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  Introduction




  The way I see it, everyone knows a jerk, and everyone is capable of being a jerk. But, most of the time, our jerkiness is temporary. Maybe we are in a mood where it feels good to jab our elbows into someone else’s ribs, and maybe we lied because we wanted to extricate ourselves without giving a full explanation. Similarly, you’re a jerk if you don’t want to eat at the restaurant I picked for dinner, and you’re an even bigger jerk if you let me sit through our meal with something in my teeth. But tomorrow we’ll be fine, which is why we were having dinner in the first place—on some level we are pulling for one another, we like each other, we’re in it together.




  Jerks—true jerks—are in it for themselves. They don’t care about how their actions affect others, and they certainly don’t see anything wrong with manipulating people if it gets them closer to what they’re after. What is extra appalling about jerks is that they don’t seem to recognize the need to apologize. Jerks remain resolute in their belief that life must operate according to their rules, no matter if said practices and principles are illegal, unethical, or dangerous. And, because jerks are predictable, they abide by their inflammatory character despite any periods of rebirth, reform, or renewal.




  In Lolita, Vladimir Nabokov writes,




  

    I have often noticed that we are inclined to endow our friends with the stability of type that literary characters acquire in the reader’s mind. No matter how many times we reopen King Lear, never shall we find the good king banging his tankard in high revelry, all woes forgotten, at a jolly reunion with all three daughters and their lap-dogs. Never will Emma rally, revived by the sympathetic salts in Flaubert’s father’s timely tear. Whatever evolution this or that popular character has gone through between the book covers, his fate is fixed in our minds, and, similarly, we expect our friends to follow this or that logical conventional pattern we have fixed for them. Thus X will never compose the immortal music that would clash with the second-rate symphonies he has accustomed us to. Y will never commit murder. Under no circumstances can Z ever betray us. We have it all arranged in our minds, and the less often we see a particular person the more satisfying it is to check how obediently he conforms with our notion of him every time we hear of him. Any deviation in the fates we have ordained would strike us as not only anomalous but unethical. We would prefer not to have known at all our neighbor, the retired hot-dog stand operator, if it turns out he has just produced the greatest book of poetry his age has seen.


  




  In writing this book, and more so as I’ve edited it, I started taking notice of words that kept popping up, no matter the jerk I was covering. I hesitate to share a list of these words, as I do not want to translate your reading experience into a hunt for my use (or perhaps my overuse) of a word. But I must acknowledge that these New York jerks really fell into a pattern. As Nabokov suggests it became fairly easy to predict how they would behave under any set of conditions.




  It is no coincidence that many of my jerks knew each other and likewise that a good number of them were affiliated with Tammany Hall politics. Tammany was, by definition, lacking integrity. I’m not even kidding! According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, Tammany is a noun “of, relating to, or constituting a group or organization exercising or seeking municipal political control by methods often associated with corruption and bossism.” New York City was absurdly lawless under Tammany rule, and as such it housed a high number of jerks. While I am not going to use this fact to suggest that given free reign people are generally evil, I must acknowledge that there appears to be a strong correlation between jerky behavior and a lack of consequence.




  The fifteen jerks in this book share some striking commonalities. Both Bernarr Macfadden and Albert Fish spent portions of their childhoods being passed around between strangers and orphanages. Boss Tweed, Dan Sickles, and Arnold Rothstein were rebellious boys, and despite being quite intelligent, all of them showed little interest in school. Robert Matthews, Mary Mallon, Langley Collyer, Anthony Comstock, John Humphrey Noyes, and Charles Becker each experienced life as an outcast, though the length and causes of their isolation are very disparate. William F. Howe, Abraham Hummel, and Fernando Wood all lied about their heritage in an effort to make their upbringing sound more distinguished. And finally, Stanford White and Robert Moses each circulated in crowds that were ruled by moneyed elitism.




  There are other notable sound bites that could be used by more than one of the New York jerks: changing their names, getting arrested, philandering, believing themselves capable of creating utopia, having an obsession with postal mail, lying to themselves (repeatedly), lying to others (habitually), losing most of their friends by the time of their death, preferring the company of young girls, making the papers, and living life in the dark of the night.




  So without any further delay, let us submit our attentions and spend a little time with some of New York’s most nefarious and immoral jerks; may you become wise to their ways.




  CHAPTER ONE




  Robert Matthews: The Jerk Most Likely to Steal Your Wife





  It takes a bold man to call himself “The Prophet.” In Robert Matthews we encounter a man willing to rename and reinvent himself in an effort to create a kingdom where his importance was never questioned and always celebrated. The more power Matthews amassed, the more he believed in his own omnipotence. But ultimately, Matthews got in the way of himself, and his rule was brought to an abrupt end when his most devout followers turned on him.




  The son of Scottish immigrants, Robert Matthews was born in 1788 in Washington County, New York. Identifying with the distinct beliefs held by those in his neighborhood, colloquially called Coila, Matthews was raised under a severe Calvinist rule. Coila’s breed of Calvinism was splintered between the Burghers and the Anti-Burghers, sects that had been created in Scotland following the Jacobite rebellion. Matthews’s parents were Anti-Burghers, the stricter of the two factions, affording him an upbringing guided by a literal interpretation of the Bible and a perceived need to publicly confess all sins. Coila townsfolk were publically ridiculed for cursing, gossiping, and drunkenness: Under the Anti-Burgher faith disorder was simply not permissible.




  Like many whose adult paths are littered with violence and its victims, Robert’s childhood held its share of misfortunes, some of which were met through no fault of his own. By the time he was seven, both of Robert’s parents had died, thus beginning his legacy of hopping between households and mentors. Throughout his early life most of Robert’s caregivers were reportedly pious men who, according to accounts, appear to have had the young man’s best interests at heart. Notably, Edward Cook, who looked after the teenage Robert, taught him carpentry, a skill that Robert would consistently rely upon, not only as a journeyman but also as the foundation of his personal (and at times maniacal) connection to Jesus Christ. Even so Robert was reported to have been a sickly and nervous adolescent. Not much is known about why he left Coila in approximately 1807; perhaps it is easy for a man to flee when his ties to his surroundings are much more a product of his mind than his heart.




  Robert carried his carpentry skills with him to Manhattan, where by 1808 he found himself surrounded by folks who had simply no regard for his Anti-Burgher philosophies. Living within spitting distance of the Bowery, Manhattan’s only major thoroughfare never to have hosted a church, Matthews was surrounded by all kinds of sin. The prostitution and gambling must have incensed Matthews, who as a manual laborer was working alongside some very adept drunks. Needless to say, very few of Manhattan’s East Side contingents had any tolerance for Matthews’s teetotaling and quick judgment; and his efforts to maintain connections to a religious community were limited. For nearly three years Robert continued on, weathering the nickname “Jumping Jesus,” getting fired from jobs for preaching at work, and rebounding thanks to his apparently solid set of carpentry skills.




  It is not known how Robert reconciled living in an environment that was so incongruous with his personal beliefs. Evidence suggests that he maintained his life at a slow simmer until 1811, when he was arrested for assaulting a woman “without any justification.” It should be noted that the victim of his assault was thought to be a relation of Matthews. This act of violence should serve as ominous foreshadowing, as it identifies Robert’s apparent predilection for attacking women. As his pattern will reveal, he seemed to have been particularly drawn to beating females with whom he was most familiar.




  Recovering from this violent episode, Robert moved back to Coila, where by 1813 he was operating a store and had married Margaret Wright, a woman who had lived in Coila for a number of years. Between his success as a shop owner and Margaret’s first pregnancy, Robert had become—at least from an outside perspective—just a regular guy. However, even early on, Margaret was quick to note her husband’s moodiness. One anecdote has her remarking that Matthews would “go wild or crazy” when excited, as if moderation or simple appreciation was an impossibility. This acknowledged, Margaret certainly had no way of knowing that Robert’s occasionally foul temperament would develop into fits of rage and disturbed visions that would plague the rest of their life together.




  Following business failures and the loss of his youngest son, in 1816 Robert and his family moved back to Manhattan, where within two years he became so ill that he could not work. During his recovery Robert began making wild religious proclamations, while at the same time exercising an aggressive tongue with his wife and a quick hand with his children. It appeared that the only thing that could soothe the evils battling in Robert’s head was time spent at or around local religious establishments. Attending Jewish services at a nearby Zion temple prompted Robert to renounce his own Christianity. Inspired (albeit only temporarily) by Mordecai Manuel Noah, Robert soon declared himself a Hebrew. And while her reaction is unrecorded, it can be assumed that Margaret was not impressed when her husband sought guidance from Mordecai Noah, a man notorious for his attempts to re-create Noah’s ark and sail it down the newly opened Erie Canal.




  As had become the pattern for Robert’s family, once his business operations in Manhattan crashed (this time due to his health), they were forced to pick up and move—this time to Albany, where the family lived together for the last time under one roof. In the state capital Robert began the regular habit of beating Margaret with rawhide. According to Margaret’s written records, when she told Robert that his beatings could kill her, “he said he didn’t care, that the gallows had no terrors for him.” Robert’s violence became more frequent, justified by his belief that he must beat bad spirits from his wife’s body. Later Robert would deny having hurt Margaret, “pronouncing her one of the greatest of liars whose word could not be taken for anything.”




  Soon enough Robert attached himself to a new mentor, Albany’s evangelical Edward Norris Kirk. Finding proselytizing and street preaching more important than carpentry, Robert quit working and spent his days acting upon his religious fervor. Shortly after Kirk refused Robert’s requests to be admitted into his congregation, Matthews’s devotion took a turn, and he began considering his own visions and opinions as true scripture. By June 1830 Robert had declared a new plan to Margaret: he was not going to work, not going to shave his beard, and their family was no longer going to be safe in Albany. After Margaret refused to spontaneously uproot and move their family yet another time, Robert disappeared with three of their sons. When they were caught days later, Matthews was sent to the Albany almshouse as an “insane pauper.” Though she charitably took him back upon his release, neither Margaret nor her children followed Robert when he fled to western New York in June 1831.




  While the most average of down-and-out men might have traveled to Rochester humbled by their recent failures, by the time Robert Matthews arrived, he had fully rebranded himself as a self-professed prophet, Matthias. An account chronicled by journalist William Leete Stone gives insight into how Matthias was marketing himself in 1832. Of his holy status Matthias is reported to have shared, without solicitation, that “from time to time God had sent his messenger on earth to enlighten mankind, from Moses to Jesus Christ and from him to Matthias himself.” Stone’s anonymous eyewitness remarked that Matthias “acknowledged that he belonged to the human race, but had been set apart as a chosen vessel to be filled with inspiration of a lesser or greater degree, as the Father directed his services.” It should be noted that Stone’s informant considered Matthias “vain of his person and quite charmed with his beard,” which at that time he had been growing for nearly two years.




  True to his pattern Matthias did not stay in Rochester for long, and by May 1832 he had once again returned to Manhattan, this time appearing at the home of Christian evangelist Elijah Pierson. By all accounts Pierson was a kindhearted man whose mind had been muddied during the two years he spent mourning the recent passing of his wife. This new, lonely era plunged Pierson into a life filled with visions and visits from God; he was convinced that he had the power to raise the dead, including his wife. Preaching under the name Elijah the Tishbite, Pierson slowly lost scores of his business contacts and friends—but a loyal few remained, among them an ex-slave named Isabella Van Wagenen. As the legend goes, it was Isabella who first welcomed Matthias into Pierson’s household, laying the foundation for what would later become the cult known as the Kingdom.




  We can only speculate about Matthias’s motivation when he appeared at Elijah Pierson’s door. It is doubtful that he was looking for a religious mentor in Pierson, as the consensus opinion was that Pierson’s religious acumen had died along with his wife. And while records indicate that Pierson was a man of some money, it is unclear whether Matthias was aware that Pierson was in a financial position to become his benefactor. No matter the plot, Matthias won Elijah over with his prophecy. Stories indicate that, when Elijah admitted to Matthias that he, too, had been experiencing visions, Matthias persuaded him that it was he who had “commissioned Pierson as Elijah the Tishbite.” Within days Elijah had ceded his role of house preacher to Matthias, who happily assumed proprietorship of Elijah’s small following. And Matthias, underwhelmed by Pierson’s living arrangements, jumped at the chance to move into the home of Sylvester Mills, a widower and Pierson devotee.




  While preaching to the Bowery Hill followers that Pierson had amassed, Matthias gave sermons that were reportedly loud, violent, and scathing. Those attending services at Mills’s home comprised mainly old friends of Elijah’s who visited out of fear or curiosity. Matthias’s speaking points were generally focused on the negative, and his list of sins was specific. Among those he identified as sinners included “all women who do not keep at home,” “all men who wear spectacles,” and “all who offend John the Baptist (Elijah Pierson).” Matthias’s Kingdom was a patriarchy, where he himself served as the ultimate Father. Eventually, upon the official creation of the Kingdom of Matthias—scheduled, Matthias said, for 1851—gentiles would be disposed of, and men who knew Matthias’s truths would rule the world. It was an utterly quick turnaround for a newly recognized religion, but Matthews acted, as with nearly all things, posthaste.




  Here we see that Robert Matthews was a master manipulator: In no time at all, he had moved into a posh space and was being fed and pampered like a king. Much of his days were spent regaling Elijah with stories of his Kingdom, and nearly all his sermons were delivered over meals prepared by Mills’s or Pierson’s servants. While Matthias had shown up at Pierson’s doorstep filthy, it did not take long for him to begin milking Elijah the Tishbite for extravagant meals and clothes. As has been documented, Matthias was a vain man who, it turns out, was very partial to wearing sashes and Wellington boots, in addition to carrying a double-edged sword. Matthias explained to his sponsor that his role as the Father entitled him not only to the very best food and linens but also the most spacious surroundings possible. And when Pierson began growing a beard to emulate Matthias, the extent to which he was willing to yield to his new Father was no longer in question. Needless to say, those friends who had known Pierson as a pious preacher saw Matthias’s flair as evidence of his ruse.




  This latter point was especially relevant as, by the end of the summer, Matthias had for all intents and purposes offended all the women in Sylvester Mills’s family. Matthias was not quiet about his convictions, and he was quick to make enemies. After he beat a girl who appeared at Mills’s door saying she had been sent by Jesus, members of Sylvester Mills’s family attempted to sue Matthias, on the grounds that he was defrauding Sylvester. Following a physical melee, during which Isabella Van Wagenen demonstrated her loyalties by protecting Matthias, Robert was sent to Bellevue Hospital for injuries he sustained at the hands of the Mills women. Upon his release, he was arrested again, only to be rereleased when no law could be identified under which to prosecute Matthias the Prophet. When Mills’s family sent Sylvester to an asylum, Pierson rescued the now-homeless Matthias. On Pierson’s dime Matthias first stayed in a rented house alongside Isabella before being set up in a hotel.




  This hopping around had to feel quite routine to Matthias, who by now had spent much of his life shuttling between cities and residences. Matthias’s life was blessed at this point: He was nicely clothed and well fed and had the total adoration and financial support of Elijah Pierson. But this apparently was not enough for the Father. By 1833 Matthias had begun courting a married couple—Benjamin and Ann Folger—Christians whom Elijah Pierson had known since his early days in Bowery Hill. Come June, Matthias had weaseled his way into the Folger home, located north of Manhattan in Ossining, New York. During the summer of 1833, Matthias formally moved to Ossining, where he lived alongside Isabella, Elijah Pierson and his children, and both Ben and Ann Folger. Having assembled this crew, the Father renamed the Folgers’ home Mount Zion. While Mount Zion’s numbers fluctuated, this original unit, along with a widowed servant named Catherine Galloway, represented the Kingdom’s core.




  Life at Mount Zion was full of rules that Matthias had constructed, seemingly with the sole purpose of preserving his status as the Father. During the day the men labored outside while Matthias busied himself indoors, dressed in tailored clothes not suited for farming. The women were not exempt from work and instead were instructed to stay in the house, cleaning and preparing food for feasts held nightly during supper. (Matthias was adamant that evening meals be called supper, as opposed to dinner, which he felt sounded elitist.) During supper Matthias sat at the head of the table, was served separately, and was apt to pontificate through lengthy sermons. Illness and disobedience were not tolerated. Should a member of the table act in any way to offend the Father, they were met with Matthias’s violent temper and heavy hand.




  The Kingdom had all the standard qualities we have come to expect from cults: an authoritative leader, routine and a regimen, a benefactor, geographic isolation, and the notion of a common goal that is linked to a greater good. But Matthias was not one to be standard or predictable in his approach to prophecy. Once it was established that Isabella, Elijah, the Folgers, and Catherine were willing to adhere to the stipulations set forth by his Kingdom, Matthias introduced the idea of “spirit partners.” Much of what is known about the partner swapping that would take place at Mount Zion was recorded by Isabella Van Wagenen, whose perspective was informed by her position as the Kingdom’s main servant.




  Matthias began using his leverage as the Father to steal Ann Folger from her husband. While the rest of the Kingdom’s occupants remained at Mount Zion, Benjamin Folger spent a good deal of his time in Manhattan on business. Fittingly, Matthias used Mr. Folger’s absence as the perfect opportunity to court Ann, who, according to Isabella’s account, was a willing and giddy Mother-elect. Soon enough, Ann was confiding in Isabella that she was Matthias’s “match spirit” and was thusly ordained to carry a son who would be the Messiah. She and Matthias hardly hid their connection, as Ann was known to give Matthias closed-door baths and stay up with him late into the evening. Once Matthias was able to convince Benjamin Folger of the righteousness of this plan—by promising him a spirit partner of his own—Ann became Mother to Matthias’s Father.




  Soon after Matthias thieved Ann from Benjamin, he sent Ben to Albany, asking him to speak with Matthias’s first wife, Margaret, in an effort to bring Matthews’s children to Mount Zion. When Margaret relented, Ben traveled from Albany to Ossining with the children, the oldest of whom, Isabella (Matthews) Laisdell, was roughly twenty and already married (although her husband was unable to make the initial trip with his bride). En route Benjamin Folger slept with the married Isabella. This transgression, coupled with Isabella’s unwillingness to call Ann “Mother,” led Matthias to beat his daughter both on the night of her arrival and then again the following morning. Ann, the ever-dutiful new wife, witnessed the beatings and is reported to have remarked upon their conclusion, “Now I love Father more than ever. . . .” Under the rules established by the Kingdom, Benjamin and Isabella Laisdell were allowed and encouraged to marry, as their roadside sex had appropriately nullified both her first marriage and Benjamin’s union to Ann.




  It did not take but three weeks for everything to begin unraveling at Mount Zion. Apparently dissatisfied with living in the same house as his partner-swapping first wife, Benjamin tipped off his second wife’s first husband to the Kingdom’s screwy arrangements. It took Charles Laisdell several tries to gain entry into Mount Zion, but once he was finally received, he accepted a monetary bribe from Elijah Pierson. For apparent logistical reasons, he remained at Mount Zion for a number of days before making his exit. This stay afforded Laisdell the opportunity to gather a rough understanding of the Kingdom’s operation, which he happily spread as gossip to curious audiences that stretched from Ossining to Manhattan to Albany.




  It is unclear whether Matthias realized that his great Kingdom was soon going to buckle from both internal and external pressures. Despite hearing Matthias’s mandate that his marriage to Ann had been fated by the Spirit, Benjamin Folger had not fully accepted the pairing. As such, Folger began taking violent actions in an attempt to win back his wife. Beyond this, servant Catherine Galloway had made up her mind that Ben was her spirit match—a belief that seemingly was of little interest to Ben. The dynamics inside the Kingdom were in disorder, while outside Mount Zion villagers were growing bold with their nosiness. Crowds regularly gathered around the compound, and efforts to puncture the secrecy of the Kingdom were spearheaded by men such as Elephant Taylor, who had pledged to his compatriots that he would cut off Matthias’s beard at first sight of the Prophet.




  This local pressure prompted Matthias to run off to Manhattan. But when Elijah Pierson seized the opportunity to assume the Kingdom’s vacant head-of-household position, Matthias’s followers fled in search of their Father. After all, while Pierson was a reliable bankroll, he was no prophet. This group exodus from Mount Zion, though short-lived, did create a wake whose full effect led to the demise of the Prophet Matthias, who had shown his followers that under pressure he acted only in his own best interest. Having begun to expose himself as a self-serving leader, Robert Matthews was soon going to get his comeuppance, though it would come at the expense of another human’s life.




  On July 28, 1834, with everyone back at Mount Zion, Matthias, Ann Folger, Catherine Galloway, and Elijah sat down for a meal, where blackberries picked by Matthias and Pierson were served for dessert. Matthias refrained while Ann Folger only had a few berries; Galloway is reported to have eaten her allotment, while Elijah refilled his plate for seconds. The following day Elijah Pierson collapsed and sunk into a nauseous mess. For the next week Matthias exiled Elijah to an upstairs bedroom, leaving him to die alone and without any medical assistance. A visitor to Mount Zion, whose stay coincided with Elijah’s passing, took it upon herself to notify the Ossining coroner after he finally died on August 5. When a dispute about where to bury Elijah surfaced (Matthias insisted that he be laid to rest on Mount Zion soil), a medical examination was ordered in an attempt to determine the final cause of death.




  As everyone awaited the results of the autopsy, things were falling apart. Matthias’s days as Father of the Kingdom dissolved with a familiar pattern. Much in the same way that his carpentry and business ventures had eventually flopped, and his interest in various religious sects ultimately waned, Matthias began losing his ability to successfully interact with the Folgers, Catherine Galloway, and Isabella Van Wagenen. Because they no longer viewed Matthias as a viable leader, Ann and Benjamin Folger decided to reconcile, resuming their positions as husband and wife.




  When the coroners determined that Elijah Pierson had been poisoned, Matthias was made to stand blame. He is reported to have appeared in court wearing his signature beard and sash and was represented by a dynamic defense team recruited by Isabella Van Wagenen and Margaret Matthews (whose loyalty to her husband is astounding). During the full jury trial, the Kingdom’s fissures became obvious: The Folgers, alongside Catherine Galloway, testified against Matthias in court, while only Isabella Van Wagenen spoke on his behalf. All the proceedings were rich fodder for New York papers, whose journalists focused their attentions on learning about all of Matthias’s odd beliefs and rules.




  What had started as a trial for (religious) fraud eventually resulted in Matthias’s being charged both with the alleged murder of Elijah Pierson and for beating his own daughter, Isabella Laisdell. Thanks to a number of political power plays between attorneys, the trial did not include mention of the Kingdom’s most salacious and violent aspects (instead, an evaluation of spirit partners and regular beatings was left to the local penny-press papers). In the end, due largely in part to the ineptitude of Ossining coroners, after a four-day trial Matthias was sentenced to only three months in prison for contempt of court and for his having assaulted Isabella.




  Immediately following the trial, public outcry was loud and rampant. And aside from a few loyal supporters—including Isabella Van Wagenen—the people had made up their minds about the holiness of Matthias’s Kingdom and the unevenness of his character.1 While today he might be hounded by the media for assembling a family of workers to tend to a farm whose bounty he laid claim to but did not own and for his having seduced Ann Folger out of her husband’s arms, upon the conclusion of Matthias’s trial the press turned its attentions elsewhere. He was forgotten quickly, a cruel punishment for someone so accustomed to having an audience.




  Following his brief incarceration, Matthias was released and landed on his feet, as he had so many times in the past. With no clear agenda and no discernable goal, he sought temporary refuge with his first wife, Margaret, but she refused to let her husband stay with her for much longer than a visit. Following this, stories report that Matthias made his way to Ohio in an attempt to meet with Joseph Smith and later to Arkansas, where he encountered angry townsfolk who, in the spirit of Ossining’s Elephant Taylor, attacked Matthias by shaving off his beard. Unlike in years past, Robert’s reputation had begun to precede him no matter how far he fled.




  The circumstances surrounding the end of Matthias’s life are unclear. It is rumored that he settled in Iowa, preaching to a mostly Native American audience, but no date or cause of death has been recorded. Despite this, it seems safe to say that, no matter his physical location, his choice of spiritual affiliation, or the pseudonym he used, Robert Matthews most certainly died without fulfilling his self-assigned prophecy.
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  Footnote




  1. Though she never returned to Matthias’s employ, following the trial, Isabella continued to hold him in esteem as the Father. It should be noted that history has not forgotten Isabella Van Wagenen; we just know her better by the name she died with: Sojourner Truth.




  CHAPTER TWO




  William “Boss” Tweed: The Jerk Most Likely to Be Rolling in Cash





  Boss Tweed is arguably America’s most well-known corrupt politician. By the time he was sent to prison in 1871, he had pocketed at least $200 million, thanks both to his shady business dealings and his unchecked power. What was so remarkable about Tweed was his sense of entitlement: With him we have not only a leader who repeatedly thieved from the city and the people he governed, but a man who, until the very end of his life, acted as though he deserved every penny of his stolen bounty.




  Tweed was born in Manhattan’s Lower East Side in 1823, where he lived throughout his childhood. It is known that he spent some time on the streets fighting with the local riffraff, which worried his father enough that he sent William to a New Jersey boarding school for a year. While away Tweed learned about accounting, though certainly his teachers could never have imagined how complicated their pupil’s sideways relationship with bookkeeping would eventually become. Following this academic stint, Tweed returned home, married, and joined his father’s chairmaking business. While from the outside it appeared as if William was going to settle into a quiet life, those closest to him were convinced that he was destined for more. Tweed had a large presence, and as it has been said, a big ship needs a big sea.




  Having joined both the Masons and the fire department (which at the time was not organized as the FDNY), Tweed was convinced in 1851 by friends and supporters to run for Congress. Though he lost on his first run, in 1852 he was elected to the New York City Board of Aldermen (New York’s city council), which was seen as reputable enough to earn the nickname of the “Forty Thieves.” Tweed also finagled a spot in the House of Representatives, though he was rumored to find Washington, D.C., boring, which might help to explain why he only lasted one term. Even so, his experience as a congressman cemented Tweed into the political landscape of the time, an important maneuver, as it was an era when personal connections trumped actual merit.
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