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  For Heidi




  





  Prelude:


  A Violin Case Under the Bed




  Willie Burns called,” Connie O’Mara said when her husband, Jack, came home.




  “What did he want?”




  “He wants you back at the station.”




  “OK, boss.”




  It was a cool fall evening in Los Angeles so Sergeant John J. O’Mara retrieved his topcoat from the closet and his snap-brim fedora from the rack by the door of the garden apartment they

  had been renting since he got back from the war. His revolver still was in his shoulder holster.




  Their old Plymouth was parked across from Saint Anselm Catholic Church, whose priest already had roped him in as an usher, finding the young Irish sergeant ideal for passing the collection

  basket—Jack O’Mara would give ’em his withering blue-eyed stare and that was it.




  Their apartment was only three miles from the Los Angeles Police Department’s 77th Street Station, on the edge of Watts, so the drive didn’t give him much time to ponder why

  Lieutenant Burns might be calling him in after hours. O’Mara had been getting grief in the department for busting a burglary ring that included the teenage son of a police commander. Some

  old-timers thought he should have let the case file disappear. He hadn’t.




  When O’Mara reached the station house, eighteen men were gathering in the squad room, many of them enormous, the largest cops he’d ever seen. This wasn’t about any burglary

  case. Most all wore topcoats and hats just like his. Lieutenant Willie Burns kept his hat pulled down low, over his eyes, like the bad guys.




  Burns was waiting at the far end of the squad room. He was a tough little fellow who had been shot early in his police career and had served as a gunnery officer in the Marines. He was standing

  behind a bench. On it sat a Thompson submachine gun.




  “We’ve been asked by the chief to form a special detail,” Burns said as his hands effortlessly took apart the Tommy gun and reassembled the pieces.




  That’s all he called it then, the special detail. Burns later told a grand jury, “My primary duties were to keep down these gangster killings and try to keep some of these

  rough guys under control.” Now he gave these eighteen men the particulars: If they joined him, their targets would be the likes of Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel, the playboy refugee

  from New York’s Murder, Inc., and Jack Dragna, the Sicilian banana importer who quietly lorded over Los Angeles’ illegal gambling and related rackets. Most of the cops had never heard

  of Dragna, the man they were told ran the rackets in their city.




  Most had at least heard the next name, if only because Mickey Cohen had killed a man the year before, a fat bookie. Mickey was almost a local boy too. Born in Brooklyn, as Meyer Harris Cohen, he

  had been brought west by his mother as an infant and had grown up in L.A.’s poor Boyle Heights neighborhood. He fought first for street corners as a newsboy then moved away to fight for pay,

  as a flyweight, five foot five at most. Mickey was a little man, but one of the breed who learned that a gun could make him bigger. He gravitated from boxing to running dice games and sticking up

  joints around Cleveland and Chicago until he drew the attention of the old Capone mob, becoming “the Jew kid” to them. They encouraged him to take his moxie back west where he might

  learn some style from the cashmere-suited Ben Siegel, and perhaps help Bugsy muscle aside L.A.’s second-tier hoods. But Mickey had gained little notice until 1945, when 250-pound Maxie Shaman

  stormed into his thinly disguised gambling parlor in a Santa Monica Boulevard paint store. Mickey said big Maxie had come at him with a .45, the one found by the body, so he had no choice but to

  plug the burly bookie with the .38 he kept in his desk.




  Since then another bookmaker, Paulie Gibbons, had been shot seven times on a Beverly Hills street. Next to fall, in 1946, were Chicago natives Bennie “The Meatball” Gamson and George

  Levinson, that dual execution generating the GANGSTERS IN GAMBLING WAR headline that was the last straw for Los Angeles officials—and the reason Lieutenant Willie

  Burns assembled eighteen hand-picked candidates for a secretive new squad that October.




  “You’ll be working with these,” Burns told them as he hoisted the Tommy gun and slid in its circular 50-round drum.




  The deal was: If they joined him, they would continue to be listed on the rosters of their old stations while operating out of two rusted old Fords. They would not make arrests. If someone had

  to be booked, they’d call in Homicide, Vice, or Robbery. They would also be available for other chores, as Chief C. B. Horrall saw fit. They would have cash at their disposal, a Secret

  Service Fund to pay informants who might help them gather intelligence on the likes of Bugsy, Dragna, and Mickey Cohen. But they would have no office. They’d meet on street corners, in

  parking lots, and up in the hills. In effect, they would not exist.




  Burns gave the eighteen men a week to ponder his invitation and some advice from an old lieutenant at the 77th who said an assignment like that could get you in good with the chief, or even make

  you a hero, “Or you could end up down in San Pedro, walking a beat in a fog.” Sergeant Jack O’Mara puffed on his pipe as the old lieutenant cautioned them, “Whatever you do,

  keep your nose clean.”




  After the week to think it over, only seven came back to join Willie Burns, making a Gangster Squad of eight. One was O’Mara, who had to explain to his wife, Connie, what was in the

  stylish black violin case he began keeping under their bed.




  SERGEANT JERRY WOOTERS came on board later. He was not a church usher or a pipe smoker. He went for cigars or cigarettes, which he dangled from the

  corner of his mouth. Gerard “Jerry” Wooters was lean and angular—he was all about playing the angles. He was the son of an itinerant gold miner who had come to California

  following its oldest get-rich-quick fantasy, but mostly stayed poor. Jerry tried to avoid the war but couldn’t, then got shot down over the Pacific and was left floating in a raft. If a

  Japanese boat found him first, he was dead. If an American ship found him, he’d come home with medals. After he came home with his medals, he kept photos of himself with the comely nurses who

  helped him recover. As a policeman he displayed the same screw-you defiance to the crooks and his bosses alike. On his first case for the Gangster Squad, he led the investigation that changed the

  ground rules for policing in California.




  Jerry Wooters and Jack O’Mara had nothing in common except for their rank as sergeants, and their shared obsession with Mickey Cohen.




  In time, O’Mara set a trap for Mickey, using his own guns, to prove he was a killer.




  Wooters forged an alliance with Mickey’s budding rival of the 1950s, Jack “The Enforcer” Whalen, a powerhouse of a man who took pride in never needing a gun—his fists

  were enough—and had dreams of making it in Hollywood.




  Neither cop told the other what he had done.




  ON THE JOB a decade before J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI acknowledged the existence of the Mafia, the Los Angeles Police Gangster Squad took an

  anything-goes approach to making life hell for Mickey Cohen and his ilk. Squad members faked drive-by shootings to confound their targets and took out-of-town hoods up to Mulholland Drive for

  chats designed to scare them back home. They posed as termite men and telephone repairmen to plant hidden microphones—to hell with warrants. They bugged TV sets and a mistress’

  bed. They neutralized a pesky newspaper columnist and did hush-hush favors for Jack Webb, who glorified the LAPD with his Dragnet television show. They stole guns and address books from

  mobsters and left anonymous messages, not loving chocolates, on their pillows.




  There were close calls—grand jury investigations, lawsuits, and a skeptical police chief or two—but they endured through the ’50s. That’s when one of their cases reached

  the State Supreme Court and one of their own, the defiant Jerry Wooters, got a bit too reckless, setting the stage for the deadly night in the Valley when a bullet between the eyes signaled that

  the Gangster Squad’s time was over, and so was a defining era in Los Angeles’ history.




  They operated at a time and place where truth was found not in the sunlight, but in the shadows, and justice found not in marble courthouses, but in the streets. That was their Los Angeles, the

  sun-washed city of palm trees and self-invention, the city that spent a long century pretending that evil came from afar.
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  The Whalens Move West to the City of Angels




  





  CHAPTER 1
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  The Dusty Road Con




  Fred Whalen learned to scam along the Mississippi, the river that divides America, at pool halls and revivals. He was born in 1898 in Alton,

  Illinois, just upriver from St. Louis, and by the time he was a teenager he had figured out the traveling evangelists who set up shop in tents, barns, and occasionally, even, in real churches. He

  saw the people writhing in divine ecstasy out in their congregations and sensed immediately what was up: they were phonies, plants, shills for the preachers. Little Freddie was barely able to see

  over the pews but he knew they were fakers, those folks writhing in the aisles. So he’d take his coat and cover them up and spoil the show . . . until the preachers began paying him $5 to

  stay away.




  Freddie had another tactic for evangelists who didn’t have Holy Rollers shaking with the spirit. He didn’t need a hymn book—he knew all the words to standards such as

  “Are You Washed in the Blood?” so he’d rise with the crowd and belt it out, through the closing lines,




  

    

      Are your garments spotless?




      Are they white as Snow?




      Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?


    


  




  The evangelist then would signal everyone to sit, eager to get down to business, and the flock would do as told, except for Freddie. He’d remain on his feet and start it again,

  “Are you washed in the blood?” and everyone would rise back up and join him, singing it over, first verse to last. Then the preacher would gesture once more for all to be seated,

  only to have Freddie launch into the refrain once more, “Are you washed in the blood?” His deal with those preachers was the same, five bucks and I go away.




  As for pool, he was a true prodigy—there was nothing fake about him being able to beat anyone in Alton by fifth grade. An old shark known as Tennessee Brown saw the Irish kid toying with

  some pretty fair players for a jar full of pennies and begged Freddie’s parents to let him tutor the boy. Freddie’s father worked as a railroad switchman for the Illinois Terminal but

  had grown up in Ireland amid the potato famines, and he knew the value of a little extra money. So little Freddie soon was giving trick-shot exhibitions in which he wowed the crowds by hitting

  balls off the top of Coke bottles. But the real payoff wasn’t in showing off. It was in looking as bad as possible while still beating the other guy, making him believe it was his fault he

  lost. Freddie dropped out of school to hit the road with his cue and his mentor, who guided him through the pool parlors and dives along the river, perfecting his hustle. Sometimes Tennessee Brown

  would offer to play people using one pocket, they got the other five. Once he took their money he would treat himself to a 25-cent cigar and tell the loser, “Bet you can’t even beat

  that kid.”




  Freddie’s childhood officially ended when his railroad worker father got consumption and couldn’t shake the cough. John Whalen took off without his family for that beautiful and

  distant place called California, having heard of its miracle cures, only to return to Alton four weeks later, homesick and still coughing. Freddie was fourteen when his father passed in 1912.




  He moved up to Chicago to put all that he’d learned about human nature to work as a door-to-door salesman. He was slender but close to six feet tall and looked grown-up in a gray suit and

  vest. He had an oversized smile, a natural salesman’s smile, and if it looked fake to some people, so be it—most liked how he lit up a room. Freddie convinced two rival photo studios in

  the Windy City to let him represent them. For $1, families got a certificate they could bring in, good for an 8-by-10-inch formal portrait. He never let either studio know he was selling for the

  other.




  In no time Freddie was peddling a more elaborate product, a check writing machine. People were fearful that someone would alter checks they wrote to raise the amount, so the typewriter-like

  device punched down and perforated the paper to form the number. It literally cut a check, the origin of that phrase. He found it easy to convince customers they were in great peril if they

  didn’t have one of his check protectors. Before long, the company that made the machines offered to send him to New York, to sell there. He declined because of a girl.




  Whalen family lore offers two accounts of how Freddie met Lillian Wunderlich. One version was pure Americana, sweet, romantic, and innocent. In this telling, his selling took him back down to

  St. Louis, where he’d stop at a teeming boarding house run by Lillian’s mother. The Wunderlich clan was huge, with sixteen kids, many raised doing chores on a family farm in Pacific,

  Missouri. Perhaps that’s why the boys were so strong—one, Augustus, “Gus,” could hoist the heaviest wooden chair in the house with one hand. But the eldest girl was why

  Freddie kept coming back. Born in 1899, the year after him, Lillian was just fourteen when they went out for the first time, with several Wunderlichs along to chaperone, eager to keep an eye on the

  pool-playing salesman with the oversized smile.




  But the other account of their meeting suggests that the Wunderlichs understood exactly who they were letting into the family. Young Gus also loved the spectacle of the revivals on the sawdust

  circuit and attended one in a barn, then dragged two of his sisters back the next night, telling Lillian and Florence, “You gotta see this.” They sat up in the loft, looking down on the

  preacher imploring the crowd, “I KNOW there’s a sinner out there—a gambling, drinking, womanizing sinner. And if we all bow our heads, he’s gonna come to the lord TONIGHT.

  Come forward, sinner, COME FORWARD!” With that, a lanky young man, dark-haired and duded up, jumped to his feet. “It’s me!” he shouted while marching up front to be saved,

  on his knees, in tears. It was Fred Whalen, of course, and after the service Gus guided his sisters to the back of the barn and again said, “Watch this” as Freddie and the preacher

  shook hands and something green passed from the man of the cloth to the night’s repentant sinner, no longer the enemy of the traveling evangelists.




  Lillian Wunderlich was smitten on the spot. She liked to point out that her grandmother had gone to dances with the train-robbing James boys, Frank and Jesse, in the mid-1800s. It was in her

  blood, an eye for a certain kind of man. She was sixteen when she married Fred. He was seventeen. They honeymooned at the Mineral Springs Hotel in Alton, which touted the therapeutic powers of the

  waters bubbling up below its basement and sold the stuff by the bottle.




  The couple had a daughter first, Bobie, then a son, Jack. Decades later, the family insisted that the baby boy was huge, ten pounds out of the womb, or maybe fourteen pounds, or sixteen. Family

  legends vary that way. But the State of Missouri birth certificate did not list a weight, reporting only that Jack Fredrick Whalen was born just after midnight on May 11, 1921.




  THE NEXT YEAR, Fred Whalen led the clan’s migration west, he and his young wife, their two kids and a slew of Wunderlichs. He showed up at

  their boarding home with $26, his pool cue, his fancy clothes, and two vehicles. “Everybody that wants to go to California, pack your stuff, we’re leaving,” he announced, and a

  dozen of them stuffed into two cars waiting outside. One was a let’s-hope-it-works black sedan made by the Dorris Motor Car Company of St. Louis (“Built Up to a Standard. Not Down to a

  Price.”), soon to go defunct. But the other was eye-popping, a Marmon Touring Car made by the Indianapolis company whose yellow one-seat speedster had won the first 500-mile race in that

  city. Now Marmon offered discerning motorists “The Major Car of the Major Class” featuring a large rear seating area set well back from the driver, running boards on each side, the

  first rear-view mirror, and a front grill topped by a silver ornament you might see on the car of a millionaire company president, which is exactly what Fred pretended to be in the small towns en

  route.




  They’d stop at a dusty roadside camp on the outskirts of Anywhere U.S.A., where everyone got out but Fred and his young wife and the iron-muscled Gus. An aunt would take charge of baby

  Jack, who traveled in a makeshift cradle they suspended on a rope inside one car, hanging down behind the front seat. While other Wunderlichs wandered off to find a nearby farm, searching for a

  stray chicken to poach, Fred put on his three-piece suit and Lillian her frilliest dress, with a hat to match. Gus got ready in a white shirt and vest . . . and a chauffeur’s cap. Then they

  rode in toward Main Street in the imposing Marmon, the couple in back, Gus up at the wheel. Fred called him “kid” and “palie,” but Gus was an ideal chauffeur, having driven

  farm vehicles, and rebuilt their motors, from the day he quit the sixth grade.




  In each town, Gus would look for the busiest tavern and stall the Marmon in front of it. By the time he got out and lifted the hood, a crowd would be gathering to gawk at the car that sure

  wasn’t a Ford and at the regal-looking couple inside, dressed to the nines. Gus would examine the engine and shake his head and ask if anyone knew where he could find tools. Then he’d

  walk back to tell Fred, “Excuse me sir, it’s going to take a while to fix. Why don’t you go inside where it’s cool and have some refreshment?”




  Fred would take Lillian’s hand and stride into the tavern and as soon as they disappeared a local would ask, “Who’s that?” Gus-the-chauffeur then would tell of the

  finance company Fred ran, consolidated or associated something-or-other, and then he’d asked the locals, “Do you have any pool tables in there?”




  “Yeah, sure.”




  “Well, my boss fancies himself a pool player. He thinks he can play.”




  Gus would glance side to side to make sure his boss was gone then confide that if anyone knew what they were doing, and stayed sober, they could beat him easy. All Gus asked was that they share

  some of their take with the kindly servant who had tipped them off, slip him a token of appreciation after they took his boss to the cleaners. The news spread quickly that there was a rich, easy

  mark in town.




  That’s how the Whalens and Wunderlichs financed their trek west, with Fred’s winnings from all the suckers in America’s heartland.




  





  CHAPTER 2
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  The City Where Evil Comes from Without




  The fear of invading evildoers had been a refrain in Los Angeles since before the turn of the century. The nation’s burgeoning railroad

  system did not reach the young city until 1876, when the Southern Pacific linked up to it from the North, and that same year a new position of Chief of Police was established to supervise six

  officers. By 1891 Los Angeles was a scattered community of 65,000 with a police force of seventy-five, counting the matron, clerk, bailiff, and secretary. If you discounted the two men who drove

  the horse-drawn Paddy wagons, Chief John Glass had 48 patrolmen to watch over thirty-six square miles and combat the nagging problems of the day. “There are some (too many) poker games kept

  running in the back of cigar stores and saloons, and they do great damage to the young men of this city and furnish a living for a lot of wretches who are too lazy to work,” Chief Glass told

  residents in his annual report. “Lottery gambling is not easily eradicated . . . The number of pawnbrokers and other dealers in second-hand goods has increased.” The good news for Los

  Angeles was that the tally of houses of prostitution had held steady and “war has been made on the pimps,” the chief said. “I believe that there now are less of those vile human

  beings in this city than in any time in years past.” Other good news was the $1,867.10 in savings achieved by having inmates cook their own food, rather than pay a restaurant to furnish

  prison meals. But Chief Glass had an ominous warning for the sun-drenched outpost that fancied itself America’s Garden of Eden: “One very serious cause of annoyance and danger to the

  residents of this city is yearly growing: Each winter brings us an increased number of burglars, safe-blowers and other skilled thieves from the large cities of the East.” While there had

  been some important arrests of “Eastern crooks,” Glass said it was time to furnish his officers with more than a rosewood club and leather belt and not count on them to buy their own

  handcuffs and revolvers. The chief called upon the city to provide each officer with all that plus a “police whistle, fire key . . . and a first-class repeating rifle.”




  With the onset of the twentieth century, shootouts erupted among L.A.’s immigrant fruit cart vendors—first hints that the notorious Black Hand might be in town—and the

  un-welcomed outsiders were upgraded to “Eastern gangsters.” After George Maisano was shot three times in the back on June 2, 1906, he lived long enough to tell police that the gunman

  was a fellow immigrant fruit peddler, Joe Ardizzone, the “Iron Man” of the city’s small Italian quarter. But Ardizzone quickly “disappeared in the darkness,” noted

  one account at the time. “The case is a difficult one, because other Italians in the colony here are doing all they can to aid the criminal in escaping and refuse absolutely to talk about the

  case, saying they never heard of it.”




  A few months later, a man on a bicycle shot Joseph Cuccia, a father of three, as he drove his wagon along North Main Street, his horses then spooking and the cart careening for two blocks. When

  a witness tried to run after the fleeing cyclist, the man turned with his gun and said, “Let no one try to follow me.” Next to go was a barber, Giovannino Bentivegna, who was shot

  through the window of his shop. Authorities said a letter found in his pocket was written in Sicilian and had “a crude drawing of a clown and a policeman,” the Black Hand’s

  warning to a stool pigeon. Those were the sort of incidents that had plagued New York’s Little Italy following the 1890s’ wave of immigration across the Atlantic. But Los Angeles? A new

  name was suggested for one street in its Italian quarter, “Shotgun Alley.”




  In 1913, the LAPD announced that it was hiring twenty-five new officers to repel what were now described as “Eastern hoodlums,” spurred in part by a jewelry store heist on South

  Broadway. Unknown parties cut a two-foot hole in the roof, lowered themselves down a rope, avoided several alarms, and made off with a tray containing dozens of diamond rings worth $6,000, the most

  lucrative criminal haul in the city in a year. The culprits were pros, clearly, but Los Angeles officials were sure it was more, evidence of an influx of Bunco men, porch climbers

  (“ding-bats”), pickpockets (“dips”) and safe crackers (“pete blowers). “A thousand thieves are headed for Los Angeles,” police told the Los Angeles

  Times, adding that the grim news had come directly from law enforcement agencies in the know. “The eastern departments recently sent word that nearly every thief caught said he would

  leave for Los Angeles if released and, further, that every man that was wanted was reported to be in Los Angeles or headed for the city.”




  As if to punctuate the warning—and quiet any skeptics—one of the twenty-five rookie police officers hired to repel the invasion almost immediately got into a shootout with two

  gunmen. Days on the job, Frank “Lefty” James became an overnight hero by taking a slug in his left shoulder while killing one of his assailants and wounding the second, who promptly

  told officers he had shuffled into town only the day before . . . from Buffalo.




  Then two Los Angeles County sheriff’s deputies were caught in a nighttime car chase and shootout on a lonely stretch of West Temple Street and one of the gunmen left behind a hat with a

  .45 bullet hole in it and a label from a store in . . . Chicago.




  It was all leading to the nightmare scenario, the arrival of Al Capone. Word spread quickly that the nation’s most feared hoodlum had slipped into L.A. under an alias and checked into the

  Biltmore, the ornate new hotel with an aquamarine tile swimming pool in the basement. Detective Ed “Roughhouse” Brown led a delegation of cops over there to ceremoniously escort Capone

  and his bodyguards onto the first train back to Chicago. Just twenty-eight, yet rumored to be worth $2 million from the beer and booze trade, Capone took the bum’s rush in good humor, noting

  that his crew had at least gotten to tour a film studio. “I came here with my boyfriends to see a little of the country,” he quipped. “Why should everybody in this town pick on

  me? . . . we are tourists and I thought you folks liked tourists. Whoever heard of anyone being run out of Los Angeles that had money?” But the city evidently was a dangerous place, even for

  a Capone—someone stole his jug of wine en route to the train station. “Now I won’t have a drink,” he said, “between here and home.”




  So L.A. had an early glimpse of a hoodlum who turned everything into a goof—there would be another to come. The city also had a second celebrity cop guarding its borders. First

  “Lefty” James and now “Roughhouse” Brown. What a glorious headline Roughhouse earned. Glorious! Glorious!




  

    

      

        

          “Scarface Al”—Came to Play


          Now Look—He’s Gone Away!


        


      


    


  




  BY THEN THE Whalens had settled in a small apartment above a dry goods store they opened with the last of Fred’s earnings from the trip out.

  They’d come in through the desert along the Old Santa Fe Trail, fixing the inevitable flat tires on the Dorris during the day and camping nights in tents as coyotes howled outside. There were

  few other Marmon Touring Cars on the roadway soon to be anointed Route 66, but it was crammed throughout 1922 with fellow Midwesterners in their Model Ts and jalopies, on their way to swelling Los

  Angeles’ population past San Francisco’s, making it the largest city in California. One hundred thousand people a year were migrating to the area, primarily from the heartland states

  and no longer drawn west by the last century’s fantasy of riches from gold. Though some were entranced by the fantasy that replaced it—of fame in the movies—for most it was enough

  to dream of a fresh start in “the city where there is everlasting sunshine,” in the words of Cornelius Vanderbilt Jr., not to mention the free lunches that real estate developers served

  up to anyone visiting their new housing tracts. With no less than 631 subdivisions in the works the year the Whalens arrived, one builder was preparing to erect an enormous sign in the hills

  touting HOLLYWOODLAND, his housing tract below. Another adorned his lots with images of houses-to-come on false fronts supported by wooden braces, the real estate version of

  Hollywood sets. Another offered a free rooster for your backyard—you could still feel like a farmer, just like back in Iowa. A fellow Midwesterner-émigré to L.A. meanwhile was

  redefining the cemetery as a memorial park with none of those morbid monuments sticking up, just stones laid flat along peaceful sweeping lawns, so the bereaved might find hope and solace.

  Missouri native Herbert L. Eaton vowed that his Forest Lawn would be “as unlike other cemeteries as sunshine is unlike darkness, as Eternal Life is unlike death.” In Los Angeles, the

  cemetery would become “God’s Garden!”




  The Whalens set up shop a mile west of downtown, well beyond its commercial clutter and the intersection already touted as the busiest for traffic in the nation, though development was edging

  their way. The castle-like Ambassador Hotel had just gone up on Wilshire Boulevard, with 500 guest rooms and a nightclub, the Cocoanut Grove, where dancers waltzed “under the spell of the

  (artificial) palms.” But Wilshire remained unpaved in the other direction, away from the city, passing dairy farms and fields of lima beans as it headed toward the ocean. The Whalens also

  were within walking distance of Westlake Park, a favorite setting for the colorized postcards that were all the rage, with pastel-enhanced scenes of gents and ladies strolling in their Sunday

  finery by cypress and palm trees to a boathouse by the lake, an American-flag topped gazebo looking down on young couples paddling their canoes. You’d find such idealized images for sale next

  to the Whalens’ cash register, amid all the merchandise they stole.




  Fred and Lillian were arrested after Christmas, 1924, charged with swiping three sweaters from another store across town. With Fred waiting in the getaway car, Lillian had reprised her Jesse

  James heritage by carrying off the sweaters while a clerk was helping other customers. Then Los Angeles police put more of the Whalens’ merchandise on display at the Central

  Station—stockings, dresses, women’s silk unmentionables—and merchants from around the city came by to examine the items and announced, “That’s mine!” or

  “That’s ours!” By the time of the Whalens’ trial, prosecutors had a dozen witnesses to their far-flung petty larceny.




  When Fred had his turn on the witness stand he flashed his salesman’s smile and swore all the bras and nighties were gifts, given to them at a “birthday shower.” But jurors

  took all of twenty minutes to find the couple guilty. Lillian fainted when the verdict was announced and Fred had to endure a night in jail, plus the indignity of the local newspaper calling him a

  “self-professed champion billiard player.”




  It was an unpleasant start to life in L.A., but at least no one pegged them as outsiders. In a city of refugees and wannabes, being ma-and-pa shopkeepers with two toddlers was enough to qualify

  the Whalens as bona fide Angelenos. There even was an upside to having the idiots doubt Fred’s ability with a cue.




  He preferred straight pool, where you had to sink 125 balls, the no-nonsense tournament test. But the money still was at bars and parlors where the rubes liked quicker games such as Eight-Ball.

  A player of Fred’s caliber often could sink all the solids or stripes in one turn, but he’d never earn a buck if he did—even drunk, most pea-brains would take their money off the

  table after seeing how easily he ran out the rack. What he’d do instead, then, is barely miss his opening shots, lagging his balls—whether the stripes or solids—to the edge of the

  pockets. More importantly, he’d leave the white cue ball in a spot that gave the other guy no good shot, no opening at all. After the fellow’s futile turn, all Fred had to do was knock

  in his balls sitting on the edge of the pockets, duck shots anyone could execute. The other guys thought he was lucky, that’s it. They might start out playing for quarters, but a frustrated

  loser soon could be betting dollars, or more, to get even.




  That was Fred Whalen’s MO as he made the rounds of upscale pool parlors favored by the beneficiaries of the area’s two booming industries. The oil people had cash in their pockets

  from the newly gushing Signal Hill field down by Long Beach, where one well alone spewed 1,000 gallons a day. The Hollywood folks were flush too, by 1927 spending $100 million a year making

  movies.




  But Fred didn’t ignore the lowlier neighborhoods where pool was a staple of life, and a test of manhood. One such community was Boyle Heights, a slum on the east side of the Los Angeles

  River made undesirable by its proximity to factories and the rail yards. That neighborhood got groups proper L.A. didn’t want—or banned by real estate covenants—the Mexicans,

  Italians, and especially poor Russian Jews, often ones who had sampled New York first and now were refugees a second time. Boyle Heights was a classic survival-of-the-fittest slum, typified by the

  action each night at Art Weiner’s pool hall. It attracted guys with names like Matzie and Dago Frank who could roll any number they wanted with the right pair of dice and fancied themselves

  primo pool hustlers too. The tough local kids competed for their favor, including a pint-sized newsboy, proper name Meyer Harris Cohen, whose mother Fanny, an immigrant from Kiev, had brought her

  six children west after the death of her husband Max. They helped in the small grocery she opened, stacking cans, though her youngest preferred the streets or the pool hall, where he often racked

  balls and kept score for the local hustlers Matzie and Dago Frank. “Gimme the chalk!” they’d say and he’d do it, the little kid they called Mickey for short. But

  there’s no way of knowing if young Mickey Cohen ever saw Fred Whalen wander in to play his idols for fools, or whether their eyes locked across one of the green felt tables at Art

  Weiner’s pool hall, as they would in a Los Angeles courtroom, decades later.




  SOMETIMES FRED WANTED to show off—he got tired of holding back—so the family would road trip out of L.A. to smaller communities

  reminiscent of the ones they’d victimized on their cross-country trip. Lillian sewed him a bright blue satin costume with a Russian Cossack–style top and a mask and they would post

  flyers advertising an exhibition by “The Masked Marvel.” Fred performed the tricks he’d learned as a kid, including hitting balls off Coke bottles, plus new ones using pairs of

  cue sticks as ramps—the cue ball went up one ramp and down another, then knocked three or four balls into pockets. Or he’d hide balls under a handkerchief and sink them, or make them

  disappear. There was an exhilarating honesty to the shows, and not only because his skill was unleashed. It was one time he could announce who he was. “I’m going to cheat you,” he

  could say, “but even after I tell you, you still can’t see me cheat you.” Then he’d make the red ball vanish, steal it right from under their eyes.




  Understand, he hadn’t given up on cons like the chauffeur bit, not at all. He loved that sting, loved it. In fact he’d do it again, just not with Gus putting on the cap to play a

  fake chauffeur in the St. Louis version of a rich man’s car. Fred Whalen soon would be able to afford a genuine chauffeur, and a genuine Stearns-Knight Touring Car, and how he got those had

  nothing to do with pool.




  





  CHAPTER 3
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  Young Jack Whalen Takes a Plane Ride




  The cops who’d run off Al Capone sounded no such alarm when a large group of locals—by L.A. standards—held a banquet ten days

  before Christmas, 1929 to celebrate the city’s Italo-American Welfare League. Much of it no doubt was old-fashioned politics, playing to the ethnics. But the mayor, district attorney, and

  county sheriff were among the guests at the Flower Auditorium who applauded tributes to Italian opera and the courage of Italian-Americans in the Great War, undaunted by the program listing the

  evening’s chairman as “J. Ardizzone” and its vice chairman as “J. I. Dragna.”




  J. Ardizzone was Joe Ardizzone, the Iron Man of the Black Hand during the fruit cart wars, back when drive-by shootings were done on bicycle. He indeed had disappeared after the 1906 killing of

  a rival, fleeing to Louisville, Kentucky, disguised as a military officer, Captain J. D. Fredericks. But he returned to California unnoticed a couple of years later, bought a ranch in the hills

  above the San Fernando Valley, and turned it into a vineyard. Authorities insisted they did not realize that Ardizzone was back until 1914, when they surrounded the property and maneuvered by two

  armed guards to arrest him. But their attempt to nail him for the old murder proved futile, “case dismissed, insufficient evidence, no witness that would talk,” a police report summed

  it up. A few years later, when another Italian fruit dealer was killed in a more modern fashion, by a shot-gunner in a Buick, Ardizzone called the hospital to find out where the body was taken and

  then laughed when asked who might have done such a thing. He was perfectly positioned when Prohibition arrived in 1920 promising big profits for anyone who could supply hard liquor to the thirsty

  masses and perhaps use a shotgun to grow his market share.




  Ardizzone’s vice-chair for the banquet, J. I. Dragna, was Jack Ignatius Dragna, originally from Corleone, long before the Sicilian city was made famous by a movie’s Don Corleone.

  When Dragna first appeared on a Los Angeles police blotter in 1914 for extortion he looked fresh off the docks in his booking photo, a starched white collar pinching his neck and a round-topped hat

  tilted back above his moon-shaped face. Now he looked like just another middle-aged businessman with his large eyeglasses, gray suit, and a decorative handkerchief in his breast pocket. Dragna too

  was developing a vineyard in the hills, on 538 acres, and owned a large ship, the Santa Maria, supposedly for carting bananas up from Central America. Dragna also had a piece of what was

  being billed as “the finest pleasure barge on the coast.”




  He and five others had bought an old five-mast sailing ship built for service in World War I but used since then mostly for fishing. They transformed the main deck into a casino with eight craps

  tables, sixteen for blackjack, fifty slot machines, and four roulette wheels, those rigged to prevent anyone from winning too much. There was a polished wooden floor for dancing and a restaurant

  promising “the best $1 fish dinner in California.” In 1928, the football-field-long Monfalcone became one of the first of a fleet of gambling ships operating off the coast in

  what were believed to be international waters, beyond the law. Water taxis shuttled to and from the mainland carrying patrons well advised to watch their wallets—if they defied the odds and

  won, someone might follow them to their cars. Dragna himself thought it prudent to take precautions. Two policemen made the mistake of stopping his sedan early one morning after he came ashore with

  three of his men, prompting one to point a sawed-off shotgun at the officers. Dragna calmly raised his hand, ordering his guy to back down, and explained that they needed the shotgun—along

  with four pistols and two knives—to protect the weekend’s profits from the Monfalcone. Dragna did not volunteer that one of the crew in his car was a cousin of Los Angeles’

  favorite Chicagoan, Scarface Al Capone. Later, when Dragna applied for U.S. citizenship, a judge said it wasn’t quite time, but he should keep trying—he seemed to have “a fine

  family.”




  Fred Whalen had no such illusions about these crude characters from the Old Country, the so-called Moustache Petes, for he, too, ran boats off the coast, reputed to be the fastest out there. One

  with a mahogany-walled cabin was named The Bobie, after his daughter, and had dual Liberty engines, like some aircraft used, so it could outrun the amply armed vessels of Dragna and his ilk

  and the patrols of the Coast Guard as well. But the great innovation of the Whalen boats was a feature that Fred’s brother-in-law worked up.




  Gus Wunderlich looked like a dolt with his snaggletooth grin and one of the squarest noggins ever seen on a human being—he literally was a blockhead. But he was a genius with anything

  mechanical, as good as Fred with his cue, and his idea for the rum-running speedboats was this: After they picked up a haul from the mother ship, or from an intermediary tender craft, he used a

  thick rope to lash all the barrels together at the rear of their speedboat. Then he placed the first barrel at the back edge, almost over the water and right above a hydraulic lift he built under

  the deck, the key to his system. If the feds got on their tail, they merely had to push a button and the front part of the deck rose and the back tilted down, so the lead barrel slid into the sea

  and then pulled the other barrels into the water behind it. The contraption came in handy after one large pickup of whiskey, close to two hundred barrels, slowed them down enough for a Coast Guard

  cutter to gain on them, despite their twin Liberties. Fred had to push the button and dump the damning evidence into the ocean, only to see the tops of the barrels floating above the

  surface—the containers apparently were less than full, a shortchange by the supplier on the mother ship. The swindle proved to be a savior, however, when the bobbing barrels created a

  minefield for the Coast Guard ship, shearing off the bottom of its wooden hull and leaving it dead in the water.




  When authorities nicknamed the Whalen patriarch “Freddie the Thief,” his family thought that all wrong. Their moniker for him was “Mile-Away,” because that’s where

  he’d be, a mile away, when the you-know-what hit the fan. But nothing was that simple in the bootlegging trade. As an independent and an Irishman, Freddie tried to steer clear of Italians

  such as Dragna and Tony “The Hat” Cornero (born Stralla), who by the age of twenty-five had a chauffeur-driven Cadillac thanks to the large network of rum-running trucks he’d

  assembled and his control of mother ships, including a lumber schooner capable of carrying 7,000 cases from Canada down to Mexico. Yet even Cornero and his brother had to fear hijackings when they

  weren’t pulling them on rivals. It could happen at sea or during nighttime landings at remote coves, when the speedboats cut their engines, and the whiskey was unloaded to dories, which were

  rowed onto beaches where law enforcement was friendly for a price. There was peril at every step, though one contemporary description may have been a bit melodramatic:




  

    

      Stuttering machine gun fire in the fog. Murky lights of waiting trucks. Muffled voices on the beach and the wind-born coughing of marine motors. Creaking car locks and dories shooting the

      pounding breakers . . . Hard men, tough men, sometimes desperate men ready to kill.


    


  




  Fred Whalen allowed himself only one bootlegging partnership, down in Mexico with Percy Hussong, whose family owned a popular cantina in Ensenada, the tavern that later would

  claim to have invented the margarita. The Hussongs had a perfect arrangement with a mother ship, getting their whiskey for skiffs full of fruits and vegetables in addition to a little cash. When

  the Hussongs headed back toward shore, the Mexican Navy would only shoot over their heads—the sailors were not about to jeopardize their chance of having a drink the next evening. It was

  different up the coast when the Whalen-Wunderlich gang found itself under fire while approaching a beach one moonless night—they did not get the impression that the gunmen atop the cliffs

  were trying to miss.




  FREDDIE’S OTHER SIGNIFICANT business relationship those days was with a cop in Santa Monica, the beach community with a carousel on its pier.

  Lieutenant Thomas Carr was the Sherlock Holmes of local law enforcement, using a professional makeup kit and closet full of costumes to disguise himself as everything from a tattooed sailor to an

  English dandy in order to mingle in waterfront bars and pick up scuttlebutt on the bootleggers. The newspapers called him “The Man of a Thousand Faces,” after the silent film actor Lon

  Chaney, who transformed himself into the Phantom of the Opera and the Hunchback of Notre Dame. The remarkable Lieutenant Carr also was an Olympic-caliber marksman, underscored when the supposed

  deadeye sheriff from Twin Falls, Idaho, strutted into Los Angeles with his pearl-handled pistol and buckskin jacket, touted as the winner of a six-gun competition staged by the Idaho Frontier Club.

  After a challenge was issued, they stuck an ace of spades on a post at a police shooting range to see who could hit the little black spot most frequently . . . and the California beach cop blew

  away the Wild West lawman in the cowboy hat.




  Carr became a minor celebrity through episodes like that, but when the newsmen went away and his English derby hat went back in the closet he was just another bloke who liked a few drinks and a

  few extra dollars to spend. Freddie Whalen kept him happy on both counts and served him up a few lowly bootleggers to nab—having a cop on your side was a safer way to deal with rivals than

  hijacking their loads, or blowing their brains out.




  As for Los Angeles police, they were a joke. When Freddie arrived in town their chief was distinguished-looking Louis D. Oaks, soon caught in his official car with a half-empty bottle and a

  half-dressed woman not his wife, prompting his actual spouse to complain (in divorce papers) that he was the captive of both intoxicating liquor and a Follies dancer. A couple of years later the

  department got a chief originally from Texas, James “Two Gun” Davis, a proud onetime cotton-picker who was nearly as expert with a pistol as Santa Monica’s Lieutenant Carr. Never

  mind that Davis enjoyed daily massages and manicures, he soon formed a Gun Squad headed by Lefty James, the hero cop wounded as a rookie in 1913. Davis also talked big as Texas. “The

  gun-toting element and the rum smugglers are going to learn that murder and gun-toting are inimical to their best interests,” he said. “I want them brought in dead, not alive, and will

  reprimand any officer who shows the least mercy to a criminal.” Tough words, indeed, but once the Depression descended on top of Prohibition the leaders of Los Angeles seemed less concerned

  with rum-runners than with the vagrants drifting into town. New task forces swept up those invaders by the dozens and gave them a choice—jail or the first freight train east, the pokey or

  Yuma, Arizona and points beyond. Eventually the LAPD dispersed its officers all the way to the state’s borders to stop the hobo hordes there, launching what became known as the Bum

  Blockade. Communists and other radicals also diverted police resources and a Red Squad soon was competing with the Gun Squad for center stage, doing its part by seizing the muckraking writer Upton

  Sinclair at one rally of supposed subversives.




  All the while, Los Angeles police never could stop the violence tied to the Prohibition liquor trade, which finally turned on its leading practitioner. The Black Hand’s old strongman, Joe

  Ardizzone, survived one wild shotgun shootout then vanished after leaving his vineyard at 6:30 A.M. to pick up a cousin just in from Italy. His wife had to wait years to

  have him officially declared dead but there was no waiting period for his banquet vice-chairman, J. I. Dragna, who was in line for a promotion right away.




  The remarkable Fred Whalen made it through that era virtually unscathed. He did have one speedboat smashed against the rocks and a mahogany-adorned cruiser sunk by a leak. But the worst part of

  that was getting sunburned on the beach of San Clemente Island before he and Gus were rescued by a foul-smelling whaling ship. Authorities never caught on to their method of transporting their

  whiskey over land, using trucks decorated exactly like those of the Mayfair Markets supermarket chain, maroon with fruits and vegetables painted on the side. For direct sales, Fred took over a

  recently closed dry cleaning shop in the lower level of a hotel, next to a back alley, where he invited customers to drive up to a window and get their illicit refreshment handed to them in a

  paper-wrapped bundle. Not surprisingly, some naive neighborhood residents brought in actual clothes to be cleaned, so Freddie had to hire a man to set up an off-site plant to do that work . . . and

  soon they had three locations serving as drop-off points for the legitimate dry cleaning business, in addition to distributing their booze. When drive-through dry cleaners became commonplace years

  later, the Whalen clan wondered whether their site, in the hotel, had been the first.




  Fred dutifully gave his occupation as “dry cleaner” when the 1930 census taker came by the South Alvarado Street home he shared with his wife Lillian and their children, Bobie, who

  was thirteen by then, and Jack, listed as eight. But few dry cleaners took their family for Sunday drives in a Stearns-Knight Touring Car, a luxurious tank that made their old Marmon seem like a

  heap—this car really was meant for a CEO. Gus Wunderlich also embraced their dry cleaning front when the census taker came by his home, listing himself as the “tailor” at the

  shop. His younger brother had some fun, though, when he was surveyed by the census—George Wunderlich gave his profession as “aviator.” In 1928, the National Air Races had come to

  the city’s Mines Field, which eventually would become Los Angeles International Airport but then was a mere cluster of runways amid wheat, barley, and bean fields. Two hundred thousand

  spectators drove through the farms to see demonstrations of the latest military aircraft along with races around pylons that drew a Who’s Who of flyers including Charles Lindbergh, a year

  past his solo flight across the Atlantic. The risks were on display, too—John J. Williams, one of the Army Air Corps’ “Three Musketeers” of aviation, was killed during a

  practice run. But many in Los Angeles got the flying bug and a fortunate few bought their own planes. Fred Whalen’s was a two-seat Alexander Eaglerock, a single-engine biplane favored by the

  barnstormers who set down in rural areas and offered the wide-eyed locals ten-minute flights for fifty cents.




  The biplane was neither big enough nor sturdy enough to carry much booze—it was just another showy plaything for the Whalen clan’s patriarch. Freddie had one lesson from the salesman

  before inviting Gus to join him on his maiden flight as the whole family gathered to admire his new toy. But someone else clamored to come along, Freddie’s young son, Jack. The boy’s

  mother gave a dirty look as the boy pleaded, “Me, too!” but Freddie flashed his salesman’s smile and waved for his son to join them. There was barely room in the tiny passenger

  compartment for the youngster and his uncle Gus to stuff themselves in before Fred took off like a pro and guided the plane through the Sepulveda Pass and over the orange orchards of the San

  Fernando Valley




  Their destination was a new airstrip in Van Nuys—after making a few lazy loops over the Valley they were going to land, take a breather, and come back home. The problem was, Fred

  hadn’t mastered the altimeter. The biplane hit down too hard on the new runway and bounced back into the air. Then Fred tried landing again and miscalculated again, bashing into the ground

  once more before catapulting back into flight. That’s when Gus began to panic. After the second failed landing, he gestured madly from the passenger seat like he was gonna jump, while Fred

  waved for him to climb over the divide and try the damn stick himself. They were screaming back and forth but unable to hear each other over the engine. Freddie Whalen may have thought his wits and

  his smile put him above all peril but now he was going to crash and burn and kill them all.




  The third time he made it. He still came down roughly on the new airstrip, but the wheels stuck and they landed and were safe. Only then did Fred realize that one person on the plane had not

  panicked. His little son had remained calm, even delighted, through everything. Gus said the boy had squealed “Wheeee!” one of the times they nearly crashed and died. Freddie Whalen

  couldn’t be prouder—he told everyone how fearless his boy had been, the child who would grow up to become known as Jack the Enforcer.




  SO ONE LESSON they should have learned was that Freddie’s wits and smile did not place him above all peril. Another lesson was in the danger of

  messing with the wrong people—that could kill you, too. Gus Wunderlich learned as much in the episode that sent him to prison.




  Gus could blame his ice cream bar machine for his foolhardy decision to become a modern-day pirate. After years of using his mechanical wizardry in the cause of Freddie’s rum-running he

  invented a device to churn out frozen desserts. But with the lifting of Prohibition at the end of 1933 it wasn’t easy to find funds to patent and market an invention, so Gus turned to an

  alternate means of raising capital.




  Another member of their bootlegging crowd came up with the insane idea of robbing one of the gambling ships. There already had been a couple of mysterious fires on the pleasure barges and two

  murders, one victim proving to be not the croupier he claimed but an East St. Louis hood who used the ship-top gambling as a cover to fence stolen jewels—that was a rough crowd on the seas.

  But the former rumrunner Harry Allen Sherwood had an inside tipster, a former cook on the S.S. Monte Carlo, and he was convinced that a band of modern-day pirates could make a big score on

  that boat. The Monte Carlo had been an ugly concrete-hulled tanker during the decade it hauled oil and it still was ugly after new owners built a warehouse-sized structure on the deck, with

  a curved roof, to serve as a casino. But all you saw at night were the twinkle lights. On one Saturday alone 1,736 patrons took the 25-cent water taxis to and from the gambling ship where the

  dining area had linen tablecloths and a sign above the craps tables promised, “These Dice Are 100% Perfect.”




  The six-man gang struck after the busy Fourth of July weekend, 1935, when the ship’s safe figured to be loaded. Several of the pirates headed out in a 48-foot gray speedboat, the

  Zeitgeiste, while others left shore in a stolen wooden fishing boat, the Nolia. They picked a foggy night, so no one would see their boats meet up mid-ocean where all the men got into

  the quieter fishing craft. By 3:30 A.M., the last gamblers had left the Monte Carlo and its main deck had gone dark. The pirates had stocking masks over their heads,

  gloves on their hands, and two sacks full of handcuffs, leg irons, and chains. They glided the fishing boat alongside the gambling ship and climbed up, everyone armed.




  The pirates surprised the Monte Carlo’s crew down below, in the kitchen, playing poker. The men being robbed later said someone called out, “Down on the floor, all of

  you,” then, “Do as you’re told and no one gets hurt.” The gang made them empty the safe of cash and an assortment of trinkets, $10,000 worth of necklaces, rings, and watches

  left by gamblers who had fallen in debt or were desperate for more chips. One loser that weekend had hocked a large diamond solitaire in a platinum mounting, a ring worth $1,000. He was offered

  just $50, and took it, and that ring too was snatched by the thieves along with stacks of wrapped bills and silver dollars from a wall rack, $22,000 cash in all. One of the pirates told the chained

  victims “Take it easy boys. See you in church.”




  They carried two sacks of loot to their stolen fishing boat and motored away from the Monte Carlo and what looked to be the perfect robbery. “A boat leaves no trail,” noted

  the highest-ranking local detective soon put on the case, Long Beach Inspector Owen Murphy.




  But their fantasies of an easy life were undermined by an age-old mistake of the foolish criminal, suspicious spending. One of the pirate crew was veteran jailbird Frank Dudley, recently paroled

  from San Quentin. He believed in living it up during his interludes of freedom so he played the big shot at a downtown bar, giving the waitress a keep-the-change $5 bill and $10 to two women of

  questionable repute who came to sit by him. “More where this came from,” he boasted, and at that point two undercover detectives at a corner table had heard enough. Dudley asked only

  that they let him see his girlfriend, a redhead, before he said, “Ever hear of the Monte Carlo?




  He quickly led officers to the address south of town where the gang had met to divide the cash, a bandbox house wedged between two cypress hedges on E. 116th Street. The raiders found Gus

  Wunderlich inside with his kid brother George, along with a loaded .38 wrapped in cloth under the dining table, a .38 under a pillow, and a .45 in a dresser. Still, it took a while for the raiders

  to discover the hidden chamber. They had to connect two wires virtually invisible in the bedroom’s baseboard, setting off a groaning in the closet—its concrete floor shifted, part of a

  perfect counterweight system, to expose a room below with a bar and several barrels, remnants of the glory days of Prohibition. All that was left was for the cops to stumble onto Gus’

  hollowed-out bedpost full of jewelry, including a telltale diamond solitaire ring in a platinum setting.




  It’s not often there’s a federal trial for piracy and plundering. Augustus “Gus” Wunderlich swore at his that he was at the movies the night of the robbery, but he

  couldn’t describe the film he’d seen—he slept through it, he said. He got eight years for conspiracy and was signed into the federal penitentiary right behind a white slavery

  suspect and a murderer.




  There was some consolation for the family. The feds on the piracy case never found any evidence to prosecute George Wunderlich, the runt of the old bootlegging clan. And Gus fared better than

  the man who’d gotten him into that mess. Harry Allen Sherwood also was sentenced to federal prison, but didn’t live long after he got out. He stumbled into a hospital with a bullet by

  his spinal column, a form of justice for a high-risk life of crime that the courts did not hand out—and a reminder that the streets of the City of Angels could be just as perilous as its

  seas.




  





  PART II
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  The Gangster Squad’s Sergeant Jack O’Mara Sets His Trap for Mickey




  





  CHAPTER 4
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  Orientation in an Alley




  Los Angeles was supposed to have been transformed and cleansed by World War II, its scandals of the past erased by the time hordes of heroic

  servicemen returned home and streamed off their ships at the port, ready for a new start in life. The city was supposed to have bottomed out before the war. It wasn’t being a Pollyanna, or a

  Chamber of Commerce booster, to believe that everything had to be heading up-up-up for Los Angeles after one particularly horrible day, January 14, 1938.




  That was when private investigator Harry Raymond got into his car, turned on the ignition and a black-powder bomb went off under the hood. Raymond miraculously survived the 150 fragments doctors

  had to remove from him but the force of the blast carried far beyond his body. A former San Diego police chief, he had been helping expose local wrongdoing on behalf of the city’s unlikely

  civic reformer, Clifford Clinton. Clinton owned two cafeterias that served comfort food at low cost to the masses and often at no cost to the poor—under a policy of “whatever you wish

  to pay,” he gave away 10,000 free meals one summer during the Depression. The son of two Salvation Army captains, Clinton was a true Good Works soul who had been shocked by his service on a

  grand jury, which gave him a glimpse of the city’s underbelly. He personally funded CIVIC, the Citizens Independent Vice Investigating Committee, to ferret out the sickening specifics: Los

  Angeles was home to 1,800 bookies, 600 brothels, 200 gambling parlors, and 23,000 slot machines, all operating under the nose of Mayor Frank Shaw.




  Shaw had won office with the slogan, “Throw the grafters out” but it was an open secret that his own brother was L.A.’s most accomplished of grafters. Joe Shaw had been elected

  to nothing but used a City Hall office as a perch to collect bribes of up to $1,000 from cops seeking promotions and much more from vice lords seeking protection. The most outrageous of those was a

  former LAPD Vice captain, Kansas-born Guy McAfee, who during his days on the force supposedly warned racketeers of raids by calling them up and whistling over the phone. Figuring that being a

  gambling czar paid better than being a cop, McAfee married a madam and then a starlet and ran “The World Famous Clover Club” on the Sunset Strip where the blackjack and roulette tables

  could flip over to be hidden, just in case.




  When Clifford Clinton’s do-gooder committee began raising a stink about the gambling parlors and brothels, the Shaws and their friends gave the crusader just what he wanted, an

  investigation—city inspectors swarmed into his cafeterias in the name of public health. When a bomb exploded at Clinton’s home, destroying his kitchen, they accused him of staging the

  episode himself, for publicity. “I’ll never stop now,” Clinton was said to have responded. Then his private investigator, Harry Raymond, tried to start his car and KABOOM!




  James “Two Gun” Davis, serving his second stint as L.A.’s police chief, was traveling in Mexico when the bomb exploded, so the head of his Special Intelligence Unit phoned him

  with the news. Captain Earle Kynette offered the chief a theory about who might have wanted to blow up the private eye, “I said that he had such a score of enemies in the underworld that

  possibly the enemy came from Las Vegas.” Unfortunately for Captain Kynette, evidence pointed closer to home, to his own squad. He and six of his men had been renting a house across from

  Raymond’s for $50 a month to watch him, eavesdrop on him and finally shut him up. They all took the fifth when called before a grand jury looking into the bombing, but Kynette did offer an

  alibi—he was at home nursing an eye-ache while his wife and in-laws played cards downstairs. “I made a compress out of boric acid and went to bed,” he said. Harder to explain was

  the detonating wire found in his garage. Kynette was convicted of attempted murder and sent to San Quentin.




  “It was a lousy, crooked department,” summed up Max Solomon, who knew about crooked L.A. from serving as defense attorney for many of its toughest characters of that era and for

  decades to come. “You know, in Chicago the gangsters paid off the police but the gangsters did the job. In Los Angeles, the police were the gangsters.”




  At least the city had reached its nadir—that day had to be it—and could start its climb. Captain Earle Kynette shouted “It’s a travesty of justice!” but he was

  behind bars. Chief “Two Gun” Davis was forced to resign. Mayor Frank Shaw was recalled, the first mayor of a major American city to be ousted that way, and in his place the city elected

  a more convincing reformer, a judge no less, Judge Fletcher E. Bowron. The new mayor was about sobriety, not sizzle, a man of gray suits, black shoes, rimless glasses, and a fondness for the dusty

  Los Angeles of his childhood before all the cars (“chug wagons,” he called them) and clutter. The scoundrels were not going to ruin the Los Angeles he remembered—more than 200

  police commanders and officers were fired, demoted, retired, or transferred, including the head of another infamous detail, the Red Squad. The past was past, as they say, and the future finally was

  at hand, under the shadow of war.




  WHAT HAD BEEN the nation’s thirty-sixth largest city at the turn of the century boomed into fifth place after the hostilities broke out in

  Europe and the Far East. Six aircraft factories soon were operating within ten miles of downtown and vast shipbuilding facilities at Los Angeles County’s ports. With much of the male

  population called away into the Armed Forces, including 983 members of the city police and fire departments, warm and willing bodies had to be found and recruited. A decade after the LAPD

  spearheaded a Bum Blockade to keep migrants out of California, even the Okies from the Dust Bowl were welcomed with semi-open arms. By October 1943, the county had 569,000 new residents and a year

  later the aviation industry alone needed 230,000 workers to keep mammoth plants such as Lockheed’s in Burbank and Douglas’ in Santa Monica churning far beyond 9:00 to 5:00. More than 40

  percent of the workers were women whose bandanas became almost as iconic to the war effort as the helmets of the GIs abroad. Earning 60 cents an hour at minimum, mothers on the assembly line could

  park their children in one of 244 nursery and daycare centers established by the National Aircraft War Production Council, while single women could go from their shifts as riveters to shifts as

  volunteer dance hostesses at the USO’s Hollywood Canteen, dreamed up by film stars John Garfield and Bette Davis to lift the spirits of servicemen on leave. The movie crowd also was waving

  the banner by selling war bonds on the road, adding to the positive pictures L.A. was sending to the world.




  The inevitable housing boom provided vivid visuals of its own as it echoed the real estate frenzy of the ’20s, when the Midwesterners came to town. Especially at the war’s end,

  scores of remaining orchards and ranches were sacrificed in the outlying San Gabriel and San Fernando Valleys to make room for rows of two- and three-bedroom starter homes, yours for just $150 down

  in one development. The bottom line was that Los Angeles was overflowing with nearly a million newcomers who had little inkling of the city’s sordid past and with returning vets and their

  wives eager to start families and pursue the American Dream in a city that promised to deliver just that.




  There were a few glitches, of course, like the Zoot Suit Riots. The newcomers in the latest migration were not all pale-skinned farmers (or pool players) from Illinois or Missouri. This wave of

  transplants included tens of thousands of blacks from Alabama and Georgia for whom it was harder to blend in, along with Mexicans and other Latinos, some of whom chose to stand out. Teen-age

  Mexican-American boys began wearing frock jackets with exaggeratedly padded shoulders and pleated pants pulled high up on their waist, a look-at-me style enhanced by swinging key chains,

  wide-brimmed hats and hair slicked into ducktails. It was unclear how they began clashing with young sailors on leave, or who beat up on whom, but the situation got out of control by the time a

  throng of servicemen piled into twenty-nine taxis to seek out zoot suiters to pound on. As police swooped in amid the rumbles, they naturally sided with the men in the government’s uniforms,

  not those of the streets.




  When Mayor Bowron went on the radio to discuss the mess, he said most criticism he heard was that the police were not brutal enough, letting the zoot suiters “run wild and ruthlessly

  attack servicemen.” As the mayor saw it, his city fell under a spotlight no matter what it did. “What it will be next week or next month, I cannot guess,” he said, “but the

  Hollywood section of Los Angeles is always good for some spicy domestic scandals, and divorce cases of movie stars rate a headline in any newspaper from Maine to Florida.” Like any

  politician, he pleaded for more good news, pointing out how the area had produced one-tenth of America’s war goods and most all the oil used by the forces in the Pacific. The most miraculous

  news, however, was how his city had transformed its law enforcement over those same years it was helping to save the world.




  “It’s high time that Los Angeles should be given the reputation it deserves, that of a modern, progressive great city,” Mayor Bowron told the radio public. “The nation

  should know this about our Police Department: It has enforced the law. There is no widespread commercialized gambling or vice in Los Angeles, no pay-off. It is the cleanest large city in

  America.”




  But soon his cleanest large city in America would have to explain the bullet-riddled bodies of guys named Maxie, Paulie, Georgie, and The Meatball.




  THE “PAINT STORE” at 8109 Beverly Boulevard wasn’t really a paint store, but neither was 250-pound Maxie Shaman the “produce

  broker” he claimed to be, or so his family described him after he barged in there on May 15, 1945 and was shot dead by the proprietor, Mickey Cohen. Shaman and his two brothers were

  well-known bookies and it wasn’t hard to figure out that Mickey’s place took bets on the horses too, regardless of what its sign said. The store was a sorry-looking one-story box set in

  a patchy, weedy lot, not the best advertising for a product that was supposed to beautify your home. Kon-Kre-Kota, “The Wonder Paint,” was touted on a billboard and on the sides of the

  store as a cement coating that would not peel, chip, leak, or burn. “Lasts Years Longer,” the signage promised, and Kon-Kre-Kota was “Vermin Proof,” too—the rats

  wouldn’t get it. There even were a few displays of paint, or whatever the stuff was, inside the narrow screened door. But beyond them was a back office with three phones and a pay window,

  along with scratch sheets listing the horses withdrawn in races at various tracks and the odds on those still running. There also was a desk with a .38 in the drawer, which is where Mickey sat

  waiting that afternoon, well aware of who was coming his way.




  The beef of the moment began at another place Mickey ran, a café on North La Brea. It also had two sides, or levels, the downstairs serving food like any restaurant while the upstairs

  hosted high-stakes craps games, took bets on sports events, and invited bookies to come in, settle accounts, and compare notes with their peers. Mickey ordered 5,000 chips at a time for the

  marathon poker sessions staged there, games in which the uninitiated might learn what could happen if you played with a (very subtly) shaved deck. A trusted customer calling in might be told,

  “We’ve got craps, roulette, everything.”




  The gambling area was adorned with photos of Mickey’s boxing idols—the tough little guys who’d done big things. They were fighters such as Bud Taylor, the bantamweight champ

  known as the “Terror of Terre Haute” who had killed two men with his fists, and Jackie Fields, a Jew from Chicago, born Jacob Finkelstein, who twice won the welterweight crown. Mickey

  was proud of having won a title himself as a five-foot-three flyweight when he lived in the Russian Town section of Boyle Heights, fighting in the newsboy championships at the American Legion just

  a few years after he was racking balls at Art Weiner’s pool hall. Soon he was headed east to go pro, first settling in Cleveland, where a brother lived, then spending stretches in New York

  and Chicago while segueing into other endeavors. Scrawny as he was as a teenage fighter, he entered the ring like a gladiator with only a towel over his shoulder and no robe, his shorts displaying

  a Star of David. While he put on a good enough show to be matched with a future champion or two, there wasn’t a great future for him in that racket—his official record had him losing

  nine of his last ten fights. No matter. These days he strutted about the city’s nightspots as if he once held a belt. The spat at his La Brea Social Club the night before involved Max

  Shaman’s brother, Joe, who had misbehaved among the boxing pictures. Joe’s version was that he was leaving on his own when Mickey and some others in a car tried to run him down.

  “They caught me in a vacant lot and really gave me a working over,” Joe said. But accounts of events leading to a shooting are like family lore, the details get tweaked by the telling.

  Mickey at first said it was Joe who kept bothering other patrons and got rough, until “he ripped me over the head with a chair” . . . only to rethink, later on, who had wielded the

  furniture. Under Mickey’s subsequent account, his right-hand man Hooky Rothman warned Joe good, “Look it, behave yourself in here or get the fuck out,” but Joe didn’t

  cooperate. “So Hooky broke a chair over his head and bodily threw him out of the joint, slapped the shit out of him, you know, gave him a deal, gave him a going over.” That telling made

  more sense because it was Joe who needed the six stitches in his scalp.




  The next morning, the two other Shaman boys, Izzy and big Maxie, set out to get even. They stopped twice at Mickey’s social club on La Brea, then drove to Santa Anita racetrack and asked

  around for him there. By then it was no secret that they were on the prowl, and why.




  They finally tried the paint store on Beverly, where Izzy kept their car idling while twenty-eight-year-old Maxie went in. Izzy heard the first gunshot, rushed to the door and was warned not to

  enter. “Then I heard two or three or four more shots, so I ran to the car and got a pistol, walked back to the office and found nobody there but my brother, dead.”




  Mickey insisted that big Maxie pulled his gun first, so he grabbed it and, “I blasted him with a piece I had in my desk.” Mickey didn’t see any reason to stick around and see

  if Maxie, sprawled on the floor, was still breathing. “I didn’t stop to say, ‘Are ya dead?’ when I banged him out.”




  Mickey was thirty-one and no longer a flyweight. Though he had added a couple of inches to his listed height since his newsboy days, that may have been the (elevated) shoes. They already were

  describing him as pudgy and his face was puffed too, accentuated by a nose flattened from his time in the ring and by an unnaturally small, rounded mouth that was perpetually pursed, or pinched, in

  the classic “sucked-a-lemon” look—his standard look was displeased. They called Mickey “swarthy” also, but there was nothing he could do about that. His dark,

  bushy eyebrows grew like weeds, and he could shave in the morning and his face started to shadow by the time he got dressed and out the door. Of course, it took him longer than most to get ready

  given how he scrubbed himself in the hot shower for an hour at least before powdering his body. Then he washed his hands dozens of times each day. Mickey scoffed at any notion that his obsession

  was like the crazy lady’s in Shakespeare who kept seeing something on her flesh and pleaded, “Out, damn’d spot! Out, I say!” and that was supposed to be her guilt from

  killing. Bullshit. Mickey simply had one of those compulsions. He feared that germs, not bullets, would get him.




  He finally showed up at police headquarters with his lawyer and told how the big fat bookie, Maxie Shaman, had come at him with a .45, the one found by the body. Detectives knew it might be a

  drop gun, planted next to the corpse, but there were no witnesses to contradict Mickey’s tale of self-defense.




  “It was me or him,” Mickey said. “I let him have it.” The captain of Homicide, Thad Brown, tried to reassure the public that the shooting at the paint store had nothing

  to do with bookmaking. It was just a personal dispute among lowlifes, better forgotten.




  MAXIE SHAMAN AT least had been shot behind closed doors. Paulie Gibbons got it May 2, 1946 on an all-too-public street, as he returned home from a

  card club at 2:40 A.M. Paulie had just $1.92 in his pocket—he had not had a good night at the card tables—but his gold watch and gold ring with his initials, in diamonds and sapphires, were still on his

  body, indicating that the gunman had something other than robbery in mind. The killer had been sitting in an Oldsmobile in an alley, waiting for Paulie to return to his apartment just off Wilshire

  Boulevard in Beverly Hills. Neighbors heard him cry “Don’t! Don’t!” before the first shots, and one looked out the window as Paulie called out again, “Please

  don’t kill me!” before the final two shots to his head. The gunman got back in the Olds and drove off.




  The forty-five-year-old Gibbons had a rap sheet with thirty arrests going back to 1919 and was known for being slow to pay off on bets while casing gambling joints looking for lucky winners to

  rob—he was, in the lingo of his peers, a “gabby guy with plenty of front but few buckeroos in the kick.” A police report was more clinical, listing him as a “known gambler,

  bookmaker, pimp, muscle-man, etc.” and speculated that he had been killed “for welching or pulling a shady deal with associates.” In other words, the cops didn’t know

  nothing. They pulled in for questioning: A liquor store owner to whom Gibbons owed money; a dog track operator; the proprietor of a Central Avenue café; a wrestling promoter from Long Beach;

  a nightclub hat check concessionaire; and Mickey Cohen, operator of the La Brea Social Club. Mickey said he’d never heard of the man, which was odd because Paulie once was caught in a raid at

  his place and still carried a membership card from the La Brea Social Club.




  The final suspects questioned and released were a pair of gambling figures originally from Chicago, Georgie Levinson and Benny “The Meatball” Gamson, who supposedly had gotten into a

  black market nylon deal with Paulie. Before long they were dead, too.




  THE ROUND-FACED MEATBALL, a bookie and a card cheat, had been shot at already, weeks before Paulie. His car was struck five times, though he denied

  that the holes in the side or the smashed back window were from gunplay. He also refused police protection—vandals must have drilled the holes, he said. But Gamson might have had an inkling

  he was a target because he was living away from his family in an apartment with Levinson, who was newer to town and described in police ledgers as “a Chicago trigger-man.” Authorities

  believed the pair had made enemies while trying to squeeze some unaffiliated bookies around Los Angeles into working with them. Meatball’s wife and three-year-old daughter were staying across

  town, while Levinson had his wife and two children, a boy and a girl, in the same building as the late Paulie Gibbons. The men themselves were holed up in an apartment house on Beverly Boulevard

  where another unit facing the front was set up for a phone clerk or lookout, adorned only with a portable radio, empty whiskey bottles and highball glasses. Neighbors this time heard no warning

  shouts or scuffle, suggesting that The Meatball and Georgie willingly opened the door for someone they knew at 1:30 A.M. on October 3. The killer must have come in blasting,

  though, for Georgie was dropped on the spot, hit in the shoulder, back and head. He had no time to get the Mauser automatic under the sheets of their pull-down bed, the .38 Colt under a blanket in

  the closet, or the two sawed-off shotguns in a brown suitcase. Meatball was shot five times in the stomach but managed to stumble away as the gunman fired twice at him in the hallway. Clutching his

  midsection, he made it out the front door and down a grassy slope just as a police cruiser was driving by, carrying a drunk to the station. The patrol officers got to him right as he died.




  A few years later, when authorities knew much more, a state crime report would link the killings of Paulie, Georgie, and The Meatball, saying “Their deaths automatically removed three

  potential obstacles in the path of Cohen’s plans for building his gambling empire.” But at the time about all they had were the headlines, OUTBREAK OF

  UNDERWORLD WAR FEARED, UNDERWORLD GRILLED, GANGSTERS

  IN GAMBLINGWAR.




  Mayor Bowron said, “We must rid ourselves of gangsters.”




  THE MAYOR’S FIRST instinct was to import cops from New York who were experienced in crimes like this. Someone else mentioned bringing back old

  “Lefty” James, reincarnating the past. But the city’s police chief had another idea. Clemence B. Horrall was a rarity on the force by having both a college degree and a Wild West

  pedigree. After studying animal husbandry at Washington State University, he moved to Montana to work for the cattle country version of a Savings & Loan, riding the range on horseback to

  investigate whether ranchers had all the stock they claimed as collateral. Monitoring that rugged crowd was almost a law enforcement job, which is how C. B. Horrall described it after frostbitten

  toes sent him south to warmer Los Angeles, where he joined the LAPD in 1923. Even then, he kept true to his roots by buying five acres in the Valley to keep pigs, chickens, horses, and cows, which

  his wife milked each morning. Horrall became chief in 1941, not long before Pearl Harbor, and put a cot in his office so he’d never have to leave if the city was attacked—that did not

  seem far-fetched after a Japanese submarine snuck into Santa Barbara Channel and fired shells onto the mainland up the coast. But Horrall was no longer a young man. He had served as a lieutenant

  back in the First World War and his heart gave him problems. Word was he used the cot to nap during the day, with a trusty sergeant stationed outside to buzz him awake if anyone important came by.

  Horrall even toyed with rewarding his gatekeeper by making him the head of his new special detail until his chief deputy, Joe Reed, talked him out of that foolishness. They didn’t need

  an office guy. They needed a street cop, like that tough little sergeant at the 77th Street Station, Willie Burns.




  Burns had been another traveler in the great Midwestern migration, coming from Minnesota, where he worked as a tree-topper as a teenager. Figuring that any profession had to be safer than

  timbering, he came west, joined the police force and got himself shot . . . by evil outsiders. The Starr brothers from Detroit had pulled a dozen grocery store and gas station robberies in their

  first month in L.A. before Burns confronted them outside the Western States Grocery on San Pedro Street and took a slug in his shoulder. Four years later, he was one of the LAPD officers dispersed

  to guard California’s borders against Okies and other Depression refugees looking for fruit picking work that usually wasn’t there, “thieves and thugs,” the police chief

  called the itinerant job seekers. The hobos responded with a song,




  

    

      I’d rather drink muddy water


      Sleep out in a hollow log


      Than be in California


      Treated like a dirty dog.


    


  




  Burns did not necessarily buy into the Bum Blockade—he basically was a good soldier who did what he was told. But he was a good soldier with skills that belied his small (five-foot-seven)

  stature. He had been a gunnery officer in the Marines—that’s how he knew about machine guns, learning on the Browning Automatic—and he had won a welterweight boxing title in

  Pacific Fleet competitions. In a department of sometimes undisciplined brawlers, he earned a reputation for being the opposite. He was light on his feet and quick and accurate with his fists, as he

  demonstrated as a watch sergeant when his officers brought in a struggling suspect. Without a word, he clocked the guy on the jaw, sending him sliding across the polished wood floor, all the way to

  the far end of the booking room. Only then did he ask, “OK, what’d the asshole do?” That was Willie Burns at work. Off the job, he lived in a small house near the station,

  900-square-feet, where he and his wife poured their heart into caring for a daughter crippled by polio. He was in line for a promotion from sergeant to lieutenant when Chief Horrall and Joe Reed

  called him in and asked if he’d head their new special detail.




  Another team had just been assembled in Los Angeles, the pro football Rams, and that was Burns’ model. A good football team started with the line, with the giants. So atop the list of cops

  Burns invited to his mysterious after-hours meeting was James Douglas “Jumbo” Kennard, a native of Grand View, Texas. Jumbo went six foot four, 245 pounds, and was the son of a

  small-town constable who kept the peace while sporting a tin badge atop full Western regalia. Jumbo left Texas at sixteen to find work as an oilfield roughneck in neighboring Oklahoma, where

  someone snapped a picture of him in his coveralls, looking as towering as the wells. Oilfield labor took him most of the way through the Depression before he moved to Los Angeles and briefly wasted

  his time as a parts man in an auto plant, fetching carburetors and batteries, before he discovered the LAPD. His fingers were so long, and strong, he could clamp them atop the heads of misbehaving

  suspects and lift them up out of a chair. He carried an intimidating 6-inch revolver, too—anything smaller would look puny in those hands. Willie Burns rejoiced when Jumbo Kennard was one of

  the seven cops who came back after their first meeting and said, “I’m in.”
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