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“A great skyscraper of a book. Supreme City is the improbable story not just of America’s greatest metropolis during the Jazz Age, but the biography of an epoch.”

—Rick Atkinson, author of The Guns at Last Light: The War in Western Europe, 1944–1945

“Sparkling. . . . The history of dozens of astonishing newcomers who—largely in one tumultuous decade, the 1920s—made New York into what Duke Ellington called the capital of everything. . . . Miller skillfully weaves these different and colorful strands into a narrative both coherent and vivacious. . . . The full story richly deserves his original synthesis and, for me, makes New York even more fascinating.”

—Robert MacNeil, The Washington Post

“Sweeping. . . . Enjoyable. . . . [In the 1920s] New York was the United States intensified, an electric vessel into which the hopes and desires of a nation were distilled. As Mr. Miller’s vivid and exhaustive chronicle demonstrates, Jazz Age Manhattan was the progenitor of cultural movements—individualized fusions of art and commerce—that came to symbolize the American way of life.”

—David Freeland, The Wall Street Journal

“Lower Manhattan dominated New York for three hundred years. In the 1920s, however, as Donald L. Miller makes clear in a page-turning book with an astonishing cast of characters, Midtown became the beating heart of the metropolis. Supreme City is about how these few square miles at the center of a small island gave birth to modern America. If you love Gotham, you will love this book.”

—Kenneth T. Jackson, Barzun Professor of History, Columbia University and Editor-in-Chief, The Encyclopedia of New York City

“[An] entertaining new history of Manhattan in its modern heyday. . . . Accessible, romantic, sweeping and celebratory.”

—Beverly Gage, The New York Times Book Review

“Supreme City sings with all the excitement and the brilliance of the Jazz Age it recounts. Donald Miller is one of America’s most fervent and insightful writers about the urban experience; here he gives us New York City at its grandest and most optimistic.”

—Kevin Baker, author of The Big Crowd

“Donald L. Miller’s latest triumph. . . . [He] elegantly introduces one vivid character after another to recreate a vital and archetypical era when, as Duke Ellington declared, the whole world revolved around New York.”

—Sam Roberts, The New York Times

“Supreme City captures a vanished Gotham in all its bustle, gristle, and glory.”

—David Friend, Vanity Fair

“A splendid account of the construction boom in Midtown Manhattan between World War I and the Great Depression, and the transformation of transportation, communications, publishing, sports, and fashion that accompanied it. . . . [Miller is] a virtuosic storyteller.”

—Glenn C. Altschuler, The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Miller’s  Supreme City is an awesome book on an awesome subject, a time in the history of New York City when commerce and culture engaged in a symbiotic relationship, spurring an unprecedented boom in architecture, art, music, theater, popular culture and communications that lit up the city, then America, and then the world.”

—Allen Barra, The Daily Beast

“Donald L. Miller has long been one of my favorite historians. Anyone who reads  Supreme City will understand why. Miller brilliantly examines the birth of Midtown Manhattan during the glorious Jazz Age. It’s the story of how a gaggle of success-hungry out-of-towners—including Duke Ellington, Walter Chrysler, E. B. White, and William Paley—turned the Valley of Giant Skyscrapers near Grand Central Terminal into  the symbolic epicenter of wealth, power, and American can-doism. Highly recommended!”

—Douglas Brinkley, Professor of History, Rice University and author of Cronkite

“Lively . . . synthesizes a vast amount of material on everything from skyscrapers to showgirls to create a scintillating portrait of Manhattan in the ’20s. . . . Much of  Supreme City’s charm comes from the amiable way Donald Miller ambles through Jazz Age Manhattan, exploring any corner of it that strikes his fancy.”

—Wendy Smith, The Daily Beast

“Miller captures the heady excitement and enduring creativity of 1920s Manhattan. . . . Conveying the panoramic sweep of the era with wit, illuminating details, humor, and style, Miller illustrates how Midtown Manhattan became the nation’s communications, entertainment, and commercial epicenter.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“An award-winning historian surveys the astonishing cast of characters who helped turn Manhattan into the world capital of commerce, communication and entertainment. . . . The narrative bursts with a dizzying succession of tales about the politicos, impresarios, merchants, sportsmen, performers, gangsters and hustlers who accounted for an unprecedented burst of creativity and achievement. . . . A scholarly . . . social history but one with plenty of sex appeal.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
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To Chuck Manoli, who got our minds moving


Every American is eaten up with a longing to rise.

—ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE, DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA

There are roughly three New Yorks. There is, first, the New York of the man or woman who was born here. . . . Second, there is the New York of the commuter. . . . Third, there is the New York of the person who was born somewhere else and came to New York in quest of something. Of these three trembling cities the greatest is the last—the city of final destination, the city that is a goal. It is this third city that accounts for New York’s high-strung disposition, its poetical deportment, its dedication to the arts, and its incomparable achievements.

—E. B. WHITE, HERE IS NEW YORK



PREFACE
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This book began as a vastly larger enterprise: a history of New York City—all five boroughs—in the years between World War I and World War II. Not long into the research, however, I was strongly drawn to a story within the larger story I had set out to tell—the transformation of Midtown Manhattan in the 1920s from a commercial backwater with one consequential skyscraper, the twenty-five-story Times Tower on Times Square at Forty-second Street and Broadway, into the entertainment and communications center of New York—and America—and a business district that rivaled Wall Street in power and consequence. This transformation began in earnest with the completion of Grand Central Terminal in 1913, the magnet project for the reconstruction of Midtown, and reached its apogee in 1927, the year David Sarnoff’s new NBC radio network went national, the Roxy and Ziegfeld Theatres opened, and real estate prince Fred F. French completed his Art Deco skyscraper on Fifth Avenue, one of the first terrifically tall buildings north of Forty-second Street.

In 1927, the year of Charles Lindbergh’s solo flight from New York to Paris, “the tempo of the city had changed sharply . . .” recalled F. Scott Fitzgerald. “The parties were bigger and the buildings were higher, the morals were looser and the liquor was cheaper. . . . The Jazz Age now raced along under its own power, served by great filling stations full of money.”

I try to reimagine the city as it was then, to describe the lives of my characters—most of them from places other than New York—as they lived them, unsure of what lay ahead or of posterity’s judgment. In 1927, it seemed unimaginable that the greatest urban building boom in modern history would soon collapse with shocking suddenness, and that stylish, high-living Jimmy Walker, the city’s immensely popular mayor, would be brought low by charges of corruption and forced to resign.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS


(With Place of Origin)
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	Othmar Ammann

	Designer & Engineer, GW Bridge

	Schaffhausen, Switzerland




	Elizabeth Arden

	Cosmetics Entrepreneur

	Ontario, Canada




	Hattie Carnegie

	Fashion Entrepreneur

	Vienna, Austria




	Irwin S. Chanin

	Architect/Builder

	Brooklyn, NYC




	Walter P. Chrysler

	Founder, Chrysler Motors

	Wamego, KS




	Frank Costello

	Bootlegger/Mobster

	Calabria, Italy




	Jack Dempsey

	Heavyweight Boxer

	Manassa, CO




	William “Big Bill” Dwyer

	Bootlegger

	Hell’s Kitchen, NYC




	Duke Ellington

	Jazz Musician & Composer

	Washington, DC




	Fred F. French

	Builder

	Manhattan, NYC




	Adam Gimbel

	President, Saks Fifth Avenue

	Philadelphia, PA*




	Edwin Goodman

	Department Store Mogul

	Rochester, NY




	“Texas” Guinan

	Night Club Hostess

	Waco, TX




	Clifford M. Holland

	Chief Engineer, Holland Tunnel

	Somerset, MA




	Raymond M. Hood

	Architect

	Pawtucket, RI




	Abraham E. Lefcourt

	Real Estate Developer

	Birmingham, England




	Horace Liveright

	Publisher & Broadway Producer

	Philadelphia, PA




	Lois Long

	Writer, The New Yorker

	Stamford, CT




	Owney Madden

	Bootlegger/Mobster

	Leeds, England




	William S. Paley

	Founder, CBS

	Chicago, IL




	Joseph Medill Patterson

	Founder, New York Daily News

	Chicago, IL




	George “Tex” Rickard

	Boxing Promoter

	Sherman, TX**




	Emery Roth

	Builder

	Gálszécs, Slovakia




	Samuel “Roxy” Rothafel

	Theatrical Impresario

	Bromberg, Germany***




	Helena Rubinstein

	Cosmetics Entrepreneur

	Kraków, Poland




	Babe Ruth

	New York Yankee

	Baltimore, MD




	David Sarnoff

	Founder, NBC

	Uzlyany, Belarus




	Ruth Snyder

	Executed Murderer

	Queens, NYC




	Gene Tunney

	Heavyweight Boxer

	Greenwich Village, NYC




	Anne Harriman Vanderbilt

	Philanthropist

	Manhattan, NYC




	James J. Walker

	Mayor, NYC

	Greenwich Village, NYC




	William J. Wilgus

	Engineer

	Buffalo, NY




	Florenz Ziegfeld, Jr.

	Broadway Impresario

	Chicago, IL







*Gimbel was born in Milwaukee and raised in Philadelphia.

**Rickard was born in Kansas City, Missouri, and moved to Sherman, Texas, with his parents when he was four.

***Roxy’s birthplace remains a mystery, but he was probably born in Bromberg, Germany.





PROLOGUE


THE JIMMY WALKER ERA
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Jimmy Walker somehow or other seemed to be New York brought to life in one person.

ED SULLIVAN

New York paid its final tribute to Jimmy Walker on November 21, 1946. The flags of civic buildings stood at half-staff, the business of the city was suspended, and a Solemn High Requiem Mass was celebrated at St. Patrick’s Cathedral on Fifth Avenue, the street the former mayor “loved so well.” In the year of the mayor’s death, Fifth Avenue between Fiftieth and Fifty-first Streets, where the cathedral faces Rockefeller Center, was in the heart of Midtown Manhattan, the city’s transportation, communications, cultural, entertainment, and fashion center. But when the cornerstone of St. Patrick’s was laid in 1858 this slice of the city was a remote outpost of settlement, a long, wearying carriage ride from New York’s port and population center on the southern rim of Manhattan Island. Mayor Walker had been born and raised down there, near the Hudson River piers, and had boldly promoted the explosive growth of Midtown, the city’s main engine of entrepreneurial opportunity.

The Great Altar of St. Patrick’s was resplendent with bouquets of autumn flowers—asters and goldenrod—that November morning when the mayor’s mahogany coffin was carried down the central aisle at 10:25 A.M. Four thousand five hundred mourners, twice the cathedral’s normal capacity, packed the pews and every open space in the massive nave and its side altars. Another ten thousand New Yorkers, most of them middle-aged and older, stood outside on the sidewalks and street corners to give a proper send-off to the most beloved, if hardly the greatest of the city’s mayors, Beau James, who lived for the night, moving gaily from one glittering party to another in his long, chauffer-driven Duesenberg with chromium-plated wheels and doeskin upholstery.

Those attending the service “were people of importance in the three fields of [Walker’s] pre-eminence, politics, the theatre and sports,” reported The New York Times. There was current Mayor William O’Dwyer; former Mayor Fiorello La Guardia, one year out of office; and New York’s senior senator, Robert F. Wagner, Sr., Walker’s friend since their days together as young Albany legislators. New York Yankee center fielder Joe DiMaggio and former Yankee pitching ace Vernon “Lefty” Gomez, close friends of Jimmy’s, arrived together. Founder and owner Tim Mara and his entire New York Giants football team created a stir when they marched into the church as a solid phalanx moments before the Mass began. Walker had followed both the Yankees and the Giants with fervor. He had his own box at the Polo Grounds, right on the field, behind the Giants’ bench, and he rarely missed a big game at Yankee Stadium, especially when Babe Ruth, now old and broken-down, was still swinging for the seats. Two of the mayor’s proudest accomplishments as an Albany lawmaker were the Walker Act of 1920, legalizing boxing in New York state, and a bill—passed at the same time—permitting professional baseball games on Sundays. “New York is the hub of the athletic wheel,” wrote New York Times sportswriter Arthur Daley. “Unless it spins quickly and surely here, it doesn’t spin anywhere. And Jimmy made it spin here.”

Sitting in one of the front pews, his eyes filled with tears, was Bernard “Toots” Shor, the loud, backslapping owner and host of the legendary Midtown restaurant where Jimmy Walker had gathered with his cronies after Friday night fights at Madison Square Garden, then at Fiftieth Street and Eighth Avenue, lighting up the room with his Gaelic charm and cutting wisecracks, always delivered with a devilish smile. Sitting near Toots was Mike Jacobs, a former ticket scalper at the Garden who was now the biggest boxing promoter in the country. When Walker was riding high in his first term as mayor, from 1926 to 1930, Jacobs would meet him at the doors of the Garden and pilot him to his seat with a full police escort. Jimmy was more fun to watch than the fight itself, his friends claimed. “He’d duck, counter-punch and gesticulate in restless fashion,” Arthur Daley described his antics. “Occasionally he’d finish up more wearied than the boxers.” Walker loved boxing, he said, because it’s “a sport in which you meet only one opponent at a time, and he is always in front of you.”

Grover Whalen, Mayor Walker’s official city greeter, had flown in from Los Angeles for the funeral. People smiled when they spotted him filing into a front pew. Still a smartly groomed fashion plate, he awakened memories of the lush years before the Crash of ’29, a time of soaring prosperity and city pride. When Walker was mayor, in the second half of the 1920s, there was a blaze of publicity and a tremendous ticker tape parade, organized by Whalen, whenever a luminary like Charles Lindbergh, conqueror of the Atlantic, arrived in town. Beginning in 1927, these parades through the city’s skyscraper canyons had become national celebrations after New York City was hooked up to the entire country by the coast-to-coast radio networks—NBC and CBS—formed by communications kings David Sarnoff and William Paley, friends of the mayor.

Largely unnoticed in the cathedral that gray morning were Al Smith, Jr., and William Randolph Hearst, Jr., sons of two of the titanic figures in Walker’s life—one his political mentor, the other his longtime political nemesis, the crusading newspaper mogul who had tried to prevent him from becoming mayor. Three of the chief ushers were Charles S. Hand, Edward L. Stanton, and Thomas F. McAndrews, the mayor’s secretaries. These hard-toiling loyalists had attended to the city’s day-to-day business during Walker’s scandalously frequent absences from City Hall—off on vacations in Havana or Palm Beach, or simply home in his bed nursing a hangover.

Standing in the back of the church was an old-time welterweight named Soldier Bartfield, one of dozens of pugs Walker had known in their prime and helped out on their way down. Jimmy Walker was the regular feature speaker at the Boxing Writers Dinner and “never did he deliver anything but a stirring address. He was the only man,” said Arthur Daley, “who could climb into the ring at the Garden and deliver a speech that would hold the impatient fight mob absolutely enthralled. . . . The proverbial pin could be heard dropping once his sonorous voice slid liquidly through the microphone.”

Daley remembered Jimmy Walker as a memorable phrasemaker, quicker on his feet than anyone he knew. In June 1938, Walker met Joe Louis, the black heavyweight champion, after Louis knocked out Max Schmeling, the big German hailed by the Nazis as evidence of the doctrine of Aryan supremacy after he beat Louis in their first fight. Shaking his hand, Walker said memorably, “Joe, you have laid a rose on Abraham Lincoln’s grave.”

City reporters had celebrated Jimmy Walker as the very expression of Jazz Age New York; and that’s how much of the country saw him. “[To] we hicks in the hinterland,” said New York Herald sports reporter Red Smith, “he was the symbol of his city and his era. . . . To us he was New York”—its virtues and vices, its sin and sophistication. “He was the debonair prophet of gaiety and extravagance and glitter. He was the embodiment of all the qualities which hicks like us resented and admired about New York.”

Walker’s “virtues,” wrote reporter Milton MacKaye, “were those of the time” and of the city he governed: moral tolerance, sympathy for the underdog, and an abhorrence of hypocrisy. “His vices were equally contemporary. He was glib, vain, prodigal, luxury-loving, and amazingly indifferent to the rules of common honesty. . . . He played all night and slept half the day, he drank too much and steamed out at health resorts, he praised his Church and ignored its commandments, he bought diamond bracelets at fifteen thousand dollars a crack and would not pay his bills. Yet the city loved him.” As The New York Times noted, “few men in public office stood as high in public regard when he began his second term as Mayor of New York in 1930.”



At 11:20 A.M., the body of James John Walker was carried out of the nave and down the marble steps from which he had regularly reviewed, with a boy’s delight, the St. Patrick’s Day Parade. People pressed in close to the coffin, a few reaching out to toss a flower, but were met by a solid wall of blue, part of a representation of three hundred of New York’s finest. A cortege was formed and moved up Fifth and Madison Avenues, into the Bronx and out to Westchester County for burial in the Gate of Heaven Cemetery at Valhalla, where, two years later, Walker’s ailing friend Babe Ruth would be put into the ground. Motorcycle patrolmen escorted the cortege all the way to the cemetery. With seven priests reciting the final prayers for the dead, the Jazz Age Mayor was lowered into a grave his family had only recently acquired.

Last to leave the burial site was Walker’s younger sister, Anna Burke. “Nan” the family called her. A widow, she was the only surviving member of Walker’s tight-knit Greenwich Village family; and she had been, at the end, the only woman in his life. Walker had never stopped loving his second wife, Betty Compton, after she divorced him in 1941 when he could no longer provide the excitement she craved. She was the apple-cheeked chorus girl turned actress he had openly cavorted with while he was married and mayor of the city, sneaking away with her to the penthouse apartments of discreet friends for weekend trysts. They had been married in Cannes, France, in 1933, just after Jimmy divorced Janet Allen Walker, his wife of twenty-one years. Betty Compton was the mother of Walker’s two adopted children, Mary Ann, age ten, and James John Walker, Jr., eleven. When Betty Compton succumbed to cancer in 1944, Nan Walker Burke and her two older boys moved in with “Uncle Jimmy” and his two children, filling to capacity Walker’s modest East Side apartment.

While he was mayor, Walker had received, under the table, over one million dollars in “beneficences,” as he cagily called these handouts from well-heeled friends, but his total worth had been reduced to $40,000, the consequence of his earlier extravagance, but also of his continuing generosity to friends and charities. In his last years, he supported his own and Nan’s family with a salary he received as president of Majestic Records, a largely ceremonial position he assumed after serving a four-year term as the impartial arbiter for the city’s garment industry. Mayor La Guardia had provided him with that $20,000-a-year sinecure, a kindness to an old political enemy in his time of need. Walker disliked La Guardia personally, seeing him as a parading moralist, closing down newsstands that sold sexually suggestive magazines. Yet he supported most of La Guardia’s reforms and proclaimed him “the greatest mayor New York ever had.”

In his fading years, Walker had become, once again, “toastmaster to [the] town,” the most popular after-dinner speaker in the city. When New York Times reporter S. J. Woolf met him for an interview in 1945, he had not seen him for fifteen years and was surprised how good he looked. “He is still slim, almost as young-looking as he was, still wisecracking one minute and sentimentalizing the next. Age has not withered New York’s Peter Pan, nor have setbacks soured him.”

But this was not the Jimmy Walker of old. He had drastically cut back his drinking and found his greatest enjoyment in speaking to Catholic groups. For most of his public life, his behavior had been, by his own admission, “in direct denial of the faith in which I believed,” but lately he had returned to the Church, finding solace in prayer and the sacraments. Every night at bedtime he read a book of the saints to his children. “The glamour of other days I have found to be worthless tinsel, and all the allure of the world just so much seduction and deception,” he told a gathering at a Communion breakfast.

Though his hair had not gone gray and his cheeks were still ruddy, he was in declining health, assaulted by paralyzing headaches that caused him to retire, alone, to a darkened bedroom for hours at a time. When he collapsed at home after a speech before a boys group in early November 1946, Nan summoned his doctor, and then a priest when he fell into a coma after a blood clot formed in his brain. He was rushed to the hospital and never regained consciousness. He left this world on November 18, 1946, at age sixty-five. Nan was at his side, holding his hand. He would have liked that. She was the living link to the days he had remembered most fondly: growing up in a lively, working-class neighborhood, protected and encouraged by a strong father and an indulgent mother, and feeling in his bones the energy and urgency of the larger city—its call to bigger things.

His youthful dream was to be a songwriter, a player on the Broadway scene, but the father he worshipped, a force in the local Democratic organization, had pushed him into law and politics. With Manhattan’s Tammany Hall machine solidly behind him, the slim young dandy made a rocketlike ascent, becoming, in quick succession, a state assemblyman, a state senator, and president pro tempore of the Albany Senate, where he guided into law Governor Al Smith’s progressive reforms.

When sworn in as the city’s ninety-seventh mayor on January 1, 1926, he was one of the most popular figures ever to rise to that office; even some of Tammany’s fiercest critics expected solid things from him. A little over six years later, on September 1, 1932, he was forced to resign, pushed out of office on suspicion of rank corruption by members of his own party, led by his political sponsor, ex-Governor Al Smith and current Governor Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Party leaders had no choice. A sweeping investigation launched by Republicans in the New York legislature, and conducted by Judge Samuel Seabury, counsel of a joint legislative committee formed to investigate corruption in New York City government, had unearthed massive graft and incompetence in the Walker administration and in the municipal courts it oversaw.

Yet even in his hour of disgrace, Walker had a large and loyal following in the city. Though emphatically competent, Seabury was a frigid inquisitor, pompous and forbiddingly distant, and under his scorching cross-examination, Walker had handled himself, if not with candor, with his usual wit and style. “You tell him Jimmy,” supporters shouted the morning the smartly dressed mayor stepped out of a black city sedan to enter Seabury’s packed hearing room. The feeling among many New Yorkers, including some hard-eyed pols like Edward J. Flynn, political boss of the Bronx and later a confidant of President Franklin Roosevelt, was that Walker “was never personally dishonest,” that he had been done in by some of his more “superficial and rapacious” friends, rich and well-connected men he had unwisely trusted. In time, this became Walker’s own professed version of reality. “No one can buy or sell me but friends sometimes have made a fool of me.”

It is doubtful that Walker himself truly believed this. Years after Governor Roosevelt’s own investigation made it impossible for him to stay in office, Walker confided to Gene Fowler, the city newsman who became his first biographer: “I knew how to say ‘no,’ but seldom could bring myself to say it. A woman and politician must say that word often, and mean it—or else.” While Seabury had failed to trace a single “wrong dollar to Walker’s pocket,” Walker was too bright and knowing—contra Flynn—to be duped repeatedly by those close to him. He needed money, lots of it, to live the high life, and though there may never have been explicit quid pro quos—this gift for that favor from the city—he had egregiously violated the public trust. He did this through his moral carelessness and inattention to the details of governance—and his lack of vigilance over his own life and the lives of those officials he appointed or retained to do the city’s business honestly and efficiently. This was inexcusable if not unlawful behavior. In the end, Mayor Walker slid his neck into a noose of his own making. The writer Ben Hecht had it right: “No man could have held life so carelessly without falling down a manhole before he was done.”

Walker’s amorality also prevented him from making the quick comeback his political friends had begun to plot on the eve of his resignation, just before he left with Betty Compton for Europe, where they were married. His die-hard supporters counted greatly on the fact that Walker had not been officially charged with a single crime. After returning from abroad, Walker should, they advised, call in reporters, insist he had received an unfair hearing from Roosevelt, and announce his candidacy for mayor in a special November election called to fill his vacated seat. He should leave it to the people of New York to decide if he had violated their trust.

It was an audacious gamble that might have worked. Walker had lost some of his luster but was still electable; in fact, he remained electable until the day he died. In a 1945 New York Daily News straw poll, 38 percent of New Yorkers wanted him to be the next mayor. He received more support than any other potential candidate, including La Guardia, who received only 25 percent of the votes cast. And Walker won in all five boroughs. This was a reprise of the 1929 election, when he defeated Congressman La Guardia’s bid to unseat him, winning every election district in the city, an unprecedented feat.

Walker’s style was undeniably a source of his popularity but in the month he resigned, many New Yorkers remembered the substance, as well. Jimmy Walker had gotten things done.

The sensationalism that has substituted for serious scholarship about Walker has obscured some of his solid accomplishments. While not a pugnacious reformer in the La Guardia mold, Walker made greatly needed improvements in the city’s hospitals, struck down restrictions against African American doctors at Harlem Hospital, built new schools, parks, and playgrounds, established New York’s first municipal sanitation department and the city’s first planning commission, and pushed through tunnel, bridge, and highway projects to relieve vehicular congestion. He started or laid the groundwork for the West Side Highway, the FDR Drive, the Triborough Bridge, the Queens-Midtown Tunnel, and hundreds of miles of new subway lines. New York voters also associated him with two great civic accomplishments that he had nothing to do with: the completion of the Holland Tunnel—The Highway Under the Hudson, as it was called—in 1927, and the construction, beginning that same year, of the George Washington Bridge, spanning the Hudson a few miles north of the city’s first automobile tunnel. To millions of city voters, he remained in 1932 “the living symbol of a glittering chapter in city history,” said The New York Times.

The city never built more ambitiously or aggressively than it did during Walker’s administration. Manhattan was turned into a gigantic construction site, with steel girders climbing into the clouds, rivet guns hammering away, and mud-caked laborers digging up the streets and moving entire buildings to make way for more underground trains. Most of the activity was in Midtown, which experienced an epochal rebuilding process that began just before World War I and reached full momentum in 1927, Walker’s second year in office. The changes were everywhere. The New York Central Railroad’s hideously unsightly train yard, a scar on the land extending for entire city blocks north of West Forty-second Street, was made over into an arrow-straight boulevard of regal apartment houses: Park Avenue, “Street of Dreams.” On Fifth Avenue, the castellated mansions of the descendants of Gilded Age tycoons—the Vanderbilts, Huntingtons, and others—were torn down and replaced by fashionable shops and department stores, among them Saks Fifth Avenue and Bergdorf Goodman, making Fifth Avenue just below Central Park a Parisian-like shopping emporium. Much of this was the work of Jewish real estate kings, up from the ghetto. Jewish entrepreneurs also moved the city’s garment industry from near Madison Square to just south of Times Square in Midtown, to be closer to the out-of-town buyers of women’s fashions who came streaming into the city by train, debarking at one of its imperial rail stations—Grand Central Terminal or Pennsylvania Station—and staying at new, fashionably tall Midtown hotels. In an astonishingly short span of time, the entire area around Grand Central Terminal was turned into a new skyscraper city, a city within a city, Terminal City, many of its office towers and hotels connected to one another, and to the terminal, by underground passageways lined with smart shops and restaurants.

These seismic changes in the cityscape were inspired and engineered by businessmen of towering ambition, a number of whom, including Irwin S. Chanin, Walter P. Chrysler, and Fred F. French, had risen from meager circumstances. But they could not have been carried out without the active encouragement of city government. Mayor Walker never tired of reminding voters of this. He ran himself ragged attending the groundbreaking and ribbon cutting of almost every major civic improvement in his nearly seven years in office, even the installation of traffic lights on Park Avenue. He was perpetually upbeat, reminding New Yorkers that they were living in the greatest city in the world, at its maximum moment. “The great basis of Walker’s popularity was his passion for making everybody happy,” wrote reporter Alva Johnston. “In spurts he handled the city’s business impressively, but his chief task was that of spreading sunshine in the metropolis.”

At cornerstone ceremonies and black-tie banquets, Walker displayed his unerring ability to make people he had never seen before feel that there was a special bond between them and him, a “bond of sympathy.” Listening to Walker, whether at a B’nai B’rith convention or a quilting party, people felt he was speaking directing to them, “Hundreds of thousands, if not millions of New Yorkers, firmly believe that they are among Jimmy’s closest friends,” Alva Johnston noted in the year of Walker’s resignation.

New Yorkers also remembered that Walker had been one of the only New York politicians to demand the repeal of Prohibition the very year it went into effect. In Albany, he had led the fight against the Eighteenth Amendment, and as mayor he became “the embodiment of New York’s, and to some extent of the nation’s dislike of Prohibition and Puritanism,” wrote Johnston. “He became the foremost American champion of a man’s right to be himself. His life was an antiseptic against hypocrisy; it was a standing rebuke to the Anti-Saloon League and the Methodist Board of Temperance, Prohibition and Public Morals; it was holy water to the devils of intolerance and persecution.”

Thirty-three years after Walker’s death a cabbie told the writer Thomas J. Fleming, “This town ain’t been the same since we lost Jimmy Walker.”



But in 1932, Walker had too much going against him to be given a second chance. Seabury’s revelations, Smith’s and Roosevelt’s opposition, along with the Great Depression, which ended the biggest construction boom in the city’s history, mortally wounded him. The Church finished him off.

The Catholic Church in New York City had for years been outraged by Walker’s sexual escapades with actresses and chorus girls. During Walker’s first term, the archbishop of New York, Patrick Joseph Cardinal Hayes, son of sternly orthodox immigrants from County Kerry, Ireland, sent a prominent layman to censure Walker for “bringing shame” on both his wife and the church of his ancestors. Walker—forever his own man, giving orders, rarely taking them—would not be lectured to; he named two esteemed Catholics, benefactors of the church, whose sexual conduct was no better than his own. “You go back and tell the cardinal to take care of his two altar boys and I’ll take care of myself.”

That was all Walker heard from the Church until late September 1932, when word got back to the cardinal that Walker was planning a political comeback. Not long after this, Monsignor John P. Chidwick, a representative of Cardinal Hayes, preached the funeral oration for Martin G. McCue, an East Side Tammany leader, at Manhattan’s St. Agnes Church. Everyone of consequence in the city’s Democratic Party was in the church that morning, including John McCooey, Brooklyn’s political boss, and John Francis Curry, head of Tammany Hall—the two Democratic powerhouses behind the effort to reelect Walker. Curry, a devout Catholic who “would no more think of missing Mass in the morning than he would think of missing the race track in the afternoon,” was a close friend of Monsignor Chidwick, who had performed his marriage ceremony.

In his funeral oration, the monsignor lauded McCue’s deep religious faith and personal morality, offering his life as an example for all political officials. “Not only in official life, but in private life, should a man be clean and pure.” To the Democratic chieftains in the pews that morning these words were “charged with meaning,” wrote New York Times reporter William R. Conklin, who would write the inside story of Walker’s failed comeback. It was high drama, “the spiritual government of the city arrayed against its temporal government.” And it was virtually unprecedented. The Catholic Church of New York rarely intruded in politics.

Monsignor Chidwick spoke with cool deliberateness. He personally knew most of the Democratic district leaders who were at the funeral Mass, and settled his eyes on several of them as he preached. They knew he spoke for the cardinal, and that going against the Church was an unwinnable cause.

John Curry had an idea of what was coming even before he entered the church that morning. He had had dinner with Monsignor Chidwick earlier in the week. When he raised the prospect of Walker’s bid for reelection, Chidwick told him that if that happened the Church would go after Walker hard. That meant a public rebuke of Walker’s personal morality and an ecclesiastical censure of his relationship with Betty Compton.

Word may have reached Walker, who was still abroad when the Democrats met at Madison Square Garden to choose a candidate. His name was put into nomination as a formality, and he cabled the convention, declining the honor. Tammany’s new choice was Surrogate Judge John P. O’Brien, a clean but colorless candidate. He won the special election for mayor in 1932, defeating Acting Mayor Joseph V. McKee, a write-in candidate. La Guardia, a Republican Party–City Fusion candidate, crushed O’Brien and third party candidate McKee the following year.

It was the end of the Jimmy Walker Era.
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POWER AND POLITICS



CHAPTER ONE


A TEST FOR TAMMANY
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Tammany today stands higher in the respect of the community than it has ever stood before.

NEW YORK WORLD, JANUARY 1, 1926

The Labors of Hercules

On the brisk Manhattan morning of his inauguration, New Year’s Day 1926, Jimmy Walker arrived at City Hall exactly on time, shocking nearly everyone who had gathered to greet him. As he stepped out of his sleek gray town car, he waved to the crowd, “a noisy, joyous gathering,” many of the celebrators old friends from his Greenwich Village neighborhood. Some of his loyalists had just finished bringing in the New Year, the women’s evening gowns showing beneath their winter wraps. When the mayor-elect came into view, they blew whistles and party horns, and some of them held up hip flasks to salute their trim debonair hero as he swept past them and up the marble steps, acknowledging a few old friends with a nod and a quick pull on the brim of his silk hat. Shoulders hunched forward, eyes staring straight ahead, he spoke to no one in the crowd. “Let me in. I want to work,” he said to the policemen who opened a wedge for him through a solid wall of reporters and photographers.

Every corridor and room in the stately building, the oldest city hall in continuous use in the country, was packed with Walker enthusiasts. Graybeards at City Hall judged it the largest crowd ever to attend the swearing in of a New York mayor. Nearly eight hundred people elbowed their way into the chambers of the Board of Estimate, the principal governing body of the city, to witness Jimmy Walker take the oath of office.

When Walker entered the chambers around noon the crowd broke into wild applause, cheering him as if he were a “matinee idol.” He was dressed like a Broadway sport, in a tight-fitting double-breasted suit and black pointed patent leather shoes—“tooth-pick shoes”—shined to a gleam and encased in gray spats. As he approached the dais, he bowed to his wife, Janet, to other members of his family, and to the assembled leadership of Tammany Hall. After being sworn in by Justice Robert F. Wagner, Sr., an old friend, Walker approached the podium and adjusted the special microphone. This was the first inauguration of a New York City mayor to be broadcast on the new medium of radio.

In a brief, businesslike address, Walker vowed to rid city government of corruption and political favoritism and deliver greatly needed urban services—more schools, playgrounds, parks, and hospitals. He would ask the state legislature to increase the city’s debt limit so that he could borrow money to build new subways, highways, tunnels, and bridges—and modern expressways along Manhattan’s waterfront—to relieve mounting traffic congestion caused by the tremendous increase in the number of automobiles and trucks on city streets. Walker pledged as well to establish the city’s first municipal bus line and its first garbage and sewage disposal system, the initial step in a long-overdue effort to clean up New York’s dangerously polluted rivers, pestilence-breeding recipients of most of the city’s raw sewage.

But the issues of most immediate importance to the new mayor were the expansion of the municipal subway system and the retention of the nickel subway fare, measures of immense consequence to hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers who commuted to their jobs on the city’s scandalously overcrowded underground system, the world’s largest rapid transit system. Walker had been swept into office on the promise to prevail against the two private corporations that operated the subway trains under a long-term lease with the city. These companies—the Interborough Rapid Transit Company (IRT) and the Brooklyn-Manhattan Transit Company (BMT)—were lobbying strenuously to raise the price of a ticket, which, by law, could not be increased except by mutual agreement between the city and the operators. Walker said he would “cut off his right arm” rather then increase the five-cent fare.I

Along with a number of prominent urban progressives, Walker saw subway construction as a form of urban planning. The expansion of the system would accelerate the exodus from the dismal tenements and rookeries of lower Manhattan, providing convenient linkages to downtown centers of employment and amusement for upward-bound families who could finally, in the prosperous 1920s, afford to move to green spaces in Queens, the Bronx, and the outer reaches of Brooklyn, where new housing was being built with furious energy by private contractors. Most of the great problems facing the City of New York, Walker insisted, arose from overcrowding at the center—the twenty-three-square-mile island of Manhattan, whose nearly two million residents made it one of the most congested urban places on earth. Once the slums of Manhattan’s Lower East Side were thinned out, Walker believed the value of vacated real estate would fall, inducing private builders to construct affordable modern apartments for those residents who chose not to move. As a further inducement for developers, he proposed generous tax incentives and city assistance in tearing down disgracefully maintained tenement housing.

The mayor went further, sounding, unexpectedly, like a visionary. He would end the “haphazard and piecemeal” methods of dealing with city problems. “In the future,” he said, “we must proceed to deal with them on a city-wide, comprehensive scale,” recognizing that problems like congestion and substandard housing were closely interlinked. Before his administration could vigorously attack these problems, however, there would have to be “an accurate, scientific survey of the city.” Walker pledged to assemble a team of experts from government and the private sector to identify New York’s most pressing problems and suggest ways to deal with them in an integrated fashion. When the survey was completed, his administration would fashion a “City Plan”—the first in Gotham’s history—to guide Greater New York’s future development.

This was an audacious program of urban rehabilitation, yet Walker pledged to work for “the lowest tax rate possible.” Could he balance his aggressive municipal agenda with fiscal restraint? “The labors of Hercules,” said a skeptical New York Times, “would be nothing by comparison.”



Walker had already made many of his municipal appointments. His administration would be “Tammany through and through,” he openly admitted. Almost every appointed city official, including twenty of Walker’s twenty-five city commissioners, was beholden to Tammany. A product of Tammany’s political culture, Walker saw patronage and the merit system—what some considered fire and ice—perfectly compatible. He would reward loyal Democrats, but only those clearly qualified for their positions.

Walker was proud to be part of Tammany, proud of all it had done for his tribe—Irish Catholics who had begun arriving in the city in successive waves in the 1840s, escaping the ruinous Potato Famine. The Society of St. Tammany—named after Tamanend, a legendary chief of the Lenni-Lenape nation—had been formed in 1789 as a fraternal and patriotic organization with a set of pseudo–Native American rituals and titles. Headquarters was the “Wigwam,” Tammany members were “braves,” members of the governing board were “sachems,” and the head of Tammany was the “grand sachem.” The organization quickly evolved into the most powerful urban political machine in the country. Its sharp-witted early leaders, among them Aaron Burr and Martin Van Buren, went after the working man’s vote, supporting universal male suffrage and the abolition of imprisonment for debt. With no effective city organization for public relief, Irish immigrants turned to Tammany’s attentive ward leaders, who helped them find work and gain citizenship, and rallied to the relief of destitute and disoriented families, providing milk for their babies, coal to warm their rooms, and dollars to bury their dead with dignity.

The Irish were also drawn to Tammany out of sheer self-defense. It was a shield against the virulently anti-Catholic and nativist movements of the time, whose street gangs attacked their churches and assaulted their priests, and whose hate-filled demagogues lumped together all Irishman as “paddies”—coarse, loud, hard-drinking, and clannish, smelling of whiskey and boiled cabbage. The Irish found protection inside Tammany and eventually took it over. In the years after the Civil War, an organization that had originally excluded Catholics and the foreign-born became a disciplined political army dominated by first- and second-generation sons of Erin. Beginning in 1872 with John Kelly, the first of ten successive Irish American bosses, they turned Tammany into an instrument of Irish advancement, filling the police and fire departments with the children of the Famine Generation and elevating young countrymen of promise to political positions.

Tammany fished for votes among almost every ethnic group, opening opportunities on the bench and in city government for Germans and Russian Jews; but tens of thousands of Jewish voters in the city’s Garment District remained loyal to their socialist parties and trade unions. Thousands of Italian immigrants, blocked by the Irish from holding positions of even small consequence in Tammany, turned in frustration to the Republican Party. New York’s expanding African American population did not vote in great numbers until the 1930s; most of those who did vote remained loyal to the party of Lincoln and emancipation. The handful of Tammany clubhouses that recruited African American members maintained separate recreational facilities for them, with blacks in the basement and whites upstairs.

At times, Tammany ruled New York, but Tammany rule was never continuous. When Tammany went too far, when it stuffed too many ballot boxes, when its leaders stole from the city with reckless abandon, reform movements rose up and tossed it out of office. The election of Jimmy Walker was the first time Tammany “ruled supreme” since the thieving administration of Robert A. Van Wyck, defeated at the polls in 1901 by Republican reformer Seth Low. This ended the long rule of arrogantly corrupt Richard Croker as headman of Tammany Hall.

Walker’s predecessor as mayor, John F. Hylan, a Brooklyn Democrat, had been backed initially by Tammany, out of expediency, but no one at the Wigwam considered him a blood brother. As mayor he had taken orders, not from Tammany, but from wily Brooklyn political boss John McCooey, whose allegiance to Tammany was never complete. Hylan was also closely aligned with newspaper publisher William Randolph Hearst, a sworn enemy of Tammany. An independent Democrat, active in New York politics for over two decades, Hearst owned two big New York dailies, the American and its evening edition, the Journal, papers that relentlessly attacked Governor Al Smith, a Tammany man to the core of his being.

Going back to the middle of the nineteenth century, to the scandalous rule of Boss William Magear Tweed, Tammany Hall had been linked in the public mind with colossal corruption. At the time of Jimmy Walker’s inauguration, however, reporters, including prestigious Walter Lippmann, began writing about “A New Tammany,” a chastened political organization led by clean-government progressives like Governor Smith, Justice Robert F. Wagner, Sr., and State Senator Jimmy Walker. These were new men who “have ideas of their own . . . and are not of the Old Tammany brew of hacks and tools of the boss,” observed the New York Post. A number of them, including coolly self-possessed Edward J. Flynn, the boss of the Bronx, had been to college and law school and were “as much at home in dinner coats and plus-fours as their grandfathers were in red undershirts.” In the years before World War I, these young insurgents had begun advancing an ambitious agenda of social and labor legislation at the state level, measures that were backed by Charles Francis Murphy, the shrewdest and most powerful overlord in Tammany history.

When Murphy died of a heart attack in 1924, Governor Smith stepped into the power vacuum at the Wigwam and handpicked Murphy’s successor, Judge George Washington Olvany, a graduate of New York University Law School. The first Tammany leader to complete college, Olvany pledged to commit the organization—which was preeminently a municipal, not a statewide machine—to the reforms the governor was instituting in Albany.

The press was eager to give Tammany a chance. The New York Herald Tribune, the most respected Republican organ in the city, saw Walker’s election as Tammany’s “greatest opportunity in its history.” Mayor Walker “takes office with the good will of the entire people.” The more liberal New York World, a longtime Tammany nemesis, was equally hopeful. “Tammany today stands higher in the respect of the community than it has ever stood before. . . . If it governs well it will deserve and will receive full credit. If it fails, it . . . will have no excuses.” The Walker administration would tell if there was truly a New Tammany.

Walker did not shrink from the challenge. “I have determined to be the best mayor this city ever had,” he told reporters who covered City Hall. But there were skeptics in the room. Everyone knew that Jimmy Walker had not been Al Smith’s original choice for mayor, that the governor had questioned whether his old friend and political acolyte was suited for the job.

The Battle of the Boroughs

During the run-up to the city’s 1925 Democratic mayoralty race all attention had been on Alfred Emanuel Smith. He had just begun his third term as governor and had come close to securing his party’s nomination for president at its bitterly divided 1924 convention in Madison Square Garden. Smith was feeling his power, moving purposefully to prepare the ground for 1928, when he hoped to become America’s first Roman Catholic president. Part of his plan, worked out in secret with George Olvany, was to prevent the renomination of Mayor John Hylan for a third term. Smith considered Hylan monumentally incompetent; just as critical, Smith could not control Hylan, a political creature of Hearst and McCooey, powerbrokers not known for their civic integrity. He wanted a confidant he could trust to govern honorably and competently. With anti-Tammany sentiment running strong in the rural districts of the country, a city scandal could ruin his run for the presidential nomination.



The Hylan-Hearst combination would be hard to beat. Cagey John McCooey was one of the toughest political in-fighters in urban politics; and he was gearing up for a fight. Brooklyn had recently overtaken Manhattan as the most populous borough in New York City, and a third Hylan term would make its political machine more powerful perhaps than Tammany and establish McCooey as the rightful political ruler of the city’s Democratic Party. Tammany Hall had historically controlled only the Democratic politics of Manhattan, but during the twenty-two-year-long reign of Boss Murphy, from 1902 to 1924, it extended its sway over the Democratic organizations of the other four New York boroughs—Bronx, Queens, Brooklyn, and Staten Island whose leaders resented the encroachment of Tammany under imperious Boss Murphy.II

After Murphy’s death, however, Tammany was reduced to controlling only Manhattan and the Bronx, and New York City returned to what it has been ever since, “not a city but a league of cities,” each nearly autonomous city or borough having its own elected president, who governed like a “minor mayor.” All the while, Queens, Brooklyn, and the Bronx—and even thinly populated Staten Island—were exploding with growth, making them stronger politically and more independent of Tammany. In the Bronx, Edward J. Flynn remained a staunch Tammany man out of an admixture of loyalty and self-interest. With Murphy’s backing, he had recently become the Democratic boss of the Bronx, and he was a close friend of Al Smith, whom he vowed to stand behind in the approaching showdown with McCooey. But Maurice Connolly, the longtime borough president of Queens, and David S. Rendt, Staten Island’s Democratic boss, aligned with Hylan and McCooey. So when Al Smith left Albany and decamped in New York City in the summer of 1925 to unseat John Hylan he ran into a firestorm of opposition from three of New York’s boroughs.

To prevail, Smith needed a masterful campaigner. After being turned down by his first two choices, Surrogate James A. Foley and State Supreme Court Justice Robert Wagner, he settled on Walker, the choice of Olvany and Flynn.

Forty-three-year-old Jimmy Walker was charming, fast on his feet, and a supremely skilled communicator. But he was a dangerous gamble—his careless personal life was an open book. Flynn and Olvany believed he could be reined in. Smith did not—at least not initially. The governor had other concerns. At a meeting of Democratic leaders in Smith’s Albany office, Robert Moses, one of the governor’s most trusted confidants, claimed that Walker was “incapable of sustained effort.” That struck a chord with Smith, whose career was a pure product of sustained effort. On the other hand, everything seemed to come easily for light-spirited Jimmy Walker.

Jimmy and Al

No one in New York politics knew Senator Walker better than Al Smith. They first met on New Year’s Eve 1895, at a party at the Walker home on St. Luke’s Place, in Greenwich Village. Walker was only fifteen at the time, and Smith was a twenty-three-year-old politician of promise from a Lower East Side Tammany ward who had come to visit Jimmy’s father, a former Tammany alderman. A bachelor who supported his widowed mother, Catherine Mulvihill Smith, the daughter of Irish immigrants, Smith lived with her in a railroad flat near the Manhattan anchorage tower of the Brooklyn Bridge. Though a pious Catholic, Smith had a racy vocabulary and was known to lift a glass or two.

They next met in 1910, just after Walker was elected to the Albany Assembly with the backing of the local Tammany boss. “My father went with me to Grand Central the day I was leaving, and Al was there to meet us,” Walker recalled years later. “He practically took me aboard the train by the hand, and our rooms were in readiness for us when we reached Albany. He introduced me to all the people he thought I should know—and kept me away from those he thought I shouldn’t.”

This was Smith’s sixth year in the Assembly and he and Walker were roommates for a time—part of the Tammany “buddy system”—at the Ten Eyck Hotel, the unofficial headquarters of Albany’s insiders. Smith and Walker took the train to Albany together every Monday morning and returned to New York as seatmates on Friday afternoons. On Sunday evenings, Walker and his fiancée, Janet “Allie” Allen, a vaudeville performer, visited Al and his wife of nine years, Catherine “Katie” Dunn, at their new home at 25 Oliver Street, not far from where Smith was born. Allie sang and Jimmy played the piano for her.

The two young assemblymen shared a passion for theater and popular music, and Smith used these social occasions to school Walker in the intricacies of Albany politics. Al Smith was built for politics; from an early age he was determined to follow into power his Tammany sponsor and surrogate father, Thomas F. Foley. “Big Tom” Foley, an enormous red-faced Irishman with a black handlebar mustache and arms of iron, looked after the Democratic neighborhoods of his district “as English squires looked after the welfare of their country villages.”

Foley’s saloon at Water Street and James Slip was not far from where Smith was born, and Smith would spend his free evenings there, running errands for the organization and watching with pride as his mentor handed out coins to kids on the block and discreetly supported indigent Irish widows. In 1903, Foley pronounced Smith, a rapid riser in the organization, ready for the State Assembly, a nomination that guaranteed his election.



Jimmy Walker had also grown up in a Tammany neighborhood, one his father presided over; but from an early age he had set his sights on Broadway, not Albany, hoping to become a songwriter and a composer of musical comedies. An indifferent student, he spent his Saturdays at the vaudeville houses on Union Square, often lingering from eleven in the morning until closing at midnight. His father wanted him home, hitting the books, preparing for a career in law and politics. To appease him, Jimmy attended New York Law School, barely graduating. Then, claiming he was not yet ready for politics, he took a job writing lyrics for a music publishing house and began hanging around West Twenty-eighth Street, between Broadway and Sixth Avenue. This was New York’s famous Tin Pan Alley, named for the cacophony of sounds—like the banging on tin pans—which dozens of song “pluggers” made on their upright pianos. Each plugger was squeezed into a cubbyhole in a music publisher’s building, where he pounded away all day, trying out new tunes for vaudeville and the sensationally successful sheet music business.

Here on the street where American popular music was born, Walker met Jimmy Durante and Irving Berlin; and here, in 1908, at age twenty-eight, he made his first breakthrough as a songwriter with a sentimental ballad, “Will You Love Me in December as You Do in May?” Thousands of copies of sheet music were sold, bringing in royalties of over $10,000. Walker spent part of the windfall on a dozen custom-tailored suits, a stack of handmade silk shirts, three fedoras, and a walking stick—something no Broadway swell would be seen without. But there were no successful encores as a songwriter, and the following year Walker bowed to his father’s wishes and ran for the State Assembly. He won handily and celebrated by buying an engagement ring for Allie, his steady date since his law school days.

Al Smith had started out slowly in Albany and urged Walker to do the same. On instructions from Foley, Smith had sat in the last row of the Assembly chamber and didn’t utter a single word on the floor in his first year in office. He took orders from Tammany until he was powerful enough to give them.

Al Smith learned to be an effective legislator through painstaking research. After a simple dinner of corned beef and cabbage, he would head to the Capitol library, where he would pore over every bill that had been introduced that day in the legislature. In time, he became the most accomplished bill writer in the Assembly. Walker, by contrast, was a natural. “There’s no smarter man I ever knew,” said Joseph Proskauer, a Smith associate notoriously stingy with praise. Walker prepared for debates in the Assembly as he had studied for exams in law school: not by reading—he claimed to have read only six books from the time he entered law school until the year he ran for mayor—but by what he called aural intake. A classmate read aloud to him from the textbooks, recitations Walker put to memory. In Albany, an aide would read the essentials of a bill to him minutes before he was to appear on the floor of the Assembly. Walker would then stride into the chamber and argue for or against it with effortless ease. He was so good that New York producer David Belasco sent young actors to Albany to “learn something from the little master.”

Walker became a force in the Assembly in his very first year, a self-assured speaker and a gifted debater. He advanced rapidly, becoming a senator in 1915 and floor leader of his party in 1920. His wit was so devastating he once helped kill an opposition measure with a wisecrack, a Clean Books Bill that would have censored sexually suggestive literary works on the argument that they offended young women’s sensibilities. “No woman,” Walker said, “has ever been ruined by a book.”

Walker transformed politics into theater, becoming eventually a “gallery god.” When he “was scheduled to speak the galleries were crowded and applause was almost continuous as he walked swiftly up and down the broad center aisle of the Assembly chamber, a slim, excited figure with his dark hair in disorder, dressed like a Broadway actor, relishing the laughter that his sallies earned,” wrote reporter Henry Pringle.

Walker had real political courage. He took on the Ku Klux Klan when it was a force in the early 1920s in upstate New York, “unmasking” the organization by securing the passage of a bill, the Walker Law, that required it to file sworn copies of its constitution, membership rosters, oaths, and list of officers. “We see men of the mask attempting to dictate how we shall worship God, regardless of the conviction of our own consciences,” he spoke with angry eloquence, glaring at senators known to be sympathetic to the Klan. “We see the immigrant excluded. We see everything and everybody threatened with censorship. We thank God that these are the characteristics of only a comparatively few fanatics but, few though they be, they are a menace to the Republic, and they must be obliterated.”

Murphy’s Young Men

Early in his Albany career Walker caught the eye of Boss Murphy, who saw him as a “comer,” a young reformer who could help him change Tammany’s public image in the aftermath of the public scandals that had undone Richard Croker. Politics had made Murphy immeasurably rich, master of a magnificent seaside hideaway on Long Island with its own private nine-hole golf course. But he coveted power even more than money. After defeating several challengers for his position, he vowed “to remain the leader of Tammany Hall as long as I live.” He then gained near complete control of the entire state Democratic Party, becoming the first and last Tammany leader to accomplish this. Virtually invulnerable, Murphy called a halt to the strong-arm methods of the past—voter fraud and intimidation—methods he himself had used to climb to the top. In the future, Tammany would prevail by ballots, not bullying.

It was Murphy’s pursuit of power—not just to have it but also to hold it in perpetuity—that turned him into a supporter of real political reform. Long before he secured Walker’s election to the State Senate in 1915, he had begun working closely with Walker, Smith, and Wagner, progressives who were introducing legislation that would redound to Tammany’s benefit, rehabilitating its image and broadening its electoral reach. The press called them Murphy’s Young Men and they met with the boss on weekends at Delmonico’s, Murphy’s favorite Manhattan restaurant, where his private table in the opulent Scarlet Room rested on four carved Bengal Tigers, the mascot of Tammany. In Murphy’s private salon on the second floor of Delmonico’s, even convivial Jimmy Walker was reduced to silence in the boss’s sphinxlike presence.

Murphy spoke only when necessary and then in short “jerky” sentences, punctuated by periods of silence that sometimes lasted for over a minute. “He looks dense,” the reporter Lincoln Steffens described Murphy, “but he acts with force, decision, and skill.” And he was a pillar of support for his Albany boys, whose reforms “make us many votes,” he told social worker Frances Perkins, later President Franklin Roosevelt’s secretary of labor. “Give the people everything they want,” Murphy is said to have told Walker, his “boy.”



But Al Smith, who know him better, saw a troublesome side of Jimmy Walker. The governor, a faithful husband and the solicitous father of five children, was worried about the midweek pleasure excursions Walker made from Albany to Manhattan, where he was seen conspicuously with Broadway actresses, bootleggers, and gold-digging chorus girls. Walker had also begun to drift apart from Smith. At informal social events he seemed embarrassed to be in the governor’s company. It happened all too often. Jimmy would be sipping champagne and chatting amiably with a small circle of intimate friends when Al would roar in and take over the room, a cigar in one hand, a glass of beer in the other, wearing an outrageous tie, bright red suspenders, and a garish vest that didn’t entirely cover his prominent paunch. Smith didn’t speak—he shouted—his gravelly voice as loud as his clothing.

Now the leader of the Democrats in the State Senate, with a thriving Manhattan law office to support his lifestyle, Walker no longer jumped to Smith’s commands and started seeing less of him socially. When Big Tom Foley died in January 1925, Smith took Walker aside at the funeral and lectured him for attending the opening performance of a Broadway show the previous evening, when the rest of Tammany was in full mourning. “Listen Al,” Walker said sharply. “You’re confused. It was Tom Foley who died, not I.”

This sustained Smith’s suspicion that Walker was not completely committed to politics. The governor was not mistaken. Long after he was forced from office, Walker would confide to his friend and biographer Gene Fowler: “The excitement of politics got into my veins. I had happy years in the Senate, but always my heart was in the theatre and in songs. I really was moving against my own desires most of the time, and the inner conflicts were great.”

In the summer of 1925, on the eve of the Democratic primary for mayor, Al Smith saw his careless friend about to be consumed by a catastrophe of his own creation. Walker was being seen around town with Yvonne “Vonnie” Shelton, a sleek-bodied French-Canadian singer and dancer he had spotted years before in the Ziegfeld Follies. His wife, Allie, had put on weight, and although the couple had no children the former showgirl preferred to stay at home at night and wanted her husband beside her.

Walker may have been a time bomb, but with the fight with John Hylan fast approaching, and with Flynn and Olvany pressing for Walker, Al Smith, almost against reason, began to hope for a conversion, telling his Tammany golfing buddies that “if Walker . . . would rid himself of that certain party he has been going around with—which he won’t—and go back to Mrs. Walker, then things might be different.”

Word got back to Walker and for the next few weeks he was not seen at any of his favorite Manhattan nightspots. It was a ruse, however. Walker was partying in a penthouse rented by a friend from a dowager who was on holiday. In his complimentary biography of Walker, Gene Fowler makes light of this charade, but it is, in fact, a deeply revealing indicator of Walker’s character. Jimmy Walker had a casual way of blurring the distinction between right and wrong, legal and illegal. For Walker, it “was a question of convenience rather than morality,” the writer Peter Quinn shrewdly notes. “The unforgivable offense was to be boring or colorless.”

In late July, Al Smith summoned Walker to the Half Moon Hotel on Coney Island, where he was spending the weekend with his family. When Walker arrived, the governor greeted him cordially and then cut straight to the point: How had he managed to keep away from Vonnie and the clubs? “We all grow up sometime,” Walker reputedly replied. When Smith offered him a drink, Walker, suppressing a smile, asked for soda water. At the end of the conversation, Smith placed his hand on Walker’s shoulder and told him he was his man to beat John Hylan. Later, Joseph Proskauer asked the governor incredulously, “Al, you believed him?” Smith replied, shaking his head, “Joe, the man swore to me on the memory of his sainted mother.”

The following week, after an uninvited visit from several Tammany envoys, Vonnie Shelton left for Cuba. Her “vacation” lasted through the primary season.

It would be one of the most bruising political battles in the city’s history. Smith’s decision to back Walker split the Democratic Party along borough lines, Manhattan and the Bronx against Queens, Brooklyn, and Staten Island. This was more than a mayoralty election; it was a war for control of the future of the city’s Democratic Party. The stakes were enormous. New York City had the biggest municipal patronage pot in the country.

What a Candidate!

On August 20, 1925, Jimmy Walker launched his campaign “among his own,” in the Greenwich Village neighborhood he had never left, either physically or emotionally. He had been living there with Allie since their wedding day, April 11, 1912, in the house he had been raised in at 6 St. Luke’s Place. In an emotional speech at a local schoolhouse, Walker paid tribute to his deceased parents, Ellen Ida Roon, the high-spirited daughter of a local saloonkeeper, and William Henry Walker, an immigrant carpenter from Castlecomer, County Kilkenny. William Walker had arrived in “The Village” at age eighteen, on his own, fresh off the boat, carrying a carpenter’s toolbox on his back and a prayer book in his pocket. He rose to become the owner of a thriving lumberyard and the district’s Tammany alderman. He served four terms and then a term in the State Assembly, from 1892 to 1893, before closing out his life in politics as superintendent of public buildings in Manhattan. Jimmy remembered him that evening as his old friends did, as provider of parks in the neighborhood and recreational piers for kids on the west bank of the Hudson River.

Walker worshipped his father, a big easygoing man whom he called “Boss.” No matter how fast or high Jimmy Walker rose he never forgot that he was the son of a simple carpenter who had fled poverty and despair in the land of his birth. On Walker’s first trip to Europe, in 1927, aboard the fabulous ocean liner Berengaria, he made an impromptu speech: “I am crossing the ocean tonight in the imperial suite of this wonderful ship, but I can’t help but remember that there was a man, my father, who crossed this ocean with a coil of rope for his pillow.”

Smooth Jimmy Walker could make blarney sound like Byron but in that opening speech of his mayoralty campaign, on that balmy August night in lower Manhattan, he spoke directly from the heart. This was, after all, the place where the part of him he treasured most still resided.

Of all his legislative accomplishments, he was proudest of his support for the Workman’s Compensation Bill that provided long-overdue benefits for laboring people injured on the job. He had backed it, he told his followers that night, because that’s what his father would have done; and because he had seen in his youth “the mangled forms come off the holds of ships down there on the [Chelsea docks],” the Hudson River piers just west of the Village, where men of the neighborhood worked as longshoremen, a job more dangerous than coal mining and without health or life insurance coverage. When he had risen in the Assembly to speak for that bill, he had spoken, he said, “from my heart. I was looking back with the eyes of my childhood.” That was all he needed to say; he already had the support of these friends and kin.

When one of Walker’s Broadway friends asked a Tammany chieftain what kind of mayor he would make, the answer came unhesitatingly: “Oh, he’ll make a lousy mayor. But what a candidate!”



Walker had an excellent edge going into the campaign: the near complete support of the New York press corps. John Hylan was a public relations nightmare, loud, boorish, and harboring a paranoid suspicion of reporters. Journalists from the Manhattan dailies—though never the Hearst sheets—returned the compliment, characterizing Hylan as a “colorless bore” whose long-winded speeches put even his most devoted supporters to sleep. And being a family man who neither smoked nor drank hardly advantaged ponderous John Hylan with hard-living New York scribes.

The times were as right for a candidate like Jimmy Walker as they were wrong for John Hylan. Radio and the newsreels had just emerged and Walker was a tremendously more attractive campaigner than beefy, beetle-browed “Red Mike” Hylan, named for his crimson-colored hair and volcanic temper. Hylan was a stumbling, painfully awkward speaker, and was reflexively obstinate and entirely humorless.

Hylan appeared before campaign crowds “like a man on stilts,” wrote one observer, “standing there, a bulky, seemingly inanimate figure, reading off in a singsong monotone the words that others have written for him.” Walker, a much smaller man—only five-feet-eight-and-a-half inches tall and weighing no more than 130 pounds—had the lean lines of a cabaret dancer. But Red Mike Hylan would not be beaten on style points. His crusading support for the nickel subway fare gave him great pulling power in Queens and in the outer areas of Brooklyn, places like Canarsie and Bay Ridge that were fast filling up with families whose livelihoods depended on cheap and convenient mass transportation. And he was strongly backed by Boss McCooney.

The mayoralty race was largely a campaign of contrasting personalities. Hylan and Walker were running on virtually the same issues: the preservation of the nickel fare and the building of a publicly owned and operated subway system to compete with the city’s two older, privately run systems. The five-cent fare was politically sacrosanct. No viable candidate for mayor could support a plan to increase it, even though the transit companies, burdened by inflation during and immediately after World War I, were forced to cut services drastically after Hylan refused to allow them to raise the fare to eight cents.

Walker tried to separate himself from Hylan by emphasizing his reputation for getting things accomplished in Albany. He castigated Red Mike as a blundering obstructionist who pilloried all who challenged him, refusing to work with moderate Republicans and civic-spirited businessmen to get the transportation improvements the city desperately needed. Although Hylan had recently won approval of a municipally owned and operated subway line, the Independent Subway System (IND), the city lacked the revenue to build it. If elected, Walker promised to go immediately to Albany to try to persuade Republicans and upstate Democrats to draft an amendment to the state constitution allowing the city to raise its debt limit so that it could borrow the funds to begin constructing the new system.

Al Smith had more riding on this election than Jimmy Walker and he became Walker’s bulldog, tearing into Hylan and Hearst without cease. It was “the most hotly contested primary campaign in the history of the City of New York,” said The New York Times. “The Governor made war, real war,” reported the New York Sun, his ardency intensified by his understanding that the whole country was watching this contest—that his presidential possibilities rested on its outcome. “This is a crisis,” proclaimed the Albany Knickerbocker. “Either Al Smith wins and goes striding toward the national goal he has set for himself, or else he comes out of this thing a second-rater. It is big.”

“The primary campaign of our opponents,” said Norman Thomas, the Socialist Party candidate, “has been on the intellectual level of two angry neighbors calling each other names down the dumbwaiter shaft.” Smith bore in on Hylan’s connections with Hearst, “his blind, obedient subservience to a super-boss, who stood over him and was the keeper of his heart, the keeper of his conscience.” Hylan shot back by reviving the old Brooklyn slogan that the Tammany tiger “must not cross the bridge.” He hit equally hard on the moral issue. Nightclubbing Jimmy Walker would turn New York into a “wide-open town” of dope dens and gambling halls bankrolled by a mysterious Manhattan gangster whom Hylan never named, but who was recognizably Arnold Rothstein, the Broadway gambling king who had reputedly fixed the 1919 World Series.

While Hylan steered clear of Manhattan, Walker went directly into Hylan country, to Staten Island, Queens, and Brooklyn, where Flynn and Olvany had prepared the ground by building strong counter-organizations. Everywhere he spoke he made a strong pitch for women, pointing to his leadership in Albany for state ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, which gave women the right to vote. Rushing from meeting to meeting, campaigning almost nonstop, he ended the primary race exhausted and weighing only 110 pounds.

On election evening, Smith and Olvany waited for the returns at Tammany headquarters on Fourteenth Street. Walker remained at his headquarters in Midtown until eleven o’clock and then took a car to the Wigwam, arriving just as the results were coming in from Brooklyn. “The Tammany Tiger,” it soon became apparent, had “crossed the bridge.” Walker won Brooklyn by five thousand votes and, as expected, swept Manhattan and the Bronx. He defeated Hylan by a margin of almost 100,000 votes. Walker’s victory secured Smith’s leadership of the state Democratic Party and made him the front-runner for the 1928 presidential nomination. In bringing down Hylan, Smith won an additional victory: Hearst was never again a major factor in New York City politics.

The “family quarrel is over,” Smith announced hours after the results were tabulated. Two days later, John McCooey endorsed Walker in the general election against the Republican candidate, Frank D. Waterman, president of the Waterman Fountain Pen Company. Hylan and Hearst held off supporting Walker until the very end of the campaign, and then only halfheartedly. Walker would make Hylan wait four years for his reward: a seat on the bench of the city’s Children’s Court. “Now the children can be judged by one of their peers,” Walker told friends.

The contest against Hylan had been a bare-knuckle affair, but Walker and Smith saw no need to draw blood from the amiable but colorless Fountain Pen King, who mounted a weak, one-issue campaign, vowing to run the city as efficiently as a business firm, a recurrent but rarely successful campaign strategy of Republican candidates for city office.

On election morning, the Tammany army—fifty thousand strong—mobilized and entered the field. The neighborhoods were their battle stations. Each smaller election district in the city’s twenty-three Assembly districts (the jurisdictional successors to the nineteenth-century wards) had two captains, a man and a woman. They were charged with checking the registration lists to ensure that every Democratic voter made it to the polls; if necessary, makeshift ambulances were summoned to gather up the sick and the nearly dead. The jobs of the captains rode on their ability to bring in the numbers; those that failed were replaced soon after an election. The captains stood as sentinels at the polls. Registered Democrats who had not voted by mid-afternoon were sent written notices instructing them to report at once to their polling stations. Most voters did not have to be prodded. These same captains had been there for them year-round, helping them find work, steering them to citizenship classes, attending weddings, Communion breakfasts, and wakes, and getting wayward husbands and children out of minor scrapes with the law.

At ten o’clock on election night, Jimmy Walker left his political headquarters at the Commodore Hotel, just across from Grand Central Terminal, and went to the Wigwam to confer with Smith and Olvany. Walker found them in the executive room, smoking cigars and listening to radio reports of the election returns. It was all good news. When Walker went upstairs and entered the crowded ballroom the band struck up “Tammany,” the anthem of “The Hall,” and everyone joined in. When the music stopped, it was announced that Walker had won a smashing victory; late returns would give him 62 percent of the vote. Standing on the stage, a million-dollar smile on his face, Walker called for quiet. “It is very gratifying to know that the people of this great city have placed its affairs for the next four years in the hands of Tammany Hall.”

In earlier days, a statement like this would have frozen the hearts of Tammany haters, yet even Frank Waterman did not appear alarmed. Jimmy Walker had made “some pretty strong promises” in the campaign, he said. “I hope that some of the excellent younger men who are now coming into control of Tammany Hall will see to it that these promises are performed.” Norman Thomas, who liked Walker personally, was guardedly optimistic: “After the stupidities of the Hylan administration . . . a personable and plausible mayor [has] moved into City Hall.”

Storm Clouds

Every public move Walker made in the weeks following his election was carefully crafted to bolster public trust in his administration. His appointments to positions in the upper bureaucracy—municipal offices exempt from civil service requirements—were largely men of character and ability. Edward Flynn was named city chamberlain, custodian of the municipality’s public funds, a largely ceremonial sinecure. And in a move calculated to prove that his administration was “on the level,” Walker offered the job of police commissioner, a position long coveted by Tammany, to George V. McLaughlin, state superintendent of banks and a close friend of Al Smith’s, who had lobbied hard for his appointment.

Confident, aggressive, and just thirty-eight years old, McLaughlin informed Walker that he would take the job only if given “a free hand” in running the department. Under Hylan the police department had been controlled by political hacks that permitted Tammany district leaders to conduct illegal gaming operations in their clubhouses. McLaughlin demanded authority to mount aggressive raids on these vice dens—and without interference from Tammany honchos. Walker agreed. In the future the department would be run “from No. 210 Centre Street”—Police Headquarters—“not from City Hall,” he assured McLaughlin.

For city health commissioner, the mayor-elect tapped Louis I. Harris, a long-serving civil servant who had courageously exposed corruption in Mayor Hylan’s Health Department. Walker saved his biggest public relations splash for the week after his inauguration. In an open-door meeting with the heads of city departments and their deputies—and with dozens of reporters on hand—he announced that “all appointments and promotions must be made in the order in which names appear on Civil Service lists,” a dramatic change from the long-standing Tammany policy of rewarding only its own. Any city official guilty of “irregularities” would be “dismissed without delay.” Fiscal restraint would be a signature issue of his administration. Finally, every municipal employee would be obliged to give the taxpayers an honest day’s work. “If I, who am no glutton for work, can come here each day and put in my time I must expect you to do your duty,” Walker said sternly as he rose from his chair, abruptly ending the meeting.

It all played wonderfully in the press. “Not for many years has any Mayor of New York been able to feel that so large a part of the population liked him and supported him and wished him well,” declared the New York World. After eight dull years of John Hylan, New Yorkers were hungry for change; and Jimmy Walker was an exhilarating alternative, a stylish boulevardier in line with the city’s ultramodern culture and temperament. And this young mayor, like the great metropolis itself, was explosively alive and equally at home in its nightspots and neighborhoods, its ballparks and ballrooms, public places where he was seen and photographed with the headliners who gave 1920s New York its fabled reputation—Babe Ruth, Jack Dempsey, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Irving Berlin, Florenz Ziegfeld, and Damon Runyon. “The jazz age is in office in New York,” wrote Henry Pringle.

“The contrast between the sober, plodding, heavy-handed Hylan and the gay, gloriously carefree ‘Jimmy’ is amazing,” a Columbia University professor wrote at the time. “Each in his way stands for something essentially true about the people of New York. There are a million Hylans for every thousand Walkers, but every John has a conscious or subconscious longing to be a ‘Jimmy.’ New York takes its fun vicariously with ‘Jimmy.’ Few New Yorkers ever see a ‘first night’ or get to a night club or know Gloria Swanson. ‘Jimmy’ does. They love him dearly for his very faults.” The Herald Tribune’s Stanley Walker agreed: Jimmy Walker was “a symbol of release to millions of strap-hangers,” ordinary folks who could only dream the life he lived.III

Walker could not have been elected in another era or another decade. When he was still working his way up in Albany, a crusty Tammany sachem pronounced him entirely unsuitable to become mayor of New York; to succeed in city politics you had to be either “Puritanical or cautious.” The freewheeling 1920s put to ruin this hoary axiom. The attempt by prohibitionists to “legislate liberty out had legislated license in,” wrote New Yorker reporter Alva Johnston. Sophisticated Manhattan “eloquence,” he said, had been reduced to only two words: no—no to Prohibition; and yes—yes to living one’s life by one’s own rules. While Walker supported positive public intervention to improve the lives of the afflicted, he believed just as strongly that government should keep out of the private affairs of individuals. “Ninety-eight percent of the people want only to be let alone to enjoy freedom in safety,” he said in the 1925 election campaign. “I maintain that a great majority of people want freedom to do as they like so long as they do not interfere with others.” This was, as well, an expression of the new mayor’s personal code. “My main idea has always been to be myself,” he would tell friends. Along with his penchant for giving orders and not taking them, this would make him nearly impossible to control. Al Smith feared this, as few others did.

Very late on the evening he was elected, Walker had slipped reporters who were camped out in the lobby of his hotel room, and disappeared into the Manhattan night. When a correspondent for The New York Times knocked on his door and asked Allie where he was and when he might return, she replied with a shrug, “If I see him by about 5 o’clock in the morning, I will consider I am doing well.”

Unknown to the press, Frank Farrell, an influential friend of Al Smith’s, had, the next morning, gone to see the governor at his Manhattan hotel. He asked to speak to him privately and Smith steered him into the bathroom and shut the door. Farrell reported that Walker had spent the previous night at the apartment of his “reigning girlfriend,” Vonnie Shelton, back from her sojourn in Cuba just in time for the celebration.

Another ominous omen was Walker’s inability or unwillingness to honor his pledge to change Tammany policy on political patronage; counter pressure from district leaders, the real rulers of the city, was too strong. Three weeks after the election, The New York Times reported that George Olvany had spent four hours at his desk at the Wigwam “listening to suggestions and appeals on behalf of ‘deserving’ Democrats who his district leaders thought had earned rewards in the shape of municipal jobs.” Olvany had called together the borough presidents—“the five little mayors,” Walker called them—along with the other district leaders, and allotted each of them a generous share of the patronage pot. The district leaders snapped up for themselves most of the big clerkships and commissioner positions. In a closed meeting with Olvany following the election, Walker had allotted these choice appointments to Tammany, in clear violation of his public promise to adhere to the standard of merit. At this meeting, a deal had apparently been struck: Olvany would supply a list of names and Walker would rubber-stamp it. If Walker objected, he was too beholden to Tammany to stand on principle. And Al Smith was powerless to intervene.

Irony ruled. With the election of his handpicked candidate for mayor, Al Smith’s influence over New York City politics actually diminished. It had been strong only in the one-year interregnum between Boss Murphy’s death and the election of Jimmy Walker. After Walker’s election, Tammany’s district leaders moved aggressively to seize control of the Wigwam from the Smith contingent. It was from these political barons, each ruling over an Assembly electoral district, and almost all of them Irish, that Jimmy Walker could expect trouble in the days ahead.

Two Tammanys

The district leader “[is] the anode and the cathode of Tammany’s political battery.” He—there were no woman district leaders—“carried its power into the remotest corner of the city and to the humblest of its citizens. To the vast masses of the common people and most of the rest, the district leader is the chief point of contact with the organization, even with the government itself,” wrote a close observer of New York politics in the 1920s. Almost every night of the week the people of his political province could find him in his clubhouse, meeting with aspirants for city jobs, and with neighbors who had been dealt some very bad cards.

In the daylight hours, the district leader was “at work in the city, seeing everyone that matters, pressing the needs of his constituents, arranging . . . excuses from jury duty, fixing traffic fines, seeing that men loyal to him are promoted to higher positions in the city government, revising assessments, [and] getting travelers passports.” Not the least of his duties was securing permits for job seekers. New York City licensed 196 different occupations, and permits were required for every one of them. For doing the work of the people, the district leader expected iron loyalty and generous kickbacks—the sources of Tammany power. Everything had its price. Club members who received political jobs were expected to return the favor in hard cash; and all members paid monthly dues, part of which went directly into the pocket of the district leader. Then there was the so-called contract. If a person approached the district leader with a request—a traffic ticket to be fixed, a building code to be adjusted—payment was anticipated.

Before the rule of Boss Charles Murphy, district leaders had also resorted to petty thievery to build up their war chests: exacting “tribute” from prostitutes and bigger bribes from saloonkeepers who were allowed to run illegal gambling operations. This offended Murphy, who was, incongruously, both a moralist and a cheat. Although he stole from the city, he drank only sparingly, disapproved of profane language, and was in the pews every Sunday at the Church of the Epiphany. When he became master of Tammany, he had police crack down on brothels, streetwalkers, illegal gambling halls, and clip joints; even the Tenderloin, Manhattan’s infamous vice district—Satan’s Circus—was tamed. Murphy’s “reign saw the disappearance of the old open alliances with vice and crime,” wrote Milton MacKaye, an investigative reporter for the New York Evening Post. During the Boss’s last years as leader, Tammany was “freer of political scandals than at any other time in its history,” reported The New York Times.

Murphy had not undergone a spiritual conversion. He simply introduced new and more discreet ways for Tammany henchmen to defraud the city.

One of them was called “honest graft,” an oxymoron that entered the language to describe Tammany’s new style of making money, which included participating in, and profiting from, city contracts and buying land soon to rise in value because of municipal improvements.

Unlike the district leaders, Murphy’s “Albany boys” were expected to keep their noses clean. That way they could protect the revamped reputation of Tammany, preventing it from ever again being overthrown by civil service reformers. And by keeping Al Smith clean, Boss Murphy had hoped to realize his final dream: placing a Tammany man in the White House.

A New Tammany had not replaced the old one. There were two Tammanys: the Tammany of the district leaders and the Tammany of the Albany progressives, operating in parallel, rarely intersecting, each with its own agenda and code of conduct. And Charles Francis Murphy, an amoral political genius, commanded both of them.

Under Murphy’s tutelage, and with his full approval, Tammany’s district leaders learned “that more money could be made by dealing with large corporations than by direct and unorganized pocket-picking,” wrote Milton MacKaye. Yet the greediest of the old chieftains grew unsatisfied with this. They saw Murphy’s death, Smith’s preoccupation with the 1928 presidential race, and the election of Jimmy Walker, known to be unconcerned with the details of governing, as an opportunity to flex their muscles, ruling their Assembly districts without interference from either the mayor or the governor.

As Jimmy Walker was settling into office, power inside Tammany was thus shifting dangerously from the Wigwam to the reinvigorated district clubhouses. If Walker hoped to govern the city honestly and well, he would have to exert strong, Murphy-like control over them.

He would also need to constrain his reckless private life. When Boss Murphy was alive, Walker had been at least moderately discreet in his relationship with Vonnie Shelton. Now there was no one he feared and respected to place boundaries on his personal conduct.

There was another problem. Up to this time, Walker was solidly in the Smith camp, aligned with the Albany reformers. Changing his political address from Albany to money-driven Manhattan put Walker at greater peril, closer to opportunities for personal enrichment not available to him in the state legislature—and without Murphy to keep him honest. “Mr. Murphy would have nipped things in the bud,” Allie Walker told Gene Fowler after her husband was driven from office, whereas Al Smith had tried and failed.

Murphy had also helped to discipline Tammany. After he passed from the scene and power began to flow back to the Tammany warhorses, a number of them reestablished their connections with big-time gamblers, inviting them into their clubhouses in return for a cut of the action. Some district leaders also became brazenly incautious. “It had been a rule for twenty years that necessary dirty work must be done behind drawn curtains and locked doors,” wrote MacKaye in 1932, after nearly everything Murphy built had broken down. “Now all consideration of what the neighbors might think was abruptly abandoned.”

Even before he became mayor, Jimmy Walker could see trouble ahead for himself and Tammany. After attending Charles Francis Murphy’s Requiem Mass and interment, the largest New York City funeral since that of President Ulysses Grant, Walker confided to a friend, “The brains of Tammany Hall lie in Calvary Cemetery.”



I. The city government built the original subway system at the turn of the century with public funds. A 1913 arrangement to more than double the mileage of the system, called the “dual contracts,” granted the IRT and the Brooklyn Rapid Transit Company (BRT) a lease of forty-nine years to operate the city-owned subways. (The BRT went into bankruptcy in 1918 and was reorganized five years later as the BMT.) The companies paid part of the construction costs for expansion and the entire cost of equipment, and agreed to a five-cent fare for the duration of the operating leases. After ten years, the city had the right to terminate the leases, pay off the companies for their investments, and “recapture” the subway lines.

II. Each of the boroughs was also a county. Brooklyn was Kings County, Queens was Queens County, Staten Island was Richmond County, Manhattan was New York County, and the Bronx was Bronx County.

III. The Herald and the Tribune merged in 1924.



CHAPTER TWO


JIMMY WALKER’S NEW YORK
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Young men and women in the 1920s had a sense of reckless confidence not only about money but about life in general.

MALCOLM COWLEY

The Job

“All my life I wanted a steady job,” Jimmy Walker confided to a reporter a month after becoming mayor, “and it looks as if I have what I wanted.” Never known for his work ethic, Walker maintained a furious pace in his first six weeks on the job, a sixteen-hour routine that would lead to a physical breakdown and a return, soon afterward, to his more scattered work habits.

In January 1925, Jimmy and Allie Walker were residing in a suite at the Commodore Hotel while their fifty-year-old house on St. Luke’s Place was being renovated. Not until 1942 would the city provide its mayor with an official, municipally owned residence—Gracie Mansion, the former country home of Federalist merchant Archibald Gracie, situated splendidly in a park overlooking the East River at Eighty-eighth Street and East End Avenue. Until then, the mayors of the richest city in the world lived in their private residences, identified only by a pair of lanterns mounted on iron standards that flanked the front door, and a police booth near the sidewalk, with an officer on duty round-the-clock. The city did not even provide reimbursement for housing expenses or renovations. But Walker had no concerns on that count. When he casually mentioned to his friend Jules Mastbaum that his home improvements would cost $25,000, a sum equal to his yearly salary as mayor, the movie theater mogul told him to “fix up the house” and send him the bill. It was the first of the many unsolicited financial favors Walker received from wealthy friends.

Walker’s mornings at the Commodore Hotel, and later at St. Luke’s Place, began with a breakfast meeting with Edward Stanton, his chief secretary. While Eddie Stanton reviewed the mayor’s schedule for that day, Walker would casually leaf through a newspaper and sip his tea. He usually read only the headlines, except for the sports page, which he devoured.

After a light breakfast, Walker would watch his personal valet, Sam Greenhaus, carefully place the mayor’s business suit on a tailor’s dummy built exactly to his size. Then Walker would slip out of his dressing gown—“silk in summer, camel’s hair in winter”—and begin nervously pacing the room, suddenly fully awake, engaging in mock debate with Stanton over issues he expected to be confronted with that morning at City Hall. Greenhaus, a short, Gallic-featured man, would follow him around the room like the minion of some Oriental despot, handing him his wardrobe one item at a time. Fully dressed, Walker would turn slowly, in a full circle, for Greenhaus’s final inspection. If a lapel was slightly curled or a wrinkle showed anywhere, Greenhaus would reach for a hot iron and “the defect would be pressed out right on the Mayor. Iron in hand, the valet sometimes would follow Walker to the front door to finish the job.”

Outside, on the sidewalk, there were always a few hard-pressed souls waiting for a favor or a small “loan.” Walker was always prepared for them. He regularly carried two rolls of bills, one in each pants pocket: a roll of dollars for the “moochers” and a roll of larger bills for his “special friends.” He never kept track of these loans. “Why should I?” he explained. “Borrowers are short on memory as well as cash.”

Walker cared for money but was careless with it. He would absentmindedly leave wads of hundred-dollar bills and un-cashed checks in pockets of pants he sent out to be cleaned and pressed. One honorable dry-cleaner returned a pair of trousers with $3,000 and a gold cigarette lighter in the pockets. “Money, to him, is entirely unimportant, a commodity made to be spent and utterly useless in the bank,” wrote Henry Pringle. He was “invariably broke,” but he had friends eager “to lend him more money than he could possibly use.”

Walker and Stanton were driven to City Hall in the mayor’s private town car, with a city employee at the wheel. The plan was to continue conducting business in the backseat, but Walker, who never learned to drive, was on edge traveling on Manhattan’s densely packed streets, where most motorists treated newly installed traffic signals as courteous suggestions, not legal directives. Clutching the seat in a panic when another car cut in front of them, convinced at every intersection that a collision was imminent, he found it impossible to focus on the business of the city.

A siren was installed in his car when he became mayor, but the chauffeur was instructed never to sound it. The noise grated on Walker’s fragile nerves and, he complained, “contradicted the atmosphere” of his $17,000 Duesenberg, the gift of another business benefactor. As much as Jimmy Walker loved that magnificent machine, he would have taken the subway if given the choice.

The mayor who loved crowds was secretly terrified of them. Even the few dozen reporters and favor-seekers that were invariably waiting for him at City Hall set his heart racing and turned his hands clammy. Walker hated to have people press in on him or lay their hands upon him. Much as he enjoyed going to big parties and being around lots of people, he “couldn’t stand to be mauled,” said Allie, “and very much disliked being slapped on the back.” This made political campaigning emotionally difficult for him. He would reach out and shake hands with small groups of well-wishers and then furtively duck back behind a protective wall of policemen and political surrogates.



The mayor’s mornings at City Hall were devoted to office business. Walker retained his personal staff from Albany, a small group of secretaries, stenographers, and aides who knew that the “path to his brain” was “through his ears, not through his eyes.” Memos and policy papers were rarely exchanged, and Stanton, not Walker, attacked the piles of letters and documents on the mayor’s desk. Walker preferred to conduct the city’s business on the telephone or face-to-face. He was not even interested in dictating official letters. “You write them,” he would tell his staff, “and I’ll sign them.” Yet his office was a place of considerable ferment. Walker was on the phone constantly, and he found it impossible to remain seated behind his desk during morning meetings with aides and city commissioners. Cigarette in hand, he would circle the room, firing off questions and absorbing information with his adhesive mind.

In those rare moments when he was alone in his office he had no inclination to keep a personal diary. The official papers he left behind are unrevealing of his private side and give no evidence of being vetted by Walker or his staff to enhance his place in history. Nor was Walker interested in self-scrutiny. Life was pleasant, he would tell friends, as long as one did not “analyze it too closely.” And the mayor that some historians have lampooned as a publicity hound refused to have his name placed on buildings, parks, hospitals, or other public improvements he initiated. “The Mayor of New York,” he said, “still believes himself to be a public servant and not a potentate.”

At eleven o’clock, Walker would meet with reporters. He relished the give-and-take with the press, the jokes and easy banter. “He talks frankly and truthfully,” said one reporter, “[and] has yet to have a confidence broken.” The closeness had its cost. Reporters who covered City Hall rarely shined a harsh light on him. “Walker was a machine-made mayor, but almost equally he was a press-made mayor,” Norman Thomas shrewdly pointed out. “He was good ‘copy’ for the ‘boys.’ . . . The reporters liked him because he was easy and warm-hearted and lent them money and thought of something to say that would fill an assignment. They swallowed his every utterance, for the most part uncritically, and gave him front-page headlines.” Editors of the big New York dailies were often critical of Walker, but few subway straphangers read the editorials.

When Walker was finished with the press, he would break for lunch, and on his return—if the calendar called for it—presided over meetings of the Board of Estimate, his most important official duty as mayor, and the one he genuinely enjoyed. Established in 1901 under the charter of the newly consolidated City of Greater New York, the Board of Estimate and Apportionment, as it was formally known, was “a legislative, financial, and administrative agency unlike anything to be found in other American cities.” It possessed virtually all the sovereign powers granted to the city, including the power to initiate the budget (the Board of Aldermen, whose members were elected from their legislative districts, could reduce or eliminate budget items, but not introduce them). Until 1938, when the board’s name was shortened and its powers enhanced, it had eight members: three city officials elected at-large by the voters of New York—the mayor, the comptroller, and the president of the Board of Alderman—and the five borough presidents, elected locally. Each city-wide official had three votes; the presidents of Manhattan and Brooklyn, the largest boroughs, had two votes apiece; and the presidents of the other three boroughs one vote each. Citizens—up to three hundred at a time—were permitted to attend the sessions and bring complaints and petitions to the board. These were aired openly, if not always cordially, in a second-floor room at City Hall that “combined the simple dignity of a New England Church with the warmth of a town-meeting hall.”

An irrepressible performer, Walker conducted these meetings with brio, alternately firm and witty. Here the Albany gallery god felt completely at home, fending off opponents with sharp retorts, promoting his agenda with energy and intelligence, and delighting spectators with his rapier-quick bons mots. But the audience had to wait for the performance. Not once was Mayor Walker on time for a meeting of the Board of Estimate. While this annoyed other members of the board, Walker brushed off their complaints, refusing, he said, “to live by the clock.” When Walker finally appeared, an entourage of lobbyists and favor seekers trailed behind him as he swept into the chambers, nodding gravely to the audience and fellow members of the board, who had been irritatedly shuffling important-looking papers. As Walker sat down and called the meeting to order, he would look up from his agenda and smile at the citizens in their seats. Their spontaneous applause told him all was forgiven.

On one occasion, a bill before the board appropriated over $7 million for new schools. Walker opened the meeting by speaking to the measure with impressive eloquence. “He probably spent an hour studying the school problem before making that speech,” a reporter said to a colleague after the meeting. “You could probably spend a year on it, and not make such a good speech.” He loved repartee, but couldn’t abide rudeness. At one board meeting an indignant petitioner shouted at Walker, “Liar!” Walker coolly scanned the audience, spotted the offending party, and shot back: “Now that you have identified yourself, we shall proceed.”

At the conclusion of board meetings, Walker returned to his office for the remainder of the afternoon. Around five o’clock, Eddie Stanton would drop in and inform him that there would be a dinner somewhere in the city at seven o’clock, another one at eight, still another at nine, and that he was expected to speak at all of them. To prepare for the evening, his favorite time, Walker changed his clothing. He owned seventy suits, all of them designed by Jeann Friedman, an Austrian immigrant and former opera tenor whose shop was in Midtown, near the Ritz-Carlton Hotel. Walker spent $3,000 a year, roughly one-eighth of his salary, on his wardrobe, and never returned an item of clothing Friedman cut and sewed for him. If his tailor delivered a new suit or overcoat that was not to Walker’s exacting taste, the mayor would tuck it away in a corner of his closet, not wanting to offend the adoring friend who had named his son after him.

The authors of an official biography of Walker described him as “the smartest dressed among all public men in the United States.” Lucius Beebe, the arbiter of Manhattan sartorial taste, militantly disagreed. Walker, he said, with a whiff of superiority, was “a snappy . . . or sharp” dresser “in the Broadway mode.” Beebe considered “extreme” Walker’s form-fitted business jackets, broad-brimmed hats, pointy-toed shoes, and four-button gray spats. “I always felt a slight shudder at Mr. Walker’s attire,” he portentously told Gene Fowler.

Walker kept a dozen or so suits in Friedman’s shop, and before heading out for the evening he would change his clothing there or in a private dressing room he had installed in the basement of City Hall. He changed outfits at least three times a day, five times in summer, the final time at the Manhattan penthouse of some wealthy benefactor. At the end of his evening, milk trucks were on the streets, beginning their early morning rounds. “When you know that if you don’t go to bed you will go to sleep standing up, you can call it a day,” Walker told reporter Thomas Hanley, who covered one of his whirlwind January days for the New York World.

Reporters were amazed by Walker’s boiling energy. He was never at rest; he even slept fitfully. He ate irregularly and sparingly, only when he was hungry, and he had no recreations or hobbies. He did not golf or fish and only rarely played cards. He was born for the night and seemed to draw energy from the ceaseless round of banquets and dinners he felt obliged to attend. He would race from one to the other, never staying long, always arriving late and in high humor. One evening he showed up hours behind schedule at a Jewish fundraiser. The crowd went wild when they saw he was wearing a yarmulke. One woman shouted: “Jimmy, circumcision next?”

“Madam, I prefer to wear it off.”

In his first weeks in office, he rarely tired; when he did, he would lie down for twenty minutes “and be completely refreshed.” He looked, wrote Hanley, “in splendid physical condition”; his steely blue eyes were clear, his cheeks had “the flush of health,” and he walked with a spring in his step. What was the secret to his buoyancy? He relished his new job, he told Hanley, “nearly every minute of it.” But Hanley worried that “his nerves would crack under the strain.” Two weeks after Hanley filed his story Jimmy Walker broke down.



Speaking at an early February meeting of the Real Estate Board, the mayor grew faint and had to be helped to his seat. The following evening he collapsed, and doctors detected an accelerated heart rate. Walker was under mounting stress at the time, traveling back and forth to Albany, trying to get Republicans to agree to the constitutional amendment increasing the city’s debt limit so contractors could begin work on the new independent subway system he had promised voters. His brother, Dr. William Walker, warned him that he was on the brink of a nervous breakdown and ordered complete bed rest. But the mayor was adamant. “I must go up, Bill. It is important for the city.” After suffering another fainting spell the following morning, February 8, Walker took the afternoon train to Albany and appeared that evening in the chambers of the State Senate. On seeing him, ghostly white and perspiring, his friends escorted him to a committee room, where a physician examined him and said he was “suffering from overwork.” William Walker had followed his brother to Albany and insisted he postpone his return to New York City and take a room at the Ten Eyck Hotel and rest for an entire week. But Walker stubbornly refused. That night, while he was on the train to the city, still weak and haggard-looking, Albany Republicans drafted a bond issue amendment extending the city’s borrowing capacity for transit construction to $300 million. The New York Times called it a “brilliant victory for Walker,” the first of his mayoralty. The transit referendum was not finally approved by the voters until November 1927, but well before then Walker began approving contracts for “one of the biggest engineering undertakings in history”—the construction of $700 million worth of underground trains.

When Walker arrived at Grand Central Terminal after his breakdown in Albany he was met at the platform by an old friend, Timothy A. Evans, an executive of the New York Central Railroad. Evans offered him a private railroad car for a weekend respite in Atlantic City. After Walker returned from the Jersey shore he made an unexpected announcement. His recent health scare, he told reporters, convinced him he must change his lifestyle. “One thing I have determined—the night engagements are off indefinitely. . . . The dinner coat is going on a long vacation.”

It lasted less than a month. In mid-March, Walker returned to the banquet circuit and cut back on the part of the job he detested: the grind of morning office work. This carved out of his schedule what he considered the most terrible task of all—getting to work on time.

He would be awakened around ten by Sam Greenhaus, have a quick cup of tea, and then jump back into his soft, oversized bed. Propped up on pillows, he would make telephone calls while listening to the radio. After a light breakfast and a full hour in the bathroom, he would dress and prepare to meet the day. Unless there was a Board of Estimate meeting, he would arrive at City Hall as late as three in the afternoon “a couple of days a week,” said reporter Warren Moscow, “and other days not at all.”

When Walker was elected, there was speculation he would have to change his ways. “The prophets said that no man would operate a civic machine costing $1,300,000 a day without abandoning his night clubs, first nights, baseball games and prize fights. . . . Jimmy might start his term as ‘The Jazz Mayor,’ but the whine of the saxophone and the rattle of the traps would soon be stilled.” This did not happen. “He finds time for all of his former diversions,” Henry Pringle observed. Entirely without pretense, Walker shared with reporters his simple idea of the good life. “I would rather laugh than cry. I like the company of my fellow beings. I like the theatre and I am devoted to sports.”

Against the advice of his family, he continued to drink, often to excess, but knew how to cover up the consequences. In the basement of City Hall, directly under his office, reached discreetly by a well-hidden circular staircase, was his “hangover room.” It had a bed, which Walker used, and some exercise equipment, which he never touched.

As always, he was late for every appointment and every meeting, even one with the president of the United States, and he left City Hall early “on the slightest provocation.” Members of the press warned him in private to be more regular in his habits; the public was beginning to notice. Walker would promise to change and blithely fall back on his profligate habits, grinning as he arrived, late as usual.

His wisecracking self-indulgence veered at times toward self-ruination. On one occasion, a rumor circulated through City Hall that he had been shot. He was reached by phone in a hotel room, still in bed with a hangover and a woman who was not his wife. “Shot?” he said, “I’m not even half-shot.” Reporters printed the remark, but not where Walker was when he made it or whom he was with.



Walker’s favorite excuses for dodging the responsibilities of governing were civic receptions and long vacations. Visiting dignitaries received highly publicized receptions on the steps of City Hall, or, if truly important, a ticker tape parade up Broadway. This was the province of Grover Whalen, the Wanamaker department store executive Walker hired as the city’s official greeter. The flamboyant Whalen rarely appeared in public without a top hat, a gardenia, and a “dazzling, toothy smile.” During his time in office, Walker gave nearly three hundred “open-air performances” outside City Hall, awarding the keys of the city to this or that celebrity.

Walker’s therapeutic weekend in Atlantic City was the prelude to less essential sabbaticals. In the next two years, he would spend 143 days away from the city on excursions to exotic and historic places: Havana and Palm Springs, Paris and Rome. The thin historical record Mayor Walker left behind gives no hint of the reasons for his sudden and complete change of work habits, after barely six weeks in office. But surely the key to it was the breakdown he suffered in Albany. Walker had always been frail, was often ill, and was perpetually high-strung. He was also a hypochondriac. His brother William knew him well and refused his entreaties for prescriptions for this or that suspicious ailment. What Walker failed to get from his brother he got from other doctors, among them his first two health commissioners. Opening Walker’s closet one afternoon for a secret peek at his fabled wardrobe, his niece, Rita Burke, discovered enough medicine bottles to stock a small pharmacy.

He had never in his life worked as hard as he had in the weeks before his breakdown in Albany; nor had he ever been as sick as he was at that time. This frightened him into believing he couldn’t sustain the killing schedule that had brought on his collapse. Unwilling to surrender the parts of the job he loved most—meeting and greeting people and running sessions of the Board of Estimate—he became, in everything but name, a part-time mayor. It was not that he was overmatched by the job; he simply pulled away from it.

Jimmy Walker chose not to see it that way. He would rely upon his uncommon political aptitude—what Warren Moscow, fifty years later, described as “the quickest mind ever seen in politics, even to this day”—to get more done in two hours at his desk than John Hylan had been able to accomplish in two months. That presumption would turn out to be a calamitous mistake. In short bursts, Walker handled the job impressively. But without executive ability or experience, and with only a small, overworked staff to cover for his inattention to detail, Walker allowed much of the city’s business to “drift along, or be attended to by incompetents and worse.” This might have instantly ruined another mayor in another place and time, but “Father Knickerbocker, his pockets full of new money and his innards full of night club champagne, was more than tolerant to Jimmy,” wrote city reporter Stanley Walker. Tolerant or not, what the city needed most from its new mayor was inspired and continuous executive direction, something Walker was suddenly either unwilling or temperamentally incapable of providing.

The City

Walker’s responsibilities were staggering. The mayor who had most of all wanted to be a Broadway songwriter presided over the second largest government in the United States, next to the federal government. With a population of nearly six million, New York was about to pass London as the most populous city on earth, and its annual budget of roughly $500 million was nearly five times that of London’s.

Walker entered office intent on being an urban builder, but merely maintaining New York’s current level of services was itself a daunting financial undertaking. The city had 120,000 municipal employees, a labor force larger than the peacetime American Army. Twenty-five thousand public school teachers instructed over 800,000 pupils, and there were fourteen thousand policemen—a force larger than the standing army of Norway—six thousand fulltime firemen, and nearly seven thousand miles of streets and sewers to be maintained by city workers. The publicly owned municipal water supply was secured from eight hundred or so square miles of watersheds, whose reservoirs and pipelines had to be monitored constantly. The largest public water network in the world, it delivered over 700 million gallons of pure water daily to the inhabitants of the city, approximately two and one half tons daily per household. It was a technological wonder, yet it was badly overextended; new pipelines had to be built and new sources of supply located. New York City had some of the best private hospitals on earth, but the burden of taking care of the unfortunate fell most heavily on abysmally maintained and administered city hospitals. And in the mid-1920s, over three-quarters of the public hospital system’s patients were treated without charge, a near ruinous drain on the city budget.

The week Walker took office he was shocked to learn that he had inherited from the Hylan administration over $200 million worth of un-built but budgeted construction projects, a suspiciously large number of them in Brooklyn, Hylan’s home borough. Walker announced an immediate policy of “rigid retrenchment”; he and Comptroller Charles Berry would block all “log-rolling” requests by borough presidents. But the new mayor was willing to spend lavishly on his own projects. “I would not keep a dog there,” he muttered in disgust after an unannounced visit to Bellevue Hospital’s medieval Psychopathic Ward facility. “If it takes the last dollar in the City Treasury to wipe out this disgrace . . . I’ll do it.”

Walker had the Board of Estimate appropriate $16 million for public hospital construction and set aside a special fund to modernize Bellevue’s psychopathic division. Then he pushed through a bill consolidating the twenty-six municipal hospitals under a single commissioner, Dr. William Schroeder, Jr., a fellow of the American College of Surgeons, a World War I veteran, and a Tammany loyalist. “This is an outstanding event in the history of hospitals in New York,” The New York Times reported; it ended decades of inefficiency, divided authority, and wasteful duplication of administration.

Walker enlisted the support of Comptroller Berry on this issue, but Berry, a tenacious fiscal conservative, kept a watchful eye on other spending initiatives, correctly convinced that the city was on a fast track to insolvency. New York’s ballooning municipal debt was increasing by almost $100,000 a day in 1926 and was nearly equal to the combined debt of the forty-eight states of the union. New York City government was spending more money yearly than it cost to run the national government of Italy, a country of forty million people. Put another way, its annual budget was equal to the combined budgets of Chicago, San Francisco, Philadelphia, Boston, Detroit, and St. Louis.

This was doubly disconcerting to Charles Berry and other good-government progressives. With a $250 million payroll and $375 million worth of municipal contracts to award each year to private concerns, city government was an easy mark for Tammany thieves.

Berry and Walker warred continuously over the expanding size of city government, but Walker prevailed, spending lavishly on municipal improvements, schools, parks, and playgrounds, along with bridges, roads, docks, and subway lines. Walker insisted that as long as the city’s private sector was prospering, municipal government could afford to expand. He had a point, but pursuing it as long-term fiscal policy was perilous.

Jimmy Walker’s New York was the richest city in the richest country in all of history. World War I had drained Britain’s capital resources, allowing New York to displace London as the financial capital of the world, and the new center of world wealth. The financial fortunes of city government were closely tied to this robust urban economy. Unlike today, New York was almost entirely self-sufficient. It received no federal monies and only a small amount of state money for education. It derived its funding largely from real estate taxes, licenses and fees, and a personal property tax, which was rarely collected; there was no sales tax or city income tax.

Taxable real estate was New York City’s principal source of revenue, and real estate speculation and the urban construction it stimulated—luxury apartment houses, palatial hotels, and gleaming skyscrapers—were the driving forces of the local economy. In the mid-1920s the value of New York City real estate was increasing almost as rapidly as the city budget. This put the Walker administration in the enviable position of expanding its budget yearly without having to raise real estate taxes markedly. Moderate tax rates, in turn, created a favorable business climate for additional private construction and more tax revenues. Why worry about overspending and looming indebtedness? Walker queried his comptroller. New York City government was the fortunate recipient of an ever-expanding pot of gold.

Jimmy Walker saw New York real estate as “the last Golconda,” the ancient Indian city renowned for its unimagined quantities of diamonds. Known for taking long risks at the betting windows, Walker was staking his city’s future, and his own political fortunes, on the health of the real estate market. If the value of taxable income leveled off or fell, city government would be in desperate trouble, unable to secure the loans to pay for its extravagance.

The city was a prodigious and irresponsible borrower, but the banks were partly to blame. They made no effort to compel the Walker administration to discipline its spending. Fiscal solvency did not become a matter of urgent importance to them as long as they could sell the city’s obligations—its bonds—on the open market. That not being a problem in the 1920s, “the bankers were not greatly concerned over whether the city was living beyond its means and over whether expenditures must not be drastically curtailed,” wrote Columbia University professor Lindsay Rogers after the real estate bubble burst in the 1930s.

Walker was even more sanguine than the banks that confidently backed him. The mayor who thought hard times was only the title of a novel peered into the future and saw growth without end, a continuation and expansion of what was already one of the greatest urban construction campaigns in the history of cities. “Nowhere in the world within a similar number of square miles can as much building progress be found,” reported the New York Daily News.

It was easy to be an optimist in the new capital of world capitalism. The American economy had rebounded from a sharp post–World War I recession and was, when Mayor Walker was sworn in, entering its fifth consecutive year of growth, giving America the highest standard of living that any country had yet known. But prosperity was not evenly divided in this city of violent contrasts, imperial Fifth Avenue being only a short walk from the tenement squalor of Hell’s Kitchen. Gotham had thousands of millionaires in 1928, yet a third of its families had yearly incomes of less than $1,500, $833 less than the “bottom level below which a family [of four] cannot go without danger of physical and moral deterioration,” according to a United States Department of Labor study. Socialist Norman Thomas called for confiscatory taxes to spread the wealth more evenly, but Walker, like most politicians of the time—Democrat and Republican—counted on rising prosperity to lift all boats.



The economy of the Greater New York area was the largest regional economy in existence. The region extended beyond the city’s borders into New Jersey, Connecticut, and areas of New York state north of the Bronx, a megacity four and a half times the size of Rhode Island, with a population of nearly ten million, more people than resided in any state in America except New York. The centerpiece of this regional economy was the Port of New York, the most prosperous commercial harbor in the world. It was a sustaining instrument of a bewilderingly diverse economy of sixty thousand manufacturing plants, producing everything from books to biscuits.

Throughout the 1920s, New York grew increasingly dependent on trucks to move its products, and cars to move its people, yet it was still a railroad city, served by thirteen major trunk lines that carried nearly 242 million passengers annually to and from its two great midtown terminals. It was also the greatest mass transit city in the world, with six hundred miles of subways and elevated railroads. Every day, nearly three million passengers traveled into and out of the area of Manhattan below Fifty-ninth Street, the southern boundary of Central Park.

Beginning around seven in the evening, the subways were packed to the doors with passengers headed for Times Square, the busiest transit station in existence. They came to see a Hollywood film, a Broadway show, or the Ringling Brothers Circus at Madison Square Garden. The more adventurous came to catch a risqué floor show at one of Midtown’s swanky clubs or to listen to some hot jazz at a smoke-filled basement speakeasy. New York City made and distributed clothing and chemicals, beer and bread, but it also produced and transmitted—by print, radio, and rail—serious culture and mass entertainment, two of its core industries.

At a time when young American writers were escaping the country’s culturally barren Main Streets for the temptations of Paris, European intellectuals were calling New York the city of tomorrow, a place bursting with exciting innovations in the arts of mass entertainment and communications. The “Futurist city,” New York was in the vanguard of cultural, social, and technological transformations that would make the twentieth century the American Century: the rise of commercial radio and talking movies; the invention of television; the ascendancy of advertising; the beginnings of tabloid journalism; the spread, through radio and phonograph records, of a pulsating urban music called jazz; and the emergence of mass spectator sports—sold-out baseball and football stadiums and prizefights with million-dollar gates. The Manhattan skyline, the most tremendous in the world, symbolized the city’s cultural and financial hegemony. “We beheld them with stupefaction in the moving pictures,” the French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre recalled his and other Europeans’ fascination with Midtown’s new Art Deco skyscrapers, chief among them the Chrysler Building. “They were the architecture of the future, just as the movie was the art of the future and jazz the music of the future.”

New York had become, as the saying went, “the capital of everything”—America’s financial, industrial, engineering, architectural, publishing, theatrical, musical, radio, advertising, opinion making, sports, fashion and gossip center. “The whole world revolves around New York,” said jazz man Edward “Duke” Ellington, lured to the city in the early 1920s from the nation’s capital. “Very little happens anywhere unless someone in New York presses a button!” As Thomas Wolfe wrote, “nowhere in the world can a young man [and he should have added woman] feel greater hope and expectancy than here.”

A new capitalist culture gained dominance in America in the 1920s, one based on consumption, spending, and enjoyment, rather than production, savings, and self-denial. “Instead of being exhorted to save money, more and more of it, people were being exhorted in a thousand ways to buy, enjoy, use once and throwaway, in order to buy a later and more expensive model,” the writer Malcolm Cowley described the new consumption ethic. New York was the source and center of this emergent culture of dream and desire. No world city was richer or more dedicated to money and material things than the fast-stepping town that young F. Scott Fitzgerald captured inimitably in his fiction. “There is little in New York that does not spring from money,” wrote H. L. Mencken. “But what issues out of money is often extremely brilliant, and I believe that it is more brilliant in New York than it has been anywhere else.”

Through its revolutionary system of mass communications—national network radio, the newsreels, talking movies, and Manhattan-centric magazines like The New Yorker, launched in the year Jimmy Walker became mayor—the city transmitted its image of modern culture and sophistication to the entire country, and to Europe as well. At no point in the nation’s history has one city had such a decisive influence upon the rest of the country. But Jimmy Walker and his fellow Manhattan provincials found it difficult to admit that New York was, at the same time, the most desirable and the most hated city in America. “I find it an appalling place,” wrote the Western journalist Earl Sparling, “rich for making money, poor for living. I despise its graft, its crime, its dirt, its accents, its utilitarian ugliness, its opportunistic cheapness, its parvenu swank, its swelling army of epicenes—even its philosophy of toleration, which is less a virtue than a confession of weakness, a lack of a way of life.”

It was both a hard-hearted city and a hard city to break into. The young writer John Steinbeck arrived in New York from his native California in 1925 and left in despair a year later. “The city had beat the pants off me. Whatever it required to get ahead, I didn’t have. I didn’t leave the city in disgust—I left with the respect plain unadulterated fear gives,” he wrote in 1943, two years after making New York his new home following the success of The Grapes of Wrath.

New York was an empire city, but like ancient Rome, a brawling, deeply divided one, with most of its recent arrivals living in tightly defined ethnic communities, where tribalism ran strong. Tens of thousands of these immigrants had yet to be assimilated, preferring to fall back on the languages and customs of their homelands. An astounding two million New Yorkers, over a third of the total population, were foreign born, and nearly three-quarters of all New Yorkers had at least one parent born abroad. Jimmy Walker’s New York had more Italians than Rome, more Irish than Dublin, more Germans than Bremen, and more Jews than London, Paris, Berlin, Rome, and Leningrad combined.

In the 1920s, New York was becoming increasingly a Jewish town. By 1920, 30 percent of its population was Jewish, while the Irish percentage had dropped to 20 percent. But Tammany continued to take special care of its own kind, its Manhattan power base solidified temporarily by new and discriminatory immigration laws that favored peoples from Northern Europe. Despite the rapid movement of the Irish to the outer boroughs, Manhattan still contained 44 percent of the city’s Irish immigrants, along with great numbers of second- and third-generation Irish Americans.

City government remained green to the gills. The great majority of appointed government officials, including most department heads, were Irish, as were six of the eight members of the Board of Estimate and most of Walker’s personal staff.I Under Walker, the Irish would continue to dominate the police and fire departments, while the Board of Alderman, with jurisdiction over such weighty matters as parades, steamboat whistles, and circuses, was a kind of Hibernian social club. Only ten aldermen were German American, another ten were Jewish, and five were white Protestants. There was not a single Italian or African American alderman.

Jimmy Walker rejoiced in New York’s cosmopolitanism, its widespread reputation as “The Gateway of America,” and he was a strident opponent of federal laws restricting immigration from East Asia and from Southern and Eastern Europe. As mayor, he hoped to create more opportunities in city government for Jews, but also for Italians, who now comprised nearly 20 percent of New York’s population. But Walker was also a political realist, unwilling to alienate Tammany sachems by reducing the numbers and power of the Irish in city government. This caused him to fall back on the animating principle of his economic program: expansion rather than fair division. Building more hospitals, parks, and subway lines would open up more city jobs for Italians and Jews, but only after the Irish received their full quota of the choice positions.

The major obstacle Walker would confront in governing New York was not its ethnic diversity. It was that New York was less a city than a loose federation of cities. While the mayor appointed the chiefs of the big city departments—fire, police, health, markets, and docks—the borough presidents were czars of their local streets and sewers and built all public works within their jurisdiction. They also had their own favorite contractors, engineers, and pools of laborers, giving them patronage power beyond the reach of the mayor. Next to the mayor, the four Democratic bosses of the four largest boroughs of New York were the most powerful figures in city government.

Though they possessed no constitutional authority, the district leaders—creatures of the political parties—formed yet another level of government. They handpicked candidates for election to the Board of Aldermen and closely controlled the votes of these “gentlemen of low intelligence and easy ethics.” They also had a strong say in the nomination of county sheriffs and positions in the lower courts that were situated in their assembly districts. “New York City, with its thousands of police, has no more need of five sheriffs,” wrote reporter Milton MacKaye, “than it has of a town crier or a dunking board for witches.” These positions were purely political sinecures, preserved, as were a number of other redundant municipal jobs, to enhance the patronage power of the district leaders and borough presidents.

Democratic district leaders in Manhattan and the Bronx took direction from Tammany, but many of their compatriots in Queens, Brooklyn, and Staten Island were firmly under the control of their borough presidents. Neither George Olvany nor Jimmy Walker had much influence over them. When illegal behavior was traced to the district leaders, they were difficult to discipline or to bring to justice.

The Revolt of the Bosses

Although Walker would later be charged—justifiably—for accepting money and favors from his influential business friends, he began his term of office determined to root out corruption in the city’s Health Department that had been unearthed by his crusading health commissioner, Louis Harris. Under pressure from key district leaders, however, Walker failed to pursue the investigation as aggressively as he might have.

Harris’s first target was Harry Danziger, a shady milk dealer from Queens who had connections with officials inside former Mayor Hylan’s Health Department. Harris had Danziger followed, and a city detective caught him extorting a group of legitimate milk dealers in the Bronx. Danziger had been running the scam for some time. Milk distributors had to pay him protection money or he would have hired thugs to spoil or steal their milk supply.

When Danziger was arrested for extortion, he confessed, turned state’s evidence, and led prosecutors into deeper water. The entire city, he claimed, was “at the mercy of a huge milk combine” that was using “unscrupulous” methods to undersell legitimate milk suppliers and distribute tainted or adulterated milk. Big Midwestern milk dealers, working through Danziger, had been bribing city health officials to permit them to secretly ship to New York City great quantities of uninspected milk and cream. Some of these milk products had been adulterated—diluted by water or skim milk—to allow the conspirators to undersell local milk distributors.

It was the vilest form of corruption. Thousands of the “bootleg” milk cans were diluted by water from a “dirty stable hose.” Commissioner Harris linked this contaminated milk with a recent outbreak of typhoid fever in the city that resulted in the deaths of dozens of children. Nearly a million quarts of the “doctored” milk had been sold in the city in 1925 and over a million dollars had been paid in graft to officials in Hylan’s Health Department.

Danziger, it turned out, was merely a go-between in the “milk-graft ring.” He confessed to funneling ninety of every hundred dollars he extorted or took as bribes—a total of nearly $1 million—to the “inside man” in the operation, Harry J. Clougher, a powerful official in Hylan’s Health Department. Clougher was arrested on April 26, 1926, but Harris suspected the corruption went deeper, that Clougher was beholden to an unknown person of consequence in city government.

Clougher, a hard-as-nails Hylan loyalist, was convicted of accepting bribes to admit unlawful milk into the borough. Prosecutors had put pressure on him, threatening to request the maximum sentence of twenty years unless he revealed the others with whom, on Danziger’s testimony, he had divided the graft money. But Clougher had been unshakable, knowing he would be taken care of by powerful persons higher up the chain of corruption. With Walker’s support, Harris continued his investigation after Clougher was shipped off to Sing Sing prison in upstate New York. There were additional arrests of Clougher’s former subordinates and Harris fired at least half a dozen other Health Department officials suspected of malfeasance. But he was unable to find evidence of higher-ups in the milk conspiracy. If there was a “master-mind” behind the milk scandal, that person was never found. Harris strongly suspected it was Charles L. Kohler, a prominent Democratic district leader who had worked in Hylan’s Health Department. But obstructed by city prosecutors beholden to Kohler and other district leaders involved in the milk conspiracy, the commissioner was unable to accumulate enough evidence to charge him. And Mayor Walker, under heavy pressure from these same district leaders, ignored pleas by the Citizens Union, an influential civic watchdog organization, to appoint a special state prosecutor to take over the investigation. He did, however, later appoint Kohler as his budget director, a convenient position for political plunder.

Danziger avoided prison, his reward for cooperating with prosecutors. Clougher was released after serving only two years of his five-to-ten-year sentence. He left Sing Sing rich and unrepentant.



Powerful Democratic district leaders closed ranks to kill reforms initiated by another member of Walker’s cabinet: police commissioner George McLaughlin. This was a battle royal, one that underscored, even more graphically than the milk scandal, the young mayor’s high intentions and weak resolve.

District leaders had opposed putting McLaughlin, an independent Democrat, on the Tammany ticket in 1925; and from the day he took office, they obstructed his efforts to clean up a department “literally run by political bosses.” McLaughlin transferred to active duty nearly a thousand politically connected policemen who had been holding cushy desk jobs. When district leaders showed up at Police Headquarters to protest, McLaughlin refused to meet with them.

A physically imposing man, broad-shouldered and over six feet tall, McLaughlin spoke in plain, hard-boiled language and was suspicious of backslappers and bootlickers. Here was “a new racket” that old Tammany pols “couldn’t fathom at all,” wrote one reporter: a police commissioner who was “honest, direct, [and] forceful,” one whose decisions “are always his own.”

“He’ll last three months,” predicted a political reporter closely familiar with Tammany intrigue. Outraged district leaders mobilized to make sure of that, taking their complaints first to Governor Smith, then to Tammany leader George Olvany, and finally to Mayor Walker. All three of them sided with McLaughlin. “Favoritism, graft and corruption in the Department were to be stamped out,” Walker declared.

The simmering confrontation exploded into full-scale warfare in the early summer of 1926, just as the milk scandal was heating up. The igniting incident was McLaughlin’s decision to mount police raids on district clubhouses that were harboring illegal gambling operations.

The raids were led by Lewis J. Valentine, a tough and incorruptible detective who had been demoted to desk duty by Hylan’s police commissioner after he persisted in raiding brothels and gambling joints protected by district leaders. McLaughlin promoted Lieutenant Valentine to deputy inspector and put him in charge of a newly formed Confidential Squad, a phalanx of fifty or so cops invested with power “to strike terror into the hearts of the crooked politicians and dishonest cops.” There would be no interference from Tammany Hall. Mayor Walker had “promised.”

Valentine first targeted the big-money games of the ruling chieftains of the New York gambling world: Arnold Rothstein, “Nick the Greek,” Johnny Baker, and “Nigger Nate” Raymond—the “Broadway Crowd,” they were called, because their customers were big-name entertainers, Wall Street tycoons, and society bluebloods. Rothstein and other princes of the trade ran floating crap games, moving the site every evening to a different hotel or penthouse, always under the protective eye of patrolmen paid handsomely by the gamblers.

Valentine planted men up and down Broadway and made dozens of raids, but was unable to secure a single conviction. The district leaders, many of them close associates of Rothstein and other big-time gamblers, controlled the lower courts and made certain that gambling charges were voided for insufficient evidence. Of the 514 persons arrested in gambling raids in 1926 and 1927, only five went to trial. But when McLaughlin convinced the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office to issue subpoenas to prominent customers, simply to harass and frighten them, the pressure paid dividends; business fell off sharply. The gamblers then sought the protection of “the holy of holies,” the district clubhouses, convinced they were as safe as churches. Rothstein opened operations in the clubhouse of city clerk Michael J. Cruise, who offered him immunity from arrest in return for a share of the profits. His fellow gamblers made similar arrangements with other district leaders.

When these district leaders approached the mayor, demanding that he harness his overzealous police commissioner, Walker flatly refused. But the pressure on him intensified when McLaughlin had Valentine raid the clubhouses of two of the most powerful New York political bosses, Thomas M. Farley, whose principality was Manhattan’s Upper East Side, and alderman Peter J. McGuinness, a stalwart of John McCooey’s Brooklyn machine. Both were harboring gambling operations in their political clubhouses, bleeding off some of the profits for their organizations.

At three o’clock in the morning, on May 29, 1926, Lewis Valentine’s men entered Farley’s clubhouse by force, without a warrant, and made mass arrests, but Farley used his clout to have all charges dismissed for insufficient evidence. Valentine’s men had been unable to break down the tremendously thick steel door that guarded the room in which the gamblers ran their operation.

When the Confidential Squad broke through the doors of McGuiness’s clubhouse in the Greenpoint section of Brooklyn the following March, they found receipts in a safe showing that $600,000 had been bet on horse races at the club, and that McGuinness himself had taken in profits of over $60,000. They arrested eight men, including McGuinness, on charges of bookmaking. Hours later, a friendly magistrate released McGuinness and the charges against him were dropped for lack of evidence.

Farley, who didn’t want to bring attention to the profits, nearly $60,000 a year, he was making on other scams, did not seek revenge against McLaughlin, but McGuinness, a hot-tempered former longshoreman, did. He went straight to Walker, who he considered a friend, and demanded McLaughlin’s resignation. Walker cut him short; he had no intention of meddling in police business. Nor could McGuinness get satisfaction from Olvany. “Gambling Raids Win Backing of Tammany Chiefs,” ran a headline in the Daily News. “We are trying to run a clean town,” Olvany was quoted as saying. “If district leaders think Tammany is going to support them in running gambling houses they are dead wrong.” Olvany—Al Smith’s man at Tammany Hall—realized that even the hint of a political scandal could ruin Smith’s chances of becoming the Democratic Party’s presidential nominee in 1928. George McLaughlin was clean, and Boss Murphy’s Albany Boys—Walker, Flynn, and Wagner—stood squarely behind him, an act of allegiance primarily to Governor Smith.

Two weeks after the McGuinness raid, McLaughlin submitted his resignation to Mayor Walker after only one year and three months on the job. He was leaving his $10,000-a-year job for a $70,000 position as executive vice president of the Mackay Company, a telegraph and cable enterprise. McLaughlin released a letter thanking Walker for his unwavering support and “cooperation,” and for allowing him a free hand in running the department. He and Walker emphatically denied that pressure from Tammany district leaders was behind his decision to step down, but The New York Times reported that there were “broad smiles” on the faces of Tammany officials when they talked to reporters about McLaughlin’s resignation. “Hey, Pete, are the flags all out in Greenpoint?” a City Hall reporter asked McGuinness. “There’s nothing unusual about it. I always win victories and am quite used to them.”



Civic organizations and leading Republicans suspected that Tammany pressure had figured strongly in McLaughlin’s resignation. If it did, hard evidence is lacking. A resignation under fire would have been out of character for flinty George McLaughlin, one of the most formidable police commissioners in the city’s history. Nor is there a shred of evidence that Jimmy Walker, under heat from McGuinness and other district leaders, forced McLaughlin’s resignation. McLaughlin probably acted out of a combination of frustration and disgust over his inability to get convictions, discontentment that came to a head when another lucrative opportunity became available.

Four years later, McLaughlin was called to testify in the Seabury investigation of municipal corruption. Asked if he had received the mayor’s cooperation in his war on gambling, he replied: “Absolutely. . . . If co-operation was non-interference, I got 100 per cent cooperation.” Judge Samuel Seabury then tried to get McLaughlin to admit that he had resigned as commissioner under pressure from the mayor. McLaughlin was adamant. “I left to make more money, putting it to you frankly.” The Times ran the story under the headline, “McLaughlin Clears Mayor.” But the unfounded rumor would not die: Walker and his Tammany cronies had undercut a cop who could not be corrupted.

Jimmy Walker prevailed upon his old schoolmate and former law associate Joseph A. Warren to become the next police commissioner. A loyal Tammany man, he came under immediate pressure from district leaders to disband the Confidential Squad and transfer Valentine to the other side of the moon. But thin, retiring Joe Warren had iron in his spine. The day he took over as commissioner he called Valentine into his office and ordered him to continue his raids.

Walker, however, was beginning to waver. In a private meeting, he told Warren about the “complaints” he was receiving “from some of the district leaders about the supervision their clubs were receiving [from the police].” Valentine’s men “were a little harsh on them,” Walker suggested, for it was only “petty gambling.” This must have been an exceeding difficult struggle for the weak-willed mayor, “whose code,” said his friend Edward Flynn, “was to support the organization.”

For another year Warren was attacked ferociously by district leaders. He never faltered even though he was gravely ill, suffering from an undiagnosed nervous disorder. Nor did Walker interfere with the work of the Confidential Squad. But the district leaders, through their control of the lower courts that handled vice crimes, eventually won the war. Valentine’s Confidential Squad would make over a thousand raids, but only one politician—a very small fish—was convicted, and his sentence was suspended.

The district leaders hoisted their glasses in celebration when Joseph Warren, in failing health, resigned as police commissioner on December 13, 1928. Warren had not wanted to resign; Walker forced his hand. That winter the mayor was looking into the core of a storm. The New York papers were assailing the police department for its failure to find the killer of gambling czar and drug kingpin Arnold Rothstein, who was shot and mortally wounded on November 3, 1928, after leaving a high-stakes Manhattan poker game. The police were suspected of stalling or sabotaging the investigation because of Rothstein’s long association with Tammany Hall. Rothstein’s business records had not been found, but if they were, and if they were made public, there were “going to be a lot of suicides in high places,” Rothstein’s lawyer informed District Attorney Joab Banton.

Walker would have to risk that. He was under too much pressure to find the killer; and his police commissioner was not moving with sufficient alacrity, he was convinced, because of his deteriorating health. After issuing an unfair ultimatum to Warren—solve the case in four days or retire—Walker demanded and accepted his resignation.

Warren’s successor was Grover A. Whalen, chairman of the Mayor’s Committee on Reception of Distinguished Guests, general manager of the John Wanamaker store in New York, and a steadfast Tammany man. Whalen vowed to wage war on organized crime, continue the raids on Tammany clubhouses, and bring to justice Rothstein’s killer. He did none of these things, although he continued to do sterling work as the city’s official greeter.

Grover Whalen, with his gorgeous striped suits and high silk hats, his military bearing and crisp directives, put on an impressive show as the new police commissioner, reorganizing the department along military lines. But as Mayor Fiorello La Guardia would later say: “It takes more than a silk hat and a pair of spats to make an efficient Police Commissioner.” Instead of fighting Tammany thieves, Whalen fought communist trade unions, vagrants, and drunks. And in one of his first acts as a crime buster he fired the most fearless criminal fighter in the city. He did not even have the courage or decency to face Louis Valentine. Valentine was informed through departmental channels that he was being reduced in rank to captain and assigned to a precinct in Long Island City.

Whalen then abolished the Confidential Squad. Valentine’s men had helped keep the district leaders from meddling in police business. Whalen was not strong enough, or willing enough, to do that.

Louis Valentine would have sweet revenge. In 1934, Mayor La Guardia appointed him police commissioner. He would serve until 1945, longer than any previous commissioner. La Guardia considered him “the best Police Commissioner New York ever had.”

Jimmy Walker had held out against the district leaders for two conflict-filled years. But in hiring Grover Whalen and guaranteeing him the same freedom from mayoralty interference that McLaughlin and Warren had demanded, he provided the district leaders exactly what they were hungering for: virtual immunity from police harassment. McLaughlin and Warren had used their operational freedom to harass criminals harbored by Tammany insiders. Under Whalen—and a willfully blind mayor—the big games in the clubhouses flourished.



But Jimmy Walker was too proud to be a mere creature of the local Tammany bosses. On at least two occasions, he successfully fought both borough and district leaders, demonstrating a capacity to govern with resolve. Following his election in 1925, he had promised to create a city planning commission; to take strong measures to clean up New York’s distressingly polluted harbor waters; and to give the city an improved bus system. Although hamstrung for a time by clubhouse and borough chieftains, he honored the first two of these pledges. He also brought several borough presidents into line on the bus issue, but here his slippery ethics and inattention to the details of governing hurt the city and opened up Walker for the first time to charges of corruption and cronyism. Just as there were two Tammanys, there were two Jimmy Walkers, the one a determined fighter for civic causes, the other a mayor lacking the steadfastness and moral courage to govern effectively.

Walker was “one of the best friends planning advocates ever had,” writes historian Keith D. Revell. Early in his first term, he created the City Committee on Plan and Survey he had called for in his inaugural address. Its principal purpose was to prepare a master plan for New York, one that would suggest measures to restore order to the haphazard growth of the outer boroughs and promote citywide efforts to address problems that extended across borough boundaries. As Walker said when he formed the committee: “in the past we have provided most of our improvements with a view to the benefit of some particular locality. . . . We have not tried . . . to plan our improvements with a view to the best development of the city as a whole.”

Implementation of the plan was to be in the hands of a yet to be created city planning commission, a permanent not an ad hoc body. Although the impossibly large (507 members) and hopelessly divided Committee on Plan and Survey—an unwieldy group of reformers and businessmen—never completed its survey, Walker went ahead and introduced a bill in Albany in 1928 to establish an official city planning commission invested with broad powers, an independent agency whose decisions could be reversed only by a three-fourths vote of the Board of Estimate.

The bill was soundly defeated in March 1929 by an unlikely coalition of conservative Republicans and Tammany legislators beholden to borough bosses who feared losing control over municipal construction projects in their jurisdictions—bridges, schools, tunnels, and sewers that were patronage boondoggles. When Walker reintroduced the bill the next year no action was taken on it. That July, he was forced to settle for what he could get: a pared down bill that gave the city its first ever planning department, but left borough presidents in control of public works in their jurisdictions. The newly created planning agency had a short life. Forced by the banks to make deep budget cuts in 1932, at the height of the Great Depression, and just after Walker resigned, the Board of Estimate eliminated it.

One year earlier, on July 7, 1931, Walker had broken ground on Wards Island, at the northern end of the East River, for the first unit of a $3 million sewage treatment facility said to be “the largest of its kind in the world.” It was to have the capacity to remove from the harbor waters the polluting waste from 1,350,000 people, roughly one-fifth the population of Greater New York. And plans were on the drawing board to greatly enlarge the facility once funds became available.

When Walker took office, the city had no effective sewage disposal system; or rather it did, the waters around it, into which the city poured over 750,000,000 gallons of raw sewage every day (1.35 billion gallons by 1930), making its beaches unsafe for swimmers and its waters inhospitable to “the most edible” varieties of fish. The fact that this natural waste disposal system cost taxpayers almost nothing held back efforts to build a network of state-of-the-art treatment plants.

Comptroller Charles Berry, a former health department inspector, made construction of a centralized sewage treatment facility an administration priority. There was a scattering of sewage screening plants in the boroughs, all under the jurisdiction of borough presidents. But with a capacity to handle only 5 percent of the city’s sewage, they were incapable of preventing daily discharges that piled up in harbor slips and under piers. “New York may be said to be situated on a group of islands surrounded by sewers,” wrote a contemporary observer. “But for the rigor of the tides, pestilence would long since have decimated us.”

Raising the issue of local autonomy, borough presidents coalesced to prevent Walker from transferring sanitation matters from their bailiwicks to city hall. But Walker prevailed. He called for a referendum on his centralized sanitation program, mounted a publicity campaign around the slogan “partisan patronage versus the city’s health,” and won overwhelming approval for the measure at the polls in November 1929. Two years later, a new Department of Sanitation headed by Walker’s friend and Tammany cohort Dr. William Schroeder, former commissioner of hospitals, awarded the contract for the Wards Island treatment plant. The funds to complete it, however, were hard to come by in the 1930s and construction ceased in 1933. Two years later, only 12 percent of the city’s sewage was being treated, most of it inadequately. But conditions improved with the completion of the Wards Island sewage disposal plant in 1937, a La Guardia victory made possible by an infusion of federal funds. Additional treatment plants, most of them planned by the Walker administration, were built in the 1930s near the city’s major beaches, but as Keith Revell notes, “real progress in water quality was delayed until the 1970s, when the federal Clean Water Act allowed cities to build long-overdue treatment facilities with 75 percent matching funds.” Nonetheless, Mayor Walker had brought about the first major improvement in the city’s sewage problem in its history.

Walker was less aggressive, and far less astute, in his effort to give the city better bus service. In 1926, New York had no citywide bus system similar in geographic reach and coordinated control to its magnificent subway system. In Manhattan and other boroughs the buses of wildcat companies, “emergency lines” operating without franchises and often with ramshackle equipment, were incapable of handling rapidly increasing ridership. On assuming office, Walker had promised to create an integrated, municipally controlled bus network serving all five boroughs. That year he found a firm eager to operate such a system. This was the Equitable Coach Company, a conglomerate of Ohio bus and tire manufacturers hastily organized by Walker’s former Albany crony, State Senator John A. Hastings. The senator had assured the “Ohio boys,” who cut him in for one-third of the company’s common stock, that he had the mayor’s ear, giving Equitable the “inside track” to a franchise valued at $100 million.

Initially, the borough presidents were unwilling to surrender control of transit matters in their jurisdictions to City Hall. Using the full powers of his office, including “hard threats” and under-the-table offers of political patronage, Walker got the presidents of Manhattan, Brooklyn, and Queens to come his way, and then compromised, allowing the Bronx and Staten Island to have their own borough-run companies. In late July 1927, over the opposition of Comptroller Berry, who warned that Equitable had no experience in running a large bus line, Walker rammed through the Board of Estimate a bill awarding a three-borough franchise to what the Daily News called his “Pet Bus Company.” It was a company run by “financial adventurers” who expected to make profits from stock sales of $19 million over a period of ten years. But it turned out to be pathetically undercapitalized, without funds to put a single bus on the city’s streets. It did, however, have capital on hand to purchase a $10,000 letter of credit for Jimmy Walker. Its New York agent delivered this to the mayor at City Hall two days before the franchise contract was signed and just as Walker was preparing to leave, with a hand-picked entourage, on a grand tour of Europe’s capitals.

Years later, when the transaction was uncovered by Judge Samuel Seabury’s investigators, Walker denied that he had been bribed. The letter of credit, he claimed, was for his traveling party as well for himself, and every member of the party had made a contribution to a common fund to pay for it. Walker also said he made good a $3,000 overdraft on the line of credit. And while Walker and Hastings admitted to having frequent discussions about Equitable, they denied that Hastings’s association with the company had any part in the mayor’s decision to back its bid for a franchise.

Embarrassed by his inexcusable failure to look into the financial state of a “fly-by-night” corporation, which did not own a single bus, Walker struggled unsuccessfully to find a bank or corporation willing to back Equitable. The straphanging public paid a steep price for Walker’s astounding carelessness. How could the mayor even consider granting such a disreputable company the right to operate buses “in the largest city in the world . . . where adequate transportation is a necessity to the life of the community [?],” asked the Daily News. Equitable’s charter was finally revoked in March 1929, and the city would not have a coherent surface transit policy until 1934, when Mayor La Guardia granted franchises to financially strong bus operators in each of the boroughs.

Was Walker guilty of accepting a bribe from Equitable? The circumstantial evidence suggests that he was, but Seabury’s inquisitors, conducting the most thorough investigation of municipal corruption in the city’s history, would fail to uncover evidence to recommend indicting Walker for malfeasance in the Equitable affair or in other instances in which he accepted far greater amounts of money from friends who had an interest in shaping some aspect of city policy. Under hammering questioning from Seabury, Walker admitted he had accepted and spent these gifts but he denied that they had been offered in return for preferential treatment.

Walker had always handled money cavalierly. “He didn’t give a damn about money—who gave it to him, who got it, or where it came from,” said Warren Moscow, “as long as he or a friend had it to spread around on a good trip, a good party, a not-so-good girl.” But he had never, apparently, schemed to solicit funds for his own use. “You know that I am not a crook . . . ,” he told a friend during the Seabury probe. “Had I been a grafter, it must be perfectly plain to everyone that I could have accumulated millions.” But in secretly accepting money from rich friends, and spending it lavishly for personal expenses—money that would not have come his way had he not been mayor—he betrayed the trust of the people of New York and deserved to be removed from office. Jimmy Walker was no grafter; but this professed “son and servant of the city” had used his position to enrich himself.

That Walker saw nothing wrong with this is an indictment not only of him but of the Tammany ethos that sustained and sanctioned fraud, bribery, and outright municipal theft by district leaders, police, and municipal magistrates, unreported crimes that Walker disapproved of but was unwilling—and some cases unable—to stop. A Democratic mayor with more courage than Walker, or one less beholden to Tammany, “could have given the city better government,” argues historian Charles Garrett, “but not substantially better government, unless [he] had been willing to rebel against the machine system—and even then it is not clear how much [he] could have accomplished.” The 1920s were great times for Tammany, its power indivisibly linked to the general prosperity of the times. Jimmy Walker needed the machine even more than it needed him.



Walker rebounded nicely from the Equitable imbroglio. To quiet public criticism, he convinced the Board of Estimate in March 1929 to authorize $250 million for bridge and other transit improvements, with the bulk of the money earmarked for the Triborough Bridge, three steel spans that were to connect Manhattan, the Bronx, and Queens. This “epochal” project, as speakers at the shovel ceremony called it, along with a dose of good luck the next month, restored whatever lustre Walker had lost in the Equitable affair.II On April 8, the U.S. Supreme Court reversed a lower federal court’s decision to permit the Interborough Rapid Transit Company (IRT) to raise its subway fare from five to seven cents. This all but assured Walker’s reelection.

The Republicans, moreover, were unable to come up with a strong candidate. Party leaders were forced to hold their noses and put up progressive Congressman Fiorello La Guardia, a “dangerous radical” to some Republican higher-ups and “semi-Socialistic” to the conservative Evening Post. La Guardia had forced his candidacy on the party, threatening to wage an ugly, blood-letting primary battle if he was denied the nomination.

Confident he could easily defeat La Guardia, Walker, however, was taking no chances. He wanted a mandate, not simply a victory, and to get it he had to have the complete support of Tammany’s election-day army. This meant an accommodation with the old guard, who were suddenly back on top at the Wigwam, having regained under Walker many of its former prerogatives.

The victory of the clubhouse leaders was secured in 1929 when George Olvany stepped down as head of Tammany after his patron, Al Smith, was decisively defeated by Herbert Hoover in the 1928 presidential race. Olvany’s successor was fifty-five-year-old Irish immigrant John Francis Curry, longtime district leader of the West Side Manhattan neighborhood where he and his family resided, one block from the tenement in which he had been raised. “It is a fiction, this New Tammany,” Curry announced on taking control. “I will carry out the politics in which I grew up.” But would mercurial Jimmy Walker, the occasional reformer, go along? The sachems need not have worried. “I am the candidate of Tammany Hall . . . and when re-elected I will take my leadership and advice from John F. Curry,” Walker told the press.

La Guardia, short, stocky, unkempt, and noisy, was a pugnacious and occasionally unscrupulous campaigner, striking hard at Walker’s weaknesses, but stooping to innuendo and fabrication when he couldn’t substantiate some of his sharpest charges of graft, waste, and neglect at City Hall, and rampaging corruption in the Tammany-controlled municipal courts. “[He] didn’t have the proof,” recalled Republican boss Stanley Isaacs. “What he said was probably true, but it didn’t get under people’s skin. They didn’t believe him. They thought he was a little wild and reckless with his charges.” On the other hand, prevailing sentiment in the neighborhoods about Walker was summed up in an oft-repeated remark. “One thing about Jimmy, he may steal a dime, but he’ll always let you take a penny.” And Tammany rule had been good for a lot of people—contractors, labor unions, businessmen, city employees, opponents of Prohibition, and ordinary citizens who rode the subway for a nickel. This was the “high noon of the power of the Democratic party in New York City . . .” wrote historian Richard C. Wade. “The voices of reform were overwhelmed by the sheer success of the system.”

“We were too soon with the right man,” said Samuel S. Koenig, chairman of the New York County Republican Committee, and one of the few party officials to enthusiastically endorse La Guardia.

The election was a Tammany sweep. Walker buried La Guardia in all sixty-two of the city’s election districts; the Congressman pulled only 26 percent of the vote. It remains one of the worst defeats of a major political candidate in New York City history. “If ever there was a foregone conclusion it was this one,” said The New York Times.

The Times was right about another thing. “[Mayor Walker] has given the majority of the people of New York about what they wanted”—most emphatically prosperity and jobs. The stock market collapsed less than two weeks before the election, but this was widely seen as a painful yet temporary economic panic, not the prelude to a decade-long depression. The economy never became an issue in La Guardia’s campaign.

On election night, when Walker learned the results he summoned his official limousine and sped off to share the news with his new mistress, actress Betty Compton, in rehearsal at the Lyric Theatre for a Cole Porter musical. A policeman knocked on the stage door and asked for Miss Compton. When she appeared lightly clad in a dance costume, he wrapped her in a blanket, lifted her in his arms, and carried her through the snow to a beaming Jimmy Walker.

The election had consequences that only a few New Yorkers could fathom. With Walker aligned with Boss Curry, a man he was more at ease with than censorious Al Smith, it ensured that the organization’s “powerful grafters” would be “without supervision or restriction,” wrote Warren Moscow. “It was every man for himself.”

“The mask is off Tammany,” said Norman Thomas, a third-party candidate in the election. “A district leader of the old school sits in the seat of Tweed and Croker. Jimmy Walker is Mayor and Grover Whalen is Police Commissioner. The old gang is on the job.”



I. The elected borough presidents of Brooklyn, Queens, and Richmond were Irish. Julius Miller, the president of Manhattan, was Jewish, and Henry Bruckner, the president of the Bronx, was German American.

II. Construction of the bridge began on October 25, 1929, just as the stock market crashed, and was soon halted when investors stopped buying municipal bonds. Designed by Othmar Ammann and completed by The Triborough Bridge Authority, the span was opened to traffic in July 1936.



PART TWO




CRIME AND PROHIBITION



CHAPTER THREE


TOO GOOD TO BE TRUE
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When I got into bootlegging I thought it was too good to be true. . . . There was plenty of business for everyone. The profits were tremendous. And let’s face it, especially for a young man, it was a lot of fun.

JOSEPH BONANNO, BROOKLYN MAFIA BOSS

King of the Bootleggers

On December 4, 1925, New York newspapers reported the arrest of twenty men, among them millionaire racetrack owner and Broadway personality William Vincent Dwyer. The charges: smuggling illegal alcohol into the country and “wholesale bribery and corruption of Government officials.” The Department of Justice called it the “greatest round-up in the history of Prohibition.”

Agents of the Prohibition Bureau in Washington, D.C., working hand in glove with Emory Roy Buckner, the United States attorney for the Southern District of New York, claimed to have smashed the “biggest rum ring” in the country, “a gigantic liquor conspiracy” allegedly built and masterminded by Dwyer. The international smuggling operation had offices in New York and London, a fleet of twenty-one oceangoing ships, and a “secret service that rivaled our own,” said Buckner.

Among the sixty other men arrested with Dwyer were his London purchasing agent, a federal Prohibition agent on his secret payroll, and over two dozen members of the U.S. Coast Guard. The coastguardsmen were accused of being bribed by Dwyer’s cohorts with “money, wine, women, and song.” With their assistance, Dwyer’s organization had smuggled into the Port of New York the “greater part” of the illicit liquor brought into the city by sea over the previous two years. Federal authorities had shut down “the most successful bootlegger in the history of Prohibition,” said a triumphant Buckner.

One of the main offices of the syndicate’s $40 million liquor operation was in the East River National Bank Building at 505 Lexington Avenue, in the heart of Midtown. There, federal agents had arrested one of Dwyer’s associates, a dapper, gravelly voiced Italian immigrant with an Irish-sounding name. Said to be the syndicate’s chief “purchasing agent,” Frank Costello would later become one of the master criminals of the century, known as the “Prime Minister of the Underworld” for his skill in mediating Mafia disputes.

The government would try Dwyer and Costello separately and in that order, for Emory Buckner’s attention was firmly fixed on “Big Bill” Dwyer, the kingpin of the liquor syndicate in which Frank Costello and his brother Eddie, who was arrested with him, were thought to be merely mid-level operatives. Costello was a shadowy figure who lived inconspicuously with his Jewish wife in a middle-class neighborhood in Queens, unlike the flamboyant Dwyer, a former Hell’s Kitchen longshoreman who was in the news lately for bringing professional hockey to New York, with the support of the mayor elect.

Dwyer’s New York Americans—formerly the Hamilton Tigers, the financially troubled Canadian team he had purchased for $80,000—were scheduled to open their season at the new Madison Square Garden on Eighth Avenue on December 15, two weeks after Dwyer’s arrest. It was to be a social gala, a glittering charity affair attended by Mrs. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Mrs. Vincent Astor, and Mrs. Charles L. Tiffany. Dwyer had looked forward to being the man of the hour, but George “Tex” Rickard, the Garden’s publicity-conscious impresario, struck his name from the program, making Dwyer “the most silent owner in the history of professional sports.”



Ruddy-faced Bill Dwyer entered the courtroom for his arraignment with a “broad smile and . . . an air of absolute confidence.” He had arrived that morning in a chauffeur-driven limousine, dressed in an impressively tailored business suit and flashing three diamond rings, one of them with a ruby the size of his thumbnail as its center stone. New Yorkers knew him as the convivial owner of the Sea Grill Restaurant on West Forty-fifth Street, a popular watering hole for sportswriters, athletes, and politicians; and as he approached the bench he nodded knowingly to some of his Tammany friends in the courtroom.

Forty-two-year-old Bill Dwyer had no police record and had never carried a gun. A devoted family man, he lived in quiet comfort with his wife and five children at their seaside estate in Belle Harbor, Queens, entertaining only occasionally but splendidly, hosting Gatsby-like lawn parties on summer nights with white-coated waiters and vintage champagne. A subdued, soft-spoken host, he would glide past the lantern-lit tables, nodding cordially to his prosperous guests, new friends, and associates from Wall Street and Park Avenue.

At his busy Midtown restaurant, Dwyer was a different person, a grip-and-grin host, all flash and smiles, affable and easy with his money. Yet there was an air of mystery about him. Like F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Gatsby, he had come out of nowhere. Customers wondered how he made his fortune, and made it so fast.

After his sensational arrest and arraignment, everyone knew. Bill Dwyer had for years been leading a second and secret life, unknown even to his close-knit family. He was a big man, a bigger bootlegger than Fitzgerald imagined Jay Gatsby to have been, bigger than any liquor smuggler in town. Big Bill Dwyer was “King of the Bootleggers.”



William Vincent Dwyer grew up in a neighborhood ruled by some of the most violent youth gangs in the city. Somehow he had steered clear of them, attending public school and working as an usher in a vaudeville house near his home on Tenth Avenue and Twenty-third Street, deep inside an Irish-German enclave of grimy tenements, sprawling rail yards, and rotting coal piers. At an early age he took a job as a stevedore, a “dock walloper,” on the Chelsea Piers, just south of Hell’s Kitchen. He married a girl from the neighborhood, Agnes Frances Cassidy, and the couple began raising a family in a bleak four-room flat not far from where Dwyer had been baptized. A steady worker with a union card, reliable and sober, he gave little thought to rising higher in the world. That was before Prohibition became the law of the land.

Dwyer had a reputation for undeviating loyalty to the neighborhood boys he grew up with. One of his closest pals was George J. Shevlin, owner of a string of shabby saloons near the Chelsea Piers, where the federal government had recently leased warehouses to store the alcohol it had begun confiscating from distillers when Prohibition went into effect in January 1920. Dozens of the longshoremen who drank at Shevlin’s saloon had spent their youth in local gangs that preyed on the storage warehouses along the Hudson River owned by the New York Central Railroad. Railroad police had hunted down these Hell’s Kitchen thugs and destroyed their thieving gangs with chilling resolve. But here was an easier opportunity. Federal prohibition officials in New York lacked the funds to properly protect their warehouses, and the underpaid guards were irrepressibly corruptible. Shevlin told Dwyer he had formed a small gang of Chelsea roustabouts to rid government warehouses of their supplies of confiscated alcohol. Did Dwyer want in? He did; soon he and Shevlin were partners.

They preferred to operate nonviolently, using “grease,” as the saying went, instead of muscle. Warehouse guards were bribed or deceived into accepting falsified permits allowing their holders to withdraw industrial alcohol intended for use in plants making chemicals, prescription drugs, and perfume. The pilfered alcohol was then sold to better-funded bootleggers who owned clandestine distilling plants where it was converted, with water and flavorings, into ersatz scotch, bourbon, and rye.

With the profits, the boyhood friends branched out, buying warehouses of their own, trucks to transport their illegal merchandise, and sluggers to guard it from competing liquor thieves. As their market expanded they began importing liquor by sea, purchasing it from international dealers, who helped them smuggle it into the country. When the business got too big and risky for Shevlin, he dropped out. In 1923 Dwyer found a new partner, an East Harlem bootlegger named Frank Costello.

It was an unlikely pairing—an Italian and an Irishman—but Costello and Dwyer were of a new generation of criminals; money mattered more to them than blood or heritage. Criminal visionaries, they saw the advantages of collaboration over tooth-and-claw competition. By combining their resources, they hoped to seize the lion’s share of the liquor smuggling business in the biggest and thirstiest city in America.

As soon as they merged their smuggling operations, Costello and Dwyer began to rationalize and streamline their liquor syndicate, unconsciously mirroring the efforts of other service industries in America’s new mass consumption society. They would become pacesetters in a sweeping transformation in the character and conduct of urban criminal enterprises, a movement from brutal, bare-knuckle competition to a higher degree of collaboration, coordination, and businesslike discipline. This mirrored a parallel organizational revolution well under way in American society. “As a society changes,” wrote the eminent sociologist Daniel Bell, “so does, in lagging fashion, its type of crime. As American society became more ‘organized,’ as the American businessmen become more ‘civilized’ and less ‘buccaneering,’ so did the American racketeer.”

Prohibition didn’t create American organized crime but never in this country’s history were criminals given a stronger incentive to enlarge and rationalize their illegal enterprises. It was a revolution in criminal practice that preceded and set the pattern for the much larger and more menacing criminal syndicates that came to dominate the fields of industrial racketeering, big-time gambling, and narcotics in the years after Prohibition. And it was a revolution in criminal enterprise set in motion, ironically, by a well-meaning effort to curb a potentially dangerous human appetite.

The Great Impossibility

At 12:01 A.M. on Saturday, January 17, 1920, National Prohibition—“the great impossibility,” imbibing New Yorkers called it—took effect. At that moment the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution, ratified by the states the previous January, became the law of the land.I

Prohibition had been driven into national law by a bipartisan coalition of progressive reformers, industrialists, and temperance groups determined to make America “absolutely and permanently bone dry.” They sanguinely expected that America would become a “saloonless land,” a country cleansed of the vices associated with that supposedly pernicious institution, among them alcoholism, child and spousal abuse, broken families, and industrial accidents. Neighborhood saloons were also the headquarters of corrupt political bosses, whom reformers accused of rigging elections with paid and inebriated “repeaters.” In New York City, Prohibition was seen by many Republican leaders as a way to break Tammany’s grip on city government.

Optimism abounded; success seemed assured. Forty-six states had endorsed the Eighteenth Amendment, far more than needed for passage; and Prohibition had been ushered into law and would be vigilantly monitored by the Anti-Saloon League, one of the most formidable pressure groups ever to descend upon Congress. Headed by Ohio attorney Wayne B. Wheeler, it was America’s first professional lobbying group and a propaganda engine unequalled in its day. With Prohibition, “a new nation will be born,” declared a league spokesman, “[a] clean thinking and clean living” America.

The Eighteenth Amendment had no teeth until Wheeler, a masterful political strategist, prodded Congress to pass, over President Woodrow Wilson’s veto, the Volstead Enforcement Act, named after its plain-living sponsor, Andrew J. Volstead, a Republican congressman from Minnesota. The Volstead Act made beverages containing 0.5 percent or more alcohol illegal and set up a mechanism for federal enforcement. The newly established Prohibition Bureau was put under the authority of the Treasury Department, not, as would have been more logical, the Justice Department; and the bureau enlisted the United States Coast Guard, the Customs Service, and the Internal Revenue Service to assist its small, pathetically paid enforcement staff of 1,526 agents—roughly one agent for every 71,000 Americans. These agents were given the impossible task of preventing the importation of illegal liquor across the nineteen thousand miles of America’s land and water borders. The New York City district, extending northward into Connecticut, was assigned only 129 agents. Most of them drew salaries of no more than $150 a month (equivalent to about $20,000 a year in 2014) and all were armed and untrained, a formula for failure.

At Wheeler’s insistence, Congress had given the Treasury Department only a minuscule enforcement budget on the confident assumption that the great majority of Americans would dutifully obey a law that had been woven into the fabric of the Constitution. In a few years, he insisted, the budget for enforcement would be reduced even further; eventually full compliance would eliminate the need for any policing at all. It was the shallow reasoning of a blind believer.

Clear-thinking opponents of the new law, among them congressman Fiorello La Guardia, realized that reasonable levels of compliance could only be attained through a staggering monetary commitment to enforcement, a level of funding that a fiscally conservative Republican Congress would never approve.



The Eighteenth Amendment prohibited “the manufacture, sale, or transportation of intoxicating liquors,” but was silent on the consumption of liquor in private homes. Few Americans knew exactly what was permissible or punishable under the new dictate. To assist them, the New York Evening Post provided a convenient list of “Don’ts for the Drinking Man.”

UNDER CONSTITUTIONAL PROHIBITION IT IS UNLAWFUL:

To buy or sell a drink anywhere except for sacramental or medicinal purposes.

To give or take a drink anywhere except in the home of the man who owns it.

To keep any liquor in storage anywhere but in your home.

To carry a pocket flask.

To restock your home supply when it runs out.

To manufacture anything above one-half of one percent [alcohol] in your home.

To make a present of a bottle of liquor to a friend.

To receive such a present from a friend.

To buy, sell, or use a home still or any other device for making liquor in the home.

Prohibition would be backed by the full force of the law, its adherents argued. “Any saloon man who attempts to sell liquor is foolish, for in doing so he will be guilty of a felony, punishable by sentence to Atlanta [Penitentiary],” declared the revenue agent in charge of enforcing the Volstead Act in New York City. Hardly anyone was listening. On the night Prohibition went into effect there were approximately sixteen thousand licensed saloons in New York City. At least two thousand speakeasies sprang up in the next few weeks. Seven years later the city had, by one estimate, over 32,000 of them.

A poll conducted in early 1920 by the New York World found “an overwhelming opposition to Prohibition by the man in the street.” The law favored the “haves” over the “have-nots,” said most respondents. The neighborhood saloon—the poor man’s club—was padlocked, while the affluent continued to drink, without fear of legal infringement, in the leather and chrome bars of their exclusive clubs. The fortunate few had also lined up their own private bootleggers, in advance of Prohibition, ready on a phone call’s notice to replenish their cellars.

Many New Yorkers sided with Jimmy Walker, who saw Prohibition as a tyrannical abridgement of personal freedom. Walker had said this, repeatedly and forcefully, on the floor of the New York Senate, beginning with his party’s unsuccessful battle to prevent the Republican-controlled legislature from ratifying the Eighteenth Amendment. He was one of the few opponents of the Eighteenth Amendment who recognized Prohibition for what it truly was: a revolutionary measure, a law that would have a greater influence on the daily lives of Americans than any federal initiative since the Civil War.

Walker understood, furthermore, that Prohibition was unenforceable in New York City. The Eighteenth Amendment may have been broadly popular in other parts of the country, but not in Gotham, where social drinking was an integral part of the culture of both working-class people and society bluebloods—and was vehemently opposed by the leadership of Tammany Hall. “Even the Army and Navy of the United States are not large enough to enforce this unenforceable mockery,” Walker declared. When the Supreme Court struck down a Walker-sponsored state law making it legal to brew beer of moderate alcohol content, he led an all-out fight in the New York legislature—one of the most dramatic in the history of the state—to repeal the Mullan-Gage Act, the so-called baby Volstead Act, pledging New York State to support federal enforcement efforts. Walker insisted that Mullan-Gage was hopelessly ineffective; sympathetic juries were reluctant to convict even the most blatant violators of the Eighteenth Amendment. Bootleggers, jurors reasoned, were merely satisfying a powerful public demand for their product. In the first three years of Prohibition, police and federal Prohibition agents in New York state made seven thousand arrests for violations of the Volstead Act but obtained only twenty-seven convictions.

After five unsuccessful attempts to repeal Mullan-Gage, Walker and his coalition of “wets” finally prevailed in 1923 by a razor-thin one-vote margin, overcoming a heavily subsidized campaign by Wheeler’s Anti-Saloon League, which had a sordid record of intimidating its opponents by digging into their personal lives and threatening to reveal any moral failings its investigators discovered. A senator hospitalized with pneumonia cast the deciding vote. On Walker’s orders, he was put on a New York to Albany express train and carried into the chambers on a stretcher. “I’m dying, Jim,” Senator John Hastings whispered to Walker as he was carried down the aisle. “But you’re doing it on the battlefield, Jack,” Walker responded. “Try to keep breathing—at least till they call your name.”

After wavering for a time, Governor Al Smith signed the bill, an act of political courage that may have cost him his party’s presidential nomination in 1924. All arrests for violating the Volstead Act now had to be made by federal agents, and all Prohibition cases were thrown into the federal courts, congesting the dockets and forcing judges to dismiss thousands of cases the courts had no hope of bringing to trial.

Frank Costello

Smugglers of illegal liquor operated with almost complete impunity in the first three years of Prohibition. Roughly two-thirds of the liquor smuggled into the country came overland from Canada, but most of the big bootleggers in New York City—the busiest and best ocean port in North America—preferred to bring in their supplies by sea. Freighters and schooners could carry more illegal contraband than trucks and were difficult for authorities to detect and intercept on the open Atlantic.

When Dwyer and Costello started out in the bootlegging business, independent of one another, they secured most of their liquor from Rum Row, a “ragtag armada” of booze-laden ships anchored in a long, discontinuous line off the Atlantic seaboard, from Maine to Miami. The self-proclaimed founder of Rum Row was William “Big Bill” McCoy, a Florida sea captain and boat builder who operated a small line of excursion boats and coastal freighters. In the early spring of 1921, McCoy ran 1,500 cases of liquor purchased legally in the British Bahamas into Savannah, Georgia, on the schooner Henry L. Marshall. On that single trip he cleared a profit of $20,000, more than he had made in any year in his legitimate business.

That May, McCoy began operating off the coast of Long Island, riding safely at anchor in international waters, just outside the U.S. territorial limit, which was then only three miles from shore. Here the Coast Guard couldn’t touch him. McCoy, a nondrinker, sold his liquor to anyone with the means and the temerity to make the trip out to his two-masted schooner. The idea spread, and by 1922 the area of international waters off the tip of Montauk Point, with its proximity to the biggest illegal liquor market in the world, was the busiest of the so-called Rum Rows. It was a business dominated by small-time operators, most of them out to make a quick killing. In these bonanza years of rum-running, motorists parked along the New Jersey Highlands could peer out to sea and sight a dozen and more large ships “standing almost end to end, loaded with whisky and waiting for customers.”

There was a pattern to the business. Every day near dusk, hundreds of small craft—the “Sunset Fleet”—set out from coves and inlets on the Long Island and Jersey shore and headed for Rum Row, hoping to evade, in the failing light, the half dozen or so Coast Guard vessels that patrolled these waters. The crews of these “contact boats” bought liquor on the spot from the “mother ships” and ferried it to shore, the modus operandi of both Costello and Dwyer when they first entered the seagoing smuggling trade sometime in 1922.

To keep the crews of the big mother ships from becoming bored and mutinous, their owners hired comedians and dance bands from Manhattan clubs, and allowed the mates to drink to stupefaction. Call girls were invited out to Rum Row. Hundreds of them came, a few “just for kicks,” but most for the healthy “hazard” bonuses they were paid—prices double what they charged for their favors on land. Excursion boats packed with thrill-seeking sightseers sailed out to Rum Row on calm summer afternoons, their passengers “shouting good wishes and salutations at rummy crews.”

The business was not without its risks. Prohibition pirates, called “go-through guys,” plied the coastal waters in speedboats, hijacking the contact boats, and even occasionally a mother ship that might be drifting at anchor, its crew paralyzed by drink. Hijacking introduced a measure of uncertainty into the business of smuggling by sea, and mobsters on the make—venturesome criminals chasing the big money—deplore uncertainty. Dwyer and Costello, working separately at the time, moved to eliminate them.

Costello moved first and with ruthless resolve. He armed the hired guards on his contact boats with the new Thompson submachine gun, or tommy gun, a compact, handheld weapon designed in 1919—too late for the Great War—by General John T. Thompson. Invented to kill Germans, the Annihilator, as it was called, became the weapon of choice of Prohibition criminals and law enforcement officials, the gun that “made the twenties roar.” After a few ugly incidents, sea pirates steered clear of Frank Costello’s boats—and Dwyer’s as well, after he placed orders for crates of tommy guns, available for sale on the open market.

Costello’s resort to violence surprised no one who had known him when he was a neighborhood punk in East Harlem. He and his brother Eddie were both dangerous men, but Frank was more cunning and disciplined than his untamed older brother.



Frank Costello succumbed early to the lure of the bad life. Born on January 26, 1891, in the impoverished Calabria village of Lauropoli, Francesco Castiglia—his baptismal name—sailed for New York with his mother and a younger sister at age five. There they were reunited with Francesco’s father and his older brothers and sisters, who had emigrated three years earlier to secure a place in the terrifyingly impersonal city.

The family began their new life in a three-story tenement on East 108th Street, in an Italian enclave in East Harlem where Francesco’s parents opened a small grocery store. Working fourteen hours a day, the couple had little time for their children. Francesco was free to roam the streets, becoming in time a petty thief and pickpocket, stealing from pushcarts and preying on helpless old women. He later took perverse pride in the lesson he claimed he learned from his parents’ unrewarded daily struggle: that hard work didn’t pay, that crime was a smoother road to success.

In midlife, when Costello was a Mafia overlord, he would secretly begin seeing a Manhattan psychiatrist, Dr. Richard Hoffman. He wanted to unburden himself of the demons that had been tormenting him since he was a boy. He told Hoffman he hated his hardworking father for his fawning humility, for too readily accepting poverty as his ordained fate. And he confessed that he was never able to surmount his feelings of inferiority about being the son of a tradition-bound immigrant storekeeper. But his obsessive social insecurity, he failed to see, had fed his hunger for advancement, his penchant for grasping every opportunity that presented itself, legal or illegal, without conscience or afterthought. It had driven him to a life of crime and propelled him to the top of the criminal world.

At age thirteen, Francesco Castiglia quit school to join a gang of brawling hoodlums that included his brother Eduardo. Cocky, impulsive, and brazenly fearless, he was arrested three times for assault and robbery, and allowed to go free on each occasion by a lenient magistrate on insufficient evidence. His luck ran out in 1915. On a tip from an informer, police picked him up for carrying a concealed weapon, a felony in New York City. He was sentenced to a year in prison, but was released a month early for good behavior.

By this time, he was a married man and had begun calling himself Frank Costello, perhaps to further distance himself from the shuttered Calabria world of his parents. (Around the same time, his brother changed his name to Edward Costello.) His wife was Lauretta Giegerman, an attractive girl of fifteen from the German-Jewish quarter of upper Park Avenue that bordered East Harlem. Costello, a dark-eyed hellion with a pitted face and water-combed black hair, met her through her rebellious brother Dudley, one of his associates in crime. He and Lauretta were drawn together by feelings of social ostracism. “The Italians and the Jews, they stank in the nostrils of the Protestants,” Costello would say later. “So when I met [Lauretta], I had the feeling she was like one of my own.”



After leaving the city penitentiary on Welfare Island in 1916, Frank Costello vowed “never to pack a gun again,” and he never did. Around this time he went into partnership with a hustler named Harry Horowitz. Their company made novelties and toys for children, but the real payoff came from punchboards, popular gambling games in New York saloons. Pulling down steady money as a businessman was a revelation for Costello. He discovered he had a head for figures; he could put to memory reams of information about sales, inventories, and suppliers. And he was a born-in-the-bones dealmaker—shrewd, imaginative, and coldly calculating. He expanded his reach, investing in real estate and other punchboard companies, and might have become a legitimate businessman had Prohibition not come along. With Dwyer and other incipient criminal entrepreneurs, many of them immigrants or sons of immigrants, Costello moved audaciously to seize and reshape a gigantic, federally suppressed industry. “Nothing like it had ever happened before,” writes historian Mike Dash. “An entire American industry—one of the most important in the country—had been gifted by the government to gangsters.” Frank Costello would put it succinctly: “it was a whole new ball game. And we owned the ball.”

The Costello brothers entered the bootlegging business in 1920, the year the Horowitz Novelty Company went out of business when the punchboard craze suddenly fizzled out. Arnold Rothstein, “the Big Fixer,” backed them, providing small loans, along with the protection of police, judges, and Tammany district leaders. He stayed in the background, bankrolling Costello and a host of other enterprising young bootleggers, most of them Italians and Jews from lower Manhattan, where Rothstein, the son of a rich Jewish businessman, had begun his life in crime as a pool shark and bookie. Bootlegging was a profitable but highly risky enterprise. The loss of a shipment of liquor to federal agents could cost as much as half a million dollars, and Rothstein was making far more money in his various other enterprises, most lucratively drug smuggling.
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