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Dramatis Personae

The Rubel Gangsters

John “Fats” Manning, West Sider, rumrunner

Bernard “Bennie the Bum” McMahon, same, in “Legs” Diamond’s circle

John Oley, Albany mobster

Francis Oley, his brother

Percy “Angel Face” Geary, Albany mobster

John J. “Archie” Stewart, loudmouth middleman

Stewart “One Arm” Wallace, gang recruit

Thomas Quinn, boatman

John Hughes, boatman

Joseph Kress, car thief and driver

Plus:

Madeline Tully, boardinghouse operator

Dr. Harry Gilbert, underworld doctor

Armored Car Guards

William Lilienthal

John Wilson

Joseph Allen

The Trial, June 26–July 13, 1939

William O’Dwyer, judge. Later mayor of New York.

William F. X. Geoghan, Brooklyn district attorney

Hyman Barshay, prosecutor

Burton Turkus, lawyer for Stewart Wallace

Caesar Barra, lawyer for Thomas Quinn

Vincent Impellitteri, lawyer for Joseph Kress and another future mayor

John Osnato, a lead detective

Albany Kidnapping, July 7, 1939

Daniel O’Connell, Albany political boss

John “Solly” O’Connell, his brother

John “Butch” O’Connell, Solly’s son and a National Guard lieutenant

Manny Strewl, Oley associate and go-between with the kidnappers

The Seven Beauties

330 RIVERSIDE DRIVE

Robert Benson Davis, or R. B., the baking powder king

Jennie Davis, his wife

Lucretia Davis, or Lulu, their daughter and heir to the building

George S. Jephson, Lulu’s husband

331 RIVERSIDE DRIVE

William P. Ahnelt, fashion magazine pioneer

Marion Davies, actress and mistress of William Randolph Hearst

333 RIVERSIDE DRIVE

The Canavans, family of the developer David Canavan

Duke Ellington

Saul Bellow

334 RIVERSIDE DRIVE

Jokichi Takamine, Japanese entrepreneur, cherry tree donor, isolator of adrenaline

Richard Forhan, toothpaste magnate

Madeline Tully, boardinghouse madam

(and briefly, Bennie the Bum)

335 RIVERSIDE DRIVE

Mary Donnell, banker’s widow

The Fabers, pencil makers

336 RIVERSIDE DRIVE

Raymond Penfield, brick maker and Goodyear’s second president

337 RIVERSIDE DRIVE

Julia Marlowe, America’s leading Shakespearean actress

Michael De Santis, indigent portraitist
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Introduction

IN THE WANING LIGHT OF AN August evening in 1934, three men climbed up the stoop of a townhouse at 334 Riverside Drive, between 105th and 106th streets on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. The building revealed pretensions to elegance from another era in its columns flanking a rounded arch over the entrance, carved stone ornamentation, and filigreed wrought iron balconies. Now it was a seedy rooming house under the care of one Madeline Tully, who catered to prostitutes and individuals in need of temporary disappearance. That night, the men carried a companion, his left pant leg soaked with blood. He was called Bennie the Bum, more formally known as Bernard McMahon, and he had had the misfortune of accidentally blasting himself in the knee with a sawed-off shotgun while motoring in a speedboat across the gray waters of Gravesend Bay off Brooklyn. Bennie, it seems, had been trying to untangle the gun from a rope in the bottom of the boat. McMahon was no expert at nautical tasks. His skills lay in driving trucks, loading crates of liquor, and knocking heads together as a former bootlegger and enforcer for the dapper gangster Jack “Legs” Diamond.

In the bottom of the boat were canvas bags, stuffed with hundreds of thousands of dollars just liberated from an armored car.

Until the misguided shotgun blast, everything had gone smoothly on that sultry Tuesday, August 21, 1934. The armored car made a stop at the Rubel Ice Company warehouse in Brooklyn’s Bath Beach section, and there Bennie and his companions robbed it of $427,950 in what was then the most lucrative armored car heist in United States history. The operation—spectacular, daring, and meticulously planned—was carried out by an ad hoc gang composed of former bootleggers, toughs from Manhattan’s West Side docks, and gangsters from Albany. They vanished in minutes, making an unusual escape by water over the bay. Half of them aboard a motorboat and the other half in a lobster dory, they curved east around a thumb of land called Seagate, then past Breezy Point at the end of the Rockaways strip. They shot through Rockaway Inlet, between mainland Brooklyn and the strip, and into Jamaica Bay. The men dumped their guns overboard, landed on the barrier island, and scuttled their boats. Four headed back to Manhattan by bus and subway. Two drove to a safe house in Queens. The other three procured a car to take the bleeding McMahon to the refuge on Riverside Drive. There, they brought an underworld doctor who summarily amputated McMahon’s damaged leg. Unfortunately, the Bum lost so much blood that several days later he was dead.

For a moment, let’s leave behind the movie-quality drama of the robbery—and the greed, recklessness, and depravity displayed by its protagonists—and turn to stone, brick, and iron. Mr. McMahon’s final stop, 334 Riverside Drive, is one of a row of seven buildings that predate the Great Depression by three decades, arising at the dawn of the twentieth century. A lovely line of Beaux-Arts townhouses, they face out onto Riverside Drive, their windows staring across Riverside Park through the trees and over the Hudson River into the rise that marks the beginning of New Jersey and the continental United States.

To the south, the row begins with No. 330 on the corner of 105th Street, the most elegant and refined of them all, a delightful Parisian lady of the Belle Epoque. Next, heading north, No. 331 and No. 333 are creamy near-identical twins. No. 332 is a gap in this urban smile, torn down sometime in the mid-twentieth century. No. 334 is a stodgy middle-aged uncle with a plainer face despite the columns and carvings. No. 335 is a slender maiden, red brick and white-trimmed with stately columns in front. No. 336 is the dullest of the lot, receding into the background next to the Dickensian-style River Mansion at No. 337, on the corner of 106th Street, a boldly designed structure with ivy-wreathed Victorian red brick, contrasting limestone ornaments, and wrought iron barricades. All are official New York City landmarks.

Like No. 334 and the bloody chapter it witnessed, each building in this phalanx of townhouses has served as its own stage set for events of the past—of scandals, family feuds, betrayals, suicide, fortunes made and lost. The protagonists have been moguls and maids, artists and office-workers, proper burghers and petty thieves, a great scientist, a former slaveholder, and a famous kept woman. They include an extraordinary array of great names in American letters, arts, and industry, all brought together at one geographical point, right here on this quiet bit of sidewalk. It’s possible that digging into the history of many blocks in New York would unearth an impressive roster of residents. But the epoch and location of these townhouses, and the nature and history of the neighborhood, make for a pretty amazing and unique confluence of people.

The stories of the earliest occupants bring to life the prosperous, vigorous New York City that existed in the toddler years of the twentieth century. Horse-pulled trolleys lurched down the streets and hansom cabs ferried the gentry to the sound of clip-clops. The subway was just making its tunneled arrival. Homes were heated with coal, indoor electric lighting was a relative novelty, and lamplighters lit up gas street lamps. Spittoons adorned many rooms, upper class women trussed themselves up with corsets and received visitors during at-home days, and gentlemen retreated to the library after dinner for cigars. Columbia University had recently been built just to the north in Morningside Heights, joining a collection of grand structures—the Cathedral Church of St. John the Divine, St. Luke’s Hospital, and Grant’s tomb among them.

Those early owners were men who came to New York City from elsewhere to pursue profit through commerce. Unlikely to be accepted by the four hundred families of old New York, the Fifth Avenue society so finely drawn by Edith Wharton, they wound up in the elegant wilds of Riverside Drive. They had recent roots in Europe or the Midwest. These men were self-made and carved out fortunes in industries like rubber tires, publishing, and brick making. Some of these businesses made items that, amazingly, are still part of our everyday lives. The families included the Fabers of the No. 2 pencil fame; the baking powder Davises, whose product is sold in familiar yellow and red containers; the Penfields, a branch of the Goodyear tire family; a toothpaste magnate whose brand still sells in Asia; one of the nation’s earliest biotech entrepreneurs; and the German immigrant who helped invent the modern fashion magazine. In several buildings, the same families remained in residence for decades, some well into the 1950s. While Bennie the Bum was undergoing dismemberment in No. 334, the black sheep of the block, the Fabers in 335 and the Canavans, a construction business dynasty, in 333, were ensconced in their comfortable homes on either side. The Penfields and Lucretia Jephson, the Davis baking powder heir, also were carrying on with their routines.

Artistic New Yorkers lived there too. Julia Marlowe, one of the great Shakespearean actresses of her day, owned River Mansion, on the corner of 106th Street. A more populist performer also lived on the row: Marion Davies, the former chorine, film star, and mistress of the publishing magnate William Randolph Hearst. Some years later, Duke Ellington bought two of the buildings, and Saul Bellow grieved for the death of his father and wrote fiction there.

As I tooled down these paths, researching who lived in each building, the Rubel heist story burst out as the biggest and juiciest tale, one whose chapters played out far beyond a small building in one neighborhood of one borough in one metropolis. A single gruesome incident in the Rubel saga took place on Riverside Drive, but the whole story was too irresistible to stop there. So I followed the thread, through the archives of federal courts and Alcatraz prison and newspapers, through the streets and along the shoreline of Brooklyn, through the written record of crimefighting in New York City. A great story of 1930s New York emerged, an era of snap-brimmed hats, high-waisted baggy trousers, and an underworld dominated by the Irish.

Some of the gangsters who took part in the Rubel job were longstanding waterfront toughs. In the years that followed, several participants were murdered or disappeared mysteriously. Others were sent to Alcatraz for a celebrated Albany kidnapping, the subject of William Kennedy’s novel Billy Phelan’s Greatest Game, an elegiac book set in underworld Albany, a city where the political machine was just another racket.

A few of the Rubel gang did go on trial, in a case that brought together figures who would become prominent New Yorkers. Future Mayor William O’Dwyer was the judge. Another future mayor, Vincent Impellitteri—“Impy,” irresistibly, to the tabloid headline writers—was a defense lawyer. Burton Turkus, who as a prosecutor dismantled Murder, Inc., the prototype of a mass-murdering criminal enterprise, also defended a member of the gang.

The heist was one of the most famous robberies of its time. The popular radio program “Gang Busters” devoted an episode to several of its protagonists. A film noir called Armored Car Robbery was based, extremely loosely, on the affair. The New York Times termed the robbery “a classic in modern criminal annals.” Publications ranging from Argosy, the pulp magazine, to the New Yorker chronicled the case. (The New Yorker article, in two parts, was co-written by Jack Alexander, who later joined the Saturday Evening Post and in 1941 wrote the first major article about Alcoholics Anonymous, a piece credited with launching a worldwide movement and turning the author into a hero to AA members.)

And yet the Rubel robbery soon fell into oblivion.

This book attempts to resurrect that story and others. It results from a fascination with what might be called the biography of structure, the notion that buildings have life stories drawn from the flesh-and-blood beings who pass through them. Bennie’s demise happened just twenty-seven years before I, newly born, came home from the hospital to a small two-bedroom apartment just around the corner from the room where the life had bled out of him. What’s twenty-seven years? It seems so little compared to the chasm between the 1930s and now, the early years of the new millennium. My arrival, like Bennie’s departure, was just another event in a dwelling on a block of the Upper West Side of Manhattan, but both are reminders that dwellings, like human beings, are vessels of memory. A succession of individuals flits through the rooms of buildings, playing out the dramas of existence: births and deaths, violent acts and domestic routines. The rooms remain, the walls stand, and the next wave of residents move in, unaware of their predecessors. The rhythm brings to mind the verse from Job 14:1–2 that is carved on the memorial to an “amiable child,” St. Clair Pollack, who died at age five in 1797, and sits just a mile away in Riverside Park: “Man that is born of woman / is of few days and full / of trouble. He cometh / like a flower and is / cut down; He fleeth also / as a shadow and / continueth not.” Here is a vivid example of the brevity of life compared to the longevity of buildings.

A strange paradox occurred to me. I had grown up around these buildings and walked by them so many times that they had become a routine part of my mental landscape. They were deeply familiar. Yet I knew nothing of the lives that were carried on within these walls. And some day one of those forgotten stories would be mine. Other people living in my home would wonder about the anonymous residents of generations past.

In 2000, I moved back into my childhood apartment around the corner from these wonderful memory banks of brick and stone. This time I was a husband and father of two sons of my own. Now the walls that contained my progress through childhood and adolescence would do the same for two other young men. Much had changed in my childhood home. The kind of renovation that was de rigueur for big Upper West Side rental buildings going co-op eliminated a long hallway once used for roller-skating. There were new built-in closets. The peeling paint blotches on the ceiling that formed animals when stared at were smoothed away. Old appliances—a black-and-white Zenith television set, the round-edged ice box, the crude pop-up toaster—were replaced with modern items. The red corduroy couch was gone.

The streetscape remained the same, especially the large apartment houses across the street visible through our row of windows, especially lovely after a snowfall, when white bands traced the lintels and pediments on the facade. So did the view west, where jagged ice chunks flow down the Hudson River in winter. The sound of shouts of children playing on the streets—mine when I was a child, now my own boys’—was also the same. The traffic of the West Side Highway still hummed in the dead of night. The New York Times still plopped on the doorstep early in the morning, only now I was on the paper’s payroll. I had weird flashbacks created specifically by the physical surroundings when I saw one of our little sons yell “Ow!” from a splinter bestowed by the same floorboards, or when I watched him jump up to reach the same light switch.

Being back in my old home ignited memories: coming home from school, opening the door, and seeing my mother’s graduate students in the living room, the result of Vietnam War protests shutting down Columbia University. Standing in the kitchen and hearing a string of firecrackers pop, which were really gunshots aimed at two police officers on Riverside Drive. Sitting on the edge of my mother’s bed, watching the Nixon-Humphrey returns in 1968.

Other memories lurked behind the facade of 334 Riverside Drive, namely Bennie the Bum’s mutilation. Now it was a quiet, familiar place to amble by with the dog or hurry past for Little League games in Riverside Park. For all those years, I was blithely unaware of the building’s dark history, or of the stories of its neighbors, those townhouses I came to call the Seven Beauties, and their many inhabitants. But years later, once the lights of the past slowly blinked to life behind the windows of those houses, this idea tugged at me: What do we really know about the physical surroundings of our daily life? What are the events that occur and then vanish as if they never happened? How do we confront the rather clobbering idea that moments of such significance in our daily lives, our very lives themselves, will evaporate into nothingness while the walls still stand?

In the ensuing chapters, I’ll be giving the forgotten inhabitants of the Seven Beauties their due as ensemble players in a twentieth-century New York City drama starring Bennie and company in the leading roles. Imagine the row of townhouses as a Grand Hotel, and this book a trip through the hallways with a peek into the lives of a large cast of hotel guests. Looked at another way, the story of the townhouses helps us understand just what is special about cities in general. The Grand Hotel guests may have known each other only slightly—or in most cases not at all—as they lived cheek by jowl, but their lives intersected in ways they may not even have realized. At the least they shared the same architectural landscape, the same urban geography. What is a city but a concentrated collection of individual stories?

The result of my research is a work that is one part true-crime drama, one part New York history, and one part insanely detailed walking tour of a single city block. It is also a story of New York in microcosm, from its rural origins as a Dutch settlement, through British takeover, division into estates and their breakups, land speculation, the building of neighborhoods, their flourishing and decline and eventual gentrification, and coagulation into the mix of poor, middle class, rich and capitalist and bohemian that makes the city so special today.


CHAPTER 1.
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The Planning, Stage 1: “Bags of Money”

PROHIBITION ARRIVED IN THE UNITED STATES on January 17, 1920, and with it came profound changes to American life. Women received the vote partly because of the alliance between suffragists and temperance advocates. Gangsterism ran rampant, and criminal syndicates of immense wealth and power arose to supply alcohol to the masses. A considerable amount of blood was spilled.

In this fertile ground for many Irish American gangsters, Bernard McMahon and John Manning, another key figure in the Rubel robbery, took part as bootleggers. “Many people of Irish descent saw the temperance movement and Prohibition as a direct assault on their very existence,” T. J. English wrote in Paddy Whacked: The Untold Story of the Irish American Gangster. The movement took aim at a central place in Irish life—the saloon, a communal gathering spot—and a common occupation among Irish immigrants, the liquor business. Defying Prohibition was a “cultural duty,” as English put it.

McMahon and Manning knew each other from earlier days on the docks along Manhattan’s West Side, where they served as strong-arm help for labor racketeers who controlled much of the business of loading and unloading ships. Central to the enterprise at the time was the International Longshoremen’s Association, a union where many gangsters cut their teeth. The Port of New York was an economic powerhouse. Thousands of ships passed through each year, and by the eve of World War II, the port handled about a third of the cargo coming and going into the United States, at a value of some $15 billion.

The ban on drink eventually proved decidedly unpopular, and repeal came in the form of the Twenty-first Amendment, ratified fully on December 5, 1933. Thus came the demise of the mob’s cash cow, and the end of a good living for men like McMahon and his friend Manning. They had to seek income elsewhere, like so many of their breed. A new racket had to be found. Some chose kidnapping or bank robbery. Some took up numbers-running or hijacking. Others went back to the docks to grab a piece of the illegal cash pie there, such as loan sharking, gambling, and violence designed to keep longshoremen in line. Our West Side duo’s search for income led them to Brooklyn on a summer day in 1934.

Manning, twenty-seven, was slender, which naturally led to his acquiring the nickname “Fats.” With blond hair and horn-rimmed glasses, he had the innocent, soft-spoken manner of a seminarian.

During Prohibition, Manning had transported illegal booze and handled payments, but his arrest record was pure, and so were his ambitions: to retire quietly to a farm upstate and raise cattle, a bucolic vision inspired perhaps by his upbringing in a village in Ireland. Or maybe, like so many poor, city-bound people, he simply yearned for a little calm in the countryside. In any case, his fate turned out to be something quite different.

Manning’s friend boasted a flashier criminal pedigree. Bennie the Bum McMahon, a proud graduate of the Elmira Reformatory, a penal institution in upstate New York, sported slicked-back hair, intense eyes, and arrests for disorderly conduct, receiving stolen goods, and burglary. His mouth turned down into a sneer from pursed lips, his eyes were placed a little too close together, and his ears stuck out. He had the look of a schoolyard bully. He was also an alumnus of the mob run by “Legs” Diamond, one of the most flamboyant and famous gangsters of the Roaring Twenties. (McMahon’s association with Diamond was before Diamond made it big, before his violent death in an Albany rooming house in 1931, and before the Roaring Twenties became the Mundane Thirties for Bennie the Bum.)

In his youth, McMahon was a rumrunner too, smuggling liquor into speakeasies during Prohibition. McMahon had had one of his brushes with the law eleven years before the Rubel case when federal Prohibition agents, disguised as butchers, visited John’s Restaurant at 553 West 36th Street in Hell’s Kitchen, the spawning place for Irish thugs on Manhattan’s West Side, and arrested him and the proprietor, John Felske. Why was McMahon at the restaurant? What was he arrested for? What was his connection to Felske? Details in news reports are scant. But we do know that at the time McMahon lived at 885 Columbus Avenue near 104th Street—four long blocks east of Riverside Drive—and now the site of the Frederick Douglass Houses. By the time planning for the Rubel heist began, McMahon had turned to hijacking and earned his sobriquet of “Bum” thanks to minor jobs like what might be called the Great Pill Heist.

On January 6, 1933, McMahon and a partner, Frank Mosconi, hijacked a truckload of aspirin on Hudson Street in lower Manhattan. They grabbed the driver, Herman Heim, and stashed him on the roof of a Hell’s Kitchen tenement. Both McMahon and Mosconi were arrested. Such was “Legs’s” fame that, even in small police blotter items such as the one relating this case, McMahon was described as the last of the Diamond gang. In any event, the charge didn’t stick. The truck driver said he could not identify McMahon as the man who robbed him, and the case was dropped.

On that summer day the next year in Brooklyn, as McMahon and Manning strolled around Coney Island investigating the possibility of robbing a bath house, they were stopped by a more promising sight: an armored car belonging to United States Trucking, parked in front of a Brooklyn Trust Company branch on West 12th Street near Surf Avenue. The pair watched as guards carted out canvas bags stuffed with money and loaded them into the vehicle.

The sight of those bags was like the smell of a roast to a hungry dog, and so the pair changed plans. Why not rob the bank, they thought. They began going out to Coney Island every day to scout out the branch and plan escape routes. Manning went inside to talk to a bank official, ostensibly about opening an account.

A bank being a more ambitious target than a bathhouse, the pair decided to recruit reinforcements. Manning tapped John “Archie” Stewart, an acquaintance from the West Side docks. Stewart, thirty-four, was a well-dressed ex-convict with a long record dating back to a burglary conviction at age fifteen and one for armed robbery at eighteen, for which he was sentenced to seven and a half to fourteen years in prison. When he wasn’t behind bars, Stewart was a jack-of-all-crimes. He ran speakeasies and crap games and kept book. He was a gambler, a beer runner, and a bootlegger. For several years he carried a gun while transporting the take from floating crap games on the West Side. Like several of his fellow Rubel gang members, he served briefly in the Navy at the end of World War I. He bragged about knowing the gangster Owney Madden and mob boss Lucky Luciano.

As it turned out, the choice of Stewart would not be a wise one for the gang.

Although the bank was the original target, the trio soon decided to focus on the United States Trucking vehicle. A getaway could go awry on the crowded streets around Surf Avenue; if a bystander should be accidentally killed, the robbers would risk the death penalty.

The company’s large green trucks—seventy-five of them, with windows over an inch thick—were a familiar sight in the metropolitan area. On any given day, armored cars carried a total of $19 million through the streets of New York. Guards, many of them former military men, were required to be crack shots. In that spirit, United States Trucking boasted its own rifle range, and regular practice and recertifications were required. The age limit for guards was thirty, thus excluding paunchy retired police officers.

The guards were not told their routes until the morning they were scheduled to set out, and they often rotated through different crews. They were assigned out of US Trucking’s headquarters at 44 Beaver Street, now offices of the city’s Department of Transportation. The trucks themselves were state of the art. They were fitted with portholes to fire out of and slides that could be pulled down as far as the gun barrel to prevent outsiders from pushing a gun through the opening. A brake in the storage area cut off the ignition if a bandit should make his way into the driver’s compartment; an additional porthole allowed guards in the back of the truck to shoot any hijacker who got into the front. In the end, the technical specifications sounded much more effective than they were.

As the planned heist grew more ambitious and complicated, so did the workforce. Stewart brought in an old partner in crime, Stewart Wallace, a fifty-one-year-old Sing Sing alum with convictions for forgery and grand larceny who had lost a hand in a car accident, earning him the nickname One Arm. The two men met on West 50th Street in Manhattan, just off Broadway. “I asked Wallace whether he’d be interested in a job of taking over the armored car,” Stewart said later. “Wallace said he would be, but that he’d like to look over the armored truck himself.”

The next day, Stewart brought Wallace, McMahon, and Manning together at Coney Island. “We waited around for a while and then went to Surf Avenue and saw the car outside the bank. We saw two men get out of the car and go into the bank with bags of money. We followed the car for several stops.”

Back in Manhattan that evening, the four men gathered at 79th Street and Riverside Drive, just opposite Riverside Park. All felt that the cash looked ready for the plucking. “Manning said, ‘This looks like money from home,’ and the rest of us agreed with him,” Stewart later said. But Manning thought they would need more help and suggested inviting others into the gang. “I said I knew Percy Geary and John Oley, that they were broke, and that I knew they’d like to go along on the job,” Stewart said. Manning hesitated. He knew a little something about Geary and Oley. They were two of the most wanted men in the country.

As the stonemasons were finishing up work on our Beaux-Arts townhouses along Riverside Drive, and as the first owners were preparing to move in, John Joseph Oley was born on January 7, 1901, the son of Irish immigrants who lived on Orange Street in Albany. His father was a machinist for the railroad, which would later employ several of his brothers. At sixteen, after two years in high school, Oley enlisted in the Navy. The date was July 17, 1917, just three months after the United States entered World War I. He served a year and ten days, the last seven months aboard the USS South Carolina, a battleship that spent most of the war cruising up and down the Atlantic seaboard. He was discharged a seaman 2nd class.

There is some evidence that even before turning twenty-one, Oley had sway in the commingled Albany underworld of lowlifes and politicians. Orange Street, where he grew up, was just a block from Sheridan Avenue, home of the Sheridan Avenue Gang, which William Kennedy, in his book O Albany! Improbable City of Political Wizards, Fearless Ethnics, Spectacular Aristocrats, Splendid Nobodies, and Underrated Scoundrels, described as the redoubt of a “band of Irish toughs who, by legend, guarded their turf rigorously and let no strangers pass through.” Accounts in the Knickerbocker Press describe a head-banging brawl on February 18, 1921, outside a dance at the Union Hall. The affair was billed as a benefit for striking streetcar workers. The roughhousing began inside with the assault on a police officer named Stephen Donnelley. A group of young men forced Donnelley into a coatroom and beat him with brass knuckles. Police officers arrived and cleared out the hall, but soon the brawlers turned on the cops. Four young men were arrested and at their arraignment the next day, “politicians, little and big” showed up in court to support them, the Knickerbocker Press reported. One of the young men was named John Oley.

It’s unclear if this was the same Oley who surfaced in Brooklyn more than a decade later. In the newspaper account, Oley is described as eighteen—he would actually have been twenty—and from Sheridan Avenue, not Orange Street. It’s entirely possible that the Press got both Oley’s age and his address wrong.

In any event, court records show that before his twenty-first birthday, our John Oley had served six months in the Albany County Penitentiary for burglary. Four months later, he was sent down to the federal penitentiary in Atlanta and served four years for larceny. On April 4, 1928, he was arrested for first-degree assault with intent to kill, but was acquitted at trial. The victim was one Joey Green, a small-time racketeer who survived a barrage of gunshots.

By the time of the Rubel job, Oley was a blustering tough guy with a wide chin and thick hair parted in the middle. His face hung down low, and something about it seemed out of proportion, as if the distance from his eyes to the tip of his nose was too short compared to the height of his forehead and the length of his jaw. Officially, he was an independent trucker.

In Albany, Oley lived with his wife, Agnes, a nurse; his brother William; and his father. Francis, another brother, lived on the same block. Francis was younger and appeared to be the straighter arrow. He played basketball at Albany High School and by all accounts was a popular guy there. Nevertheless, according to Kennedy, John and Francis “grew up to become the city’s best-known homegrown criminals.”

Oley, with an associate named Manny Strewl, headed an Albany crew that hijacked trucks, sold bootleg liquor, and robbed banks. Liquor flowed from Canada to New York City, making Albany a key point along the route and a place to reap big profits. Indeed, Oley provided well for his family. According to an FBI report dated August 24, 1937, “He has a very limited education but has given his parents and brothers a large amount of property and money, proceeds obtained through bootlegging.” Despite only a year of high school, Oley was not dumb: he had an IQ of 108.

Oley and Strewl pulled various capers. On an October day in 1928, they impersonated Prohibition agents and tried to shake down a Hoosick Falls hotel owner named Elizabeth Grabowski, threatening to arrest her for serving alcohol unless she came up with $300. Given the number of law enforcement officials corrupted by the mob during Prohibition, it wasn’t an outlandish request. Mrs. Grabowski stayed cool, snuck out of the house, and called the police. Oley and Strewl spent a year in the penitentiary.

Oley’s gangster associates in Albany included Percy Geary, nicknamed Angel Face. Geary was skinny, a pencil-necked beanstalk of a man with a narrow face, reddish hair, crossed eyes, and supercilious smile. He had the ability to show a congenial side, but had little education and never held a legitimate job for long. He was born the same year as Oley, 1901, and lived a mile away on Irving Street. Geary was the fifth of eleven children, four of whom had died at young ages. His father, William, had an eighth-grade education and worked as a bricklayer. Geary’s surviving siblings had stable adult lives. The men in the family worked as a contractor, fireman, bricklayer, truck driver, and railroad brakeman. Geary lived in the family home until he was thirty-one, when he married his wife, Josephine.
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