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PREFACE




“It was an age of miracles, it was an age of art, it was an age of excess, and it was an age of satire.”

—F. Scott Fitzgerald, “Echoes of the Jazz Age” (1931)

WHEN FITZGERALD PUBLISHED HIS WISTFUL EULOGY TO THE JAZZ AGE IN November 1931, he conceded that it was “too soon to write about the Jazz Age with perspective.” Yet even then, only two years after the stock market came crashing down, he knew that it was over. The glorious era depicted in The Great Gatsby had “leaped to a spectacular death in October, 1929,” he wrote, “as if reluctant to die outmoded in its bed.”

Fitzgerald’s nostalgia for the Jazz Age is understandable. The postwar boom had ushered in a decade of prosperity and permissiveness that fostered artistic innovation, cultural enlightenment, and sexual freedom. The Harlem Renaissance elevated Black writers and artists, and the popularization of jazz introduced white audiences to the revolutionary musical form, inspiring dance crazes, hit Broadway musicals, and dazzling nightclubs.

Yet, the spirit of tolerance that nurtured social and cultural progress was also exploited by darker elements. Gangsters trafficked in liquor, narcotics, gambling, and prostitution, virtually unchecked by police and prosecutors, many of whom were tainted themselves. New Yorkers tolerated the crime and corruption while the economy was booming, but their patience dried up with the arrival of the Great Depression in 1929, setting the stage for an explosive political crisis that permanently reshaped the city.

This conflict, while local in scope, reflects a more universal theme in American history—the clash between two national ideals, freedom and virtue. Our veneration of freedom is often associated with Revolutionary War heroes and intrepid pioneers, though the same impulse has also guided more notorious historical figures, like outlaws and robber barons who have interpreted liberty as license. By contrast, our fixation with virtue is usually linked to Puritan settlers seeking to build “a city upon a hill.” While the moralizing impulse has occasionally provoked witch hunts and other forms of intolerance, it has also inspired abolitionists and civil rights leaders to fight the evils of slavery and racism.

These two competing aspirations, freedom and virtue, crashed together during the Jazz Age. At the dawn of the Roaring Twenties, moralists enacted Prohibition and other vice laws to preserve the nation from sin. Libertines fought back, defying the interdictions and casting off the old taboos. In big cities like New York, the latter gained the upper hand. Artists, entertainers, and ordinary citizens crowded into jazz clubs, speakeasies, theaters, and brothels, indulging in vice as a creative act of defiance. This was the joyful debauchery that F. Scott Fitzgerald eulogized.

Yet for every Fitzgerald, for every Duke Ellington, Josephine Baker, and Langston Hughes, there was an Arnold Rothstein, the inspiration for Meyer Wolfsheim in Gatsby, who grew rich from gambling and bootlegging. More ominous still were the crooked bosses of Tammany Hall, the political machine that controlled the city. Even Governor Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who needed Tammany’s support to fulfill his presidential aspirations, dared not cross the bosses. At the head of the libertine parade marched New York’s beloved mayor, Jimmy Walker. Known as the Night Mayor for his patronage of theaters and clubs—often accompanied by his mistress Betty Compton, a Broadway star—the charming playboy embodied both the hedonism and the corruption of the era.

Ten years later, as the decade came to a close, a new champion of American virtue rose to prominence, a former judge named Samuel Seabury whose sanctimonious manner led people to call him “the Bishop.” Though he descended from generations of Protestant clergymen, Judge Seabury’s crusade wasn’t religious. He demanded honest government and denounced the corruption of Tammany Hall. Empowered by the governor to investigate corrupt cops and judges, he exposed the rot that permeated New York City’s justice system.

In the midst of the furious confrontation between Seabury and Tammany, there emerged a woman of no obvious importance, all but forgotten today. Vivian Gordon was an actress turned prostitute and gold digger who seduced rich men and then blackmailed them. Her victims included some of the city’s most prominent businessmen, but she was also a victim herself, twice over. In 1923, a dirty cop and a ruthless judge sent her to prison on a dubious prostitution charge, depriving her of her young daughter and destroying her reputation, which consigned her to a life of crime. Then in 1931, unknown killers strangled her with a dirty rope and dumped her body in a public park.

The story of Vivian Gordon’s murder was irresistible to new tabloid-size newspapers like the Daily News, which eagerly published lurid details about the illicit activities of the “Broadway Butterfly.” But what made the case explode across the headlines of every paper in the city and ricochet into newspapers around the world was the discovery that five days before her murder, she had met with one of Judge Seabury’s investigators. Amid feverish speculation that police officers had executed her to keep her quiet, Governor Roosevelt reluctantly agreed to expand Seabury’s authority. As the police hunted for Vivian Gordon’s killers, Seabury’s investigators worked their way up the Tammany hierarchy, culminating in a dramatic showdown between Judge Seabury and Mayor Walker in Governor Roosevelt’s executive office. The outcome of their extraordinary confrontation ultimately liberated New York City from Tammany’s grasp and transformed it into the modern metropolis that we know today.

Judge Seabury and Vivian Gordon, the Bishop and the Butterfly, are long gone. Yet the friction between those two paradoxical ideals, virtue and freedom, still shapes our destiny in ways both hopeful and ominous. The fascinating forgotten story of Vivian Gordon’s murder and its dramatic consequences illuminates an exciting moment in American history, but it also offers clues to help us better understand and appreciate our world today.







DRAMATIS PERSONAE
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La Guardia, Fiorello H.: Mayor of New York City (R) (1934–45)
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Walker, James “Jimmy” John: Mayor of New York City (D) (1926–32)

Weston, John C.: Assistant district attorney, New York County, confessed to taking bribes

Wise, Stephen S.: Reform rabbi, founder of the City Affairs Committee
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MURDER ON MOSHOLU
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Investigators stand on Mosholu Avenue across from the ditch where Vivian Gordon’s body was found in the Bronx’s Van Cortlandt Park on February 26, 1931.











CHAPTER 1
A MOTH THAT LOVES THE FLAME




A PALE SUN EASED OVER THE HILLS OF VAN CORTLANDT PARK, POLISHING bare branches to a yellow glint, sketching faint shadows on frost-glazed grass. The warm weather had thawed the ancient brook that bisects the park. Free of winter’s grip, it gurgled through the valley and washed into a narrow, slush-choked lake beside an overgrown golf course. Skaters and curlers were usually out on the ice this time of year, but the red ball that signaled safe skating had been lowered and DANGER signs posted for good measure. Most people in the park at this hour were passing through along the macadam-paved Mosholu Avenue that meandered east to west, curling around the lake. Traffic was light, mostly commuters and delivery trucks. Just below the embankment, in a gully 500 feet from the edge of the park, a single white glove hung from a bush, fluttering in the breeze.1

The forest had never left this corner of the Bronx. Unlike Central Park’s sculpted gardens, Van Cortlandt’s designers let the raw wilderness remain. Oak, maple, and hickory shaded the rocky highlands, giving way to marshes and meadows below. White-tailed deer, coyotes, and wild turkeys roamed the woods. “If you want to see what much of New York looked like before it was developed, this is it,” a park administrator proclaimed. In the old days, the Wiechquaskeck tribe of the Lenape lived here, hunting and foraging in the forest, planting maize and beans in the fields, and fishing in the stream. There’s a myth published in official park literature that Mosholu was the Wiechquaskecks’ name for the creek, derived from an Algonquin phrase meaning “smooth or round stones.” In fact, Mosholu was the name of a nearby settlement, likely christened in the early nineteenth century to honor Mushulatubbee, a Choctaw chief who fought with the Americans in the War of 1812. His name was an amalgamation of the words amosholi, “to try hard,” and ubi, “to kill.”2

Three East 236th Street is a trim little house on the eastern border of the park, just north of where the old Mosholu Avenue once emerged from the woods. In the winter of 1931, a middle-aged man named Emanuel Kamna lived there with his wife, in-laws, and two daughters. He had enlisted with the National Guard in his twenties and never left the military. He’d patrolled the Mexican border during the Pancho Villa Expedition and survived the shell-shredded trenches of Flanders during the Great War. After returning from Europe with an honorable discharge, he found work at the Kingsbridge Armory, south of the park, where he earned $7 a day maintaining guns and rifles for the National Guard’s 27th Division. The wages were modest, but he was lucky to have a job. These were the early days of the Great Depression, before shantytowns mushroomed in the parks, when bankers and merchants still spoke wistfully about an imminent improvement in business conditions. But the unemployment rate was closing on 20 percent, and the breadlines grew longer with each passing day. The shock of the stock market crash had been replaced by a deepening sense of malaise.3

The armory was three miles from Kamna’s house, an hour’s walk with a pleasant stretch through the park. On February 26, 1931, he was crossing the Mosholu Avenue just before 7:00 a.m. when he saw it—the white glove caught on a bramble beside the roadway, just hanging there as if someone had left it to dry. Then he looked down into the gully and saw its owner. He had encountered enough corpses to recognize death. He saw it in the contortion of her neck, the hands folded neatly together as if smoothing out her dress, the eyes wide open. He lingered for a moment but did not approach. Instead, he turned back to the road and held up his arm to hail an automobile. A delivery truck from the Tidewater Oil Company rumbled to a stop. Kamna told the driver what he’d seen, and they drove out of the park in search of a phone. By the time the news hit the press later that day, the story had gotten mangled. The truck driver was credited with finding the body while walking to work. Kamna returned to the armory and faded into obscurity.4

But the news of his gruesome discovery blazed on without him as the mysterious murder ignited New York’s collective imagination. Like a wildfire in a windstorm, it flared in unexpected directions, leaping from tree to tree until it scorched vast territories far from the original spark. By the time the conflagration burned out in 1932, the mayor had resigned in disgrace, and Tammany Hall, the fearsome political machine that had ruled New York City for a century, lay a smoldering ruin. Then, amid the ashes and rubble, a modern metropolis took root and reached for the sky.

Inspector Henry Engelbert Bruckman didn’t look much like the chiseled heroes of detective films. His face was full and fleshy, with a soft chin that faded into his neck and an incongruously sharp nose. Congenital bags under his eyes made him look gloomy and fatigued. He was tough, though, six-foot-two and solid. As a rookie, he’d distinguished himself by knocking out five members of the Hudson Dusters gang in “one of the liveliest street fights ever seen in Greenwich Village.” Yet his superiors were more impressed by his “quick, incisive mind,” “amazingly retentive memory,” and “uncanny eye for detail.” His detective work was meticulous, characterized by dogged fact-finding rather than swift leaps of intuition. Faced with a challenging case, he would spend long hours searching for clues and fitting them into position like puzzle pieces until a picture emerged from the mosaic.5

He was one of the rare police officers of the era who won promotions for competence rather than political fealty. High-level hiring decisions were usually determined by the Tammany Hall bosses, who prized loyalty over independence. Bruckman’s colleague, Inspector Lewis Valentine, had been demoted after he annoyed Tammany leaders by arresting well-connected gamblers. Bruckman wasn’t a crusader like Valentine; he kept his head down and avoided politics. But he was honest, diligent, and tenacious. Raised in a tenement house in Yorkville on the Upper East Side of Manhattan by parents who were German immigrants, he spent twenty-five years on the force, methodically passing the required civil-service exams and climbing the ranks to become Bronx Borough Inspector* at the age of forty-five, despite having only an eighth-grade education.6

Bruckman’s ascent coincided with a revolution in organized crime. The Hudson Dusters gang was old-school, an unruly crew of Irish hoodlums reminiscent of the nineteenth-century ruffians portrayed in Gangs of New York. When Bruckman scrapped with the Dusters in 1905, they were already headed toward oblivion, soon to be supplanted by a new breed of gangster. A few of the Dusters played poker in the prop room of Oscar Hammerstein’s Victoria Theatre. They were often joined by an awkward, pale-faced teenager who spoke little but carried a roll of bills that grew thicker over the course of the night. Sometimes he lent money to his fellow gamblers at steep rates. Within a few years, the teenager, Arnold Rothstein, had become one of New York’s richest men. In addition to playing high-stakes poker, he waged hundreds of thousands of dollars on horse races and usually won. He bet on baseball, too, and was blamed for fixing the 1919 World Series, though his role in the scandal is a matter of dispute. Gambling was only one of his many revenue streams, however. He was also a bookmaker and a loan shark. He underwrote bail bonds, financed nightclubs and casinos, arranged police protection for criminal operations, and supplied thugs-for-hire to participate in violent labor strikes—as either strikers or strikebreakers, depending on who was paying. Known as “The Brain,” “The Bankroll,” and “The Man Uptown,” he had dealings with almost every major criminal and corrupt politician in New York City. “Rothstein’s main function was organization,” wrote biographer Leo Katcher. “He provided money and manpower and protection. He arranged corruption—for a price. And, if things went wrong, Rothstein was ready to provide bail and attorneys. He put crime on a corporate basis when the proceeds of crime became large enough to warrant it.”7

After the Volstead Act outlawed the sale of liquor in the United States in 1920, Rothstein swooped into the bootlegging business. He established a whiskey-smuggling operation from Canada—across Lake Ontario and down the Hudson River—and soon added overseas routes from Britain and Cuba. He also financed local bootleggers and provided them with trucks and drivers in return for a cut of the proceeds. Smuggling and bootlegging were highly profitable—a case of Scotch could be purchased for $75 in London and sold for $300 in New York—but the business was risky. Rothstein mitigated interference from authorities through bribes and political favors, but hijacking became a constant threat. A truck full of expensive liquor was an attractive target for bandits, and victimized bootleggers had no legal recourse to recover their stolen contraband.8

To protect his merchandise, Rothstein hired one of his labor-strike thugs, a former Hudson Duster named Jack Diamond. Skinny and pale, with brooding eyebrows and hard, gray eyes, Diamond was a dashing publicity hound who favored a chinchilla coat, white silk scarf, and wide-brimmed, white felt hat. People called him “Legs,” possibly because of his youthful prowess as a truck bouncer—a petty thief who pilfered packages from delivery trucks and sprinted away. By the time he reached his twenties, Diamond was stealing entire trucks. He was vicious, cunning, and unencumbered by sentiment or conscience, a man well-suited for the violence of the Prohibition Era. Arnold Rothstein hired Legs and his brother Eddie to ride shotgun on his delivery trucks for $7.50 a day and didn’t object when they moonlighted by hijacking his competitors.9

In 1921, Legs Diamond asked Rothstein to help him start his own bootlegging operation. Rothstein, who preferred to let others do the dirty work, agreed to provide financing, legal services, and protection from the cops. With his support, Legs established a well-organized crime gang with rackets all over town, including burglary, hijacking, bootlegging, and narcotics. Some of the most notorious gangsters of the era got their start under Diamond, including Charles “Lucky” Luciano and Arthur Flegenheimer, better known as Dutch Schultz. Unlike the clannish Hudson Dusters, they had diverse ethnic backgrounds. The Diamond brothers were second-generation Irish immigrants raised in Philadelphia and Brooklyn. Schultz was an Austrian Jew from Yorkville. Luciano was born in Sicily and grew up on the Lower East Side. “Diamond was the organizer of the first really modern mob in New York,” recalled Schultz’s lawyer, “Dixie” Davis. “As distinguished from the old loosely knit gangs, the mob was a compact business organization with a payroll of gunmen who worked for a boss.”10

The Diamond mob was short-lived, however. Legs was a difficult boss: cruel and capricious, prone to explosive rages, and devoid of loyalty. When his minions split to start their own operations, brutal turf wars ensued. Diamond allied with a bellicose Brooklyn rum runner named Vannie Higgins to shut out his erstwhile protégé, Dutch Schultz. Meanwhile, Lucky Luciano went to work for Mafia boss Joe Masseria during the brutal Castellammarese War, which pitted the Italian crime families against each other. Flush with money, equipped with shotguns and modern submachine guns, the mobsters battled for power, profit, and vengeance. “Prohibition has brought into existence an organization of crime and criminal such as no other country on the face of the globe has ever known,” observed actuarial scientist Frederick Hoffman in 1930. “Gangsters and gunmen are being killed almost day after day, forming a not inconsiderable item in the large number of homicidal deaths.”11
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A composite news photo from c. 1929, left to right: Ed Diamond, brother of Jack; Jack “Legs” Diamond, Thomas “Fatty” Walsh, and Charles “Lucky” Luciano.




Arnold Rothstein was one of the statistics, gunned down during a business meeting at the glamorous Park Central Hotel in 1928, allegedly over a gambling debt. When a detective asked him who’d done it as he lay dying in the hospital, he put a trembling finger to his lips and whispered, “You know me better than that, Paddy.”* Two years later, hit men busted into Jack Diamond’s suite at the Monticello Hotel near Central Park and drilled him with five bullets—reportedly payback by Vannie Higgins after Legs double-crossed him. After they left him for dead, he swigged two shots of whiskey, stumbled out of his room in his red silk pajamas, and collapsed in the hallway. Fifty-one gangsters had already been killed that year, and the surgeon expected him to join their ranks, but Diamond, who had survived two previous shootings, pulled through again. “His ability to recover from what ambulance surgeons always declare at first to be fatal wounds have made him the clay pigeon of the underworld,” marveled the New York Herald Tribune. Vannie Higgins, who was in Montreal to negotiate a bootlegging deal, sent Legs a sardonic telegram, “Better luck next time, old pal.” But like Rothstein, Diamond confounded the police by refusing to name the shooters, dismissing all questions with a shake of the head and a twisted smile.12

The upsurge in violent crime was especially pronounced on Inspector Bruckman’s home turf. When he moved to the Bronx in 1908, many of his colleagues scorned the city’s northern borough as a rural backwater where inept and insubordinate cops were sent to patrol the unpaved roads on horseback. For Bruckman, an up-and-coming detective, it was a place to raise a family and train homing pigeons that he kept on the roof, not to advance his career, so he continued to commute to rougher Manhattan neighborhoods like Greenwich Village and the Tenderloin* for several years. But while he was pursuing gangsters and murderers downtown, new subway lines and elevated tracks snaked through the Bronx, followed by houses and apartment buildings that sprouted along the transit routes like saplings on a riverbank. The population of the Bronx sextupled between 1900 and 1930, transforming the sleepy borough of 200,000 into a teeming metropolis of 1.3 million, larger than Los Angeles, the country’s fifth-biggest city at that time. As the population boomed, policing the Bronx became a serious business, and Bruckman eventually transferred to a precinct closer to home.13

But it was the Volstead Act that ignited the crime wave that blazed through the borough in the 1920s. After Dutch Schultz deserted Diamond’s gang, he set up a sprawling beer distribution network in Harlem and the Bronx, which included trucks, warehouses, speakeasies, nightclubs, and a brewery in Yonkers. His only serious competition in the northern reaches of the city was an Italian syndicate controlled by Ciro Terranova, known as “the Artichoke King” because of his monopoly on artichoke imports into the city. To avoid conflict, Schultz formed an alliance with Terranova and offered the Italians a cut of the profits.14

Schultz was almost the antithesis of his former boss. Where Diamond was reckless, impulsive, and vain, Schultz was measured, methodical, and camera-shy. His appearance was plain—average height and weight, dark-haired, with a round face and a crooked nose—and he was a sloppy dresser. He also lacked Diamond’s sadistic streak, though he didn’t shy from using violence to muscle out the competition, and he allegedly dropped one of his own henchmen into the East River with cement shoes. Another of his lieutenants, Vincent “Mad Dog” Coll, pioneered the fine art of drive-by shooting. In the summer of 1930, Coll split from Schultz’s gang and started up a rival bootlegging operation in the Bronx. Schultz went to war against his erstwhile lieutenant, and machine-gun fire rattled the streets of the formerly bucolic borough.15

Amid the bloody turf battles and vendettas, the Bronx Borough Inspector had plenty of work. A woman’s body dumped in Van Cortlandt Park was not as shocking as it would have been a decade earlier, but it was still serious enough to merit Bruckman’s personal attention. He worked out of the old Bathgate Station in the 48th Precinct, a boxy, yellow-brick, Renaissance-style edifice about four miles from the crime site. By the time his patrol car pulled onto the shoulder of the Mosholu Avenue, several officers had already arrived at the scene. Now that the sun was up, the body was plainly visible from the road, lying on its side in the leafless underbrush below the embankment. Bruckman could see that, even in death, the victim was a beautiful woman with wavy, reddish-brown hair, cut fashionably short. She looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties, of average height and weight. She was dressed as if for a party, in a black velvet cocktail dress trimmed with cream lace and gunmetal-gray stockings. One black velvet pump with a studded buckle lay on the ground nearby, along with a black straw hat and a white kid glove. There were bruises on her face, and her dress was torn and scrunched up to her hips, exposing pink silk panties. A noose, fashioned from what looked like a dirty, six-foot clothesline, squeezed her throat so tightly that it broke the skin. The killer had tied a single knot behind the slipknot to hold it in place, then wrapped the rope around her neck two more times for good measure.16
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A Daily News photo of the clothesline, entangled with strands of Vivian Gordon’s hair, used to strangle her, February 26, 1931.




A young doctor had already examined the body before Bruckman arrived. He introduced himself as Ralph Drews, a surgical resident from nearby Fordham Hospital, and confirmed that the victim had died of strangulation. He estimated that she’d been dead for four or five hours before her body was discovered, which would put her death at two or three in the morning. The evening wear suggested that she’d been to a nightclub or speakeasy. Noting that the dress was slightly worn on one side, Bruckman speculated that she might have been a waitress or cigarette girl and had perhaps abraded the material by brushing against the tables. Despite the stylish clothing, she wore no coat, purse, or jewelry, though her finger bore an impression from a ring, which suggested robbery. Yet simple thieves would not likely take the trouble to garrot their victim. There was no sign of struggle in the grass or bushes, so she’d probably been killed elsewhere and dumped at this spot. Lacking any obvious conventional explanation, Bruckman initially conjectured that she may have been the victim of a “maniac.”17

The next step was to identify the body, which could be difficult since she wasn’t carrying any papers or identification. Bruckman ordered fingerprints taken as a matter of course, though these would only be useful if she had a criminal record. More likely, some relative would come forward once the story hit the press. Sensational homicides sold plenty of papers in New York, and the mysterious strangulation of a beautiful white woman was as sensational as it gets. The newfangled tabloid papers, the Daily News and the Mirror, which fixated on crime and sex, would go wild. Sure enough, a gang of reporters arrived at the scene almost immediately and began snapping pictures and poking around in the bushes. Bruckman gamely shared his theories with them as they scribbled notes.

[image: ]
Police prepare to move Gordon’s body from Van Cortland Park, February 26, 1931.




As it turned out, he was wrong about the fingerprints. He soon received word that the wizards downtown, with their pigeonholes of index cards, had matched the loops and whorls from the dead woman’s fingers. Her name, apparently, was Mrs. Benita F. Bischoff. In 1923, she’d been convicted of “vagrancy,” a legal catchall for various misdemeanors, including alcoholism, homelessness, and prostitution—the most common charge against young women. The magistrate had sentenced her to a minimum of six months at the New York State Reformatory for Women at Bedford Hills, New York, an unusually harsh penalty for a first offense. Initially released after six months, she was returned twice for parole violations and finally completed her sentence in November 1926.18

Four months later, she was arrested again at a luxury hotel on Times Square. The assistant manager reported that she’d run through the halls shouting for the police and the fire department. When the cops arrived, she claimed that two men had invited her to their hotel suite and then robbed her of $50. But the men had disappeared, and she admitted that she’d been drinking, so she was booked for disorderly conduct, though the charges were later dismissed. Her fingerprints matched those of the vagrancy arrest from 1923, but this time she told the police that her name was Vivian Gordon.19

In May 1929, Vivian Gordon’s name again appeared in the court record, this time as the victim of a robbery. She accused a young woman named Jean Stoneham, who had been staying with her, of stealing a dress and a hat. Stoneham was arrested, but Gordon ultimately chose not to press charges, and the case was dropped. Stoneham’s name was known to the police. Later, in 1930, she had an affair with Vannie Higgins, the Brooklyn bootlegger, and detectives had interrogated her about the attempted assassination of Legs Diamond at the Monticello.20

On March 1 1930, Benita Bischoff, alias Vivian Gordon, was picked up at another Times Square hotel following a late-night party in one of the suites. The police found her on a fire escape at 7:00 a.m. with severe bruises on her face and head, screaming hysterically that she’d been assaulted and accusing her escort of orchestrating the attack. According to the hotel clerk, the couple had registered as Mr. and Mrs. Lerner of New Orleans, but the woman told the police that her name was Vivian Martin and that her escort was Frederick “Teddy” Schweinler, president of Schweinler Press. His ten-story printing house spanned an entire block in Greenwich Village, producing seven million magazines a month for Harper’s Weekly, McClure’s Magazine, and other prominent periodicals.* The woman said that Schweinler had fled the scene, but as the cops began to question her, she referred them to her lawyer, John A. Radeloff, with offices at 66 Court Street in Brooklyn. Detectives later followed up with him to determine whether Vivian Martin wished to press charges. He informed them that his client’s name was Vivian Gordon and that she did not wish to press criminal charges but had filed a civil suit against Schweinler for $50,000.21

A few months later, on August 7, 1930, the woman was once again arrested in the lobby of a Midtown hotel after a man named Joseph Radlow accused her of blackmailing him. In court, he testified that she told him, “If I don’t get $1,000, I’ll go down to the district attorney’s office and to the United States attorney and prefer charges against you and also to the newspapers and tell them all about you.” He said that she threatened to report him for sex trafficking and forgery. But Joseph Radlow lacked Teddy Schweinler’s money and reputation. He was a convicted con man and sometime columnist for the New York Evening Post who wrote about securities fraud under the byline E. X. Swindler. The charges against Vivian Gordon were swiftly dismissed. Curiously, her attorney, John Radeloff, once again figured into the story. In addition to representing her, he was also Radlow’s first cousin—Radeloff and Radlow were Americanized variants of the same Russian last name. According to Joseph Radlow, his cousin Radeloff advised him that “it was cheaper to send her some money than to have her squawking all over town.”22

The woman had one other minor arrest, in 1930, for public intoxication and disorderly conduct after a dispute with a taxi driver over the fare. In that instance, as well as in the Radlow case, she’d given the name Vivian Gordon. And there was an address: 156 East 37th Street, Apartment 3C, in Manhattan. That was the information Inspector Bruckman needed. He gathered his team and headed downtown.23

Within a few years, East 37th Street would become a traffic-choked conduit for the new Queens–Midtown Tunnel, but in 1931, it was still a quiet side street in a fashionable neighborhood lined by elegant brownstones, a few blocks from J. Pierpont Morgan’s mansion and Tiffany’s jewelry store. Bruckman was impressed by the victim’s residence—a brand-new ten-story apartment building with a modern elevator. According to the superintendent, the woman who called herself Vivian Gordon had lived there for a couple of years, paying $150 a month for a one-bedroom apartment. She’d told the staff that she was an artist and that her husband was a mining engineer. The super described her as quiet and polite but said that she kept odd hours, often departing late and returning after dawn. The elevator attendant reported that she’d left the building around 11:30 the night before, wearing a mink coat, diamond ring, and diamond-studded watch, none of which had been found at the crime scene. “It was her usual hour of departure,” he added.24

Gordon’s apartment was on the third floor in the rear of the building, shielded from street noise. The walls were painted orchid-purple and adorned with tapestries and paintings. Persian rugs and oak furniture with leather and velvet upholstery graced the living room. A small work studio contained an easel with oil paints, a sewing table with a half-finished dress, a violin and a clarinet. Two half-filled whiskey glasses and an empty pint flask stood on a porcelain table in the kitchen. In the bedroom, costumed boudoir dolls with papier mâché faces—a fad among sophisticated women—lounged on the double bed. A large oval mirror stood on a wooden dresser stuffed with French finery and lingerie. Beside it, a folding picture frame held two photographs. One pane presented a glamorous headshot of the murder victim. Bare-shouldered, she glanced sidelong and pursed her lips with a faint, sad smile. Her auburn hair billowed over her ears. Dark eyeliner emphasized the almond shape of her eyes, and lipstick molded her mouth into a Cupid’s bow. She rested one hand gently against her chest and turned her head as if gazing at someone across her shoulder. The second pane held a full-length portrait of a young girl, about six years old, photographed from the side. Wearing ballet slippers, bedecked with clownish frills and ruffles, she balanced on tiptoes and leaned forward with her hands on her hips. Her round face turned toward the camera with a saucy pout that hinted at Gordon’s expression in the opposite pane. Yet, there were no signs of a child in the apartment, no toys or children’s clothes.25

There were documents, though, boxes of them. In one, Bruckman discovered a poem, apparently composed by Gordon, that hinted at her crimes and seemed to foretell her fate.


I’m a lady of the evening

And while youth and beauty last,

I never worry who will pay my rent.

For a while I’ll be in clover,

And when easy days are over

I know I’ll go the way that all

My predecessors went.

I’m a lady of the evening

With a morning glory’s beauty.

The payment for my raiment

I get in devious ways.

When some big and wealthy brute

Wants to love me cause I’m cute,

I admit that I submit

Because it pays.

I’m a lady of the evening

Just like Cleopatra was.

The Queen of Sheba also played my game.

Though by inches I am dying,

There’s not any use in crying.

I stay and play cause I’m that way,

A moth that loves the flame.26



Gordon’s handwriting was quite legible, even graceful, with idiosyncratic flourishes. She dotted her i’s with circles and crossed her t’s with long, slanting slashes. Her capital M resembled a hut composed of three vertical bars with a horizontal line hovering above. The poetry spoke to her sophistication and artistry, apiece with the paintings on the walls, the musical instruments, and the half-finished dress. Whatever Vivian Gordon had been, she was no ordinary streetwalker.

Yet more pertinent to Bruckman’s investigation were other writings that he discovered with the poems: three black, leather-bound datebooks for the years 1929, 1930, and 1931. Each day had its own page, with a timeline running down the left column, but the times had been ignored, and freeform sentences tumbled down the pages like diary entries. The notes were terse, sometimes just a few disjointed phrases. The first entry, on January 1, 1929, read simply:


J. A. R. 16.40 paid.



The same initials appeared again on January 31:


Went to hospital—girl. (Kennedy). Riverdale, East New York. J. A. R. paid Dr.—and hospital bill $600.



The third entry, on February 12, took a sudden dark twist:


Had to call Dr. Another operation necessary. Did not start this diary for reason other than to remind me of dates but think—advisedly so—that it’s best to put down things as they happen concerning John A. Radeloff—he is not to be trusted. He would stoop to anything.



The tone of Gordon’s ominous disclosure wasn’t confessional. She seemed to have recorded her suspicion for the sake of documentation rather than private self-reflection, a trail of evidence in case something happened to her. As Bruckman read on, it became apparent that Radeloff wasn’t just her lawyer; he was also her lover. According to the diary, the two had a bitter fight in February—Gordon called it a “finale”—followed by more death threats. “If anything happens to me, he is to blame,” she warned again. “He has henchmen.”

The lovers soon made up, but Radeloff’s threats continued. After their reconciliation, he casually mentioned that one of his legal clients, a convicted burglar named Sam Cohen, had offered to kill her for him. Radeloff assured her that he’d rejected the idea, yet his purpose in telling her this story was evident:


The threat has been made Sam Cohen (who is a client of J. A. R …)—has brought the thugs two of them—to J. A. R.’s office, so J. A. R. told me and he refused to let them do the trick. But how did they know J. and I had a scrap? Unless he told S. C. And why make a confidante of a common loft thief. The above info was conveyed to me by J. A. R. in my apt. after a reconciliation on Feb. 23. There is no denying that I am in love with J. A. R. and have reason to believe he is with me but still I list this info—in case—his man is, according to his statement, supposed to have said: “We’ll take her out somewhere no one will know what happened to her—every mark of identification will be missing, especially that ring”—meaning a $2,500 ring I wear.



At times, Gordon tried to extract herself from the relationship. “The end is here,” she declared in May. “From now on it’s just what I can get out of him until the ripe time to spring.” A few months later, she wrote, “J. A. R., he thinks maybe he’ll be friendly with me again. No! No! No! I’ve had enough of him.” Yet she couldn’t seem to quit him. Month after month, she obsessed over his criminal schemes, his marriage, his lovers, and the money he owed her. Her words smoldered with jealousy, contempt, and fear. Even after their love affair cooled, she continued to lend him money, employ his legal services, and collude with him in various schemes, both lawful and illicit.

At Radeloff’s suggestion, she set up a real estate holding company called the Vivigo Corporation and purchased vacant lots in Brooklyn and rental houses in Jamaica, Queens. Radeloff handled the corporate operations from his Brooklyn office, which allowed him to manage the rental income and mortgage payments.

He also persuaded Gordon to finance a plot by some of his associates to rob a Norwegian bank in the summer of 1929. On August 17, she wrote,


Supposed to get money from Norway today—another one of J. A. R.’s rotten deals. I gave him $1,500 (on his say so)—to H. Saunders for passage to Oslo, Norway, for himself and two others to clean up a bank there. The money was supposed to be cabled to my bank on this date (for safe keeping) until their return.



But the operation apparently hit a snag. Radeloff told Gordon that H. Saunders required more money to finish the job. When she refused to pay, the death threats resumed. “J. A. R. here again hinted about my getting killed,” she wrote, “saying ‘I’d better get my collar and shirt out of here. If you should get killed they’d look for me.’ ”

On August 19, she confronted him in front of his wife over $500 that he owed her and revealed their affair to her. “Met him just as he and his wife were coming out for a walk,” she wrote, “Read the riot act to him. She didn’t say a word. Dumb! Dumb! Dumb!”

The incident marked an inflection point in Gordon’s relationship with Radeloff. After the confrontation, she made another attempt to liberate herself from his influence, recorded for posterity in her diary:


J. A. Radeloff is the only one who is really an enemy of mine—because of certain things I have told his wife in retaliation for all the rotten things he has done to me—he was just using me for a “good thing,” treating me half civil—a necessary evil—as it were, because he knew he could borrow money from me—besides I have a mortgage of $11,300 (Eleven thousand dollars) due to close October 30. It wouldn’t surprise me a bit if he tried to have me killed so as to grab that money as there is no one close to me to put up a squawk if anything occurred—anything I have done to him he deserves 100 percent. more.



Gordon’s obsession with Radeloff did seem to abate after that, but she didn’t sever the relationship. She continued to employ him as her lawyer and loan him money, and he continued taking advantage of her. In June 1930, he collected rent from some of her tenants and spent the money on a drunken bender. “Has been drunk since Wednesday making himself big shot with my $’s,” she complained. “When I insisted on putting the screws to him, he gave one of his usual threats.”

Radeloff’s threats weren’t the only ones Gordon recorded in her diary. On March 27, 1929, she discussed the arraignment of “Gene Stoneman,” misspelling the name of Jean Stoneham, the gangster moll she’d accused of stealing her clothes:


10:30 court. Gene Stoneman out on bail. William Dinerstein of 257 W. 30th St. with her in court. Also a shady looking character who bears watching—Dinerstein paid bondsman. About one week before she left here she asked verbatim “Vivian, if you were found dead would I be questioned?” I answered “Yes.” She also bears watching—she’ll stoop to anything. Adjourned till Monday.



Gordon’s diary also related the incident with Teddy Schweinler on February 28, 1930:


Jimmie Fritz an acquaintance of 5 yrs ago—phoned—wanted me meet a friend—Theodore Schweinler, 405 Hudson St. T. S. seemed charming(?). T. S. and I went to Villa D’Este—he had 2 old fashion cocktail—I had 1 but gave it to him—then went to Broadway “Itch” place at 135 W. 45—Ye Gods, nothing but gangsters there—T. S. was singing my praises about being an artist, etc.

About 4 or 5 A. M. we left 135 W. 45—went across street to girl’s apt. Palace Hotel—presumably to have a drink with friends—two women & four men—also T. S. and S. W.—then the works—harrowing experience—I was nearly killed—everything taken from purse—while unconscious—went down fire escape to avoid more—police met on fire escape took me in lobby—Dr. wanted to get me morphine—I said NO nothing doing … about 10:15 Saturday A. M. Dr. came—ye Gods—concussion brain—2 broken ribs—bruises from head to foot.



And on August 7, Gordon described how Joseph Radlow, the con man, had entrapped her by offering to pay off a debt only to have her arrested on blackmail charges:


Joe Radlow—arrest—extortion—that—after I’ve given him three years to pay me—what he owes—first he cried his kid had mastoid—then his wife expected another child—then he went to jail (workhouse) then he got out—he pleaded for time—to get some money—then he phoned and agreed to meet me at McAlpin—saying he had 200—toward payment and would pay balance as soon as possible.27



But the $200 payment included marked notes used to incriminate her in the extortion charge. After the grand jury dismissed the charges, Gordon retaliated by filing a $50,000 lawsuit against Radlow.

After describing Radlow’s accusations in August, the diary entries trailed off for the remainder of the year, resuming only in the third datebook, 1931, a few weeks before her murder. The final entries were terse and cryptic, mostly concerned with money she was owed:


January 2: Corey, 10,358

January 3:

Saunders, note 1500, due Oct. 5, 1929, not paid. Corey $10,000 note.

J. Radlow handled by B. Fanger … lawsuit, 50,000 … money taken by police, 200.

F. Schweinler law suit, assault and battery—50,000, handled by J. A. Radeloff.

January 9: 450.—50—Dr. Eagle 20—Hartmann, 285 Madison Ave. 270 West 75th St.—3 a.

January 30: Saunders here.

January 31: Greenberg returned from A. C. Sunday

February 2: Stoney

February 4: I believe that John A. Radeloff and Sam Cohen pulled that jewelry deal alone.

February 5: Ring.

February 14: J. A. R. borrowed 25—to be returned Monday, 2/16/31.28



The final entry was a fitting coda to the contents of the three black datebooks, yet another loan to John A. Radeloff. Gordon had mentioned other potential suspects in the diary, including Jean Stoneham, Teddy Schweinler, and Joseph Radlow, as well as two pimps named Zeno and Doman, with whom she’d quarreled, and someone named Corey, to whom she’d lent $10,000. The detectives also found a $1,500 promissory note signed by Harry A. Saunders, presumably the “H. Saunders” mentioned in the diary. But the obvious suspect was the man who had repeatedly threatened her life. Radeloff had many possible motives—to exact retribution for exposing their affair, to steal Gordon’s mortgage payments, to escape his debts to her, and to prevent her from testifying about their criminal activities. He may have stopped her from talking, but her diary screamed accusations from beyond the grave. Inspector Bruckman immediately ordered the arrests of John A. Radeloff and his alleged henchman, Sam Cohen.29
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John Radeloff, left, and Samuel “Chowderhead” Cohen, right, appear in court in March 1931, after being arrested as material witnesses in the Gordon murder case.




There were still other mysteries to unravel, though. For one, the diaries didn’t explain how Vivian Gordon made a living. Prostitution wouldn’t cover a $150-per-month luxury apartment, let alone $10,000 loans and speculative real estate investments. Records found in her apartment indicated she’d invested over $75,000 in real estate—$1.5 million in today’s dollars. The detectives also found $11,000 worth of securities and a key to a safe-deposit box at the Bank of America, which might hold even more riches.30

The source of Gordon’s wealth was suggested by another black book the detectives found in the apartment, containing the names of hundreds of men. Some were gangsters, including Arnold Rothstein, Legs Diamond, and Vannie Higgins, but most were prominent businessmen and politicians: Jefferson Livingston, “the catsup king”; John A. Hoagland, “the baking powder playboy”; Broadway producer Murray Phillips; State Supreme Court Justice Selah B. Strong; former New York Secretary of State Francis Hugo. The list went on, 560 names in total. Some names were accompanied by addresses, phone numbers, and monetary figures. One of Bruckman’s detectives reckoned that the numbers were debts and concluded that Gordon was a loan shark. He colorfully described her as “a female Arnold Rothstein,” a phrase that later captured the imagination of the press. But Bruckman thought otherwise. Though they’d found some financial records among Gordon’s documents, there wasn’t enough to indicate a Rothstein-like operation. Bruckman suspected that the men listed in the black book were victims or perhaps targets in another kind of racket. According to his theory, Gordon wasn’t a prostitute, not just a prostitute anyway; she was an extortionist who seduced rich men and then blackmailed them.31

In addition to the list of men, there was another list, or rather a catalog, of forty to fifty women. Instead of monetary figures, their names were accompanied by phone numbers, physical descriptions—height, weight, and complexion—and nude photographs. Apparently, in addition to her other occupations, Vivian Gordon operated an escort service.32

There were also letters and gifts, hundreds of them, mostly from men listed in her black book. Joseph Haan, the “candy Croessus,” sent her a green leather glove box filled with sweets and a thank-you note. Samuel C. Herriman, millionaire patent lawyer, gifted her a bottle of Chicken Cock rye whiskey accompanied by a note, “from Sam to Vivian,” inscribed on stationery from the exclusive University Club in Midtown. Some correspondence was encoded, notably a mysterious set of telegrams sent from Revere, Massachusetts, a suburb of Boston. And not all the letters were cordial. The detectives found threatening notes from anonymous sources, written in lead pencil on cheap paper. One accused her of being “a dirty stool pigeon,” slang for a police informant. Another warned her to drop the suit against Teddy Schweinler. “You and that lawyer of yours had better watch your step or you’ll be sorry if you don’t,” the writer threatened in hackneyed prose. “Watch your step and lay off, or it will be just too bad for you.”33

Yet there was one letter that surpassed all the others in significance, a single typed page on the official letterhead of the Supreme Court of the State of New York, Appellate Division, dated February 17, 1931:

My dear Miss Gordon,

Your letter addressed to Mr. Kresel under the date of Feb. 7 has been turned over to me for attention. I should be glad to see you at the above address on Friday, Feb. 20, 1931, between the hours of 10 a.m. and 5 p.m.


Very truly yours,

Irving Ben Cooper34



Bruckman may not have recognized Cooper’s name, but every cop on the force knew of Isidor Kresel, the former prosecutor turned grand inquisitor. His interrogations of police officers on the vice squad had received front-page coverage all winter. The vice beat was known to attract grifters who supplemented their salaries by shaking down gamblers and prostitutes, but Kresel’s public exposure of police misconduct had brought shame on the entire department. The only man more reviled by the rank and file was Kresel’s boss, Samuel Seabury, a former state judge who’d made it his mission to take down Tammany Hall. Governor Franklin Delano Roosevelt had originally authorized Seabury to investigate corruption in the magistrates’ courts, city courts that handled petty crimes, but the crusading judge had expanded his inquiry to the vice squad. When he and Kresel uncovered a conspiracy between cops and prosecutors to frame innocent women as prostitutes, the press went wild.

In light of the scandal, a connection between Vivian Gordon’s murder and Seabury’s investigation was potentially explosive. If Gordon had accepted Irving Ben Cooper’s invitation, it would mean that she’d met with him just five days before her murder. People would jump to the conclusion that she’d been killed for squealing to the investigators, and they’d blame the cops for her death. The newspapers, especially the crime-obsessed tabloids, would turn what was already a sensational case into a public inferno. Millions of people all over the city, the state, even the country would be watching Bruckman’s progress and clamoring for him to find the killer. And if he failed, or if it turned out that the authorities were involved in the murder, the backlash could trigger an all-out war between Governor Roosevelt and Tammany Hall. After discovering the letter, Bruckman immediately notified Police Commissioner Edward Mulrooney. It would be a long night, the first of many.




	* The highest-ranking officer in the New York Police Department was the chief inspector, who reported directly to the police commissioner’s office. The five borough inspectors ranked just below the chief inspector.


	* “Paddy” was a derogatory label for Irish Americans.


	* The Tenderloin was a red-light district on the West Side of Manhattan between Fifth and Eighth avenues, originally concentrated in the mid-twenties in what is now Chelsea but eventually stretching north to include Times Square and Hell’s Kitchen. It owed its name to a nineteenth-century police captain who was so excited about the bribes he anticipated from his new precinct that he crowed, “I’ve been having chuck steak ever since I was on the force, and now I’m going to have a bit of tenderloin.”


	* The building has since been converted into a luxury condo residence called the Printing House, featuring loft-style apartments.










CHAPTER 2
NOTHING TO BE CONCERNED ABOUT




RIVER ICE STILL CLUNG TO MANHATTAN’S SHORES DESPITE THE MILD weather in late February, encasing the long wooden piers that jutted into the Hudson River like outstretched fingers. Cargo ships, unable to dock properly, nestled up to the jagged ice and hoisted their freight precariously through the air with ropes and nets. Farther from shore, the broad, briny mouth of the Hudson flowed free. Freighters, ferries, fishing boats, liners, and tugs jostled among drifting ice floes, delivering people and goods to the world’s busiest port throughout the winter.

But upstream from New York harbor, the Hudson’s frozen shoulders converged toward the center, squeezing the ice floes until they fused into a solid plane north of the city. To the west, steep palisades towered over the ice like gnarled brown giants, capped and bearded by snowy forests. To the east, a wooded ridge rose more gently from the riverbank, interrupted here and there by fishing villages, mill towns, and majestic estates tucked into the hills. Past Poughkeepsie, where the river straightened and the wind barreled through the valley, sleek iceboats on steel runners skimmed the surface at 75 mph. Franklin Delano Roosevelt had raced this stretch when he was a young man in the early 1900s, competing with other wealthy men from the Hudson Valley aboard a 28-foot ice yacht named Hawk, a Christmas gift from his mother. His family home in Hyde Park overlooked the river, a handsome mansion of yellow-brown stucco and stone commanding a wooded estate that sloped down to the water. He spent his childhood in those woods and on that river—swimming, sailing, skating, fishing, and riding the horses that his father bred.1

Roosevelt had been breeding horses and raising crops in the Hudson Valley for generations. Blessed with wealth and pedigree handed down from Dutch settlers of New Amsterdam, FDR’s paternal ancestors enjoyed quiet, dignified lives, content to leisurely steward their patrimonies from one generation to the next. His mother’s family, the Delanos, were similarly pedigreed but more enterprising. Descendants of Pilgrims from Plymouth Rock, they built fortunes in whaling and shipping, lost everything, and rebuilt it all again, ultimately bequeathing a large inheritance to Franklin’s mother, Sara.2

FDR chose a third path. His blue-blooded relations didn’t consider politics to be a respectable occupation for a gentleman, but his distant cousin Theodore had broken decorum to lead a spectacular political career. Franklin was a sophomore at Harvard when “Cousin Ted” became president. After graduation, he married Theodore’s niece, Eleanor Roosevelt, and followed her uncle’s example by attending Columbia Law School. The practice of law wasn’t his objective. An indifferent student, he managed to pass the bar and join a white-shoe firm in Manhattan but confided to a colleague that he hoped to enter politics at the first opportunity.

The career plan FDR proposed traced the exact course taken by Theodore—“first, a seat in the State Assembly, then an appointment as assistant secretary of the Navy … and finally the governorship of New York.” The governor of the largest state in the union, he maintained, “has a good chance to be president.”3

Twenty-four years later, in February 1931, Governor Franklin Delano Roosevelt was tantalizingly close to fulfilling his aspirations. He had followed the plan almost to the letter, substituting only the State Senate for the Assembly, and had already served two years as New York’s governor. Though he publicly denied plans to seek higher office, his political advisers were quietly preparing a presidential campaign for the 1932 election. Yet he was no longer the swaggering, callow youth who had raced ice yachts and boasted of grandiose aspirations. Shallow ambition and gauzy idealism had given way to deeper appreciation for the suffering of America’s working class and more sophisticated ideas about how to address the nation’s ills. He had learned to temper his snobbery and employ his infectious grin to charm politicians and voters across the socioeconomic spectrum.

The transformation was physical as well as mental. He had turned forty-nine at the end of January. Wrinkles lined his high forehead, and white streaks tinged his hair. His shoulders and torso were stronger than ever, but his legs, paralyzed by polio—or possibly an autoimmune disease*—in 1921, had atrophied. Wearing heavy steel braces, with a cane in one hand and a sturdy companion clutching his other arm, he could create the illusion of walking for a few steps, enough to hide the severity of his disability from voters in an era when being seen as an “invalid” was a political liability, but he would never race an ice yacht up the Hudson again.

The mighty river is much reduced as it skirts Albany, 150 miles north of the mouth, a humble waterway fit for a provincial capital with a fraction of New York City’s population. The governor’s mansion stands on a low hill surrounded by unassuming row houses about a mile from the water. It was originally constructed in a simple Italianate style before the Civil War. Subsequent owners embellished it with Victorian Gothic flourishes, affixing turrets, balconies, wraparound porches, and sloping mansard roofs until it resembled “the classic house on haunted hill,” as Franklin’s son Elliot described it. Some of the building’s staff members and residents, including at least one governor, believed it was actually haunted.4†

FDR occupied a large, sunny, second-floor bedroom in the corner of the building, which he often used as an auxiliary office. Propped up on pillows, he conversed with aides, signed papers, and even conducted interviews in his pajamas. He took breakfast in bed as well, reading the morning papers and smoking Camels though a slender cigarette holder while sunlight splashed through the big windows. “The newspapers are laid before him,” recounted journalist Earle Looker, a frequent visitor. “He turns the pages with an impatience which quickly finds the headlines and the editorials he desires.”

On the morning of February 27, 1931, the headline that caught Roosevelt’s eye concerned a woman named Vivian Gordon whose body had been discovered in the Bronx. Ordinarily, local homicide investigations were none of the governor’s business. New York City officials resented interference from Albany, and state leaders usually avoided entanglement in city politics. “At such an unpleasant moment the traditional aloofness of the Governor of a State might be expected,” Looker wrote. “Some gentlemen might withdraw into a sort of contemptuous isolation.”5
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Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt at his desk in Albany, 1931.




But this was no ordinary homicide case. The papers reported that the victim might have met with an investigator from Samuel Seabury’s anti-corruption commission days before her murder. Even the proud New York Times, which usually disdained sensational crime stories, elevated the explosive story to the top left column of its front page. Recognizing that the murder might precipitate political ramifications beyond New York City, FDR immediately resolved to apply the weight of the governor’s office to the homicide investigation. “I was witness to Roosevelt’s decision, the moment he had read the morning papers reporting the murder of Vivian Gordon, to build a fire under the authorities in New York City,” Looker continued. “He did so immediately by telephone, with incisive comments and alert questions.”6

Looker charitably ascribed the governor’s urgency to his zeal for justice, but Roosevelt had other reasons to press for a swift resolution. New York City was awash in corruption and crime, both of which had exploded during Prohibition, and Manhattan’s incompetent district attorney, Thomas C. T. Crain, had repeatedly failed to convict perpetrators in high-profile cases, starting with the unsolved murder of Arnold Rothstein. Though municipal justice was not technically the governor’s purview, the scandals and murders had nonetheless tarnished FDR’s reputation for effective leadership. A sensational news story about the murder of a beautiful extortionist threatened to draw even more national attention to the city’s broken justice system, which would be especially damaging if the police turned out to be responsible for her death. The longer her killer remained free, the greater the threat to Roosevelt’s presidential ambitions.

Yet he had to be cautious. If he pressed too hard on city officials, he risked antagonizing certain people whose support he’d need to win the Democratic presidential nomination. He knew, as everyone knew, that the center of power in New York City was not the mayor’s office in City Hall. It was thirty blocks north in a smoky room on the top floor of a broad, four-story building that still stands at the northeast corner of Union Square. The building’s façade is an homage to the founding of the republic. Massive columns and a triangular pediment evoke the neoclassical architecture of Federal Hall in downtown Manhattan, where George Washington swore the oath of office. The exterior walls were constructed with specially molded red bricks modeled on those Thomas Jefferson used to build Monticello. The building’s interior has been remodeled since FDR’s day, but there was once a ballroom on the third floor decorated with oil portraits and marble busts depicting former mayors, governors, and presidents, as well as other men, mostly forgotten, who wielded power more discreetly. An iron staircase spiraled up to a smaller chamber where rows of simple wooden chairs faced a large table. This was the inner sanctum where the Executive Committee of Tammany Hall convened. Thirty-five men representing every political district in New York City assembled here to select the officials responsible for running the municipal bureaucracy—prosecutors, judges, police commissioners, aldermen, and the mayor himself. Their influence radiated well beyond the five boroughs, though. They also selected New York City’s delegates at Democratic Party conventions, a massive voting bloc that allowed them to dictate nominations for statewide offices and play kingmaker at national presidential conventions. The organization’s mascot, a snarling tiger with coal-black eyes, was so notorious that newspapers across the country often referred to Tammany Hall as “the Tiger.”7
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Tammany Hall headquarters was located in several previous locations in New York before moving to 44 Union Square at East 17th Street, in 1929. The building is shown here in 1929, just after its completion.




Officially, the Society of St. Tammany was a fraternal order like the Elks Lodge and the Rotary Club. Founded in the 1780s, the original members were ordinary citizens—craftsmen, mechanics, merchants, and lawyers—united in their enthusiasm for patriotism and pageantry. They invented secret handshakes and fetishized Native American culture, adopting a legendary seventeenth-century Delaware chief, known as Tamanend or Tammany, as their patron saint. In the early days, they were mainly known for marching in parades with war paint and tomahawks. They called their leaders sachems and their rank-and-file braves; the back room of a tavern where they held their rites was their wigwam. In 1812, the growing organization moved into a building of its own with a large banquet room that held 2,000 guests. Henceforth, the society’s political wing and its headquarters were collectively known as Tammany Hall.8

Aaron Burr was the first to recognize Tammany’s political potential. Though never a member himself, he cultivated its leaders and enlisted them to campaign for the Jefferson-Burr presidential ticket in 1800. On his instructions, they drew up a roster of every voter in the city, including financial profiles and voting records. A three-person committee was assigned to each of the city’s ten election wards, overseen by a central steering committee, the precursor to the Executive Committee. Tammany’s electioneering helped Burr win New York, and he nearly became president after tying Jefferson for electoral votes. The House of Representatives decided the tiebreak in Jefferson’s favor, and Burr ultimately served one term as vice president before his duel with Alexander Hamilton ended his political career in 1804.9

One of Burr’s protégés, Martin Van Buren, later took up the mantle. A shrewd political operator, Van Buren used Tammany Hall to orchestrate Andrew Jackson’s presidential nomination in 1828. Politics was messy in the days before voter registration and secret ballots, but the elections in New York that year were exceptionally corrupt. Tammany braves towed cartloads of unnaturalized immigrants and underage boys from poll to poll, where they submitted pre-marked ballots. Others guarded polling stations and menaced opposition voters with hickory branches, a violent tribute to Jackson’s nickname, “Old Hickory.” The election was Tammany’s first attempt at large-scale voter fraud, a strategy that it would continue to hone for decades as it developed more sophisticated ways to manipulate elections, such as issuing fraudulent naturalization papers, stuffing ballot boxes, and bribing vote counters.10

The election of 1828 was groundbreaking in other ways as well. To consolidate President Jackson’s power and prepare the way for his own presidential campaign in 1836, Van Buren organized Jackson supporters from disparate cities and states into a cohesive national party. Tammany Hall represented the New York City chapter, the largest bloc in what soon became known as the Democratic Party. The new party brought novel methods to American politics. Victorious Democrats filled the government with party loyalists, a practice known as patronage. Rewarding supporters with administrative jobs wasn’t unprecedented, but the early Democrats used patronage far more aggressively than their predecessors, dismissing officials at every level of government and replacing them with unqualified partisans. When Senator William Marcy of New York famously defended his party’s practices by declaring, “to the victors belong the spoils of the enemy,” he inadvertently coined both a proverb and a label for the politics of the era: the spoils system.11

The spoils system that the Democrats initiated took root in America’s fertile soil and propagated like a weed—toxic, tenacious, and nearly indestructible. Leaders of the Whig Party denounced Democratic patronage but practiced it themselves when they came to power in the 1840s, as did the Republicans who supplanted the Whigs in the 1860s, starting with President Abraham Lincoln. It took Congress over half a century to enact civil-service laws to curb federal patronage, and the spoils system endured far longer in cities and states. Nowhere did the roots run deeper than on the island of Manhattan. A hundred years after Andrew Jackson’s election, Tammany Hall still made the hiring decisions in city government. The top boss selected candidates for important offices, and the Executive Committee ratified his choices. Lesser positions were filled by lieutenants further down the chain.

The biggest problem with New York City’s patronage system wasn’t the incompetence of civil servants, though there was plenty of that. It was the graft. Tammany’s sachems ruled a sprawling bureaucracy in one of the world’s wealthiest cities. There were countless ways to skim the riches and no accountability because the comptrollers, police, prosecutors, and judges owed their jobs to Tammany Hall. William M. Tweed, the most notorious of Tammany’s bosses, embezzled tens of millions of dollars from the city treasury in the 1860s. Other popular rackets included taking bribes and kickbacks from job applicants, contractors, and franchise seekers. Some Tammany bosses invested in real estate and then funneled public investment to the area to increase property values. The corruption started at the top, but it permeated all the way down. Building inspectors took bribes from developers. Beat cops shook down prostitutes. Under Tammany Hall, city workers answered to no one but their bosses, and their bosses were on the take.12

George Washington Plunkitt, a loquacious turn-of-the-century district boss, tried to excuse Tammany’s corruption with a euphemism. He drew a distinction between “dishonest graft,” under which he included blackmail and fraud, and “honest graft,” which he regarded as smart business. “I seen my opportunities and I took ’em,” he rationalized. As an example, he described an insider tip he’d received about a planned park project. “I got on to it, and went lookin’ about for land in that neighborhood,” he recounted. “I could get nothin’ at a bargain but a big piece of swamp, but I took it fast enough and held on to it. What turned out was just what I counted on. They couldn’t make the park complete without Plunkitt’s swamp, and they had to pay a good price for it. Anything dishonest in that?”13

But many New Yorkers weren’t so blasé about public servants profiting off the backs of the citizens or the fine line between legal and illegal corruption. Periodic Tammany scandals triggered waves of public outrage and inspired civic activists, known as “goo-goos,” who campaigned for good government. In 1871, Samuel Tilden, a disaffected Tammany operative, organized a citizens group known as the Committee of Seventy to investigate Boss Tweed. Twenty years later, Presbyterian minister Charles Parkhurst, president of the New York Society for the Prevention of Crime, toured brothels and gambling joints in disguise to expose police corruption. In the 1890s, Good Government clubs, modeled on Tammany clubhouses, organized “Fusion Party” tickets that united Republicans, independents, and anti-Tammany Democrats.

The Fusion campaigns had some short-lived successes. After Dr. Parkhurst’s exposure of police corruption outraged the city, New Yorkers elected a Republican mayor named William Strong, who ran on a Fusion ticket in 1894. As part of his effort to reform city government, Strong appointed Theodore Roosevelt police commissioner. Roosevelt had established a pugnacious reputation for battling the Tammany Tiger in the New York State Assembly, followed by six years taming federal patronage as a civil service commissioner in Washington, DC. Many hoped that he would clean up New York’s notoriously corrupt police force. But two years later, the reform wave had already subsided. Strong lost the next election to a Tammany nominee, and Roosevelt returned to Washington with little to show for his work in New York. “The fact is that a reformer can’t last in politics,” scoffed George Plunkitt. “He can make a show for a while, but he always comes down like a rocket.” The chief of police who served under Strong and Roosevelt lamented, “Tammany is not a wave; it’s the sea itself.”14

So it was when FDR began his political career. After winning his first legislative campaign in 1910, he and Eleanor rented a large brownstone near the capitol building in Albany. Unlike Theodore, Franklin was a Democrat, but he shared his cousin’s contempt for the Tiger, and his goo-goo campaign theme won over his Republican-leaning district. Albany was a different matter, however. The governor and the majority of FDR’s colleagues in the legislature were aligned with Tammany, which gave the New York City bosses effective control of state government.

The first order of business for the new session was to elect a United States senator. In those days, senators were chosen by state legislators rather than directly elected by citizens. Democrats controlled New York’s legislature, and Tammany controlled the Democrats, which gave the top boss, Charles F. Murphy, the power to personally select New York’s senator. He chose “Blue-eyed Billy” Sheehan, a corporate lawyer and former political boss who had amassed a dubious fortune over the course of his career. Though some questioned Sheehan’s qualifications, the election was expected to be a formality. “No one denies that in the last analysis Mr. Murphy’s wish will be the law of the caucus that decides who the Democrats in the legislature shall elect as Senator,” declared the New York Tribune.15

But things didn’t go quite as Murphy had planned. When the State Senate convened in January 1911, twenty-one Democratic senators absented themselves from the statehouse, denying Murphy a majority. They adjourned to the library of a nearby brownstone, the home of their ringleader, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. FDR was only twenty-nine years old and just two weeks into his first term in the State Senate, but he had a famous last name and a relish for confrontation. “There is nothing I love as much as a good fight,” he proclaimed with a flash of his soon-to-be-famous grin. “I never had as much fun in my life as I am having right now.” His panache reminded old-timers of his cousin Theodore. “If we’ve caught a Roosevelt, we’d better take him down and drop him off the dock,” grumbled one Tammany regular. “Gee!” marveled another, “the other Roosevelt didn’t lose much time in making trouble once he got here, but this fellow ‘beat him’ to it. His seat in the Senate wasn’t even warm before he became a bolter. Ain’t it fierce?”16

FDR and his band of insurgents held out for weeks, ultimately forcing Murphy to withdraw his candidate. They also introduced a bill expressing support for the proposed Seventeenth Amendment, which stipulated that US senators be directly elected by the voters in each state. Yet despite their bold resistance, the insurgency never amounted to more than a ripple in the Tammany sea. After dropping Sheehan, Murphy announced his second choice, Justice James O’Gorman, a former Tammany sachem. This time, a few insurgents broke ranks, and the boss got his senator. As the final vote got underway, a group of Tammany loyalists chanted,


Tam-ma-nee, Tam-ma-nee

Franklin D., like Uncle “The,”

Is no match for Tam-ma-nee17



FDR was undeterred. After his dramatic debut, he continued to attract headlines by assailing the Hall. “There is no question that the great majority of Democrats in this state are disgusted by the so-called State leadership of Charles F. Murphy,” he proclaimed in December. “There is only one remedy.… Charles F. Murphy and his kind must, like the noxious weed, be plucked out root and branch.” But his legislative career didn’t last long enough to make a difference. In the spring of 1913, President Woodrow Wilson offered to appoint him assistant secretary of the Navy, and FDR, like his cousin before him, decamped for Washington.18

For all the parallels, there was a key difference between Franklin and Theodore that initially impeded the younger Roosevelt’s career. As a Republican, Theodore had nothing to lose by attacking Tammany Hall, but Franklin’s affiliation with the Democratic Party complicated matters. His goo-goo agenda appealed to voters in his upstate district, where Tammany’s hold was tenuous, but winning statewide Democratic primaries was almost impossible without the Hall’s support. Though election fraud was not as rampant as it had been in Boss Tweed’s day, Tammany’s ability to mobilize voters was formidable, especially among New York City’s immigrant communities.

FDR soon discovered the limits of his insurgent posture when he ran for the United States Senate in 1914. The ratification of the Seventeenth Amendment the year before meant that Boss Murphy could no longer choose New York’s senator by fiat, but FDR still had to win the Democratic primary in order to compete in the general election. To oppose him, Murphy recruited James W. Gerard, the US ambassador to Germany. Gerard conducted a languid, long-distance campaign from his residence in Berlin, while FDR feverishly crisscrossed New York State, but Tammany’s get-out-the-vote efforts helped the distant ambassador trounce the upstart Roosevelt by nearly three to one.19
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