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Introduction


What is a gang? What is organized crime? What is a criminal, even? Sociologists have wasted thousands of acres of trees trying to put together satisfactory definitions or at least one on which they can agree. Generally they have failed.


Defining a criminal is relatively easy. In the years before his death the Chicagoan journalist and playwright Ben Hecht, who wrote The Front Page, was working on a biography of the Californian mobster Mickey Cohen. He wrote, in what would have been the foreword:




Out of my contacts has come what I think may be a major piece of anthropological lore. The criminal has no hates or fears – except very personal ones. He is possibly the only human left in the world who looks lovingly on society. He does not hanker to fight it, reform it or even rationalize it. He wants only to rob it. He admires it as a hungry man might admire a roast pig with an apple in its mouth.


I was pleased to find this out, for I have read much to the contrary. Society does not, as sociologists and other tony intellectuals maintain, create the criminal. Bad housing, bad companions, bad government etc., have little to do with why there are killers, robbers and outlaws. The criminal has no relation to society to speak of. He is part of man’s soul, not his institutions. He is an old one. A thousand preachers, summer boys’ camps, plus a congress of psychiatrists can barely dent even a minor criminal. As for the major criminal, he cannot be touched at all by society because he operates on a different time level. He is the presocial part of us – the ape that spurned the collar.


The criminal at the time of his lawlessness is one of the few happy or contented men to be found among us. While he remains a criminal he is as free of conscience pangs as the most right-doing of bookkeepers. He eats well, sleeps well, lives well, and his only disadvantage is that he may die ahead of his time from an enemy bullet, the gas chamber or electric chair.





Not even the latter two nowadays.


As for organized crime? Perhaps as good as any definition are two North American offerings. The first, by the Canadian police, is “two or more persons consorting together on a continuing basis to participate in illegal activities, either directly or indirectly, for gain”. An unnamed American organized crime boss thought it was “just a bunch of people getting together to take all the money they can from all the suckers they can. Organized crime is a chain of command all the way from London to Canada, the US, Mexico, Italy, France, everywhere”.


If that is organized crime what, then, is a gang? When I first began researching my book Gangland, a north London solicitor told me he did not act for gangs: “I act for families.” And if those families find they need a little help from friends and acquaintances does that make them into a gang? Surely gangs were for little boys giving secret passwords and meeting in the same shed every Saturday at teatime? Gangs were for American television films, said Reggie Kray.


It is really a question of semantics. A gang does not necessarily require a paid-up subscription, although members are often required to contribute a certain amount of their weekly take, or maintain a list of members, as does the Garrick or any other gentleman’s club. It is, however, a clearly recognizable floating body with the equivalent of a chairman, members of the board, officers of the club and members who come and go for a variety of reasons. Some are in prison, some die, some retire and, just as some football players may leave Chelsea for Liverpool (but rather more dangerously), some may join another gang. But for a period of time they are members in one form or another.


Gangs do not always need to have machine-guns to qualify for the name. There have been many successful gangs of shoplifters, such as London’s all-women Forty Thieves and the Australian Kangaroos who looted shops in Europe in the 1960s and 1970s. The latter is a good example of members coming and going, being replaced by newcomers as they returned home, often linking up to carry out a couple of jobs and then moving on to another team. But they were regarded as “the shoplifters’ shoplifters”, the crème de la crème of thieves. The story may not even be true but it is said that some Kangaroos stole a chimpanzee to order from the zoo that was then on the top floor of Harrods, the ritzy department store in Knightsbridge, London. The animal was stuffed in a baby carriage, given a dummy and wheeled out.


Some of the most dangerous gangs have been those whose members use the pen and the tongue as opposed to the sword. Blackmail – the so-called murder of the soul – does not require a large team. Two, perhaps three, are all that are needed: one to lure the victim into a compromising position and the other, and possibly a mate, to take advantage of the man with his trousers around his knees.


Apart from a time in the United States in the 1920s and 1930s when there was something of a cachet to being a gangster, underworld characters have been keen to present themselves as a collection of friends rather than as members of a gang. It may be that the word itself, with its resonance of organization, brought heavier punishment from the judge. When, in the 1940s, the killing of a waitress took place as the result of a protection racket in Melbourne, the defence tried to portray it as a domestic dispute. A similar thing happened a few years after the Second World War when an Italian was stabbed over ninety times and it was suggested the attacker had been protecting his sister. In fact, it was over control of Melbourne’s fruit and vegetable market. Over the years gang shootings, knifings and beatings have been projected as personal disputes rather than group activities.


Eddie Richardson, one of the brothers convicted in the so-called Torture Trial of 1966, argued that the friends of the Hayward family who fought with him in Mr Smith’s Club in March 1965 were “a group”. In the “villain business”, they are not called gangs, wrote bank-robber, later supergrass, Maurice O’Mahoney. Adhering to the business and sporting similes, he thought of his associates and rivals as teams. In the past decade or so things have changed. The black street-gangs’ use of the word “posse” seems to be in decline and now they are happier to be known as gangs. Another decade and it will no doubt change again. What’s in a name anyway? It’s the activity that counts.


A word about the distaff side. In the western world there have been few female gang-leaders. There was Billy Hill’s sister, Aggie, who led the Forty Thieves, and in Sydney in the 1920s the English-born Tilly Devine and her New South Wales counterpart Kate Leigh certainly ran chains of brothels. But this was more because it was an offence for men to control prostitution while this was not so for women. In Miami, Griselda Blanco undoubtedly led a team of drug-runners but she used men to do the killing for her. One woman who was quite definitely at the coalface was Montreal’s Monica Proietti, known as “Machine Gun Mollie”. She was from a criminal family. Her grandmother, who was thought to be running a crime school for children, was sentenced to twelve years, at the age of sixty, for receiving. Proietti, one of eight children, four of whom died in a fire in 1958, married Anthony Smith, a Scottish gangster, at the age of nineteen. When he was deported in 1962 their two children were sent to Britain to live with him. She then took up with Viateur Tessier, who four years later went down for armed robbery. The next in line was Richard Blass, a rival to the Montreal Mafia, and after Blass’s death in January 1975, when he was killed by police shortly after he had herded thirteen people into a storeroom in a bar and set fire to them, Proietti was protected by the drug-trafficker Roger “Le Gros” Provencal.


Her team of robbers included her own brother Mario and brothers Gérald and Robert Lelièvre who were killed in 1984 when a bomb was detonated in a downtown Montreal building as a revenge for the killing of West End gang-leader Frank “Dunie” Ryan. The jobs Proietti and her team pulled were relatively small-time and it is doubtful if they grossed much over $100,000 in total. Thinking of starting a new life in Florida, she went for one last job to add to the twenty or so banks she had robbed. On 19 September 1976, aged twenty-seven, she died when she was shot by an undercover officer after crashing into a bus during a high-speed chase through the north end of the city.


It is rarely possible to provide a complete and accurate account of the comings and goings of the gangs. For a start they are naturally secretive and, for obvious reasons, those who have written their memoirs, or had them ghosted, will try to cover their tracks, play down their parts in their less heroic exploits and enhance their roles in the greater coups. For example, unsurprisingly Billy Hill’s escape from Portland Borstal differs very substantially from the newspaper accounts and he is by no means the only gangster who has viewed his life through more rose-tinted spectacles than the police and public have done. For libel and other purposes many memoirs and biographies, for example those of Charles Sobhraj, have used aliases for the characters. Some are more easily decipherable than others but, as the years pass, contemporaries die and memories fade, they will be forever lost. Very often Jack Spot’s rivals were the alliterative “Newcastle Ned”, “Manchester Mike” and so on. Seemingly some writers do not bother with research. One recent book has Spot killed in a club fight in 1960 when in fact he lived until the mid-1990s. Errors have been repeated over the years until the legends have become the facts. Nevertheless, I have tried to find a path through the tangle of these myths and legends to produce as accurate a version of gang-members’ lives and misdeeds as possible.


My thanks go to my publisher Duncan Proudfoot and then, in strictly alphabetical order, to Harold Alderman, the late Mickey Bailey, Marcel Berlins, J. P. Bean for his help over the Sheffield Gang Wars, Anne Brooke, Carl Chinn, Andrew and Jean-Ann Hyslop, Paul Donnelly, Peter Donnelly, James Dubro for his help and advice regarding Rocco Perri and the Canadian gangs of the 1930s, Frank Fraser, Barbara Levy, Susanna Lobez, Adrian Neale, Sybil Nolan, Gerry Parker, Nipper and Pat Read, Adam Shand, Adrian Tame and Russell Robinson. They are also due to the staff at the British Library, the British Newspaper Library at Colindale, the State Archives of New South Wales and Victoria, the New York Public Library, the Miami Public Library, the Calgary Public Library and the Musée d’Espionnage, Paris.


Once more, this book could not have been begun, let alone completed, without the constant help, research and advice of Dock Bateson.
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Marm Mandelbaum


The old phrase loved by judges, “If there were no receivers there would be no burglars”, may not be wholly true but it certainly applied to Fredericka Mandelbaum from the Lower East Side, New York, who was the greatest fence of her day. From the middle of the 1860s the seriously overweight “Marm” Mandelbaum, described as a “bustling Israelite” and “as adept in her business as the best stockbroker in his”, had her office at her home at 79 Clinton Street in what was then known as Little Deutschland. She also maintained representatives along the eastern seaboard, Chicago, Mexico and Europe. She graduated from being a small-time receiver to the queen of criminal society, holding splendid dinners at which her favourite thieves, such as the bank robber “Western George” – George Leonidas Leslie – sat at her right hand. George Walling, one-time police chief of New York, thought:




As a handler of stolen goods Marm Mandelbaum had no peer in the United States . . . Suppose you are a burglar and last night’s efforts have resulted mostly in jewellery and silver-ware, you would have neither the time nor the plant to melt the silver and disguise or unset the stones. “Mother” Mandelbaum would attend to all that for you on about a 5 per cent commission.





Born Fredericka Goldberg, she came to the United States from Germany and took a position as cook to the dyspeptic Wolfe Mandelbaum, a pawnshop owner and haberdasher. A little good home-cooking goes down well and, following the maxim, the way to Wolfe’s heart was through his stomach. Given that she had by far the stronger personality of the two it is fair to say she married him rather than the other way about. On his death she took over the business. Pledging stolen goods was a standard receiving practice with the clients never intending to redeem them while giving the receiver the rudiments of a defence if charged. The scope of her dealings was immense. Sophie Lyons, one of her most talented suppliers, thought she alone may have made up to 500 transactions, big and small, with her.


Marm took care never to have the goods initially brought to her home. Instead, a messenger would call and she would send a trusted representative to examine the stolen goods and report back to her. Her integrity was described as absolute. She established what was referred to as a Bureau for the Prevention of Conviction and would lend money to those who needed defending, but woe betide those who could not or would not repay her the fees advanced.


Although Sophie Lyons wrote that Marm never stole anything herself, she was a regular visitor to Tiffany & Co. to examine its collections of diamonds, her own preference. It was there that the idea occurred to her to set up a robbery and to this end she employed a Chicago shoplifter, Mary Wallenstein, and a pickpocket, “Swell” Robinson. He was the first into Tiffany’s to examine some diamonds and reject a number. Before he left one was found to be missing. Robinson was also a talented conman and angrily rejected suggestions that he had the diamond. He demanded to be searched and when none was found he was released. In comes Wallenstein who looks at a few diamonds, rejects them and goes out.


The next morning chewing gum with the imprint of a diamond was found on the underside of the rim of the counter. If Lyons is correct this was the first recorded example of what was known as pennyweighting. She said that the trick was not worked again because jewellers’ associations alerted their members but she was wrong. It was certainly worked in 1905 in London by the highly talented Annie Gleason, posing as the daughter of Ulysses S. Grant.


Marm was also credited with running the Grand Street School, one of the numerous schools of crime in New York towards the end of the nineteenth century at which small boys and girls were taught the art of pickpocketing and sneak theft. Older and more talented pupils learned safe-breaking and burglary, as well as, for women pupils, the very skilled art of blackmail.


Over the years Mandelbaum’s weight bulged to over 200 pounds and she was described in the files of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency as “a gargantuan caricature of Queen Victoria with her black hair in a roll and a small bun hat with drooping feathers”. Apparently, however, she was not vain enough to wear corsets.


Not all her vendors were as faithful to her as she to them and one Mike Kurtz, known as Sheeny Mike and Mike Sheehan, was a good example. On 2 March 1877 he was arrested in Baltimore and taken to Boston charged with robbing Scott & Co. of bundles of silk. On 29 March that year he was sentenced to twelve years’ imprisonment. Now, it was a question of devising his release. It took him a year and a half.


During that time he drank soap-water and as a result lost weight by the stone. He also cut his side and, it appeared, pus began to flow. With his wasting coupled with the wound, the prison doctors believed he would not live a month and there was a discussion about his pardon. Then, as now, rehabilitation cannot occur without a confession of past sins and Kurtz told the authorities that he had indeed stolen the silk and sold the whole parcel to Marm Mandelbaum.


With Kurtz’ rehabilitation complete he was pardoned by Governor Butler on 19 October 1880. The wound miraculously healed; he began to put on weight and was well enough to travel to New York where the good Mother M. seems to have forgiven him his lapse of conduct if indeed she ever knew he was her betrayer. She, poor woman, was sued in the civil courts and was ordered to pay $6,666 by Judge Van Vorst for acting as a receiver when Scott’s brought an action in 1877.


Superintendent George Walling, who later became Police Commissioner, said after the case, in which he described Marm as having grown “greasy, fat and opulent”:




we even hired rooms on the opposite side of the street from her store for the purpose of obtaining such evidence as would lead to her arrest and conviction as a receiver of stolen goods. Mrs Mandelbaum is a very sharp woman, however, and is not often caught napping. Whenever she buys goods off thieves she appoints a place of meeting where she can confer without suspicion. She will not allow them to come to her store under any consideration. Whenever any of the men from whom she buys stolen goods is arrested, she advances money for their defence and compels them to pay a good round sum for her trouble and the use of her money. I am glad that for once the old lady has been outwitted and made to suffer for her violation of the law.





Worse, in the July of 1884 she was very badly betrayed. There are a number of differing accounts of her downfall but it was almost certainly Mary Holbrook, aka Mollie Hoey and who at the time was working as Lizzie Wiggins, who did the deed. For once Marm Mandelbaum would not provide the services of her retained lawyers, the splendidly corrupt William Howe and his partner Abe Hummel, and when Hoey went to prison for five years she squealed.


Mollie Hoey had had an interesting career. She had lived with George “Buck” Holbrook, a gambler and thief who had run a sporting house and a roadhouse in Chicago. He was arrested for a bank robbery in Illinois in 1871 and was sent to the state prison from where, with two colleagues, he tunnelled out. As soon as he put his head above ground he was shot. Sensibly his fellow escapees backed down the tunnel.


What was a girl to do in the circumstances? The now common-law widow was arrested in Chicago in January 1872 and charged with stealing $40 from her landlady. She was able to put up $1,200 bail and fled to New York where she met and then married Jimmy Hoey. She was caught at the badger game – the extortion scheme whereby the victim is lured into a compromising position and blackmailed – in 1874 where she had relieved a man of $25,000. Taken back to Chicago – via Canada for some reason – she managed to persuade a passing policeman that she had been kidnapped and had her escorting officer arrested. She was discharged and was not rearrested until two years later. From then on she was in and out of prison, very often in Boston, and in March 1884 she peached on Marm Mandelbaum in order to obtain her release.


On Hoey’s information, Mother was finally entrapped by Detective Frank over some silks coming from a burglary on West Fourteenth Street, New York. The grande dame was not pleased and said to Frank, “So you are the one who is at the bottom of this, you wretch you.” She had hit him on her arrest and he wanted to prefer an assault charge but was told to wait. On 23 July she was produced in the court in Harlem much to the protest of her lawyer William Howe who had wanted the case heard in one of the more sympathetic regions of Manhattan.


The courts may not have been sympathetic but the New York Herald was:




When a man who has lost a $50 watch went to the police station and offered “$25 and no questions asked” for its recovery what could be more profitable for the time consumed than for a detective to go to “Mother Baum” and buy for $15 an identical ticker for which the shrewd woman had paid no more than $10?


To now have to run about among a lot of minor fences in search of stolen property that once could be confidently looked for at the Mandelbaum place will be very annoying to detectives whose habits have become fixed. It is no wonder that Mother Baum had never before been troubled by detectives. Shall a man quarrel with his own bread and butter, particularly when the person who provides it gives him occasionally a new dress for his wife and diamond studs to illuminate his own official front?





In July 1884 a grand jury returned a bill against both her and her son Julius along with Herbert Stroub, described as a clerk but possibly an unofficial replacement for the now deceased Herr Mandelbaum. She had trouble raising bail of $100,000 and three sureties were turned down before she was eventually released. A date in December was fixed for her reappearance. The New York Herald reported:




Rows and rows of stiff backed, rusty seats were crowded with people who had come to see Mother Mandelbaum, the protectress of thieves, brought to the bar of justice. There were bankers and bank burglars elbowing each other in the eager chattering throng. Bewhiskered policemen and dusty old-court loungers were jammed together. Lawyers, actors, pickpockets, clergymen, merchants and clerks by the score strained and jostled and whispered in the most democratic fashion.


And in the midst of it all sat lawyer Howe with his legs crossed and a look of peace in his eyes.


There were only three empty chairs in the courtroom and when one man tried to take one he was smartly told it was for one of the defendants. Detectives Frank and Pinkerton lolled sleepily in their chairs. The District Attorney and his assistants were brimming with enthusiasm.


But yet the lawyer with the sparkling diamonds looked happy. Nor could all the detectives and District Attorneys disturb the beautiful serenity of his rosy countenance.





The case was called.




Lawyer Howe arose and looked around the court carefully. His eyebrows went higher and higher up his peaceful brow as his gaze wandered back to the troubled visage of the District Attorney. Then a very red hand, that glimmered and shone with jewelled gold, was swung on high. “I am forced to confess that the defendants are not here,” he said. “No, they are not.”





The authorities were right to have been wary of letting the woman out of their sight. Despite being under watch by Pinkerton agents who rented a house opposite hers, she had escaped. The neighbours who had let out the house to the Pinkertons also told Marm whenever the detectives were on the premises. She sent out a heavily veiled servant who was about the same build as her and, while the agent was decoyed away, she and the others left the house and were driven to New Rochelle, where they boarded a train to Chatham Five Corners and from there rode to Canada.


When she fled she took with her jewels said to have been stolen in Troy by two of her best clients, Billy Porter and the redeemed Kurtz. She was arrested and held in Montreal, from where the New York District Attorney prophesied the speedy return of her and the jewellery to the United States. Howe did not think so and, as was so often the case, he was proved correct. Abe Hummel, his junior partner, was immediately dispatched to deal with matters, something he did completely successfully. Marm remained unmolested north of the 48th parallel.


It was supposed that the authorities would at least pick up the $100,000 forfeited bail but even this went wrong. Hummel had arranged a string of interlocking sales and mortgages so that the poor bondsmen were quite unable to pay the court and, better still, because of the complexity of the deals, no further action was taken. Overall it was an outstanding triumph for Howe and Little Abe Hummel.


Safe in Canada, Marm Mandelbaum opened a clothing shop for ladies and children. She also bought a handsome house in Victoria Avenue North, Montreal, where she lived with her daughter, Mrs Sarah Weill. She seems to have pined for New York and through Hummel attempted to settle the charge against her. She failed, although her son Julius eventually returned in June 1888 when Moss, one of Hummel’s staff, confidently and accurately predicted an acquittal. Back in Canada, Marm was generally resentful of her situation, telling a journalist, “The World drove me out of New York and I’ll have nothing to say to its reporters.”


Before she left for Canada, Howe had described her as: “A lady the peaceful rectitude of whose life has been broken in upon by the rude acrimony of official strife.”


She may have pined in Canada, and the shop may not have been an unqualified success, but she was still making a decent living buying and selling stolen silk and jewels. In October 1886 an undercover police officer nearly lured her across the border claiming he was looking for a bargain in diamonds but her antennae still twitched. She gave the officer a stone telling him to take it home and send her the price agreed upon. The next day he discovered he had been given paste. During her time in Canada she was twice acquitted of smuggling lace and jewellery.


She did once return to New York. One of her daughters, the teenaged Anna, had remained in Clinton Street and in November 1885 she contracted typhoid pneumonia. Mrs Mandelbaum was reported to have visited her before she died, with the connivance of the authorities turning a blind eye, and to have watched her funeral at a distance. The route she travelled in disguise to the funeral was arduous – Montreal to Rouse’s Point, Rome, Watertown, Ogdensburg on to Utica then the Erie Road to New York.


Mother Mandelbaum died in Hamilton on 27 February 1894. She had been suffering from Bright’s disease. She had, it was said, begun attending the Anshe Synagogue to which she made substantial bequests but had not been allowed her own pew. Her body was returned to New York for burial. Like so many figures – Robin Hood, Lord Lucan, Elvis, JFK and Robert Maxwell amongst them – people were not prepared to accept her death and six months after her burial there were reports that it was another body in the grave. It was thought that with the bribes paid and Howe and Hummel’s fees, her escape from justice cost her $125,000. Overall it was probably not a heavy price.


As for Mollie Hoey, after her piece of bad behaviour she was pardoned but such credibility as she had in the underworld was gone. She was arrested again in Canada and once more in Chicago and took to visiting Detroit to see her husband. Hoey himself never amounted to much, contenting himself with fencing some of the property his wife stole. Mollie was a woman of some undoubted courage. In 1886 she was jailed in Cleveland and dug her way out of jail with a pair of shears. Her face and hands were badly bruised and scarred by the effort and when questioned by a cab driver she told him she had been beaten by her husband. Later, in a house-to-house search, she was almost arrested but, disguised as a man, she took a boat to Detroit. She was thought to have eventually made her way to London.


Marm Mandelbaum probably had no rival worthy of the name but there were several other women who were major receivers of the time. The foremost was, perhaps, “Black” Lena Kleinschmidt who, along with her sisters Amelia Levy and Mary Anderson, known as Mother Weir, visited nearly every prominent city east of the Missouri. Black Lena had a penchant for the upper echelons of society. During one of her more successful periods she moved, under an assumed name, to Hackensack, NJ, where she gave dinner parties. These came to an end when one of her guests saw her own ring now adorning Black Lena’s finger. Mother Weir was another of those who ran a pickpocketing school and was also the head of one of the larger organized gangs of thieves. It was a family business because one of Mary’s sons would act as their coachman.


In 1883, only two months after finishing a prison sentence, Black Lena and Mother Weir were arrested in Chicago with large bunches of ostrich feathers under their cloaks. When their room was searched Saratoga trunks filled with assorted goods were discovered. For this Lena received eight years in Joliet prison. She was discharged in June 1889 and went straight back to work in Chicago but her skill was passing and in 1894 she could be found in the workhouse in St Louis.


Sophie Lyons believed that Marm’s male counterpart was John D. Grady, who was known as “Supers and Slangs” and specialized in diamonds. It was in his offices that the failed robbery of the Manhattan Bank was planned. Grady also traded out of a satchel, visiting thieves at night. It seems that he was only once sandbagged and robbed of around $7,000 of diamonds, something which he good humouredly put down to his own foolishness. The story of his death is, in a contorted way, rather romantic. He fell in love with the widow of a socialite and together they worked a series of confidence tricks and robberies. She apparently despised him but could not live without the work he provided. When it came to the pass, under increasing pressure, she agreed they would go away together. At the rendezvous to which he had brought his collection of diamonds, she gave him poison. Although he saw her eyes flicker at the wrong moment and suspected her, he nevertheless drank the poison. She fled leaving the diamonds behind.


O’Grady had not had all that much luck with women. Earlier he had fallen foul of the highly talented swindler Ellen Peck who persuaded him to hand over cash against a compartment in a safe full of imaginary diamonds.


Another of the great receivers, and one of Howe’s best clients, was Marm’s friend, “General” Abe Greenthal, who in his younger days had been an expert pickpocket. He was known throughout the States as the man who led the Sheeney Mob. The General was born in Prussia in 1831 shortly before his father began a fifteen-year sentence for robbery. Greenthal received two years for the theft of a gold watch at the age of eighteen and on his release teamed up with his father and another man, who was later replaced by the General’s brother, in a nationwide series of thefts. It resulted in a seven-year sentence for all. Later the General escaped with the help of his wife while being transferred between prisons. She had been allowed to walk part of the way with him and they took the opportunity to make off. He fled to Berlin where he bought papers that enabled him to get to Liverpool. On the day his wife arrived in England they left for New York where they again took up pickpocketing. A passionate gambler, he served a three-year sentence, again for theft, in 1864 and then became a high-class receiver.


On 19 April 1877, with his brother Harris and son-in-law Samuel Casper also in the dock, he received twenty years for robbery in Rochester but was pardoned in the spring of 1884. The General was arrested again, this time with Bendick Gaetz, known as the Cockroach, for pickpocketing on a crosstown horse-car in Williamsburg and received five years. On his release, following the disappearance of Marm, he took over a large part of her business.
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The Foster and Stander Gangs


Armed robbery in South Africa in the twentieth century can be neatly bookended between two gangs. The first, the Foster Gang, was led by Robert William Foster who was said to have been born either in Birmingham, England, or in Pretoria, South Africa. Educated by the Marist Brothers, he was popular at school and a good sportsman. His biographers Henry May and Ian Hamilton painted a positive picture of him as a schoolboy:




William as a boy was lively and attractive, with strong features, bright grey eyes, and a ready smile. He held his head high and his shoulders straight, and when he walked he gave an extraordinary impression of electric energy, as if his body and limbs were tautened by some strange inner force.





After he left school Foster, who had four false teeth, two of them gold, in his upper jaw, took up photography in Johannesburg. However, he soon went off the rails acquiring a number of minor convictions – drunkenness, resisting arrest and stealing donkeys for which he received six months. In 1909 when he had finished his sentence he returned to Johannesburg where he again worked as a photographer and where he fell in love with the red-haired Peggy Korenico. A quick robbery is often more productive than long-term saving and, in an effort to put together sufficient money to marry her, William, his brother Jimmy and Fred Adamson robbed the owners of the American Swiss Watch Company in Longmarket Street, Cape Town, on 19 March 1913. One of the owners was bound and hooded while the other was made to open the safe. The raid itself was a total success and they made off with £5,000 worth of jewellery.


They left the stolen jewellery in a suitcase at the left luggage office at Cape Town station but a clerk became suspicious because of its weight. The trio were arrested when they went to collect it. They had also given their landlady a pair of cufflinks made from Krugerrands, which were easily identified. They all received twelve years. The getaway driver, the American “Cowboy” Jack Martin, a former circus worker better known as John Maxim, was never charged. Independently he received nine months for selling liquor to black Africans. While awaiting trial Foster married Peggy Korenico in prison.


Two years into his sentence on 27 February 1914 Foster, now also known both as Jackson and the self-commissioned Captain White, broke out of Pretoria jail. He had become friendly with the prison tailors who made him a suit. When his fellow prisoners staged a fight, he cut his way through a wire fence during the distraction, put on the suit and was off.


Now he joined up with Maxim and Carl Mezar, also known as Smidt (who could be identified by the lash marks on his buttocks), and pulled off two post office robberies. The first, in April, was at the Roodepoort Post Office on the West Rand where £1,876 in gold coins and notes was taken. In the Vrededorp Post Office burglary several hundred pounds of revenue stamps were taken.


In the investigation that followed it was discovered that the postmaster had lent himself £72 from the post office, when he had found himself short after buying a new car. In view of his thirty-three-year-long service he was given a suspended sentence but, ruined, he committed suicide.


Things went wrong for the trio on 17 July that year when they attempted a robbery on the National Bank in Boksburg North. A clerk slept on the premises overnight and when he heard the sound of drilling he went for help from people in the hotel across the street. The barman, Alexander Charlson, and another man ran across the road and the fleeing bandits shot both of them. In the case of Charlson, he was shot again when he was lying on the ground. He died within the hour but the second man survived. A third man was pistol-whipped when the robbers stole his car. Wanted notices were posted with a reward of £3,000 on offer.


Just as American bank robbers dreamed of a life below the border in Mexico, Foster’s aim seems to have been to raise enough money to pay the fares for himself, Peggy and their small daughter to get to what is now Maputo in Mozambique and then sail for Europe. Meanwhile, he rented an empty house in the Regents Park district of Johannesburg and stocked an underground cave with provisions. The burglaries and robberies continued including one on the National Bank in the Cleveland suburb of the city which pulled in £4,500.


In a police sweep of Marshall Square, described then as the crime centre of Johannesburg, Albert Jenkins, Harry Fisher, his brother Snowy and an Australian called George Riordan were rounded up. All were charged with conspiracy to rob and murder. Now the names of Foster, Maxim and Mezar surfaced but they had disappeared completely. The witnesses against the men in the dock were not of the highest quality. They included prison snitches and one, Isabella Eichorn, who had kept four revolvers they had given her under the mattress, admitted under cross-examination her ear had been bitten off by a man in Kimberly. The committal proceedings dragged on for weeks; witnesses disappeared; the prosecution wanted an adjournment to find them; and Riordan applied unsuccessfully for his discharge.


Then on 13 September 1914 Foster, Maxim and Mezar failed in an effort to rob the Big Bottle Shop in Fairview. They disturbed a nightwatchman sleeping on the premises and when he alerted a police officer the constable was knocked unconscious.


Some hours later the police found Mezar with a loaded gun sitting on a bench by the Imperial Bottle Store in the same town. While he was being questioned an explosion went off in the shop. When the police went into the premises to investigate, one of them, Sergeant Neil McLeod, was shot and killed. The gunmen put Mezar on the back of a motorcycle and rode off. Soon afterwards the body of Sergeant Robert Mansfield was found shot in a nearby street.


An elderly lady who lived next door to Foster and his family at the corner of Bob Street and South Road, Regents Park, recognized them from photographs in the morning paper and telephoned the police. On 15 September Sergeant Mynott saw Peggy Foster get into a car while William Foster turned the crank handle to start it. He called on him to stop and Foster shot and killed him. The Fosters, Mezar and Maxim drove off, stopping to hijack a car. When they broke down they abandoned it and told Peggy Foster to make her way to Germiston by bus. The three men headed for the caves at Kensington, seven miles east of the city centre, where they holed up. The next day they were tracked down by Bantus working with the police.


Reinforcements were called up; the entrance to the cave was sealed off and the robbers were surrounded. Now the public began to arrive to watch the proceedings. Despite a blustery wind hundreds were still there at 11 p.m. that evening. An attempt to force the men out using gas canisters failed because of the wind, which blew the gas towards the spectators, and the police settled down for a siege.


The next day, at around 11.45 a.m., the police and the crowds who were arriving on every available tram heard a shot from inside the cave. A little later Foster called out that he would not surrender until he saw his wife. The police went to Germiston where she had taken a room under the name Doyle and brought her back, with their baby, to the cave. At 2.30 p.m. she was allowed into the cave. Next Foster wanted to see his family, and his father, mother and two sisters went in. At 4.30 the family and the baby left the cave leaving Peggy Foster behind. Within minutes a series of gunshots was heard and when the police entered the cave they found Peggy Foster with the top of her head blown away. Foster was lying dead across her body and Maxim was dead nearby. There was also a suicide note from Mezar who had been shot by Maxim. That was the shot heard shortly before midday.


There were three more casualties of the siege. The first was Dr Gerald Grace, the brother of the celebrated cricketer W. G. Grace. He was shot in the neck and killed when on 15 September he failed to stop at a police roadblock. His wife was shot in the arm. There was a high wind blowing and it was thought he had not heard the orders. Another casualty was General Jacobus de la Rey. Again it was thought neither he nor his driver had heard the order to stop. Ironically, shortly before Dr Grace was shot the Fosters had driven through the roadblock unchallenged. Inspector Ernest Leach, who had allowed Peggy Foster to see her husband in the belief that she could talk him into surrendering, shot himself a few days later.


Foster’s parents said that he had blamed the carnage on the judge who had sentenced him and his brother to twelve years for the American Swiss Watch Company robbery in 1913. There were, however, suggestions, never substantiated, that some time earlier Foster had killed another of his sisters. Peggy and Robert Foster are buried in the same grave alongside Mezar at the Braamfontein Cemetery. Maxim is buried in the general section.


The case had a curious sequel in 1936 at a time when annually £2 million was being stolen in gold from the South African mines. Twenty-one-year-old Andries Stephanus du Plessis went on trial for killing five people in cold blood. The married bricklayer had fallen in love with Helena Breitenbach, the wife of a police constable, and they had set up house in Strubenvale, together with his mother, his child and Helena’s child.


His criminal record began in February 1934 when he was convicted of theft after snatching a handbag from a woman. He was again convicted in October 1934 for housebreaking and theft. A report suggested that du Plessis had developed into “a desperate character and a criminal not averse to robbery with violence”.


The first two counts of an indictment against du Plessis alleged the murder, in the early morning of Thursday, 29 October 1936, of two Greeks named Spiros Paizes, the owner of the Waldorf Café, Modder Road, Brakpan, and Pericles Paxinos, his assistant. The medical evidence showed that Paizes was shot through the head and neck with a revolver, while the skull of Paxinos had been extensively fractured by a blow or blows from a heavy blunt instrument. Both bodies were dragged into a gully near the Jubilee Road, two miles from Brakpan, and set on fire after petrol or some similar fluid had been poured over them.


The “Sandspruit murders”, which constituted the charges in the remaining three counts, consisted of the murder of Samuel Berman, Barney Liebowitz and Essie Liebowitz, who were all killed with revolver shots in the early evening of Monday, 2 November 1936, at a wayside store and house adjoining a railway station, known as Sandspruit, some ten miles west of Volksrust. They had been having an evening meal when a masked gunman broke in and shot Barney Liebowitz and Samuel Berman and then chased Essie Liebowitz into a bedroom where he shot her. He then opened the safe and stole money and documents. Forensic evidence showed that the same gun had been used at both the Sandspruit and Brakpan murders.


Du Plessis maintained that he had been forced to be the driver in both sets of murders and two other men were responsible but the evidence against him was overwhelming. His car was identified and grease on his glove matched candles at the Berman home. The trial judge believed there was something more to the murders than simple robberies but tried in vain to get an explanation. There was no evidence against Helena Breitenbach and she was acquitted.


Du Plessis was sentenced to death and appealed to the Supreme Court where the case was heard by Acting Judge-President B. A. Tindall with two assessors. Tindall thought there was nothing worthwhile in du Plessis’s defence:




The second point raised is that he was a member, and an insignificant member at that, of a gang operating in the East Rand area in housebreaking and theft. In a letter of 8th February 1937, the attorney for the prisoner first raised the point that a jeweller named Heyman was the head of this alleged gang . . . Heyman is alleged to have been the receiver of the proceeds, particularly jewellery, of the housebreaking and thefts indulged independently by members of the gang. Except in the case of Tommy van Schalkwyk, there is no evidence except the word of the prisoner that any of these [seven other] persons engaged in housebreaking and theft . . .


But in any case, even if we accept that Heyman was a receiver – there is evidence that he was the subject of a trap for illicit gold buying – it does not follow that he was present at the murders and committed them or even that he instigated them, or in any way coerced the prisoner into committing them. And if Heyman was not present at Brakpan or Sandspruit the theory of gang coercion falls to the ground.


There is nothing impossible in one man being responsible for the murders and burglary at Sandspruit; the circumstances connected with the Brakpan murders suggest strongly that more than one person committed the murders, but who the assistant was is known to the prisoner alone. He must be shielding someone, and the probability is that that person is Mrs Breitenbach.





Du Plessis was hanged on 17 June 1937.


After the case Helena told a police officer that in fact they had killed eight people in total and she had fired the gun killing the last. She also maintained she was the daughter of Robert and Peggy Foster. There was no evidence to support her confession and she was released.


Fifty years later Police Captain Andre Charles Stander had apparently everything going for him. The handsome son of retired police officer Major General Frans Stander, he had been Pretoria police college’s student of the year and, as captain at the CID branch of Kempton Park police station, he was destined for a career which might have led all the way to the top. But then he took to robbing banks after, he claimed, he was sickened when he shot up to twenty-two unarmed demonstrators in the Tembisa township uprising of 1976. Others say he had never been at Tembisa and that, forced into the police by his father, he had resented the discipline required when he joined the drugs squad.


The first robbery seems to have been after he gave out the morning assignments to his staff and then drove to Jan Smuts Airport, catching a plane to Durban where he hired a car. He put on a wig and a false beard then drove to a bank. South African banks in the late 1970s were open plan with little security.


Stander approached a cashier, sat down and quietly pulled a gun on her, asking her to fill a bag with money. Terrified, she did. Stander took the money, left the bank before anyone realized what had happened, got in his car and drove back to Louis Botha Airport, peeling off his disguise on the way. Then he flew to Johannesburg in time for an afternoon’s work.


Very often he would carry out a robbery in his lunch break and return later in the day as the investigating officer. His colleague, bank robber George Allan Heyl, would later say, “He held the whole regime in contempt and thought banks were the very symbol of greed, duplicity and exploitation. I hated the South African system and, as we were both bank robbers and both set on a campaign of defiance, we were ideal company.” Others suggest, more prosaically, that Stander was in debt.


Money was laundered through a souvenir shop he opened in Durban with a police friend, Carl van Deventer. At a party in late 1979 Stander, drunk, told van Deventer about the robberies and asked him to take part. He claimed he had a stolen car parked at Jan Smuts Airport. When his friend refused Stander laughed off the confession as a joke. But it was enough for van Deventer to worry and he approached a senior officer in the Bureau of State Security (BOSS), South Africa’s secret police. They investigated the stolen car and found wigs, fake beards, a balaclava and a false number plate in the boot.


The car was staked out. On 3 January 1980 Stander visited the vehicle to remove some items and caught a flight to Durban where he robbed another bank. He was arrested in the Jan Smuts arrival lounge on the return trip, with 4,000 rand and a revolver in his suitcase.


On 6 May 1980 he received a sentence of seventeen years for a total of fifteen bank robberies and possessing illegal weapons. In prison he became friendly with the car thief and bank robber Heyl, who had once started a teacher training course, and another car thief and bank robber, the balding Paul McCall, known as Lee. Three years later, on 11 August 1983, after complaining of back pains Stander and McCall along with five other prisoners were taken from Zonderwater Maximum Security Prison to physiotherapist Amelia Grobler’s consulting rooms near Cullinan. Stander and McCall overpowered the guards, stole their guns and her car keys and fled. The other prisoners refused to go with them.


The pair took a local farmer and his son hostage and had him telephone the police. Only one officer arrived and he was grabbed and put in the back of his police van. Another car was hijacked, the driver was put in the van and off they went, clear and away.


While on the run they robbed the United Building Society of 13,000 rand (around £7,000), disguised themselves with tracksuits, gym bags and squash rackets and went to stay in a Holiday Inn. On 31 October 1983 the pair returned to Zonderwater to free Heyl who had been taken to the Olifantsfontein facility for a trade test. They forced five guards to lie on the floor, called to Heyl and all drove off in a Cortina.


When Heyl had been free for only three weeks, Stander got up one morning, put on his black wig and stick-on Freddie Mercury moustache and asked if Heyl was ready to go to work. “The first bank set the trend for non-violence, and was only remarkable because no one, apart from the tellers, knew we had robbed it: the security guard even opened the door for us,” said Heyl later. During the next three months the trio carried out around twenty bank robberies, sometimes three in a single afternoon, netting between US$400,000 and US$500,000. It was a technique that gave them the nickname of Bank Hoppers and the public took to them; men began growing horseshoe moustaches in tribute. When, in an effort to discredit him, the police put about the story that Stander had raped a teenage model, the public ignored it. His popularity increased when the gang raided a highly guarded bank at Jan Smuts Airport. When they raided a bank directly below the offices of Brigadier Manie van Rensburg, who had been put in charge of a special taskforce to arrest them, they achieved folk-hero status.


The gang had a series of safe houses and led, for those twelve weeks, something of a charmed life. It helped that Stander was a master of disguise. On one occasion, under the name of Mark Jennings, on crutches and with his legs apparently in casts, he was in a video store when the police came to check for pornographic material. On another occasion the police called at their safe house in Lower Houghton to warn the occupants of burglaries in the neighbourhood. Again as Jennings, Stander thanked them for their help. Once, he was recognized by a fellow diner at a fashionable restaurant and fled. McCall meanwhile was becoming more and more nervous. On one raid he shot and wounded Marlene Henn, the owner of a gunshop in Randburg.


It was, perhaps, Stander’s penchant for disguise that led to his ultimate capture. Posing as an effeminate man in Cape Town, in the space of just one afternoon he bought a yacht, the fifteen-ton Lily Rose for $200,000, had it provisioned and hired a delivery crew to take it to Fort Lauderdale, Florida. The salesman thought that the plan may have been to use the yacht for drug smuggling and reported the purchase to the police.


On 27 January 1984 Stander flew to the United States to make berthing arrangements using a fake Australian passport in the name of Peter Harris. Heyl saw him off at the airport but when he returned to the Houghton safe house, with its swimming pool and tennis court, a servant told him the police had been there shortly before asking for a “Mr Stander”. One of the call girls they had brought to the house had recognized the gang from newspaper photographs and turned them in. Heyl drove off and phoned McCall to warn him but his fellow bank robber shrugged it off as a routine house-to-house enquiry and refused to leave.


Two days later the police staked out the house but only McCall was there. At 6.30 on the morning of 30 January they called on him to surrender. He declined and began shooting. In response, during a ten-minute siege the police lobbed tear gas and grenades into the house as well as riddling it with bullets and killing the naked McCall. A more romantic version of the tale is that, unwilling to face a lengthy prison sentence to add to the one he should have been serving, McCall turned the gun on himself. Of Stander and Heyl there was no sign. Stander was believed to have dyed his hair red and to be driving a yellow Porsche. The Lily Rose was confiscated.


Now in Fort Lauderdale, still using the name of Peter Harris and posing as an Australian author, Stander led a quiet life dating a stripper, Ayten Kiles, who lived next door. Stander had bought a Ford Mustang from a car dealer, Tony Tomasello, and on 10 February he was stopped by the police for running a red light. He gave the name Harris, producing a fake licence. He was arrested but released on a $100 bond. That night he returned to the police lock-up and took back his impounded car. On 13 February he returned to the dealer to have the car resprayed but his luck had run out. Tomasello was reading an article in the local paper in which it said the man stopped could possibly have been Stander. Tomasello asked, “Is this you?” Amazingly Stander admitted it was. Instead of cutting and running perhaps Stander hoped Tomasello would not report him but he did.


At 10.30 that night Stander was seen riding a bicycle several times around a block cordoned off by the police. Called on to stop he shouted, “I give up,” raising his arms as he did so. But it was a ruse. He snatched Patrolman Michael Von Stetina’s shotgun and pointed it at him. Von Stetina closed on him and in the struggle shot him three times with his pistol. Stander died before the ambulance arrived. Tomasello received a $64,000 reward.


The South African papers received many calls about his death, almost all in favour of the man who had become a folk-hero. “We were all rooting for him,” said one grandmother of five. “He had style.” His father said he wished he had not forced his son to be a police officer.


Immediately after McCall’s death Heyl had fled to the Greek island of Hydra, followed by Spain and then England. The following year at Winchester Crown Court, in the name Philip John Ball, he was sentenced to ten years for a wage snatch. On his release he was extradited to South Africa to serve a thirty-three-year sentence in Krugerdorp, before finally being paroled in May 2005. During his time in South African jails he attained a bevy of certificates in such diverse subjects as the Management of Change, Emotional Intelligence Seminar, Listening Skills Course, Jealousy Management, Investment in Excellence, Anger Management, Adult Education and Tutors Course Level 4. He is now a motivational speaker.


In October 1992 Stander’s former wife committed suicide. Marlene Henn, the gunshop owner shot at by McCall, was murdered three years later in a home invasion.
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The Ashley–Mobley Gang


Had they come from the Midwest there is little doubt that the now half-forgotten Floridian Ashley–Mobley Gang could have claimed its rightful place as one of the major gangs of the early part of the twentieth century. It is estimated that apart from its smuggling operation the gang stole up to $1 million and was involved in forty robberies. Certainly, even allowing for lax prison security, its members were some of the greatest escapees of the time. At least ten people including gang-members were killed as a result of their activities.


John Ashley was born in the Everglades, Florida, on what his biographer describes as a cracker farm. His father Joe had come from the Fort Myers area to work on Henry Flagler’s Florida East Coast Railway which was being built from St Augustine to Miami and eventually through the Keys. John Ashley’s bid for fame and riches began impressively when at the age of eighteen, efforts were made to arrest him for the murder in 1911 of a man known as “the Osceola Tiger” near Fort Lauderdale, following the theft of otter hides worth over $1,000. The Tiger, found shot in the back in a canal at Lake Okeechobee in the Everglades, was the son of a Seminole Indian chief, Tom Tiger Tall. The evidence was strong against Ashley. He had been the last white man to be seen with the Indian and he had sold the skins in a Miami store.


Palm Beach sheriff George B. Baker sent deputies to find Ashley but, in turn, they found they were being tracked by him and his brother Bob, who sent them back to Baker with a warning that he should not send any more “chicken-hearted men” as they might get hurt next time. Baker took the insults personally and Ashley fled to New Orleans, up to Washington State and into Canada where he is said to have robbed a bank.


Apparently missing his family, he was back in Florida in the autumn of 1914 when he robbed a Florida East Coast train. The next year, on 23 February, Ashley, his father Joe, his brother Will and two others arrived in Stuart, a small town approximately halfway between Miami and Cape Canaveral. At the time, their bank-robbing style left something to be desired. At first they did not use a car, simply because they did not know how to drive one. It was easier to kidnap a bank employee who had a car parked outside the bank and turn him loose when they were well out of town. Later the gang-members drove Model T Fords.


Unfortunately as they sped away from the Stuart bank, firing at their pursuers, Ashley was shot in the jaw by fellow gang-member Kid Lowe from Chicago when a bullet ricocheted. The bullet exited near his eye. The gang made off with $4,500 but Ashley, in excruciating pain, was found lying on a palliasse at the roadside. His brother and father were also captured. His eye was replaced with a glass one and he invariably wore a patch. Lowe and the others escaped and Ashley claimed Lowe had shot him so he could get a bigger share of the proceeds.


Ashley was put on trial for both the bank robbery and the killing of the Tiger but there were serious problems in selecting a jury and a mistrial was declared. Then the prosecution asked for a change of venue.


On 2 June 1915, with the family dithering about an attempted rescue, Ashley’s brother Bob set out on a lone effort to free him. It was the wrong decision. Deputy Wilber Hendrickson stood in front of the open door to the jail and before he could move, Bob Ashley shot him in the chest, killing him. As Bob snatched the deputy’s keys, Hendrickson’s wife grabbed a rifle and pulled the trigger as he went out the door but the rifle failed to fire.


As the shooting had alerted people in downtown Miami, Bob Ashley fled, dropping the jailer’s keys in the street. He quickly commandeered a passing delivery truck, threatening the driver with a gun to his head. T. H. Duckett, the driver, deliberately stalled the truck as Officer John R. Riblet, who had also commandeered a vehicle, approached from the rear. As Riblet called out to Bob Ashley to give himself up, Ashley swung around and shot the officer in the head. The officer was also struck near the heart and Ashley was hit twice – once in the body and the second through the head.


Both Riblet and Bob Ashley were rushed to hospital where Riblet died. Miami had lost its first police officer killed in the line of duty. A mob gathered at the hospital and as it grew and became more menacing, the Sheriff wisely moved John Ashley to the county jail for safekeeping. The Sheriff also took him to identify the dying man to make sure it was indeed his younger brother Bob.


Now it was time for a plea bargain over the Osceola Tiger. The murder charge was dropped; John Ashley pleaded guilty to manslaughter and was sentenced to seventeen and a half years’ imprisonment. He went to the state penitentiary on 23 November 1916 where he behaved so well that on 31 March 1918 he was sent to a road camp. He duly rewarded the authorities by escaping that June with a bank-robber, Tom Maddox.


One of the reasons for his survival outside jail was his relationship with Laura Upthegrove, described as “dark, unkempt, weather beaten, and [most usefully] a skilled driver”. Known as the Queen of the Everglades, Laura was every bit as resourceful as Bonnie Parker and the Dillinger Gang’s women twenty years later, if not more so. She had first married a man called Colliers and they had a daughter, Vera. She later married Edgar Tillman, a marine engineer with whom she had two more children, Clarence and Sidney, while living at Pahokee in Palm Beach County. She seems to have met John Ashley near Gomez and left her family to live with the most dashing and best-dressed member of the gang – the others wore cheap collarless shirts and rough trousers stuffed in high boots.


Along with his brothers Ed and Frank, and Kid Lowe who seems to have been forgiven for his careless marksmanship, now Ashley went into rum-running. He was recaptured when he was found delivering a truckload of liquor in Wauchula, Dade County. This time he gave the name of Davis and all would have been well had he not been recognized by a black prisoner with whom he had been serving before he escaped. In June 1921, he was sent to Raiford prison and sometime during that year his brothers Ed and Frank died. They had been continuing the family business of rum-running, alien-smuggling and a spot of piracy. It is possible they drowned on their way back from Stuart Harbour. Their bodies were never recovered and Ashley became convinced that they had been killed by Jim White, Bo Stokes and Alton Davis, all well-known runners and hijackers. Ashley escaped prison again and very shortly afterwards all three men disappeared.


In the unavoidable absence of the Ashleys, the pimple-faced Clarence “Roy” Middleton from Chicago had taken over running the gang, sharing the leadership with Roy Matthews and later with Hanford Mobley, Ashley’s seventeen-year-old nephew. It was he who, disguised as a woman, led the second raid on the Bank of Pompano in Stuart in 1924 when the haul was $4,000 cash and $5,000 worth of Liberty bonds. The gang fled to Lakeland where Mobley and Middleton were arrested. Matthews had gone to buy cigarettes and watched the capture. He then caught a train and disappeared before being arrested some weeks later.


In the Palm Beach county jail Mobley and Matthews were given the run of the jail by the jailer, W. W. Hicks, and not surprisingly took advantage of their freedom by escaping. Matthews was thought to have been killed later in a gang quarrel. Mobley went to California. Middleton, who had declined to escape with them, was transferred to Raiford where he met Ray Lynn, John Ashley and Joe Tracy. Tracy was released and it was only a matter of time before Ashley and Lynn escaped from a road gang and headed back to the Everglades.


They then continued their profitable bank-robbing and rum-running until, at around 2 a.m. on 9 January 1924, the police raided their camp. Sheriff Bob Baker and four deputies, armed with a warrant to arrest father Joe Ashley for highway robbery, found the camp where the Ashleys ran a still three miles deep in the Everglades, twenty-six miles north of Palm Beach. In the shoot-out Deputy Sheriff Fred Barker was shot in the right lung and killed by Albert Miller, a lookout who was himself wounded. Thinking he was outgunned, Sheriff Baker went back to Stuart for reinforcements but by the time they returned to the camp the gang had fled. Nonetheless, among those arrested were Wesley Mobley, the father of Hanford; Hanford’s wife, Mary; and Laura Upthegrove who had been shot in the leg – other less gallant reports say the buttocks – and also had a scalp wound. Miller and Joe Ashley had been shot dead in the earlier gunfight. Now several hundred citizens took revenge on the Ashleys, burning Joe Ashley’s home and Albert Miller’s grocery store.


The Ashley Gang had taken to piracy, raiding rival rum-running concerns operating out of Bimini, a chain of islands in the westernmost part of the Bahamas around fifty-three miles west of Miami. Outside American territorial waters, ships loaded with bonded whisky would unload their cargo on to packet boats which would bring them to mainland Florida. That year John Ashley launched a lightning attack on the harbour at West End, Grand Bahama, stealing £8,000 in cash and destroying the storage buildings and the docks. It was the first attack by an American privateer, if that is not too grand a description, on a British crown colony. After the raid, coastguards were employed and this signalled the end of Bimini as a safe haven for smugglers, for the time being at least.


On 12 September the gang again robbed the Bank of Pompano, calling out “We got it all” as they drove down the town’s main street before disappearing back into the Everglades.


At the end of October 1924 Sheriff Bob Baker heard that the gang proposed a raid on a bank in Jacksonville and on the night of 1 November a six-man posse, including Deputy Sheriff Oren Benton Padgett, set up a roadblock at Sebastian River Bridge. A chain with a red lamp was run across the bridge and when at around 10.30 p.m. two youths, Williams and Miller, stopped at the bridge and went to inspect it they were hurried to one side by the officers. Behind them were the Ashley Gang with nineteen-year-old Mobley at the wheel and Clarence “Bob” Middleton sitting up front with him. Ashley and Ray “Shorty” Lynn were in the back seat. Mobley stopped and apparently the men did not realize that Baker and other deputies had emerged from the mangroves where they had been hiding.


What happened next is a matter of conjecture. The official version is that the quartet tried to escape and were shot. Williams and Miller said they had seen the men being handcuffed before they were gunned down. In support of that there were handcuff marks on the bodies. The inquest was adjourned and Will Fee, to whose funeral parlour in Fort Pierce the bodies were taken and laid out on the pavement for the public to see, gave evidence at the second hearing that there were no handcuff marks. Representing the family, Alta Adams, who later became the chief justice of the Florida Supreme Court, asked that the bodies be exhumed but his request was denied. On 8 November the coroner’s jury returned a verdict of justifiable homicide. Later Deputy Sheriff Oren Benton Padgett said that after the gang was arrested he had heard Henry Stubbs suggest to Elmer Padgett, another of the arresting officers, “Elmer, do you want to kill John?” Elmer said, “Might as well and get it all over with.”


Baker is said to have taken Ashley’s glass eye to put on his watch chain but, following death threats by Laura, he returned it to her saying, at least according to legend, “I knew I’d have to kill her if I kept it so I sent it back.”


One gang-member who missed the killing was Laura Upthegrove’s half-brother Joe Tracy who some weeks earlier had given himself up at Kissimmee on a Florida East Coast branch line train. In 1926 he took police and prison guards through the Everglades in a search for bonds worth in the region of $110,000 and said to have been buried by the gang. Only some $32,000 was found and on the way back to prison Tracy took the opportunity to escape near St Cloud but was soon recaptured. In 1935, still serving life for a murder in Orange County and fifteen years for robbery, Tracy received something of a belated reward in the form of parole. He quickly broke the terms and was send back to Raiford from where he was released in 1947.


Laura Upthegrove went to Okeechobee where she was repeatedly in trouble for drunkenness, bootlegging and gambling. She then moved to Canal Point in the Everglades and operated Upthegrove’s Gas & Service station at Sand Cut, living on what was described as her father’s plantation but which in reality was far removed from the antebellum establishments of Gone with the Wind. On 10 August 1927 during a fight over change for a pint of liquor she seems to have gone for a knife. She was disarmed and, when Elza Padgett, Oren’s brother, and Deputy Sheriff Brownlee went to question her she drank a bottle of lysol, in what appears to have been an act of desperation, and died. Her mother is said to have told Padgett that no attempt should be made to revive her and it was better this way. She was thirty years old. One story is that it was she who tipped off the Sheriff that the Ashley Gang was heading north without her. John Ashley’s sister, Daisy, said to be the best looking of the family, also killed herself.


Those whose lives touched the Ashley Gang seem to have had poor fortune. In 1925 the jailer W. W. Hicks was convicted of killing Clarence Barber in Fort Lauderdale and was sentenced to life imprisonment. Frank Coventry, a customer in the Stuart bank when it was first robbed, was killed in 1925 by a Jesse Quinn who received a ninety-nine-year sentence.


On 7 October that year Charles Heisley, who had reported the Ashley Gang to the authorities in the Bahamas, was found near his garage door at the rear of his house at 434 S. Colorado St, lying on his left side. His wife, Gladys, was not home at the time. He had been shot in the back at close range.


On 6 November 1925 Oren. B. Padgett, the deputy involved in the final shoot-out at the bridge on 1 November the previous year, now police chief, was involved in a car accident when he hit a vehicle driven by an Evelyn Christopher in which her mother broke her neck and died. He was charged with manslaughter and resigned.


The Martin County sheriff’s department had been carrying out ongoing raids on the illegal rum-running activities around Stuart and evidence started to come to light about former Police Chief Padgett’s involvement. By 18 December Padgett now faced a charge of trafficking in liquor. There was worse to come.


On 11 January 1927, three people were charged with the murder of Charlie Heisley – Gladys, her brother Louie Gray and Oren Padgett. Gladys and her brother were kept in the West Palm Beach jail and Padgett in the Okeechobee jail, all without bail. Charges were dropped against Gladys and her brother but Padgett, who had been seen driving away from the shooting, went on trial alone. Heisley had been shot because of his treatment of Gladys and the evidence was that Padgett had offered a junior police officer $500 to kill him. It did not help him that he had sent a telegram from his cell to Gladys in the West Palm Beach jail telling her to “Keep mouth shut” and “Tell them to go to hell.”


He was sentenced to life imprisonment on 9 February 1928. All appeals and applications for a new trial were refused, but in March 1934 he was granted a conditional pardon followed the next year by a full pardon, with his rights of citizenship restored, by Florida Governor David Sholtz. For the remainder of his life he worked steadily in the construction industry, continuing his bootlegging operations as a profitable sideline.


In January 1948 the now paroled Joe Tracy, said to have been the last member of the Ashley Gang, went to jail on a charge of robbing the Perkins State Bank in Williston. He was offered parole in return for telling the authorities where he had hidden the stolen $23,700. This time he refused to do so and died, still in prison, on 31 August 1968 at the age of either seventy-eight or eighty-three.


Cashing in on the success of Bonnie and Clyde, in 1971 Little Laura and Big John was released starring Frankie Avalon and Karen Black. It is generally considered to rank among the worst B-movies ever made.


Of course, the Ashley Gang was not the only one operating in Florida at the time. James Horace Alderman was known as the King of the Rum Runners or the Gulf Stream Pirate. He also smuggled aliens into Florida.


Born around 1882 near Tampa, Alderman spent several years in the Thousand Islands area of southwest Florida as a farmer, fisherman and field guide. With his wife Pearl and three daughters, Bessie, Ruby and Wilma, he lived variously in Chokoloskee, Caxambas, Palmetto and Tarracia Island before settling in Fort Myers around 1911. After the First World War and the passing of the National Prohibition Act, Alderman began his smuggling operations from Cuba and the Bahamas to Florida; in the 1920s he set up a base of operations in Miami.


On 7 August 1927 his boat, crammed with liquor, was stopped thirty-five miles off the coast from Fort Lauderdale and “King” Alderman was arrested. He managed to snatch a gun from one of the men guarding him but while he debated out loud whether to make his captors walk the plank, fire his own boat and set them adrift in it or scuttle the cutter with all hands on board, American secret service agent Robert Webber and two coastguards, Sidney Sanderlin and Victor Lamby, rushed him. He shot and killed all three before he was disarmed.


He was hanged on 17 August two years later in a metal hangar at the US coastguard station near Fort Lauderdale with a bare number of officials present. Although Alderman wanted a public execution so his friends could attend, the trial judge had effectively imposed a blackout on all reporting and one newspaperman had his camera smashed as he tried to take a picture of Alderman arriving in Fort Lauderdale before his execution. The Broward County commissioners had refused to sanction his hanging, insisting it must be carried out on United States property. “A singing sea breeze through the shed swayed his body at the end of a rope as justice was done for all good U.S. people,” wrote Time alliteratively.


In the two years between the shooting and his execution, Alderman had become a popular figure, possibly because the principal witness against him, one of his crew, Robert Weech, had received only a twelve-month sentence. Ten members of the jury and the trial judge had recommended a commutation of the sentence but President Herbert Hoover would have none of it. Before his burial 2,000 people passed Alderman’s bier.
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Johnny Torrio and Al Capone


There have always been gangs that have preyed on other criminals. In Australia in the 1920s Melbourne’s Safe Protection Gang was run by Snowy Cutmore; forty years later in Sydney the well-named Toecutters snipped off extremities to persuade their victims to hand over a share of the profits. But the first two decades of the twentieth century in the United States belonged to the Black Handers who, with letters signed with a picture of a Black Hand, dripping knife or exploding bomb, extorted relatively small sums of money from their fellow immigrant Italians but even high-quality operators such as “Big” Jim Colosimo, the first of the great Chicago-based crime bosses, were not always immune.


Colosimo had arrived with his father from Palermo in the 1870s – and had grown up on the Levee, joining the rackets before he was in his teens. He had worked in the traditional way as a newsboy and bootblack until he was a better than average pickpocket and was spotted as potential talent by two mob politicians, Michael “Hinky Dink” Kenna and “Bathhouse” John Coughlin. Colosimo became what is euphemistically called a collector.


In 1902 he met and married the dumpy and middle-aged madam, Victoria Moresco, taking over her brothels and adding the fabric and stock to his own. She loved his looks; he loved the properties she owned. Prices were raised and from every $2 earned by a girl he took $1.20. By 1908 he controlled literally scores of brothels as well as an illegal wine-making business with an income said to be nearly $500,000 a year. He owned the fashionable Colosimo’s Café frequented by opera singers such as Enrico Caruso and Amelita Galli-Curci, and entertainers and actors like Al Jolson and John Barrymore. He also faced a problem. Now he became the target of Black Handers. It was no use his being able to protect his interests through political pay-offs; the Black Handers required cash and he suffered a total humiliation when he was beaten up and threatened with permanent violence unless he increased his contributions. Victoria sent for her young cousin, Johnny “The Fox” Torrio.


For Torrio most of the Black Handers presented no trouble. He flushed a number of them out and had them killed but not the Cardinellis, run by the eponymous Sam, aided and abetted by Frank Campione, Nicholas Viana – known as the Choirboy and aged eighteen when sentenced to death at which time he was believed to have killed some fifteen men – and Thomas Errico as his chief henchmen. They certainly survived Torrio’s cleanout and, by the beginning of Prohibition, were sufficiently strong to be able to control an area of Chicago that even Torrio did not dare to challenge.


The end came for the Cardinelli mob when Campione shot Albert Kublanza during a pool-room hold-up on 14 October 1919 in which Andrew Bowman, the owner, was killed. The getaway driver, Santo Orlando, was found shot dead in a drainage ditch ten days later. Errico, Campione and Viana were sentenced to death but were initially reprieved before that decision was reversed. Cardinelli had been convicted in a separate trial and, when he refused to walk to the gallows, was hanged in a chair on 15 July 1921. An attempt by his friends to revive him in an ambulance after the hanging was discovered and aborted. During his career he was thought to have organized the murder of over 100 men. There had been considerable pressure on Viana to give up the secrets of the gang in exchange for a reprieve but he did not do so. Apparently the fear of the hold the gang had on his family kept him from squealing.


Judge Scanlan thought:




I tried Cardinelli and I know something of the character of the man. He was the greatest bandit we ever had in Chicago and the case tried before me showed that he had sent out men who had murdered at least four persons and the police claimed that he was the cause of twenty others.





Torrio may have thought Colosimo would show his gratitude but he was wrong. Instead of receiving the reward of a place high in the Colosimo machine, he was given a job as the manager of the Saratoga, absolutely on the bottom rung of the vice stable where the girls charged the few customers $1 a trick. Torrio, described by writer Herbert Asbury as “the nearest thing to a mastermind”, turned the joint around with a lick of paint and the unpleasant if lucrative idea of dressing the girls in children’s clothes. He raised the prices and business flourished. He was promoted to a position more in keeping with his abilities and now began to attract the company of men such as Jake “Greasy Thumb” Guzik and Charles “Lucky” Luciano, who would not only help him during his long and distinguished career but would be significant figures in organized crime for decades to come. It was they who suggested that he should hire at $35 a week the young Alphonse Capone as a bouncer for the Four Deuces, so called because it was at 2222 South Wabash. Described as a one-stop “vice centre”, the Deuces had a saloon on the ground floor, gaming on the first and second floors, and a smart brothel on the top.


Capone was born in Brooklyn on 17 January 1899, the son of hard-working Italian immigrants, Gabriele and Teresa, who had arrived in the United States from Naples six years earlier. Neither spoke English and Gabriele began work as a barber in Park Avenue, Brooklyn. They had nine children, of whom Alphonse was the third. The first, Vincenzo or James, became a law officer working in the southwest. There was also an elder brother, Salvatore, anglicized as Frank, and a younger, Ralph, known as Bottles because he once worked in a bottling plant. Those two joined their more famous sibling in the rackets, loyally supported by their sister Mafalda. By the age of eleven Capone had joined the Bim Booms and the James Street gangs before progressing to the Five Points Gang while still regularly attending school and, it seems, doing well in his grades. He also was a competent sand-lot baseball pitcher who wanted to play in the major leagues but whose arm control was never good enough. Nor was his control of his temper. When he was publicly lectured for truancy, while in sixth grade, he knocked down his female teacher. He was then thrashed by the headmaster and suspended, never again returning to school. He became a clerk in a sweet shop and later a pin-setter in a bowling alley, a pool hustler and, tutored by the gangster Paul Kelly and Torrio, an expert knife-fighter.


It was while Torrio was still in New York that he recruited Capone as an enforcer for his debt-collecting and prostitution businesses. Late payers and girls who were thought not to have accounted for the whole of their earnings were beaten. The girls were also served by Capone and it may have been then that he contracted the syphilis which, untreated sufficiently early, led to his eventual insanity. Other versions suggest that he caught the disease in Chicago much later from a Greek girl who had worked in a brothel. He had installed her in the Hotel Lexington on Michigan where he and his entourage had fifty-four rooms. Equally, he may have caught it from a girl at the Roamer Inn in 1925.


Al Capone took his nickname “Scarface” from the scar that ran down the left-hand side of his face from his eyebrow to his chin. Again various stories were put about as to exactly how he acquired the injury. The most attractive was that it was the result of shrapnel while fighting in the so-called “Lost Battalion” of the 77th Division while in France during the First World War. Sadly, it is not correct; Capone didn’t fight in the First World War. The most usual, and likely, version is that he was cut in a fight in the Harvard Inn when working as a bouncer. He had insulted the girlfriend or sister of Sicilian Frank Galluccio. In later life, so the legend goes, Capone forgave him, offering him a job.


On 12 September 1918 he married an Irish girl, May Coughlin, known as Mae. She was seven months pregnant at the time and the reason for the marriage may have been not only to give a name to the child but, more cynically, to enable Capone to avoid the call-up. Albert Francis, known as Sonny, was born on 4 December. Johnny Torrio was the godfather.


Part of the Capone legend is that he fled to Chicago to avoid a murder charge but according to one biographer, Laurence Bergreen, he had moved away from the New York rackets and was working as a bookkeeper in a construction company in Baltimore. It was only after the death of his father on 14 November 1920 that Capone returned to New York briefly before going west. The other version of Capone’s flight is that he had fought, and left for dead, Arthur Finnegan, a member of the White Handers, and that his departure was to avoid revenge at the hands of William “Wild Bill” Lovett. Whichever version is correct, when Capone came to Chicago along with his brother Ralph he first managed mid-level brothels until he was promoted to manager of the far grander Four Deuces.


Meanwhile, Torrio had the sense to branch out of prostitution. He would never abandon that lucrative field but there were rumblings over the white slave trade and in 1910 Congress had passed what was the first of the three major pieces of social reform, the so-called Mann Act. Now it was punishable by a five-year sentence, a fine of $5,000 or both to transport a woman across a state line for “immoral purposes”. As is the case with so much hastily put together legislation, it was an ill-drawn Act and in no way could stop women working in a brothel as was proclaimed on its behalf.


So, from 1910 to 1920, while the boss of the Chicago underworld was Big Jim Colosimo (sometimes known as “Diamond” as a tribute to his penchant for the gems that he wore on every finger and that he carried in his pocket to distribute to police and politicians alike), the brains behind the throne were those of Torrio. Colosimo was content to leave things in the hands of his wife’s cousin while he toyed with his own merchandise and generally displayed himself about town, finally leaving the elderly and increasingly fat Mrs Colosimo for a young singer, Dale Winters. She and Colosimo dreamed of her performing grand opera. Caruso was invited to hear her sing and, with a favourable report from both him and the conductor Cleofonte Campanini, she enrolled in the Chicago Musical College. Colosimo married her in April 1920 in French Lick, Indiana. The former Mrs Colosimo received $50,000 in the divorce settlement about which she claimed to have heard nothing until it was already final. Two weeks after the divorce she married Antonio Villani, a small-time criminal twenty years her junior.


By 1919 Torrio, adopting the principle that it is necessary to change in order to maintain the status quo, was keen to take advantage of the forthcoming Volstead Act which brought with it Prohibition. Curiously, he had difficulty in explaining the benefits to the besotted Colosimo. It appears he eventually persuaded him to take an interest but now the great man’s heart belonged not in business but to Dale. He would allow Torrio only to acquire sufficient liquor to stock their own brothels and speakeasies rather than deal on the open market. He was becoming an encumbrance.


On 11 May 1920, four months after Prohibition came into force, Torrio arranged for Colosimo to be at his café to receive a shipment of whisky. An unknown man leaped from the checkroom and shot Colosimo twice in the back of the head.


On hearing the news, Torrio, who had a cast-iron alibi, was suitably upset. “Big Jim and me were like brothers,” he is reported to have said. He arranged the funeral with a silver and mahogany casket costing $7,500, and those who were to act as honorary or active pall-bearers included two congressmen, three judges, one federal judge designate, ten aldermen (including Bathhouse Coughlin who led the prayers) and a state representative. The Mayor of Chicago, William “Big Bill” Thompson, had the sense both to be occupied and to send personal representatives. Mr Coughlin paid tribute to Colosimo’s charity: “You know what he did? He fixed up an old farmhouse for broken-down prostitutes. They rested up and got back into shape and he never charged them a cent.”


Police inquiries into the murder latched on to Frankie Yale, brought by Torrio from New York for the purpose. Indeed, a waiter who was an eyewitness travelled to New York, to which Yale had returned, to identify him. On the journey the waiter sensibly changed his mind and went back to the Midwest leaving Colosimo’s death unsolved.
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