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PART ONE: AMERICAN GANGSTERS BEFORE PROHIBITION






1


LAWLESSNESS IN THE OLD WEST


Gangsters. The word conjures up a world of crime, gun molls, and corrupt political power. It also suggests a certain amount of glamour: the fedora hats, trench coats, the ‘rat-a-tat-tat’ of Tommy guns, the nightclubs and speakeasies, the gambling dens and the dames in flowing gowns. That image comes more from the thrilling gangster movies of the 1930s than the actual gangsters themselves, although some of them did live up to it.


The modern use of the term ‘gangster’ originated in an Ohio newspaper of 1896 and simply referred to a group of people involved in organized crime. It seems to have had a maritime origin, going back to the seventeenth century – according to the Oxford English Dictionary. Famous gangsters range from Italian-Americans like Lucky Luciano, Meyer Lansky and Bugsy Siegel to those found around the world, such as Britain’s notorious Kray Twins, France’s Jacques Mesrine, and the Triads and Yakuza gangs of the Far East.


Gangsters – especially the romanticized American gangster of Prohibition and the Depression era, a time when America’s rulers failed their people – have proved to be resilient and attractive figures, somehow glamorous in their law-breaking lifestyles. They have transcended the time and place of their origins and have become archetypal figures, a repository of ordinary people’s dreams about the romance of crime.


With a strong focus on the American archetype, A Brief History of Gangsters explores the histories, both personal and criminal, of key figures in the worlds of organized crime. The book closes with a study of the gangster in popular culture, particularly in film and television. As recent hit TV series such as The Sopranos and Boardwalk Empire and blockbuster movies like Public Enemies (2009) and Gangster Squad (2013) show, the gangster is here to stay.


Although the infamous figure of the American gangster is largely associated with the period of the 1920s to the 1940s – roughly from Prohibition through to the Second World War – there are deeper roots. In an American context, the rise of the gangster – that is, someone who is part of or who runs an organized crime network – really begins in the Old West.


During the 1800s the notoriety of the proto-gangster ‘outlaw’ figure was spread through the rise of newspapers that, often gleefully, chronicled their misdeeds. Members of organized gangs of outlaws, such as the James Gang; the group led by Billy the Kid known as ‘the Rustlers’; the Doolin–Dalton Gang; and the ‘Wild Bunch’, all became public figures.


The untamed wilderness of the Western half of the United States attracted a certain type of rugged, self-reliant settler, while the lack of law (initially, at least) made the West a particularly attractive place for those of a criminal bent, many of whom were fleeing the authorities in the East. The spread westwards by settlers who first arrived on the continent of North America in the East developed from the early seventeenth century and ran through until the early twentieth century. The American frontier – the ‘Old West’ or ‘Wild West’ – described this expansion westwards, largely in the second half of the nineteenth century.


General lawlessness was common, with personal crimes slowly giving way to organized criminal activity carried out by groups of people (usually, but not exclusively, men). Commonplace crimes included horse stealing, highway robbery, and currency counterfeiting. Pioneer families were often targeted for their goods and supplies, as the relatively few lawmen struggled to cope. Stagecoaches would most often escape attack if they carried armed guards, but small criminal gangs – often comprising no more than two or three people – could easily target relatively unprotected homesteaders. Due to the nature of these crimes, with many seen as being against the struggles of the expanding nation itself, punishments were often extreme.


Centres of the cattle business, such as Dodge City, and mining towns, like Tombstone, Arizona, became attractive to the increasingly organized crime gangs of the Old West. Cowboys resting up in large towns would spend the money generated from months on the cattle trail, so were frequent targets for bandits, as were miners, who dealt in silver and gold, and the wealth those minerals created. Key events of Western legend, such as the 1881 gunfight at the O.K. Corral, were examples of the lawlessness of the time. Although often seen as bandits themselves, the three Earp brothers – Virgil, Morgan and Wyatt – were in fact investors in a local mine and local law officers when they killed a trio of outlaws during the confrontation.


Separated from family or community, the (mostly) young men who strived to find new lives on the American frontier often found themselves in areas where law enforcement was difficult to maintain or next to non-existent. Some of the key members of outlaw gangs had experienced the violence of the Civil War in the 1860s, while others who attacked banks, stagecoaches and trains had fallen upon difficult times having failed to make a success in the cattle industry or in other fields after the war. Some were simply individualists, those for whom organized society held no attraction, and who were determined to go their own way in life (perhaps a basic trait of the American frontiersman), even if that meant falling foul of the law.


Often the only opposition to such activity came not in the form of legally designated lawmen and their deputies, but in the shape of informally organized community ‘posses’, where armed men set out to pursue or dissuade the bandits from their local activities. In California in the mid-nineteenth century, criminal activities flourished. Infamous outlaw gangs were responsible for much of the crime that terrorized the frontier, and it is in these groups that the roots of America’s later gangsterism is to be found.


Jesse James and the Western Gangs


Perhaps the most notorious American outlaw of the Old West was Jesse James, whose exploits became the stuff of legend and myth within his own lifetime, thanks to newspaper coverage and dime novels embellishing his story. Born in Missouri in September 1847, Jesse Woodson James was the son of a man who was both a Baptist minister and the founder of a college. His father died of cholera in 1850, when Jesse was only three years old. He had an older brother, Alexander Franklin – known simply as Frank – and a younger sister, Susan. His mother eventually remarried (for the second time) to a doctor in 1855 – they had four further children together.


Growing up prior to the Civil War in the north/south ‘border’ state of Missouri, where Jesse’s family were originally farmers and slave owners, he experienced some of the growing anti-slavery movement’s activities that sometimes led to outbreaks of violence. The resulting Civil War, which came about largely due to the South’s resistance to the North’s desire to outlaw slavery, did much to shape the rest of Jesse James’ criminal life.


Aligned with the Confederate side, representing the Southern States, the James family witnessed some of the battles between Unionist militia known as ‘jayhawkers’ and secessionist guerrilla fighters dubbed ‘bushwhackers’. Frank James joined a local secessionist military group, resulting in a revenge attack on the James farm in May 1863 by Unionists, during which Jesse’s mother and stepfather were tortured. This served to radicalize Jesse, who joined his brother as part of ‘Bloody’ Bill Anderson’s Confederate raiders (several members of that group would go on to become members of the James Gang).


Jesse saw much action during the civil conflict, and learned about weapons and warfare on the job. He and his brother were participants in several notorious actions, including the Centralia Massacre of September 1864, in which many unarmed Union troops were killed or injured. As a result of the brothers’ activities, the James family were driven out of Clay County in Missouri and had to move south into Nebraska.


Shot (for the second time) while intending to surrender to a Union patrol near Lexington, Jesse James was – according to legend – left for dead, only to rise again as an outlaw. As he was presumed dead, he was never granted an amnesty at the end of the conflict in 1865. In the chaos that followed, Jesse was able to disappear, embarking upon his criminal exploits around 1866.


It wasn’t until 1869 that Jesse James, along with his brother Frank, were identified as wanted men following a bank robbery in Gallatin, Missouri. As with most criminals of their type, public opinion was solidly against them and their activities, with the community keen to see the pair of outlaws brought to justice. However, Jesse was smart enough to begin using the media that vilified him and his brother to try to change public opinion. He wrote an ‘open letter’ to the Liberty Tribune newspaper, published on 24 June 1870, asserting the James brothers’ innocence and claiming instead that they were the victims of political persecution following their wartime service for the Confederacy.


There followed a decade of propaganda, on behalf of and against Jesse James, while the criminal activities of his gang continued. A sympathetic newspaper editor, John Newman Edwards, did much to create an unearned Robin Hood image for Jesse James, portraying the proto-gangster as an avenger who struck wealthy railroad bosses and venal bankers on behalf of the common folk, although he kept the resulting loot for himself and his gang members.


Jesse James had set about creating his own myth as a ‘good guy’ outlaw. During one train robbery, the James gang distributed copies of an account of the event then underway to passengers to pass onto the media in the aftermath. The main concerns of this pre-written ‘history’ were to exaggerate the height of the gang members to point out that the hands of the passengers were studied so the gang would avoid robbing ‘working folk’.


Jesse cultivated a cult of the personality, making his marriage to Zerelda Mimms in April 1874 a matter of public interest through the pages of the St. Louis Dispatch newspaper – now this modern Robin Hood had found his Maid Marian. Further sympathy for Jesse was generated when Pinkerton Agency detectives, charged with his capture, raided the James’ family home in January 1875. A device intended for illumination was thrown into the house through the window, but it exploded, killing Jesse’s nine-year-old half-brother. This, and other incidents, were built up to depict Jesse and his outlaw gang as righteous folk, fallen on hard times as a result of the political situation following the Civil War, suffering persecution. The gang became famous, robbing stagecoaches, trains and banks, often in front of large crowds of witnesses: the gang members even took to ‘performing’ theatrically for the gathering public crowds during their daring ‘daylight robberies’.


The politicization of crime would be a hallmark of later gangster organizations, of which Jesse James was a pioneer. Pleading for a pardon for his actions, Jesse succeeded in setting the Democrats and Republicans, and their respective ‘tame’ press organizations, against one another over his fate. However, the bank raid in Northfield, Minnesota (subject of the 1972 Philip Kaufman movie The Great Northfield Minnesota Raid), in September 1876 turned the tide against the James Gang. Three of the gang members were killed and the Younger brothers, James Gang associates, were wounded and apprehended. Following a concentrated manhunt, of the whole gang only Frank and Jesse remained at large.


While Frank adopted a new identity and attempted to ‘go straight’, the restless Jesse continued his criminal activities, and in 1879 recruited a new gang, many of whom were aware of their leader’s fame as an outlaw, and who were not ‘battle-hardened’ in the way Frank and Jesse had been by the Civil War. The new James gang returned to train hold-ups. The robberies became more violent, and these more undisciplined gang members frequently turned on one another, making Jesse paranoid that one of his own gang might kill him.


That’s exactly what happened in April 1882 (as seen in the 2007 movie The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford), when James gang member Robert Ford shot the thirty-four-year-old Jesse in the back of the head, while he was hanging a picture on the wall in their remote hideaway. Jesse’s body was identified through his two previous chest wounds and the missing tip of his middle finger. Instead of gaining the reward he thought was his, Ford was charged with murder, although later pardoned. Along with his brother Charley, Ford then toured the country putting on a vaudeville show in which they re-enacted the killing of Jesse James in front of paying crowds.


Such was the notoriety and legend of Jesse James, many refused to believe he was really dead. The New York Daily Graphic had declared Jesse James to be ‘the most renowned murderer and robber of his age’, so it was unlikely his folk legend would fade quickly. Several later criminal figures claimed they were actually Jesse James, or used his name to justify their crimes in the wake of his death. Even as late as 1951, the 101-year-old J. Frank Dalton claimed that he was in fact Jesse James, having survived the assassination attempt of 1882. The body buried in 1882 was exhumed in 1995 and DNA testing proved it was indeed the corpse of notorious outlaw and proto-gangster, Jesse James.


In a similar style to Jesse James, Billy the Kid – born in November 1859 as William Henry McCarty Jr, also known as William Bonney – was a veteran of war who turned to crime. Billy’s war was the Lincoln County War of 1878, after which he became an outlaw on the American frontier, surrounded by myth.


Billy grew up in a mining encampment called Silver City in New Mexico, only turning to crime after his mother’s death in 1874. He first became a horse thief, then – aged just seventeen – killed for the first time when he ran into a bully who’d been tormenting him. The Lincoln County War suited Billy as a time and place where he could become lost, and as a way of learning the use of weapons and the consequences of violence. Various shoot-outs, assassinations and targeted killings followed.


After the war, Billy was briefly a cattle rustler. After a failed attempt to win an amnesty, he was captured by Sheriff Pat Garrett (who’d also participated in the Lincoln County conflict) following a gunfight in 1880. Found guilty of murder for his part in the gang slaying of Sheriff William J. Brady, Billy avoided the noose in April 1881 when he killed two of Garrett’s deputies who were guarding him, and escaped. He would be free from the law for three months, hidden by Hispanic sheep herders. However, Garrett was on the Kid’s trail, tracking him to Fort Sumner, where in the summer of 1881 he shot him dead at the age of just twenty-one.


Billy the Kid’s criminal career was short-lived, but his fame spread far and wide across the United States. The 1881 price on his head – a $500 bounty – issued by the Governor of New Mexico, helped make him notorious, although exaggerated accounts of his feats helped. The Kid’s youth and quickness on the draw were built up, especially in the kind of dime novels he’d grown up reading, and so another proto-gangster legend was born. Public opinion turned against Garrett, seeing his killing of ‘the Kid’ as an unfair act. During his short-lived crime spree, Billy the Kid was said to have killed between fifteen and twenty-six men – the legend prefers the total of twenty-one, one for each year of the Kid’s life. As with Jesse James, others claimed to be Billy the Kid after his death; DNA testing of his remains was thwarted by court proceedings in 2004, with the state of New Mexico preferring to protect Billy the Kid’s legacy as a tourist draw over verifying the facts.


The equally youthful Sam Bass ran a criminal gang in the 1870s and robbed the Union Pacific Railroad gold train from San Francisco in September 1877, taking $60,000, still the largest ever robbery from that still-existing railroad service. The Bass Gang staged various robberies, most often netting less than $500 each time, before they moved up to more risky stagecoach robberies and then railroad trains. Holding up four trains within twenty-five miles of Dallas brought the Bass Gang to the attention of Pinkerton agents, who were teamed with a special company of Texas Rangers to track them down.


By threatening his ill father, the Rangers were able to turn a member of the gang, Jim Murphy, into an informer. While an ambush of Sam Bass’s next planned raid was being prepared by the Rangers, Bass shot and killed a local sheriff who’d noticed him while he was scouting the Williamson County Bank. Attempting to escape, Bass was mortally wounded by a pair of vigilant Texas Rangers. Sam Bass died the following day – his twenty-seventh birthday.


The pattern was repeated in the tales surrounding other such proto-gangsters of the Old West, including the Dalton Gang, Black Bart, and Butch Cassidy and the ‘Wild Bunch’. During a two year period from 1890, the Dalton Gang – comprising three Dalton brothers and five others – specialized in train and bank robberies. The three Dalton brothers – Gratton, Bob and Emmett – started out as lawmen like the Earps, but turned to crime when they were not paid (a fourth brother, Bill, was part of the Wild Bunch). They recruited others into the gang, pulling their first job in a raid on a casino in Silver City, New Mexico. Thereafter the Dalton Gang held up passenger trains, stole horses and raided train stations to rob waiting passengers. Ambition got the better of Bob Dalton who decided he wanted to go one better than Jesse James and rob two banks in broad daylight at the same time.


Wearing fake beards, the gang attempted the double deed in Coffeyville, Kansas in October 1892. Despite the disguises, they were recognized by locals who quickly gathered together an armed posse while the gang were still in the banks; a frantic shoot-out ensued as they attempted a getaway. At least three townspeople and a marshal were killed, as were four members of the gang: two Dalton brothers – Gratton and the recognized leader, Bob – as well as Dick Broadwell and Bill Power. Of the five participants in the bank raids only Emmett Dalton survived, but he had been seriously wounded: reportedly, around twenty bullets were removed from him. He was tried and imprisoned in March 1893. Later, he would write books about his experiences as an outlaw in the Dalton Gang and enjoyed a career as an actor in Hollywood – in 1918, he played himself in a movie – before dying at the age of 66 in 1937.


Black Bart – born Charles Earl Bolles in Norfolk, England in 1829 – was an Old West outlaw who became known for the poetic messages he left behind after some of his raids. He robbed Wells Fargo stagecoaches around Northern California and Southern Oregon between the 1870s and 1880s. Although he only actually left poems behind after two raids, it became known as his trademark. Frightened of horses, Black Bart was a bandit who got around only by foot, never fired a gun during his raids, and was always polite, using good manners and no foul language, leading to him becoming known as a ‘gentleman bandit’. He controlled his victims by pretending to talk to his ‘gang’ hidden in nearby bushes, but he always operated alone.


Wounded during his final robbery, Black Bart made his escape, but dropped several personal items including a handkerchief. A laundry mark led Wells Fargo detectives to a cleaning company, where they got Bart’s address. Arrested and convicted, despite his protestations, Black Bart went to San Quentin prison for four years. Released in 1888 and in failing health, he went straight, apparently dying around 1917.


The charisma and notoriety of later gangsters can be seen in an earlier form in Butch Cassidy, the bank and train robber and leader of the ‘Wild Bunch’ gang. Robert Leroy Parker was born in 1866 in Utah and worked on several ranches, acquiring the nickname ‘Butch’. He took the surname Cassidy from his mentor, dairy farmer and cattle rustler Mike Cassidy (itself an alias). It wasn’t until 1889 that Butch Cassidy took up a life of crime full time, stealing $21,000 from a Telluride bank in co-operation with two other outlaws. Horse thieving and the operation of a protection racket – demanding money with menaces – followed, leading to an eighteen-month jail term.


Released from jail, Butch Cassidy involved himself even further in the criminal underworld, rising to become leader of a group of bandits known as the Wild Bunch. A spate of bank robberies followed, and in 1896 Harry Longabaugh joined the gang and became known as the ‘Sundance Kid’. Payroll thefts and stagecoach ambushes followed, with an ever growing manhunt making the gang’s criminal activities increasingly more difficult to conduct. After each raid the gang would split up and later reconvene at their ‘hole-in-the-wall’ hideaway, a secluded area in Dubois, Wyoming. In 1900 five members of the gang, including Butch and Sundance, cheekily posed for a studio group photograph, which they then mockingly mailed to the pursuing Pinkerton detectives. The lucrative raids continued, but the heat on the gang got too much, so Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid headed for South America, hiding out in Buenos Aires in Argentina.


Failing to change their ways after trying to run a legitimate ranch in Patagonia, the pair of outlaws continued to raid banks in South America, bringing them to the attention of Argentine law enforcement who in turn brought in the Pinkerton agents already on their trail. Fleeing their pursuers – and continuing to stage robberies on the way – Butch and Sundance ended up on the run in Chile. Although their deaths were never confirmed, in 1908 in Bolivia two unknown bandits were trapped in a house in San Vicente by members of the Bolivian army. Under siege, one bandit killed the other (who had been fatally wounded in the shoot-out with the army), before turning the gun on himself. The local police did not know the bandits identities, and they were buried locally in unmarked graves. Legend has it that these graves were the final resting places of Butch and Sundance.


Their story is also the story of the end of the Old West: in evading the ever reaching long arm of the law, they had to flee further than most, all the way to South America. The myths, legends and tales that surround these often flamboyant and theatrical figures were the reading matter of many of the men who went on to become the key names of the true era of the classic American gangster. Many were born in the final quarter of the ninteenth century, and they would define the criminality of the first half of the twentieth century. The mythologizing of the outlaws of the Old West would be carried on to the urban gangsters who replaced them.
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ORGANIZED CRIME BEFORE PROHIBITION


The American gangster is largely an urban figure. The gangsters and their organized crime networks arose alongside the growth of American cities in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. Just as the cities spread, grew, and their skyscrapers reached ever higher, so did the tentacles of organized crime spread, infecting the commerce and politics of the modern city and dominating the underworld. Most large American cities were infested with the disease of crime from their inception. It was the arrival of Prohibition – the nationwide ban on the manufacture, transportation and sale of alcohol between 1920 and 1933 – that led to a boom in gangsterism across and between the major US cities. The early history of organized crime in a trio of major American cities illustrates the trends.


New York


New York developed from Algonquian Native American lands settled by European colonists throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Originally called New Amsterdam, New York was a British-controlled trading port in the early 1700s, and a centre of the slave trade. Following the American Revolutionary War, the city remained a British military and political base of power until the evacuation of 1783. By 1785 New York was the American national capital (before it settled in Washington D.C. in 1790), and in 1789 America’s first President, George Washington, was inaugurated in the city. Slavery was abolished there in 1827, although racial discrimination would continue for many decades.


The nineteenth century saw New York boom thanks to waves of European immigration, especially a large number of Irish immigrants fleeing the famine of the late-1840s and early-1850s. The American Civil War of 1861–5 caused disruption in New York, although the effects of the conflict were felt most strongly elsewhere. It wasn’t until 1898 that the modern city of New York was properly formed, incorporating Brooklyn and several other counties. The city took on its modern shape of the five boroughs of the Bronx, Brooklyn, Manhattan, Queens and Staten Island. It was the ideal urban breeding ground for organized crime and the rise of the gangster.


While outlaws were making the most of their freedoms in the Old West, mass immigration from Europe brought a new kind of criminal to the East. All sorts arrived in the ports of New York across the better part of a century, and among the virtuous settlers arrived criminals. They came from all over, fleeing the pogroms, famines, wars, suppression and revolutions in their homelands, heading to the ‘new world’ for a fresh start, by fair means or foul. With low-level crime, there also came high-level corruption.


One example is La Mano Nera, or The Black Hand, a loose association rather than an organization, often confused with the Italian Mafia. The name applied to one of the key crimes pursued by gangsters: extortion. Developed in mid-eighteenth-century Sicily, the ‘Black Hand Society’ appeared in the American press from the 1890s through to about 1915. The scheme was simple: money would be demanded from individuals, often by letter, and if payment was not forthcoming, violence would follow. The letters featured colourful, often threatening, graphics, including depictions of deadly weapons, skulls, smoking guns or a hangman’s noose. They’d be signed with the symbol of an open hand, printed in thick black ink – which is why The New York Herald newspaper dubbed them ‘Black Hand’ letters. The majority of practitioners came from Italian immigrant stock, who brought this shakedown of America with them.


Those who failed to pay up would be punished in various ways. Straightforward violence was the minimum response, but other options included the fire-bombing of commercial premises and even the kidnapping of family members to force payment. By 1900, police had compiled reports of Black Hand threats from not just New York, but Chicago, New Orleans and San Francisco. It was estimated that up to 90 per cent of Italian immigrants in New York had received Black Hand threats at one time or another.


One famous victim was tenor Enrico Caruso, who received a Black Hand letter demanding he hand over $2,000 – rich or famous people were obvious targets. Caruso paid up, and was then repeatedly targeted with a batch of letters totalling demands of up to $15,000. He reported the situation to the police, who co-operated with the singer in a sting that captured two Italian-American ‘businessmen’ who were behind that particular scam.


When threatened, Black Hand groups would turn to assassination to remove troublesome officials, and their involvement was suspected in the killings of New Orleans police chief David Hennessy in 1890 and anti-crime crusading New York Police Department lieutenant Joseph ‘Giuseppe’ Petrosino in 1909. By the mid-1920s, with the arrival of Prohibition, the Black Hand gangs had faded out in favour of other, rather more subtle, forms of extortion and intimidation practised by the newer gangsters and organized crime groups.


A social club that became a political machine and then a source of institutional corruption, New York’s Tammany Hall became a by-word for organized subversion from the eighteenth century until as late as the 1960s. It began as a social organization for ‘pure Americans’, known as the Society for St Tammany, or the Columbian Order. Established in 1786, this fraternal group became the Tammany Society after three years, and like the Freemasons, it existed to help its members get on in life, business and politics.


The group came to dominate the Democratic Party locally in New York, and then nationally with the election of John Adams as President in 1800. Immigrants, mainly Irish, were aided by the society to rise high in politics, especially from the 1840s onwards. Political patronage, as a form of organized corruption, blossomed through their auspices. The leaders of the society organized the new arrivals as mass voting blocks, ensuring their control over local government and services.


The most infamous Tammany leader was ‘Boss’ William Tweed, who between 1854 and 1871 controlled the Irish vote and could bend it to his will. His influence was spread far and wide through his membership of various political groups, councils and organizations, including the United States Senate from 1867. He kept his voting block happy by ensuring that expansive municipal works, which created jobs, were conducted primarily in their areas. Despite attempts at reform, exposure of his own financial and political corruption, and even a jail term, ‘Boss’ Tweed survived and maintained his influence until his death in 1878, aged 55.


Tammany Hall exemplified a rarefied form of gangsterism, one in which the legitimate tools of state and society were corrupted from within by a group of self-interested, well-connected people, whose main interests were power and money. While there was much corruption and vice, there was rarely any of the violence usually associated with America’s more straightforward gangsters. That didn’t mean there were not alliances between political extortionists and raw gangsterism, such as that exhibited in the Five Points district of New York [see chapter 3].


To ensure the voter turned out and voted in the ‘correct’ way, intimidation and violence were used. Elections could cost lives, but none of the politicians themselves would be directly implicated. The phrase ‘vote early, vote often’, supposedly coined by gangster Al Capone, epitomized the electoral corruption practised on behalf of Tammany Hall members, with organized teams of voters altering their physical appearance between numerous assaults on the ballot box. In some elections, even the dead were pressed into voting.


Although graft and political corruption were rife for many decades under the effect of Tammany Hall, eventually its influence began to wane. In 1932, the Tammany Hall-sponsored Mayor Jimmy Walker was forced from office, and Democratic President Franklin D. Roosevelt campaigned to remove the organization’s Federal patronage. Republican Fiorello La Guardia was elected Mayor on an anti-Tammany ticket in 1933, taking office in January 1934. He tackled corruption head-on, and reforms installing a merit-based civil service followed, greatly reducing Tammany Hall’s organizational influence. La Guardia would go on to become a thorn in the side of many of the city’s established gangsters in the 1930s.


Tammany Hall was much reduced, its influence circumscribed, and its members and practitioners side-lined. It wasn’t until the 1950s that there was a brief resurgence in the group’s influence, with the arrival of Carmine DeSapio as leader. He managed to orchestrate several elections, just as the group had done many times in the past, ensuring his influence and patronage was felt far and wide. However, the opposition was swift in its retaliation, attacking DeSapio’s links with organized crime, especially senior mobster Frank Costello, the self-appointed successor to the infamous ‘Lucky’ Luciano. Despite attempting to present himself as a reformer, DeSapio was exposed as an old-time Tammany Hall ‘boss’, and was driven out of power.


By the middle-1960s, the Tammany Hall machine had all but ceased to exist. With no obvious leadership, and dramatic shifts in control of the Democratic Party, the organization that had dominated New York’s politics and much of its crime for so long, simply faded away. The name lived on, though, as a shorthand way of describing any form of political corruption, influence-peddling, or ‘machine’ politics that set out to gain and exercise power through manipulation of elections, criminal associations and abuse of patronage.


Chicago


The ‘Windy City’ of Chicago was incorporated in 1837, and experienced rapid growth throughout the nineteenth century. Like New York, it was an ideal breeding ground for crime, corruption and early gangsterism. The ‘Chicago Outfit’ – known more simply as ‘The Outfit’ – was the main Italian-American Mafia organization in the city that eventually fell under the control of Johnny Torrio in the 1920s [see chapter 6]. Its history, however, dates back to the very earliest days of the twentieth century.


As the city grew, so did its need for the forces of law and order. By 1850, with a population of 80,000, Chicago still had no properly organized police force; just a handful of ‘watch marshals’ charged with keeping order. Within five years a very limited formal policing force was established. Built over swamplands, the city was raised on stilts in the later 1850s to avoid sinking, creating a network of tunnels and subterranean lairs which would become the notorious haunts of those who wished to evade the watchful eyes of the law.


In these new tunnels beneath the city, a five-foot tall English immigrant called Roger Plant and his wife ran a combined saloon, gambling den and brothel between 1858 and 1868, named ‘Under the Willow’ for the tree on the surface that signified its subterranean location. It was known to the police as ‘the Barracks’. Gangs of criminals, pickpockets, thieves, human traffickers and pimps would congregate throughout ‘the Willows’. As a result, the entire area beneath Chicago became known simply as the ‘underworld’, a term that would soon become associated directly with wider criminal networks of gangsters and broader criminal activities.


Chicago was described as the ‘gem of the prairie’ by gang historian Herbert Asbury (author of The Gangs of New York, later filmed by Martin Scorsese). One of the area’s ‘gems’ was the Sands, north of the Chicago River and out to Lake Michigan, packed with gambling dens, whorehouses and boarding rooms. In April 1857, newly elected Chicago Mayor ‘Long John’ Wentworth led a raid by police and firefighters on the Sands, in the hopes of eliminating some of the city’s key crime dens. Gamblers and prostitutes were evicted, and up to fifteen buildings were demolished as a result.


The Civil War brought professional gamblers to Chicago in large numbers. As the economy of the South collapsed, ‘gentleman’ gamblers moved north, with many making their fortunes in Chicago during the war years. While others were fighting, criminal elements were busy making money. Chicago also became a supply centre for the Union Army, presenting plenty of opportunity for corruption, graft and sharp practice. Members of the armed forces who passed through the city became fair game for the area’s organized criminals, just as in the Old West when recently paid cattlemen had been targeted. The area around Clark Street and between Randolph and Monroe, known as ‘Gamblers’ Row’, also became known as ‘Hair Trigger Block’, due to the preponderance of gunfights that broke out following disputed games of chance. One particular street corner, nicknamed ‘Death’s Corner’, was a key ambush point where those who had not paid up to the notorious Black Hand blackmail gangs were assaulted. Between 1910 and 1911, there were up to thirthy-eight Black Hand-related murders in the Little Italy district of Chicago, many carried out by a notorious figure known only as the ‘shotgun man’ who was never identified.


The real-life Mickey Finn, whose name came to be associated with drugged alcohol that renders the drinker unconscious, was an early Chicago gangster. He operated a saloon in the city in the 1870s. His ‘Mickey Finn Special’ contained a secret ‘voodoo powder’ as one of its main ingredients. Once knocked out, Finn would rifle through his victim’s pockets and wallet, removing coins, notes or any other valuables found there.


The Chicago fire of October 1871 wiped out much of the city, destroying many of its original wooden buildings, and creating conditions ripe for looting and widespread criminal activity. The city began attracting the criminal element from other areas, including New York – many moved further west to escape others of their kind or in the hope of finding fresh fields to exploit. By 1879, Michael Cassius McDonald had become established as Chicago’s first ‘crime lord’. As well as bringing in his criminal associates from other places, McDonald sought political influence, exerting control over his successful mayoral candidate, Carter Harrison, Sr, who served four terms until 1887. As payback, McDonald was awarded the bookmaking and gambling rights for the city and the entire state of Indiana, running his crime empire from a tavern known locally as ‘The Store’. McDonald’s own criminal henchmen adopted the phrase ‘The Syndicate’ for their organization.


During McDonald’s reign he had control of various politicians and officials, such as Chicago Police Chief William McGarigle. The chief’s association with proto-mobsters saw him tried for ‘graft’ (meaning political corruption, or payment for political favours), and he later fled to Canada to evade both the law and the Mob (as the American Mafia became known). McDonald had his rivals, such as the Valley Gang, a group of pickpockets and armed robbers who operated on the city’s south side (they would later become allied to Al Capone). By 1900, the Valley Gang were functioning as muscle for hire to violently enforce the rule of the city’s crime bosses.


McDonald was top dog of his criminal empire until his death in 1907. Others followed in his pioneering wake, including ‘Big Jim’ O’Leary, gambler Jacob ‘Mont’ Tennes, and Chicago First Ward Aldermen (a type of councilman) Michael ‘Hinky Dink’ Kenna and ‘Bathhouse’ John Coughlin. Political office and crime, especially gambling, continued to be closely associated throughout the city. These four men practically split the city between them, running profitable criminal gambling operations and staying out of each other’s way.


The rise of the popularity of horse racing and the arrival of the telegraph changed the nature of the gambling business, with betting on horses (then legal) and the quick communication of winners and losers connected by the ‘numbers racket’. Control of the racket and the information about race winners became key to the city’s criminal enterprises. On the back of the numbers racket arose the protection racket, in which pay-offs were made to avoid raids on premises (known as ‘policy shops’) or attacks on the bookmakers’ ‘runners’, young men who took the numerous collected gambling slips between betting parlour venues and the criminal headquarters.


From 1890, the growth of the ‘red light’ Levee area near the city docks provided another outlet for criminal activities, with rampant prostitution leading to the establishment of almost 200 brothels with names like The Little Green House or The House of All Nations. The area also boasted the Everleigh Club, a night spot for the city’s elite, straight and criminal, run by the infamous brothel-keepers, the Everleigh Sisters.


An anti-vice reform movement gained ground in the city, led by the Civic Federation. Churches and social reformers alike joined forces in a futile attempt to rid Chicago of vice. By 1910, a formal Vice Commission had been established. Tales of ‘white slavery’, in which hundreds of women were said to be sold into prostitution in the city, formed the basis for a moral panic. As a result, the transportation of women for the purpose of prostitution became a Federal offence through the Mann Act (a law movie comedian Charlie Chaplin would fall foul of in the 1940s, as part of a smear campaign against him orchestrated by the FBI’s J. Edgar Hoover). By 1914 the majority of the known bordellos in Chicago had been closed down, including the Everleigh Club, although this would only be a temporary state of affairs.


The victories of the Chicago reform movements would be short-lived. Vice and other criminal activities would continue in the city, but increasingly under the wire. Someone had to co-ordinate things, and first to fill the void was ‘Big Jim’ Colosimo, an Italian-American crime boss who took over the prostitution racket in the early 1900s and built a criminal empire on the back of it. His tendency to wear ostentatious diamonds also gave rise to the nickname ‘Diamond Jim’.


His restaurant, Colosimo’s Café, on South Wabash in the Levee became the social centre of the city’s new rising criminal underworld. Due to his growing notoriety, and presumed wealth (from criminal enterprises), Colosimo and his key men fell victim to an outbreak of Black Hand extortion letters. Perceiving the threat from the Black Hand as a danger to his status and control over the city’s criminal networks, Colosimo summoned a relative from New York, Johnny Torrio, to help him, and so kicked off a whole new era for gangsters in Chicago.


San Francisco


Immigration from China and the Far East to the west coast of the United States was largely to San Francisco, and with the law-abiding immigrants came the Chinese gangs, known as ‘Tongs’. Spanish colonists had originally established San Francisco in 1776, but the California gold rush of the 1840s and 1850s had brought about sudden growth and wealth – and where there’s wealth, crime surely follows.


This boom had given rise to the Barbary Coast, a ‘red light’ district and lawless area running from Pacific Street down to the docks. The saloons, dance halls and whorehouses here were home to much of the city’s organized crime, including gambling, graft, vigilantism and prostitution. A gang called the ‘Hounds’, consisting of veterans of the Mexico–America war, as well as refugees from New York’s Five Points and Bowery districts, ran much of the Barbary Coast area at first. They later became known as the Regulators, and would patrol the area, persecuting those of Spanish or Chinese ethnic origin and engaging in extortion. Chinese immigrant workers in the city came under attack, so they formed supportive groups which soon evolved (in some cases) into criminal enterprises. As a way of raising funds, the Tongs, offshoots of the home-grown Chinese Triads [see chapter 20], would create gambling houses and expand from there into other criminal activities, including extortion and protection rackets backed by violence.


A prime Tong leader was ‘Little Pete’, Fung Jin Toy, who was born in China in 1864 but emigrated along with his family to San Francisco in 1870. As a child he witnessed Tong warfare, especially a conflict between the Kwong Docks and Suey Sings gangs, inspiring him to study their methods and tactics. By 1885, Fung was a member of the Som Yop Tong, engaged in gang warfare over the opium trade. To protect himself against attack from the traditional Chinese weapons of cleavers and knives, he wore a chain mail vest and a reinforced hat.


By 1890, at the age of twenty-five, Fung was the overall leader of the Som Yop Tong, supervising the organization’s interests in not only drug trafficking, but also gambling and prostitution. It was claimed that in his rise to power, and in his attempts to protect that power, ‘Little Pete’ had killed around fifty fellow gang members. He was given his nickname by the local newspapers, who became aware of his power over elected officials through generous bribery payments.


Fung was a well-known figure in San Francisco, especially when he began to wear his signature chain mail openly around town, accompanied by a pair of ostentatious bodyguards. He attracted the attention of rivals, who conspired to have him eliminated. Hired Tong assassins Lem Jung and Chew Tin Gop got to ‘Little Pete’ by abandoning traditional Chinese weaponry and adopting American-style firearms. Fung was shot five times on 23 January 1897, dying in a San Francisco barbershop. His assassins returned to China wealthy men.


Another San Francisco criminal gang were the Sydney Ducks, largely made up of ex-convicts from Australia (then Britain’s penal colony), whose area of dominance became known as ‘Sidney Town’ [sic]. Between 1849 and 1851, the Sydney Ducks set fire to large parts of San Francisco in order to disguise their criminal activities. Growing vigilantism on behalf of ordinary citizens and a gradually better organized police force would bring an end to gangs like the Sydney Ducks.


By 1871, San Francisco was a growing port town, but it had only around a hundred policemen – roughly one officer for every 1,500 people living there. The April 1906 earthquake and resulting fire razed much of the city, destroying up to three-quarters of the buildings. Although the city was rapidly rebuilt, the conditions were such that in the aftermath of the earthquake, crime and looting ran rampant. Much of Pacific Street and the Barbary Coast was destroyed, allowing the city ‘fathers’ the chance to rebuild the area as a law-abiding entertainment district known as ‘Terrific Street’. The newly gentrified area didn’t eliminate crime altogether, but it did much to mitigate its extent.


In 1911, new Mayor James Rolph took office for what would be the first of ten terms of governance, dedicated to major reform – supported by William Randolph Hearst’s San Francisco Examiner newspaper which launched an anti-crime and graft crusade in the city in 1913. One result of this activity was the Red Light Abatement Act that resulted in the closure of most of the city’s brothels in 1917. Like most large American cities, however, organized crime would return to San Francisco with a vengeance with the arrival of Prohibition in 1920. [For Los Angeles, see chapters 9 and 10].
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THE FIVE POINTS GANGS


Prohibition – the restrictions on the availability of alcohol imposed upon the United States from 1920 – didn’t come out of nowhere, but it certainly provided a boost for the rising gangsters of New York and Chicago. Since the turn of the century, criminal gangs had formed in both cities, producing leaders and kingpins who would be in prime position to capitalize on the banning of alcohol by sating a national thirst through criminal activities.


The Five Points Gangs


As a breeding ground for organized crime gangs and would-be gangsters, the Five Points area of New York became notorious. The area fell within the Sixth Ward of Manhattan and comprised the meeting point of five individual streets: Mulberry, Anthony, Cross, Orange and Little Water (some have since changed names or disappeared altogether). Falling between Broadway and the Bowery, Five Points linked New York high society with underworld criminality. Members of the main gang that controlled the area were largely of Italian-American origin, and some would mentor future key gangland figures such as Al Capone, ‘Lucky’ Luciano and Johnny Torrio.


By the 1820s, the area around the district was home to waves of Irish immigrants, some of the later ones fleeing the famine of the 1840s, and it was largely made up of gambling dens and brothels. The original tenements built in the area were established over a landfill that barely contained an old sewage pond that frequently leaked into the buildings, spreading disease. Land values failed to grow, and residents were encouraged to move out and move on, making way for each new set of transient occupants. No one invested financially, spiritually or morally, in the Five Points area, so it was left to rot and the people with it.


Over the next fifty years, Italian and Eastern European Jewish immigrants filled the district, adding to the ethnic mix and sparking off a street war between the different immigrant gangs. Initially, many of the gangs were organized in self-defence, aiming to protect new arrivals from the predations of others. However, these self-defence units would soon turn aggressively hostile to other, newer waves of immigrants who threatened to move in on their turf.


There were many gangs operating in New York in the years leading up to Prohibition. Among the most prominent early groupings were the Forty Thieves, one of the earliest gangs of Irish immigrants active from the early 1820s for the better part of twenty-five years, along with the Kerryonians, made up exclusively of immigrants from County Kerry in Ireland, and the Roach Guards, who originally formed to protect local liquor merchants but who soon turned to wider criminal pursuits, including robbery and murder – they engaged in an ongoing feud with the Dead Rabbits, whose emblem was a dead rabbit impaled upon a spike and carried into battle.


The middle of the century saw a shift in power to such gangs as the Bowe Brothers, who controlled the waterfronts and dockyards of the East River between the 1840s and the 1860s; the Patsy Conroy gang of river pirates who operated from about 1860 to 1874; the Swamp Angels, who dominated the New York Harbour area from the 1850s into the post-Civil War period, and who used the sewers to move contraband goods and men in and out of the city, eventually merging with the White Hand Gang by the end of the century; and the Grady Gang, made up of Civil War veterans who operated around Broadway in the 1860s, modelling themselves after Old West outlaws like Billy the Kid.


Ethnic Irish gangs operating in Five Points included the Whyos, a post-Civil War grouping that controlled much of the area and its criminal enterprises between the late 1860s and the early 1890s. Their odd name came from the greeting members would call to one another, a version of ‘Why-Oh’, modelled after the sound of birds or owls. They’d grown out of an earlier gang known as the Chichesters, consisting of up to one hundred members who were allied with the Dead Rabbits gang (particularly active through the 1850s) against the Bowery Boys (a largely anti-Catholic grouping based north of Five Points) from the 1820s. Many of these earlier gangs were amalgamated or absorbed into larger groupings like the Whyos after the Civil War.
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