shattered storefront windows. Reles blew his chance at revenge the following week after spotting Meyer Shapiro walking down a busy Brooklyn street. Without waiting for a clear shot, he opened fire. The terrified crowd scattered. Incredibly, no one was hit. All the slugs lodged harmlessly in a passing car.


September 17, 1931, was the day Meyer Shapiro’s luck finally ran out. Reles had begun carefully cultivating a Shapiro gang member known only as “Juey.” It seems that Juey knew which way the wind was blowing: As far as he was concerned, the Shapiro gang’s days were numbered. Reles welcomed Juey’s help, though he worked through intermediaries in order to keep him at arm’s length. (After having been burned by Joey Silver, Reles wasn’t taking any chances.) Eventually, Juey ingratiated himself with Meyer Shapiro enough to be invited on a walk-and-talk—a stroll where gangland business was discussed. As the two men meandered along, Juey slowed his pace slightly. Absorbed in hearing himself talk, Meyer Shapiro never noticed that his companion had removed a pistol from his waistband. Juey dispatched Meyer—in midsentence—with a single shot behind his left ear.


[image: img]


When news of Meyer Shapiro’s death reached the remaining Shapiro troops—whose number could be counted on one hand—they scattered to the four winds. The war for Brownsville was over.


There was, however, one piece of unfinished business: Willie Shapiro. Terrified and powerless, the last of the brothers had gone into hiding. With no street crew of his own, he was no threat to the new order. But Reles saw things differently. Why take the chance that Willie might seek revenge—or try, someday, to win back a way of life that had been ripped away from him? It took several years, but Reles and his goons finally caught up with Willie in 1934. They beat and tortured him mercilessly, stuffed him in a laundry bag, then buried him alive.


[image: img]


Abe Reles had achieved his American Dream: He was now the undisputed Boss of Brownsville. He quickly tightened the Combination’s grip on its hard-won territory. Extortion from large-scale businesses, such as wholesale bakeries and trucking fleets, was ratcheted up. Gambling revenues soared as slot machines were forcibly installed in poolrooms and candy stores, and bookmaking joints were set up on almost every block. The gang’s lifeblood was loan-sharking, or “shylocking.” Its loan scheme was known as the six-for-five—a six-dollar fee for every five dollars borrowed for one week. With the average transaction lasting six weeks, Reles and his crew took in an astonishing 120 percent profit on a typical loan. It was expected that a hefty share of the take from all of the Combination’s rackets would be tithed to Albert Anastasia. Without question, he’d made it all possible.


To keep pace with the booming business, Reles opened the gang’s membership rolls. Among the new inductees were: Louis “Tiny” Benson, a fearsome 420-pound loan shark and debt collector; Sholem Bernstein, a dark-eyed felon who stole the vehicles that were later used as getaway cars; Angelo “Julie” Catalano, a former cabbie who was now an ace wheelman; Irving “Gangy” Cohen, an enforcer whose favorite weapon was an ice pick; Oscar “the Poet” Friedman, an oddball who divided his time between fencing stolen goods and reading classical poetry; Lena and Abraham Frosch, a mother-and-son team who specialized in setting up numbers rackets; Vito “Socko” Gurino, a slob who practiced his marksmanship by shooting the heads off chickens in his backyard; Abe “Pretty” Levine, an extortionist with the good looks of a movie star; Samuel “Red” Levine, a freckle-faced Orthodox Jew enforcer who refused to kill on the Sabbath; Anthony “Dukey” Maffetore, a slow-witted brute who buried his face in comic books between crimes; Seymour Magoon, a ruffian whose perpetual five o’clock shadow earned him the nickname “Blue Jaw”; Walter Sage, a babyfaced gambling wizard; and Meyer “Mickey” Sycoff, a portly but menacing loan shark.
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In retrospect, what makes the Combination’s success so galling is that it took place in the midst of the Depression. At a time when honest men and women, haggard and hungry, stood in endless lines at soup kitchens, criminals like Reles were enjoying the good life. There was one thing, though, that Reles and his cohorts desperately wanted but would never attain: prestige. As one newspaper put it at the time: “They never rose from Brownsville flats to penthouses, as have other city gangsters. They never opened any big nightclubs; they never acquired large legitimate business interests.”


The Combination’s headquarters spoke volumes about its low station in the Mob hierarchy. Reles ran his fiefdom from a back booth in Midnight Rose’s, a rundown Brownsville candy store and soda fountain under the elevated train tracks at the corner of Saratoga and Livonia avenues—Reles cleverly christened this center of his universe as “the Corner.” Here, at Midnight Rose’s, he would dole out cash to his shylocks, pass along the names of deadbeats to his enforcers, and plot murders with his lieutenants. The store also served as a bank for the Combination’s shylocking operations: In one thirteen-month period, more than four hundred thousand dollars in loan transactions took place here. Outside the store, gangster wannabes loafed around, hoping to be tossed a crumb of an assignment.
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Midnight Rose’s candy store (far right, near elevated train tracks). [NYC Municipal Archives]


Midnight Rose’s was owned by Rose Gold, the elderly mother of a local hood. A salty-tongued crone, she kept her joint open around the clock to accommodate the odd hours her customers kept. “Why do you allow hoodlums to hang out in your store?” a reporter once asked. “Why don’t the police keep them out?” Rose shot back. If one of the boys got pinched, she would dutifully appear at the lockup, whatever the hour, to bail him out. Rose played the babe-in-the-woods act to the hilt. When she was asked what the notorious “Pittsburgh Phil” Strauss did for a living, her memorable reply was: “Pittsburgh, Chicago, San Francisco … what do I know about them? I was never out of Brooklyn in my life.”
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