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To Jane Guarascio Semple, the joy of my life, and to Devin and Warren Murphy without whom this book would never have been written. And to the Society of Jesus and the United States Marine Corps. One formed the boy, the other made the man.








The All Highest


The “All Highest,” Kaiser Wilhelm II, the German Emperor, King of Prussia and Supreme Warlord, was inspecting himself in a full length mirror. He liked what he saw. From his brilliantly polished cavalry boots, to his gilded sword, to the blaze of decorations on his chest, to the top of his spiked helmet, he looked the epitome of a Prussian warrior.


He particularly liked the bayonet tips of his upturned martial moustache, kept perfect by the daily visits of a highly skilled barber.


His eyes lingered on his crooked and withered left arm, mangled at birth, the hand resting atop a dagger. The foreshortened sleeve was perfected tailored.


No one will notice, thought the Kaiser. He was wrong. Everyone noticed, no one looked.


The All Highest was in a particularly good mood. The old man, Otto Von Bismarck, was gone and he, the All Highest ordained by God to lead Germany to greatness, was free to do just that. The first piece of complicated nonsense negotiated by the so-called Iron Chancellor to go was that ridiculous secret treaty with Russia. The Kaiser let it lapse.


Let Cousin Nicky take care of himself, the Kaiser thought at the time. The Czar did. His government negotiated a mutual aid treaty with France, something Bismarck had considered imperative to prevent. From such small things, catastrophes can spring.


The Kaiser turned and looked in the mirror again. There was a bare spot on his chest that could use a decoration. Maybe his grandmother, Queen Victoria, would give him one.


His mother, Victoria’s daughter, was so English that when she died she was buried wrapped only in a Union Jack. Her son considered Great Britain his potential enemy.


Unlike his late, courageous yet peace loving father, none of Wilhelm II’s medals were for combat.


While the Kaiser was admiring himself, a book that would influence the fate of nations in two World Wars was being published in America in 1890. It was “The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, 1660-1783” written by Captain Alfred Thayer Mahan. Stripped down to its essentials, Mahan argued that whichever naval power that controlled the sea lanes would dominate the world. He, in essence, urged the United States to revive its Manifest Destiny by expanding overseas. That meant American defensive bases and coaling stations in the Caribbean and the Pacific as well as the acquisition of Hawaii. In a decade, this would be so.


When Mahan was head of the Naval War College, he struck up a friendship with the assistant secretary of the navy, Theodore Roosevelt, who later, as president, would implement many of Mahan’s ideas.


American industry and agriculture were already the most productive in the world. Exports, which would benefit from Mahon’s brand of protection, included one-fourth of its crops and half of the petroleum America produced.


Mahan’s influence on foreign navies was extreme. The Kaiser ordered that copies of his book be placed in the ward rooms of all of his ships. The Japanese studied Mahan assiduously and ultimately were defeated by an equally informed but more powerful Navy—ours. Even the British admired Mahan probably because they had perfected the naval practices his doctrines were based on.


Captain Mahan, unquestionably the most prominent naval strategist of his time, was not much of a seaman. Ships under his command often seemed to run into things they should have avoided. The Navy prudently kept him ashore during most of his career.


His book set the stage of America’s emergence as a world leader and ultimately a superpower which frequently has had the unwelcome role of policing the world thrust upon her.


Mahan’s theories would have a direct effect on a knob-shaped protrusion on the Jersey City waterfront called Black Tom.


Millions of immigrants arrived at the Port of New York before and after the Statue of Liberty was opened in 1886 to greet them. Many of them—Irish, German, Italian, Jewish, Russians, Slavs and others—never moved inland more than a few miles away, if that, from her golden lamp. There they lived, worked and died in the shadow of her promise. Some forswore the old country, others did not.


Such was Jersey City, an improbable place for this improbable story. It is a story that intertwines the daily lives of the ordinary and extraordinary people of this otherwise forgettable place with war, militarism, America’s rise to power, sabotage, railroads, greed, politics, profits, nationalism, intrigue, assimilation and a search for really good tomato sauce.


Black Tom was to be part of a worldwide cataclysm that would kill millions and would affect all of us to this very day more than a century later. Yet the few who knew or suspected what actually happened at Black Tom said nothing at the time.


Why?





Do You Renounce Satan?


Amelia McGurk shouldn’t have been in church. It wasn’t done. Not here in Jersey City. The mother should be at home getting ready for the party with her husband while the godparents took the baby to be baptized.


But Amelia couldn’t resist. She slipped into the back of St. Michael’s and watched as the monsignor went through the ancient ritual of cleansing her baby of original sin. Not that she understood a word of the Latin that echoed through the church, empty save for a few pews up front crowded with family and friends. Amelia was in the back with the handful of ubiquitous old biddies.


All she knew was that her baby, her Michael—named for her brother as well as the archangel—was now safe from the grasp of the devil. Of course, Amelia’s friends would have argued that it would have been Satan who would have been in jeopardy had he made his presence known. Amelia was celebrated for her quick temper in a neighborhood where common brawling was unremarkable.


Baby Michael howled when the monsignor poured cold water over his head and baptized him: “In nomine Patris, et Filii et Spiritus Sancti.”


Amelia all but grabbed the infant from his godmother’s arms at the front door of the church.


The monsignor couldn’t help but see her. He ignored the breach of local protocol.


“That’s a fine boy you have there, Amelia, God love him,” he said.


“Thank you, Monsignor,” answered Amelia. “He’s a gift from God that’s going straight back to him. Michael will be a priest just like you, Monsignor. Mark my words.”


“Now, Amelia,” said the monsignor with more patience than he felt, “the priesthood is a vocation. Either God calls you to it or he doesn’t.”


“Don’t worry, Monsignor. Michael will be called. I’ll see to that.”


Michael, infant and boy, lived on Cork Row in the Horseshoe, the 2nd Ward at turn of the 20th century Jersey City. He was surrounded by his own kind: Irish Catholics.


The Republican legislature of New Jersey created the Horseshoe in an attempt to cram all the Democrats possible into one legislative assembly district and thus limit their political influence. On a map it looked like an upside down U—a horseshoe. It looped around the vast property of the railroads which dominated the Jersey City waterfront.


The limitless flow of immigrants, Germans and Irish first and then Italians, Slavs and others, would not cease until the newcomers overwhelmed those who came before until Republicans—except in presidential years—would be hard to find in Jersey City. The Horseshoe became and remained the heart of the Democratic Party.


The Horseshoe was a place of railroad tracks and trestles, docks, piers, cobblestone streets, gas lights, horses, wagons, dirt, noise, streetcars, trucks, motor cars, Catholic churches and forty saloons.


It was a place of poverty and privation. But it was home to thousands of Irish immigrants and their children who crowded into its wooden and brick tenements and its shanties. Kneaded by their brogues, that name “The Horseshoe” was slurred to “The ‘Show.” Elsewhere in Jersey City it was still called The Horseshoe.


The men worked for the railroads, on the river, on the waterfront or in any factory where there was not a sign that read, “Catholics Need Not Apply.” Their women grew old much too swiftly caring for their large families in conditions that would make a serf weep.


It was squalid and disease was a constant. Especially feared was tuberculosis. Sure it would kill you in the end but the real threat was that the health authorities would come and ship you off to a sanitarium. Take you from all you knew and loved.


Children grew up on the streets in the ‘Show. Their flats were too dark and dreary. The streets were exciting and inviting. Mickey was a happy child and a tough one.


You learned to fight in the ‘Show immediately after you learned to walk. It was either fight or flight and small children can’t run very fast. It was better to stand and fight. With luck, an adult—almost always a woman—would intervene if you were taking too much of a beating.


If the streets were dangerous, it was more because of the traffic and the railroad tracks spearing through the place rather than boys dukeing it out.


If your family lived in a cold-water flat, you had to heat it yourself. If you were lucky, you heated with coal. Coal was free, at least to most people in the ‘Show. That’s not the way the coal owners in Pennsylvania planned it, but that is the way it worked.


Coal bound for the great city of New York entered Jersey City from the west—“back of the hill.” From that moment until the coal cars entered the safety of the yards on the waterfront, boys of all ages and sizes swarmed all over them with burlap sacks pilfering coal.


All of them promised their mothers never to jump on a moving coal car. They were only to pick up coal which had fallen onto the rail bed. None of them kept that promise. More than a few of them ended up crippled or dead under the wheels of a coal car.


The railroad police worked hard to keep the thievery down. But if they caught you, all you got was a nightstick across the back of your legs. All you had to do to escape more punishment was to run away. No railroad dick was going to jump off and chase you down the street. Not in Jersey City. Certainly not in the ‘Show. The railroad bulls weren’t suicidal.


No one had ever heard a sermon that held it was a sin to steal coal from a Pennsylvania robber baron. The souls of the “Molly McGuires,” long since hanged in the coal fields, could be heard chortling in the laughter of the kids mocking the railroad police.


Thus it was that the baby Michael became the boy Mickey on Cork Row in the Horseshoe. Mickey’s father was dead—crushed between two boxcars. The Erie railroad gave Amelia McGurk $200 to compensate her for her loss.


Most of the kids in Mickey McGurk’s neighborhood spent more time than they wanted to in church. Mickey didn’t feel that way. He assumed he was to be a priest. Everyone assumed that. Amelia McGurk, mother of five, made sure that they knew that her youngest was destined for the cloth.


In time, Mickey became an altar boy at Saint Michael’s which wasn’t as easy as it sounds. You had to memorize all the Latin responses to the priest’s prayers during the Mass. You had to learn the choreography of the Mass. When did you take the missal from the epistle to the gospel side of the altar, when did you ring the bells? You had to ferret out all the little idiosyncrasies of the pastor and his three curates. Which one wanted a drop of wine, which one a chalice full.


The priests were not patient with stumbling altar boys.


“Don’t you know what an honor it is to be an acolyte? It is a minor order. It leads directly to the sub-deaconate, the deaconate and then the priesthood. Do it right, you numbskull.”


Mickey rarely had to be told twice. He was an acolyte. He was on his way to the priesthood.


He even took a swig of the sacramental wine with the other boys when the priest was not in the sacristy. Just to see how it tasted, mind you. It was awful. Cloyingly sweet. Sickeningly sweet.


But Mickey thought that was just another sacrifice priests must make for the privilege of turning ordinary bread and wine into the body and blood of the Savior.


He was an altar boy when his neighbor, Frank Hague, married Jennie Warner. Frank was a well-respected man on 9th Street. He was the Democratic precinct leader and he had a great job as a deputy sheriff for the county. Frank gave each altar boy a silver dollar before the ceremony. Never was there a more pious recitation of the Latin responses at a nuptial Mass.


Mickey was an altar boy when his older brother married the girl next door, Frank Hague’s younger sister. Frank Hague was the fourth of the eight children his mother, Margaret, delivered on the kitchen table of her tenement flat.


It was Frank who gave him another silver dollar, this time after the ceremony and said to him, “I guess this makes me your Uncle Frank.”


“You bet it does, Uncle Frank,” answered Mickey McGurk who was considered one of the brightest lads in the parish.


Mickey was still an altar boy when his insistent mother managed to get him into St. Peter’s College High School on a full scholarship which the Jesuits offered since they reckoned the family was penniless anyway. The Jesuits, impressed with his intelligence, thought of him as a possible candidate for their own ranks. The thought of Mickey as a Jesuit brought his mother close to swooning.


Mickey could see both Ellis Island and Bedloe Island from his 2nd floor classroom window. Miss Liberty, as would be noted by many during the coming decades, had her back turned to Jersey City. A nearby third island, Black Tom, connected to Jersey City by a causeway, now had a long wharf, piers and warehouses serviced by many railroad tracks. It looks nothing like the uninhabited island it once was.


It is Black Tom that will have the most effect on Mickey—and so many more—in the not too distant future.


Mickey was still an altar boy and a third year student at St. Peter’s that summer night in Van Vorst Park on Jersey Avenue when his best friend, Jimmie Cribbins, introduced him to Marge the Barge.


Mickey, who had four sisters and lived in a crowded flat, needed no anatomy lessons. But he had no idea just how soft and warm female flesh could be even when it came in a package that outweighed you by ten or twenty pounds.


Still less could Mickey imagine exactly how it would feel when the generous Marge let him go all the way like the small squad of neighborhood boys that preceded him.


Jimmy spent the rest of the long evening trying to persuade Mickey that he was not desperately in love and that he didn’t have to marry Marge.


The priesthood was another matter.


The confrontation came during his retreat at Manressa House on Staten Island. It took two ferryboat voyages to get there since they were still digging the Tubes, a subway tunnel that would link Jersey City to Manhattan.


Most of his classmates had finished their retreat and were going home in the morning after a week of total silence, sermons and meditation. Several were asked to stay for another week. Mickey realized that all who were to remain were probably seminary bound. He panicked and asked to see the priest from St. Peter’s who had accompanied them to Manressa.


“What’s this all about, Mickey?”


“I can’t stay for the second week, Father. I’ve got that job delivering groceries after school. I give the money to my Mother. We need the money, you know.”


The Jesuit stared at Mickey for a second and then said softly, “Mickey. Do I look like an idiot? Stop tap dancing. What is this all about?”


The boy almost cried. He took a deep breath and blurted it out. “I can’t be a priest, Father. I just can’t.”


“Why not?”


“I just can’t. That’s all.”


“That’s most certainly not all,” said the Jesuit. “What’s her name?”


Mickey was stunned. “What do you mean?”


“You know what I mean. What’s her name?”


“I can’t tell you that, Father.”


“You can and will. What… is… her… name?”


Tears flowed now but Mickey was not sobbing. “Marge O’Brian,” he whispered.


“Ah, yes,” said the Jesuit, “Marge the Barge. Well, at least you can’t be accused of corrupting an innocent.”


The tears stopped.


Marge the Barge? How in hell does he know that? He doesn’t even live in the neighborhood.


A concise summation of the life of St. Augustine followed but Mickey who had inherited no small part of his mother’s stubbornness soon ended it.


“It’s no use, Father. I’ll try to control myself. I know it’s a sin. But I’m not taking any vow of chastity. Not now. Not never.”


“Not ever,” corrected the Jesuit educator. “Avoid double negatives. All right, Michael. That’s enough talk for now; you can go home tomorrow with the rest of your class.


“How old are you, son?” asked the priest.


“Seventeen, Father.”


The priest took a good look at the boy. Tall for a Jersey City kid, maybe five feet nine inches. Make it five foot ten in his shoes. Around 145-150 pounds. Solid. Good carriage. Good looking enough. Blue eyes, light brown hair.


“Good. You’ll be doing mostly college work in a couple of months. How does that strike you?”


Mickey didn’t have any idea. He had thought he was going to the seminary. But now that was out.


“I don’t know, Father.”


“Do you want to go on to graduate?” The course at St. Peter’s was six years. You started with high school subjects and rapidly proceeded to college work and ended up with a bachelor’s degree. The idea was to provide leadership for the Catholic working class.


“No,” he said quickly. He already had more education than anyone he knew except for the priests. He didn’t know what he wanted but college was not it.


The priest looked thoughtful. “You know, Ignatius was a soldier before he realized that God was calling him to greater things,” said the Jesuit. “Maybe that’s what you need. We Jesuits have friends, you know. It could be arranged. You’re big enough, you’re strong enough and God knows you are smart enough. How’d you like to see something of the world? Serve your country. Learn that there is more to life than the transitory delights of the flesh. How’d you like to be a Marine? A United States Marine. I know the recruiter in Manhattan.”


Mickey startled himself when he didn’t hesitate. “I think I’d like that just fine, Father.”


“Good. I’ll talk to your mother.”


Thank God, thought Mickey McGurk who would much rather face his country’s enemies than his mother.





The White Man’s Burden


“You may fire when you are ready, Gridley.”


With those words, Commodore George Dewey doomed both the Spanish fleet off Corregidor and its colonial rule in the Philippines and propelled America into an unfamiliar role as an imperial power.


When the smoke cleared on the morning of May 1, 1898, the Spanish fleet had been destroyed and Manila had surrendered to the Americans.


Dewey had been at Hong Kong when the USS Maine blew up in Havana harbor in February, killing two hundred and sixty sailors and Marines, and the American press began to beat the drums of war. America’s sympathy had been with the Cuban rebels and now, by jingo, she was going to do something about it.


While Dewey was defeating the Spanish in the far off Philippines, America was readying an invasion of Cuba which lay just ninety miles off Key West, FL.


The first landing was made on June 6 by Marines at Guantanamo Bay and was unopposed. The Navy was busying itself cutting telegraph cables and shooing off puny Spanish gun boats. The Marines moved inland drawing fire and casualties. The Leathernecks proved apt pupils for their Cuban allies who gave them instant lessons in how to fight the guerillas who were loyal to the crown.


The prize the Marines sought was the Cuzco Wells, the only source of fresh water in the area and the site of the Spanish headquarters. The Marines requested supporting fire from the USS Dolphin but the gunboat’s shells dropped in the direct path of fifty Marines trying to flank the Spanish position. Up jumped Sergeant John Quick with his back to heavy enemy fire. He used a large handkerchief on a crooked stick to signal the Dolphin and have its fire shifted. For this, Sergeant Quick received the Medal of Honor.


Wrote a correspondent who witnessed his bravery under intense fire, “I saw Quick betray only one sign of emotion. As he swung his clumsy flag to and fro, an end of it once caught on a cactus pillar, and he looked sharply over his shoulder to see what had it. He gave the flag an impatient jerk. He looked annoyed.”


The United States leased forty-five square miles at Guantanamo Bay as a coaling and naval station in 1903. A century later it contained a notorious military prison holding terrorists from around the world.


Meanwhile in 1898, Lieutenant Colonel Theodore Roosevelt, on horseback, led his Rough Riders and other units to victory on the San Juan Heights. He had resigned as assistant secretary of the navy to fight first hand. His courage, charisma and vision led to the governorship of New York, the vice presidency and, after an assassination, to the presidency of the United States itself.


Another unexpected result of the outbreak of war was the dash of the USS Oregon from San Francisco around the tip of South America to Florida to join the fleet in time for the Battle of Santiago.


It took sixty-six days and virtually ended the debate on whether to take over and continue the work of digging the Panama Canal. That now was considered a strategic necessity for a potential world power such as the United States which now possessed the Philippines, Guam, Puerto Rico, Midway, Hawaii and, of course, Alaska.


But the lot of an imperial power is not always an easy one. Now we were responsible for “our little brown brothers” in the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and Guam. Some of said little brown brothers were less than grateful and we found ourselves mired in a nasty insurrection in the Philippines, an unpleasant occupation of Cuba, troubles in the Caribbean and instability in those parts of Mexico we hadn’t bothered to steal a half century earlier.


We had taken up, in the words of Rudyard Kipling, the poet laureate of imperialism, “the white man’s burden.” We didn’t like it much, but there it was.


The Philippine Insurrection was supposedly over in 1902 but for almost ten years after that soldiers and Marines tangled with “Irreconcilables” and Moros swapping gunfire and atrocities.


The hostilities gave rise to a strong anti-war and anti-interventionist movement which has continued to exist in one form or another to the present day. The isolationists would protest but, in the end, lose even when they were right.


One of the arguments for continuing to occupy the Philippines was that if we didn’t, some other imperial nation would. One such was Germany which had strings of islands nearby which contributed little to the Fatherland other than the occasional coconut and a place to stockpile coal.


But with warfare petering out, Kurt Jahnke, an agent of Section IIIb of the German General Staff, had been ordered to leave the Philippines and get to Panama to report on how progress on that canal was going.


Marine Private Jahnke was standing before his first sergeant.


“So do you think you can get me a transfer to Panama, First Sergeant?”


The first sergeant’s answer was immediate. “Of course I can get you a transfer. I could probably have you taken out and shot if I felt like it. I’m a first sergeant.


“But I think you’re making a mistake, Yankee. I think the old man is going to make you a corporal. You go to Panama and you are going to have to start all over again. Why the hell do you want to go to that pesthole anyway? Aren’t the Philippines miserable enough for you?”


Jahnke laughed. “I joined the Corps to see the world, First Sergeant.”


“Yeah, and I joined the Corps to forget what’s her name. Well, if you want to be a thickheaded kraut, I’ll not interfere. I’ll get the paperwork going.”


“Thank you, First Sergeant,” said Jahnke as he turned to leave.


“Yankee. You’ve been a good Marine. You even speak good English which is more than I can say for some of the fucking foreigners in this company. I’ll write up a little note you can give to your new first sergeant when you get to Panama. It’ll help. We all know each other.”





Marge the Barge, a Tragedy in One Act


The night was hot. Stifling.


Young Marge, her plump body clad only in a thin nightgown, had gone to sleep covered with a sheet. That had been thrown off as she drifted into sleep.


She was having a recurring dream. A wonderful dream.


Marge could see herself and her dream-husband as clearly as if she was floating over her bed looking down.


Of course, her dream-husband’s face was fuzzy. She couldn’t quite make out his features but she knew he was handsome, he was very tall, very strong and, without doubt, he loved Marge beyond all calculation.


They were going to make love. Marge was always thrilled when that happened.


She could feel him caressing her breasts under her nightgown. She felt the nightgown being lifted up.


Marge held her breath. She felt him penetrate her and heard his sigh. Marge felt his weight upon her and was content. She wrapped her arms around him.


She smelled the whiskey on his breath.


In between sleep and awakening, Marge thought, Something’s wrong. My love doesn’t drink whiskey. He doesn’t drink.


Marge opened her eyes. It wasn’t her dream-husband thrusting inside her.


Oh, my God!


It was her father.


Marge pulled her arms back.


“Dad. Da…”


“Shush. Shush, sweetheart. It’ll all be over in a minute. Just a minute…”


He kept thrusting. Marge wanted to shove him off her but she didn’t.


Dear God! It feels good. Better than any boy. She met his thrust, her hands on his shoulders.


“Oh, there’s a good girl. Help your father. It’ll all be over in a minute. Soon. Ah! Ah! Oh! There, there. That’s a good girl. Good girl.”


Her father collapsed on top of her. Muttering.


Marge lay still. She said nothing. He was still inside her.


Her father rolled off her. Marge saw him stand, pull up his underpants, put on his trousers which were hanging from the doorknob and stumble into his slippers.


When he was at her door, he looked back. Marge didn’t look at him, she squeezed her eyes shut.


“Go to sleep, Marge. Forget what happened. It was just a bad dream. We won’t tell your mother about this.”


Marge heard him shuffle down the hall, open the front door and then climb the iron rung ladder to the roof. He hadn’t closed the door.


She got out of bed and padded barefoot down the hall to her parents’ bedroom, the front of her nightgown stained.


She had no idea what she was doing.


Her mother was lying there snoring. Passed out. Dead drunk. As usual.


This was the first time but not the last. He’ll be at me every night. That can’t be. It’s wrong. Oh, God, what’s the matter with me? I enjoyed it. God help me! Please.


Marge headed back down the hallway and up the ladder.


She had to talk to him. Tell him it was wrong. Tell him to stop.


Marge felt the soft black tar under her bare feet.


Her father was at the edge of the roof, smoking a cigar. She could smell the smoke.


He didn’t hear her approach.


At the same time she pushed the small of his back—hard—she said, “You bastard.”


Her father waved his arms trying to regain his balance. The cigar flew out of his hand.


He failed. Without a word, without a sound, he went over the edge still waving his arms.


A second later she heard him hit. Marge looked over the edge, her hand over her mouth.


Her father was lying inches from the curb, his head at an odd angle, an arm under him.


The street was very still. Not a light went on. No one was about. It was long after the saloons closed.


Is he dead? He looks dead. Suppose he’s not dead. Should I help him? Call for help? What should I do?


Marge looked over the edge again, careful to keep her balance.


Her father had not moved.


He’s dead. Dear God, I’ve killed my father. I murdered him. What will happen to me? What will they do to me? They’ll hang me, that’s what. No, I’ll get the electric chair. They’ll run a million volts of electricity through me and fry me like a sausage.


The street remained silent.


Then Marge remembered what her father had said. Go to bed. Forget about it. It was just a bad dream.


She did and fell asleep at once, her thumb in her mouth.


The milkman found the body, ran to the corner and saw a policeman two blocks away. He yelled and jumped up and down waving his arms. The cop came running.


The two of them stood by the body. The cop made the Sign of the Cross and said, “Jesus, Mary and Joseph.”


He turned to the milkman and said, “Be a good fellow and stay here while I go to the call box on the corner. I got to get some help here.”


The milkman had no intention of leaving until he was chased away. This was the most interesting thing that had ever happened on his route.


“I will,” he said, “Do you think he jumped?”


The cop who normally wouldn’t speak to a civilian—except to say “Get the hell out of here”—needed the milkman so he answered.


“I don’t know,” he said, “we’ll let the detectives figure that out.”


It didn’t take the detectives long.


“Do you think he jumped?” asked one.


“Nah,” answered his partner. “You see that big cigar butt there? A guy doesn’t smoke a cigar while he’s committing suicide. Nope. He lost his balance and fell. He had a snoot full, too. You can still smell it on him.”


“That makes sense,” said his partner.


The lead detective stood up and looked across the street to where the beat cop was controlling a small crowd of neighbors and passersby.


“Cover him,” he said.


He walked over, pointed back and asked, “Does anybody know who that fellow is?”


“I do. That’s Bob O’Brian. He lives up there on the third floor.”


“Thanks.”


Marge heard the knocking on the door, knew who it was, and knew that her mother wouldn’t—couldn’t—answer it.


She put on a bathrobe and slippers, feeling the tar stick to the heel of her right slipper.


She opened the door part way.


“Yes?”


She could see the detectives’ badges pinned to their civilian jackets.


“I’m Detective Scanlon and this is Detective Scully. Can we come in, Miss?”


“I guess so.”


Marge tried to look puzzled which wasn’t hard since no adult had ever addressed her as “Miss” before.


Scanlon spoke.


“And you’d be?”


“Margaret O’Brian.”


“Can I call you Margie?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Now Margie, do you know where your father is?”


Marge looked towards her parents’ bedroom. “Sure. In bed with my mother.”


“Would you go get him, please? Your mother too.”


“Okay.”


Marge went into her parents’ bedroom closing the door behind her.


She tried to rouse her mother who opened and closed her eyes, rolled over and started snoring again.


Marge left the room and stared at Scanlon. “My father isn’t there and I can’t wake my mother.”


“What’s wrong with your mother?” asked Scanlon, instantly alert for more trouble.


“Nothing,” said Marge, “I think she had a bit too much to drink last night.”


Scanlon relaxed. Early Sunday morning with the piss-in-the-sink Irish.


“When did you last see your father?”


“I don’t understand. Where is my father? Why are you here? What’s going on?”


Scanlon put his hand gently on Marge’s shoulder. “We’re trying to sort that out, Margie. What you tell us may help.”


“All right. We all had supper together around six o’clock. We did the dishes and then my Mother and Father went out.”


“Where?”


“I don’t know. I went out too, saw some friends and came back at about nine o’clock. I went to bed when it got dark.”


“Were your parents here then?”


“No.”


“Does anybody else live here. Brothers, sisters, a lodger?”


“No. I’m an only child. My mother had, you know, plumbing problems.”


“I see. Now Margie, Detective Scully is going to stay here until your mother wakes up. He has to talk to her. Do you have anyone you can stay with?”


“You’re scaring me, Mister; I don’t want to stay with anybody. I want to know what’s going on. Where’s my father?”


Scanlon thought about it. She’s old enough and it’s a hard world down here. They grow up fast.


“Okay, Margie. Sit down.’


She did.


“I’m really sorry to have to tell you this, but we think your father is dead.”


“Oh, my God in Heaven.”


“We’re not certain, mind you, but we’re pretty sure. Your mother will have to identify the body.”


Marge was crying now. The tears were real. “Where is he? Where is my father? At the undertakers?”


“Not yet.”


“What happened?”


“We think your father fell off the roof.”


“This roof? Here?”


“Yes.”


“I didn’t hear a thing.”


Marge started sobbing. Genuine sobbing.


Scanlon put his arm around her. She tried not to stiffen.


“There. There,” he said. “Did your father go up to the roof often?”


Marge struggled to catch her breath. “Yes. Yes. He liked to smoke cigars up there. My mother hates cigar smoke.”


Case closed. Scanlon left.


“Mama! Mama!”


Marge rushed into her mother’s bedroom and tried to wake her again. Her mother kept snoring.


Detective Scully shook his head in disgust and settled into a kitchen chair. Marge emerged still sniffling.


“Do you know how to make a pot of tea, Margie?”


“I do.”


“Then please do. I think both of us could do with a cup right about now.”


Afterwards, Scully said, “Get dressed, Margie. I think I hear your mother stirring. It would be better if you weren’t there when I tell her.”


Margie scraped the tar off her heel with her fingernails and then cleaned them with her teeth. When she went into the kitchen to embrace her mother, Scully stopped her.


“Margie, I don’t think your mother understands what’s going on. Are there some neighbors or relatives you can get?”


“Yes. The lady downstairs. My aunt lives in the Heights.”


“Give me her name and address and I tell her what happened.”


Marge did.


With that, the word spread and the Irish women nearby eased into their well-practiced choreography of death which was as traditional and unchanging as a kabuki dance.


Neither Marge nor her mother went to Mass that Sunday.


But the next day, while her father’s body was yet to be delivered to the undertakers, Margie pounded on the door of the rectory.


It was the housekeeper who answered, a thin, purse-lipped, crone whose meals gave the pastor and his curates a foretaste of purgatory.


“I need to see the pastor.”


“The pastor’s busy.”


“I need to see the pastor now,” said Marge.


“I said the pastor is busy.”


A voice intervened. It was the pastor. “What’s all the ruckus, Mrs. Houghton?”


“I told this young lady you were busy, Monsignor.”


“I am that, but maybe I can spare this poor girl a minute or two.”


The pastor knew Marge and knew that her father was dead. In fact, he and his curates were discussing whether Bob O’Brian had fallen or if he jumped. If it was suicide, he couldn’t be buried by the Catholic Church.


Mrs. Houghton left trying to look very dignified but annoyed that the monsignor had reversed her ruling.


“How are you holding up, Marge?”


“Not good, Monsignor. I need to go to confession. Now.”


“Ah, there’s time enough for that come Saturday, my girl.”


“It can’t wait, Monsignor. I can’t wait.” Tears were running down Marge’s cheeks.


The monsignor’s interest was piqued. Any priest would tell you that the worst part of the job was hearing confessions. Boring. Very boring. Listening, week after week, to those ghastly, trivial, banal sins repeated time and time again:


“I stole a candy bar, Father.”


“I had bad thoughts about my sister-in-law, Father.”


“I got drunk and smacked the missus, Father.”


What could it be that propelled this poor thing towards the confessional on a day when confessions are not regularly heard? He knew Marge well enough. He had already dealt with her escapades with some teenage boys. Gave her three Rosaries for her penance last time.


Penitents think that the screen in the confessional protects their anonymity but few realize that priests get very good at identifying voices.


No. It’s more serious than another boy. I doubt that she wants to be saying Rosaries for the rest of her life. It’s something more serious.


“All right, child. Let’s go into the church. No matter what the sin is, God will forgive you.”


“I hope so, Monsignor. But I’m not sure.”


So Marge told him. She left nothing out. Told him about her dream. Told him about her real life nightmare. Told him about her father lying there, still inside her.


The monsignor was not shocked. Incest, especially incest mixed with booze, was an old, evil story.


“That wasn’t your sin, child,” he said. “It was his. Mortal sin requires full consent of the will. And you did not give him full consent.”


Marge was sobbing. “Monsignor. I know you can’t lie in confession or your sins are not forgiven. Monsignor, I’m sorry, I’m sorry but I enjoyed it. God help me, I enjoyed it.”


“You did not enjoy it, my child, your body did. Your body betrayed your soul as it so often does. It was not your sin. It was his. There is nothing to forgive.”


The sobbing continued. “It’s worse than that, Monsignor. Worse.”


Worse? How?


“Tell me, my child.”


“I murdered my father, Monsignor.”


Step by step she took the monsignor through the act until she was back in bed with tar on her heel.


“Marge, did you climb that ladder intending to go up there to kill your father?”


A pause. “No, I don’t think so. I don’t know what I was thinking. I just had to make him stop.”


“Of course, my child. Now when you pushed your father and called him a ‘bastard’, did you want him to fall off the roof and break his neck?”


Marge realized she was horrified. “No, Monsignor. No. I didn’t want him to die. But I did want him to stop.”


“Again, my child, lack of full consent. Your father may have died as a result of your push but your intent was not to kill him. Again no sin. At least, not to the church. The civil authorities—the police—may think otherwise.”


“I lied to the police, Monsignor. I don’t want to die in the electric chair.”


The monsignor smiled. “I doubt that it would come to that under any circumstances, child. Were the lies deliberate?”


“They were.”


“Then there’s your sin.”


“Are you going to tell the police on me, Monsignor?”


“Marge, the seal of the confessional is sacred. No one, not the police, not the Pope, can compel me to tell what I hear here.”


I can’t even tell my fellow priests who would love this story.


“Monsignor, did my father go to hell?”


The monsignor thought for a moment. “Marge, the theologians are divided as to whether Judas went to hell. And he betrayed Our Lord and then killed himself. We don’t know whether your father was sorry for his sins. For all we know, he was up on that roof saying a Good Act of Contrition. But I think we do know this. If Satan didn’t claim his soul, then Bob O’Brian will spend a lot of time in purgatory washing it clean.


“All right, Marge. Say an Act of Contrition.”


She did. Monsignor blessed her and said, in Latin, that ancient rite that begins: “Te absolvo…”


Marge waited for her penance.


“For your penance say three ‘Our Fathers’ and three ‘Hail Marys.’ Go and sin no more, my child.”


That night, after a typically horrendous supper, the monsignor said to his curates, “It looks like Bob O’Brian gets a Christian Burial after all. He fell off that roof.”


“How do you know that, Monsignor?”


“Policemen gossip too, you know.” A neat little evasion, that. Maybe I should have become a Jesuit.
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They were back from the cemetery and at Aunt Agnes McCann’s house on Irving Street.


“Where’s my mom?” asked Marge.


Aunt Agnes took both her hands. “You know this better than I do; your mother’s not well. She hasn’t been for a long time. They waited until after the funeral but they took your mother to the hospital.”


“Which hospital, Aunt Agnes?”


“The one on Snake Hill, sweetheart.”


The insane asylum was on that rock pile in the middle of the Meadows. Many people went there, but few came back.


“We’ll visit. Uncle Jim will take you and me out there and we’ll visit.”


“Will she get well, Aunt Agnes?”


“Who knows? Probably not. But they’ll take good care of her. We can’t. But Uncle Jim and I can certainly take good care of you, Margie. You know we never had children. You’ll be like the daughter we never had.”


Marge felt at peace, maybe for the first time ever.


She blurted out, “Can I call you Momma Agnes and Poppa Jim?”


“Certainly, my love. You’re our family now,” said Momma Agnes who had prayed for years for a child and had, finally, given up hope. And now, when she least expected it, her prayers were answered. And she was Marge’s flesh and blood too.


Marge threw her arms around Agnes and kissed her. Both of them cried.


“So, you won’t miss the ‘Show?” asked Agnes, who had grown up there.


“Not a bit,” said Marge.


After supper when the three of them were sitting around the kitchen table, Marge brought up something she had been thinking about for hours.


“Momma Agnes. Poppa Jim. This is going to be a new life for me. I want to scrub myself clean in the tub. I want to wash all my clothes. I want a new name.”


“A new name. What a thought. What do you want to be called?” asked Agnes.


“Peggy,” answered her new daughter. “I want to be called Peggy McCann.”


“I like it,” said Agnes, “Peggy. I like it. I never did like Marge.”


“Me either,” said Jim McCann.


Poppa Jim, who was close to being tone deaf, clasped his hands over his heart and sang “Peg of My Heart.”


Fortunately, the words were loud and clear even if the melody wasn’t.




“Peg of my Heart


I love you


Right from the start


I love you


Dear little girl


Sweet little girl.”





Then the words trailed off to “la-la-la” which, when sung by Poppa Jim, sounded like some sort of death rattle.


They burst into laughter, the first of thousands of such bursts around that kitchen table. They were to be a happy family.


Apparently love and tender care is a remarkable recipe. Peggy grew tall. Shed many ugly pounds. And became the lovely Peggy McCann. Bold, confident and—to Poppa Jim’s chagrin—daring.


Still, she didn’t care much for boys. Or men. Poppa Jim was the exception until she ran into another man years later.


Peggy McCann kept her secrets. Even Momma Agnes and Poppa Jim never learned just what she really had been through.


The monsignor went to his grave, the seal of the confessional intact.





HMS Dreadnought and the Great White Fleet


“What do you mean my five new battleships are obsolete? Four of them haven’t even been launched yet.”


Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz, who feared little, had dreaded this meeting with Kaiser Wilhelm II. The “All Highest” was easy enough, though fickle, to deal with when things we were going the way he wanted. But when they didn’t, petulance quickly turned into tantrums which often ended very badly indeed.


“The British have launched their all ‘big gun’ battleship, HMS Dreadnought. It is heavily armored, its 23,000 horsepower engines drive it through the water at twenty-one knots, and its twelve-inch guns are more powerful and have greater range than anything afloat. If our five battleships were to meet Dreadnought alone in battle, she would likely sink three of them in the time it took the other two to turn and run. Then, using her superior speed, she would catch and sink them too.


“Dreadnought has made every other battleship in the world obsolete, All Highest.”


“I don’t care about the rest of the world, I care about Germany. How long will it take for us to catch up?”


Tirpitz was known to evade, but he never lied to the Kaiser. “We will have to start from the keel up. We can do it but by the time one is launched, Great Britain might have half-dozen dreadnoughts. There is another problem too, All Highest. We shall have to deepen the Kiel Canal before we can move any big gun battleship between the Baltic and the North Sea. I regret to say; we may never catch up, Your Majesty.”


The Kaiser covered his mouth with his good right hand. Then he spoke. “If the Royal Navy is unbeatable, how can we avoid being strangled by a blockade?”


The only possible answer to that question was unfolding in America.
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The United States Navy was training, experimenting and improving the submarines invented by an Irish immigrant to northern New Jersey, John Phillip Holland, who grew up in County Clare speaking Gaelic.


Funded in his early days by Irish republicans in America, the Clan na Gael, his first working boat was called the “Fenian Ram” and was launched in 1881. The United States Navy commissioned a very much improved USS Holland in 1900. Six more were built in Elizabeth, NJ.


Germany commissioned its first submarine, SM U-1, in 1906. By the time war came, the German Navy had forty-eight submarines in service or under construction. It would be the All Highest’s most lethal weapon at sea.


In 1907, President Theodore Roosevelt sent the American battle fleet on a circumnavigation of the globe.


Called “The Great White Fleet” because of its peacetime paint color, sixteen pre-Dreadnought battleships and their auxiliaries left Hampton Roads, VA in December, 1907, and returned in February, 1909, after cruising more than 43,000 nautical miles.


The Great White Fleet showed all the world, friend and potential foe, that the United States was a formidable sea power not easily reckoned with. It was obvious that American power could be dispatched even from East Coast ports to defend its possession in the Philippines and the Pacific, let alone in the nearby Caribbean, once the Panama Canal was built.


The epic voyage also unpleasantly displayed America’s need for more coaling stations in the Pacific and uncovered serious design flaws in our capital ships which were corrected in subsequent classes.


Not corrected was the need for many additional auxiliaries such as colliers, supply ships, refrigerated ships, tenders and the like to support the battle fleet. It took World War II to adequately address that naval need.


All in all the cruise of the Great White Fleet was a triumph for America and its imperial president, Theodore Roosevelt.


Our chief executive also had a triumph in 1905 when he mediated an end of the war between Russia and Japan. The Japanese had launched a sneak attack against the Russian Pacific Fleet at Port Arthur in Manchuria and destroyed it.


The Czar then sent an aging and inadequate Baltic fleet stumbling more than half-way around the world to the Straits of Tsushima where the Japanese navy crossed the “T” and annihilated it.


But despite their victories, the Japanese couldn’t win a land war and Russia couldn’t win by projecting power over water.


Enter Theodore Roosevelt who invited both to a conference at the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard in Kittery, ME, and intervened personally to get the parties to agree to a peace treaty.


For his efforts, he received the Nobel Peace Prize and much adulation.


As he said, “It’s mighty good thing for Russia and a mighty good thing for Japan, and a mighty good thing for me too.” America was a global leader and its chief was center stage.


There can be no doubt that the president of Princeton University, Woodrow Wilson, the man who would become Roosevelt’s nemesis, took note of his winning the Nobel Peace Prize. Wilson’s efforts to cast himself as the peacemaker who would end World War I in Europe would be continuous until America was dragged into it.





Down in the Horseshoe


“Please, Frank, you’ve got to help me. I’ve nowhere else to turn. Sure, Tommy’s had a bit a trouble before. But down deep, he’s a good boy. You know him, Frank. You know he is a good boy.”


So spoke Delia Dugan as she sat in the kitchen of Frank Hague’s new home on Hamilton Park sipping hot tea on a cool autumn day in 1904.


Hague, who rarely smiled, because he, unlike most of his Irish neighbors, lacked humor, smiled now.


He knew Thomas “Red” Dugan all right. Red was sitting in a Boston jail awaiting trial for swindling a bank out of $500.


There but for the grace of God go I, thought Hague, not for the first time.


Red had balls. Imagine, dressing up a pal as a Protestant clergyman, the two of them strolling into a bank, bold as brass, with a phony check for $955 to open an account. Then they persuaded some imbecile of a bank president to let them walk out with $500 in cash. Think of it, $500 when a skilled workman made less than $2 for a ten-hour day.


Hague actually chuckled, startling Mrs. Dugan.


“What’s wrong, Frank?” asked Mrs. Dugan.


“Nothing at all, Mrs. Dugan. I was just thinking of the good times Tommy and I had as kids.”


“You see,” concluded Mrs. Dugan incorrectly. “You know he’s a good boy.”


Hague knew a lot about Mrs. Dugan’s little boy who was now approaching the age of thirty. Red had been out on parole after doing four years in the penitentiary for breaking into a real Protestant clergyman’s house and then shooting the parson’s wife in the head when she caught him in the act. She survived and identified Red who was sentenced to fourteen years in prison. Hague hadn’t heard Red was out of prison.


The Jersey City cops had sent up an expert to identify Red in Boston, too.


Red was a burglar, a con artist, and an all-round bullyboy. His only saving grace, thought Hague, was that Red was reliable when a ballot box needed stuffing. Still, you were going to have to dive real deep before you found any other measurable good in Red Dugan. Still, what Red lacked in brains he made up for in moxie.


Without irony, Hague said, “Of course, Tommy is a good boy. Everybody in the ‘Show knows that.”


Tommy’s mother was smiling now.


“He has friends too. We’ll do our best for Red, Mrs. Dugan, we’ll do our best.”


“That’s all I can ask,” said Mrs. Dugan, rising. “I knew I could count on you. And you can always count on me and me men.”


Good, thought Hague, putting another ten votes or so into his political vault.


Deputy Sheriff Frank Hague was on a train to Boston with another deputy from the Horseshoe to supply Thomas “Red” Dugan with an alibi when the telegrams started to zip back and forth between the Boston and Jersey City police departments.


The defense attorney had to inform the prosecutor than he had two alibi witnesses who would swear that Red Dugan was enjoying the August sunshine in a Jersey City park on the day he allegedly swindled the bank in Boston. They were deputy sheriffs, added the delighted defense attorney.


A deputy sheriff in Hudson County wasn’t exactly Wyatt Earp of the Old West. Frank Hague, when he wasn’t serving the occasional writ, might have to escort some forlorn character to prison in Trenton. Hague was an unusual deputy in that he usually treated the convicted felon to a good meal before he turned him over to the warden. Even felons had men folk who voted. Mostly, Deputy Sheriff Hague hung around the new City Hall and talked politics. Hague was already building his organization.


The Boston cops told the Jersey City police chief that they had an unshakable case against Dugan and if Hague and the other deputy tried to give him an alibi they too would spend some time with him in a Massachusetts prison, the laws of perjury being what they were.


The police chief made this public and a friend telegraphed Hague at his hotel. Forewarned is forearmed.


Hague took the stand. “There’s no question. I saw Thomas Dugan in Van Vorst Park in Jersey City on that Saturday in August,” testified the dapper Frank Hague who always dressed better than most bank presidents.


He was an impressive witness. Tall for his time, almost six feet, pale blue eyes, already balding a bit, trim but powerful and with that grace and agility that marks most boxers.


The prosecutor rose for the kill on cross-examination. “Mr. Hague, are you absolutely certain you saw Thomas Dugan in the park in Jersey City on Saturday, August 15…the third Saturday in August?”


Hague hesitated. “I think so… You say August 15 was the third Saturday in August?”


“Yes.”


“I know I saw Dugan in the park on a Saturday in August. But I really can’t be sure whether it was the second or third Saturday. I’m sorry.”


The other deputy’s testimony parroted Hague’s.


Dugan was doomed. It was the pen for him. But he gave his friends a big smile when they left the courtroom. They had done their best. The Dugan family vote would stay in Hague’s possession for close to a half century.


Thus the young deputy sheriff evaded the pitfall of perjury but he lost his job anyway.


Frank Hague had gone to Boston instead of testifying in a case after he had arrested some Afro-American Republicans for alleged illegal registration as voters.


Judge John A. Blair was not amused. He found Hague in contempt of court and fined him a whopping $100. The judge also ruled that Hague could no longer serve as an officer of the court. Hague was finished as a deputy sheriff.


No matter. Frank Hague was a hero in the Horseshoe where loyalty was prized far beyond legality.


Hague was not an articulate man though he came from a people who bathed themselves in words. They might not be able to read or write but they certainly could talk. And talk they did.


As a sage once said, “A thousand years ago, England and Ireland made a trade. They gave us their language and they took our land. We got the better part of the bargain. We’ve given them back their language much improved. The trick now is to get the land back.”


Hague liked to make speeches though. He ambled and rambled, confusing and perplexing, all the while torturing syntax almost beyond his audience’s capacity to endure. Yet somehow, when he spoke, his people understood what he meant.


He incessantly used the phrase, “My friends.” They believed him.


Usually, he just attacked somebody or something. They enjoyed that, nudging each other in the ribs, howling for more.


Even by Horseshoe standards, Frank Hague was poorly educated.


On his first day at Public School 21 on 10th Street he crawled out a basement window and scampered off. That set the pattern for his educational experience. By the 6th Grade, the school had had enough. He was expelled for chronic truancy, bad behavior and poor performance. Frank Hague was thirteen.


That certainly wasn’t the end of his education. He walked incessantly and took in a unique knowledge of his city and its people with every step.


For a while, he ran with a tough gang. Maybe not as bad as the Red Tigers that had terrorized the ward years before, but bad enough. Two Hague brothers had been Red Tigers.


Young Hague tried his hand at becoming a blacksmith like his father had been. He was taken on as an apprentice blacksmith by the Erie Railroad. He didn’t like that hot, hard, filthy job any better than his father did. His father was now a bank guard thanks to a political favor.


Hague quit the railroad. In fact, he was later to become the railroads’ worst enemy in the state of New Jersey.


Tough as an anvil himself, Hague thought about being a boxer. But he always insisted that his robust health was actually frail. He took to wearing high collars to protect his throat. He didn’t drink whiskey, wine or beer for fear of upsetting his gurgling stomach. He would smoke the occasional cigar but he gave that up years later too because of his fears of collapsing health. Hague had never heard the word hypochondriac.


The ring was out but it still attracted Hague. He tried his hand at managing the career of another tough kid from the neighborhood. His fighter was game enough but his jaw was far more delicate than his manager’s health.


What next? Politics.


It came naturally in the ‘Show where the women found solace in church and the men turned to the saloons and politics. Hague passed on the booze but found politics much to his liking.


Hague was just twenty-one when he was elected ward constable in the Horseshoe. He had the backing of Nat Kenny, a powerful saloonkeeper who was on the outs with the local Democratic leader. Kenny gave the impoverished Hague $75 to campaign with.


But it was Monsignor John Sheppard, pastor of St. Michael’s, who turned the election. The monsignor endorsed Hague in the parish bulletin. Hague and his mother, Margaret, were devout Catholics. Frank Hague did not attend Mass just to be seen and the monsignor knew it.


Hague’s rise had been rapid but once again he was out of a job. So what. He would concentrate on building his organization in the 2nd Ward. A smart young man could always find enough money to get by.


The people of the ‘Show admired and respected him. He was no glad-hander, he slapped no backs, but he always came through when you needed help.


You need a job? See Frank Hague.


You need food? See Frank Hague.


Is your kid sick? See Frank Hague.


You need a ton of coal? See Frank Hague.


Is the kid in trouble? See Frank Hague.


Are you having problems with someone at City Hall? See Frank Hague.


Don’t worry about paying him back. Frank Hague will come to see you on Election Day. There is more than one way to repay a debt. He considered every vote valuable. Your vote was valuable. Your family’s votes were priceless to him.


Frank Hague got jobs and lost them. Hague made alliances and broke them. Then he made new ones. If there was a political scrap, Hague was in the middle of it and usually he ended up on top. All the while, he was slowly building a political organization like no other.


Like the time when the county Democratic boss tried to replace him as 2nd Ward Leader with a man named John Sheehy.


“We’ll see about that,” said Frank Hague rallying his supporters at the 2nd Ward’s Tammanee Club four days before its annual election. He was checking the membership roster to see just how much support the popular Sheehy had.


“Well, looky, looky, look who hasn’t paid their dues,” said Hague. “You can’t be a member in good standing and vote if you haven’t paid your dues. Now, can you?”


“A lot of our people haven’t paid either,” said one of his allies.


“Oh, yes they have,” said Hague, reaching for his wallet.


Hague’s people arrived for the meeting a half-hour early and glued themselves to every available seat.


A squad of Hague’s hard men were at the door controlling admission.


“Sorry, you’re not a member in good standing. You haven’t paid your dues,” many of Sheehy’s people were told.


Several tried to pay on the spot and were firmly informed, “Forget it. We’re busy. Come around tomorrow. Now move out of the way like a good fellow.”


At one point, some of those good fellows milling around outside attempted to rush the door and break up the meeting. Hague’s men easily and happily beat them back.


It was too late anyway. The Tammanee Club voted to keep Frank Hague as ward leader by a modest 432-18.


He was custodian of City Hall in 1910 when Joseph P. Tumulty came to see him. Hague had turned “a job for a janitor” into a real power base using all the jobs he controlled as political patronage, civil service rules notwithstanding.


Hague got to know Assemblyman Joseph P. Tumulty very well during his time as sergeant-at-arms of the State Assembly in Trenton. Joe was three years younger and had been a lawyer since 1902. They were both Jersey City Democrats and they liked each other.


Tumulty was now in Hague’s splendid City Hall office.


Joe Tumulty knew that Hague didn’t like to be called by his first name but “Custodian” didn’t seem like much of an honorific. There were even those in Trenton that called him “Sergeant Hague” and laughed. Tumulty never joined in the laughter.


No one in Jersey City laughed at Frank Hague. It was a bad mistake.


Ah well, “Mister” will have to do.


“He’s going to win, Mr. Hague. It’s time to get on his bandwagon.”


He was Woodrow Wilson, the president of Princeton University who was running in the 1910 Democratic gubernatorial primary as a reformer against Jersey City’s own Mayor Otto Wittpenn. The mayor had been Hague’s champion when the county Democratic boss soured on him.


“I can’t do it, Counselor. I’m committed to the mayor. For Christ’s sake, he got me this job.”


“Wilson will win, Mr. Hague. The party is uniting behind him. Times are changing. He’ll be in a position to do good for his friends. Perhaps even I will be in such a position.”


Hague had no stomach for logical arguments. He preferred to attack.


“Why in the hell are you backing that prune faced preacher’s son anyway? You’re from Jersey City.”


“He’s a good man, Mr. Hague, and he is going to be a powerful one. The people are ready for change. He’s going to give it to them. The day of the “Progressive” has arrived. As for him being a Presbyterian, I wasn’t aware that his opponent, our good mayor, had secretly embraced our Holy Mother Church.”


Hague didn’t smile. He just shook his head. “I can’t do it. I just can’t do it, Counselor.”


Tumulty rose. “I fear you will regret this decision, Mr. Hague. But there is still time,” he said with a smile. “The church always allows for late conversions.”


Tumulty offered his hand. “I am sure this is not the last time we will speak, Mr. Hague. I wish you luck—but not in this primary.”


Hague was grim when he shook the assemblyman’s hand.


“There will be other elections, Counselor. Other elections.”


“I hope so, Mr. Hague, I truly hope so.”


Wilson buried Wittpenn in the primary. Hague delivered the 2nd ward to the mayor but that counted for little. The austere, coldblooded Wilson was elected governor. Now Hague had a political enemy running the state.


But Hague hoped he could deal with Joe Tumulty who was now the governor’s secretary and chief political advisor. It was Tumulty who would be handling the patronage not the professor who had written more books than Hague had ever touched.


But Tumulty wouldn’t take his telephone calls. Apparently he was rarely in his office. Frank Hague knew better.





Agadir


France rushed to help the Sultan of Morocco in 1911 when one of his many brothers raised the flag of revolt in Fez. This did not please the Germans who had substantial commercial interests in the country and didn’t relish the idea of it becoming a French protectorate.


What the Germans really wanted was the southern part of the country for themselves since some of their miners and metallurgists were convinced it was heavy with raw material.


So a gunboat was dispatched to Agadir, deep in southern Morocco, to protect German businessmen and interests there although no German managed to arrive there until three days after the gunboat Panther dropped anchor. Not much to look at, the short, squat, lightly armed Panther had been used to impress natives in the colonies, who most admired the brass band she carried among her one hundred thirty man crew.


The light cruiser Berlin with its ten four-inch inch guns and crew of three hundred, which arrived a few days later, was more impressive.


Instantly, mobs in France, Germany and Great Britain demonstrated in the streets which could have led to war.


Great Britain, allied with France, suspected the Germans wanted to establish a naval base athwart the sea lane to South Africa. The British had read their Captain Mahan, too.


The German High Seas Fleet was reportedly on its annual cruise to Norway. But supposing it wasn’t? The British were alarmed.


Winston Churchill, Britain’s home secretary, learned that his unarmed police were charged with guarding the magazines holding Royal Navy’s reserve of gunpowder.


At a garden party, Churchill asked the chief commissioner of police, “What would happen if twenty determined Germans in two or three motor cars arrived, well-armed, on the scene one night?”


“Well, sir,” said the commissioner. “They could do what they liked.”


Churchill got on the telephone to the Admiralty and demanded Marines. He got a curt refusal. Unfazed, Churchill moved quickly to arm his police and got soldiers as back up.


Fortunately, the German High Seas Fleet, indeed, was in Norwegian waters.


Soon the Germans and French were deep in seemingly interminable negotiations while their inflamed populaces were demanding total victory. Great Britain made it clear that she intended to back France even if it came to war.


Germany, which was prepared to bully France, did not want war with Great Britain. She backed off. The Kaiser was humiliated.


Germany, in essence, recognized Morocco as a protectorate of France. France, in turn, ceded 100,000 square miles of worthless jungle in the French Congo to Germany which joined it to the equally worthless Cameroons next door.


The crisis ended. War was averted. For now. France had won and Germany had lost.


President Theodore Roosevelt kept eight battleships in the Mediterranean just in case, as befitted a growing world power.


[image: ]


He had some difficulty in 1904 with Germany when she demanded a naval base in the Dominican Republic to satisfy a debt. Roosevelt, no doubt waving his big stick, forced the Germans to back off. This became the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine. If European powers had problems with a less than solvent New World country, America would handle such problems without interference. This would lead to a number of American interventions in the Caribbean.


Another consequence of Agadir was that Winston Churchill became First Lord of the Admiralty. Great Britain was worried about the future of the Royal Navy. Germany was fast building her own dreadnoughts.





In Sunny Tropic Scenes


Private Michael McGurk was lying on his canvas cot with his hands behind his head, eyes open, staring straight up. Not that he could see anything. The mosquito net overhead was blocking his view of the roof of his squad tent.


McGurk was off duty and he was about to go on liberty. He was free to do as he pleased, within well-defined limits, until shortly after sunrise the next morning.


Money wasn’t a problem. A grateful nation gave him $15 a month to help protect it and he got an extra $2 a month “beer money” as a rifle sharpshooter. He hoped to qualify as an expert the next time he and his Springfield ’03 rifle were sent to the range. That would mean an extra dollar per month.


Mike worked it out in his head. That would be almost a six percent pay raise.


Not bad, he thought.


It was “Mike” now since a sergeant at the receiving ship at the Brooklyn Navy Yard had told him Mickey was a “kiddie’s” name and re-christened him “Mike.”


Those first days, weeks and months as a Marine were absolute chaos. He had enlisted at seventeen for a “cruise” that would end on his twenty-first birthday.


Mike, who had three years of Latin, two years of Greek and two years of German at St. Peter’s had to learn still another language; that of a seagoing Marine.


He most definitely learned that his rifle was not a gun. Mike still remembered his fellow “boot” standing there with his ’03 in one hand and his crotch in the other bellowing, “This is my rifle. This is my gun. This is for work. This is for fun.”


He thought his days on the receiving ship would never end but they did.


He was assigned as a rifleman in a floating battalion aboard a transport, the USS Dixie. He was part of an eight-man squad led by an Irish corporal. Mike felt right at home.


Once they had landed in Nicaragua to protect American interests for a day or two and Mike got to guard a coal pile. Mike did his duty cheerfully; he hadn’t been in the service long enough to be cynical.


After a year, Private Mike McGurk was transferred ashore and joined Major Smedley D. Butler’s battalion camped at Bas Obispo in the Panama Canal Zone. Major Butler had won the Medal of Honor during the siege of Peiping during the Boxer Rebellion. The press dubbed him “The Fighting Quaker.”


The “ditch” itself was a very long way from being finished but as the newspapers said, “the dirt was really flying”–now that the Army’s Colonel George Washington Goethals was chief engineer and the driving force behind construction.


Mike arose from his cot and donned a fresh set of khakis. They’d stay crisp at least until he passed his pre-liberty inspection a few minutes from now but they would soon wilt in the unrelenting heat and humidity of December in Panama.


His squad mate, Private Kurt Jahnke, was a German immigrant who spoke excellent English if you overlooked his turning a “w” into something halfway between an “f” and a “v”.


Everybody in the platoon called him “Yankee.”


Kurt was some years older than Mike and had seen active service in the Philippines before coming to Panama. He was moderately tall, with light eyes. A distinctive face. He was also an agent for the German General Staff but Mike didn’t know that.


Kurt was intelligent and had an insatiable curiosity about the ditch and how it was being constructed. He had a good German camera and everywhere they went, Kurt snapped pictures. Even when they were assigned to guard the trains that crossed the isthmus, Kurt would take his camera from his pack and fire away.


But Mike had never seen any of the pictures. When he asked Kurt why that was, the German said a photographer in Panama City gave him the film and developed the prints in return for keeping the negatives of anything he could make into a postcard for the tourists. Kurt said the photographer sent the photos home to his folks for him.


“Don’t you want to see how the pictures turn out?” Mike asked.


“Not really. When you get right down to it, it’s just a ditch.”


“Right,” said Mike, “who’d pay for a picture postcard of a hole in the ground?”


“You’d be surprised,” answered Private Kurt Jahnke.


Mike adjusted his khaki field scarf and donned his salty fore and aft campaign hat which the major permitted enlisted men to wear on liberty because of the blinding sunlight. It provided a bit of merciful shade. His spit shined shoes were perfect.


“Okay, my friend Yankee. What say we go search for the transitory pleasures of the flesh?”


Kurt laughed. That’s what Mike said every time they went on liberty.


“Some pleasures. A glass of lukewarm beer and a chance to flirt with the barkeep’s mustachioed mother,” Kurt said.


Bas Obispo was not a good place for liberty unlike Colon or Panama City, both of which were outside the canal zone. But the Marines would make do.


They were standing at attention looking like recruiting posters as they waited for the first sergeant to look up from his desk. They would not think of interrupting his concentration.


“All right, what do you people want?” asked the red-faced sergeant who didn’t tan despite years in the tropical sun.


“Liberty, First Sergeant,” answered Jahnke who was senior and a favorite of the first sergeant.


“Liberty? You want liberty? I’ll tell you what you are going to get. Hammocks on a troopship leaving Panama City tomorrow morning. Get out of here and saddle up; we’re shipping out.”


The first sergeant turned to the company clerk. “Roundup all the NCOs. The old man’s going to give them their orders in a half an hour.”


“A couple of them are ashore already, First Sergeant.”


“I don’t care if they are on the far side of the moon. Get them here.”


“Right, First Sergeant,” said the clerk, who knew he wouldn’t have much trouble ferreting them out of the two or three places they could be in Bas Obispo. He wouldn’t bother to search the chapel.


“Where are we headed, First Sergeant?” asked Mike as Kurt sucked in his breath in dismay.


“Don’t be a smartass, McGurk. Your squad leader will tell you what you need to know, when you need to know it.”


With that, the two privates did a smart about face and hurried out of the first sergeant’s tent.


“Where do you think we’re headed, Yankee?”


“Who knows? It’s probably someplace on the Caribbean side of Nicaragua since we’re leaving from Panama City. Probably Bluefields or some shithole like that.”


And so it was.


Nicaragua’s dictator of-the-day was always fomenting trouble not only in Nicaragua but also in El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala. The United States found him to be, as the diplomats say, a monumental pain in the ass.


He was one reason Butler’s mobile battalion was stationed in Panama.


This time his heavy-handed ways had prompted the moderate Catholic party to rise in rebellion. The rebels were organized but so was the dictator. He had them cornered and meant to obliterate them. The United States couldn’t tolerate that.


The USS Paducah, a gunboat, banged away at the loyalists without much effect.


So the battalion was back on a troopship headed this time for Bluefields, a squalid port town.


As soon as Butler’s battalion came ashore, both sides took to the swamps of the interior. The Marines did not follow.


In Bluefields, McGurk’s platoon was walking slowly in an open column formation down both sides of the street, with the lieutenant and his platoon sergeant in the middle.


Better them than me, thought Mike. No shade there.


The men were carrying their ’03s at high port. Bayonets—almost as long as swords—were attached to the barrels. Their cartridge belts sagged from the weight of eight five-round clips, a canteen and a bayonet scabbard. They looked formidable. Menacing. That was the idea.


The street ended in a T intersection. In the middle of the T was their objective, the Hotel Nacional. Four stories high with a typical red tile roof, the hotel towered over the wire bearing poles whose crosstrees proved that Bluefields had some sort of electric power, maybe even telephone and/or telegraph service.


The point men detected some sort of movement on the hotel’s wide, shaded, verandah. They held up their right hands halting the columns. The lieutenant and sergeant slipped into the shadows and moved swiftly to the front of the column.


“What’s up, Marine?”


“I don’t know, sir. There’s people in uniform on that there porch. But I think they’re just sitting around drinking and smoking.”


“Let’s have a look,” said the young lieutenant, breaking out his binoculars and raising them to his eyes.


“Jesus Christ.”


“What’s up, Lieutenant?” asked the sergeant who was both his subordinate and his mentor.


“I’m not sure. There’s about a dozen of them. They’re just sitting there. They’re all in the damnedest full dress uniforms you ever saw. But they don’t look like Latins, they look like Europeans. Or Americans.”


The sergeant turned from the lieutenant. “Corporal, send one of your people and get the old man down here pronto.”


“Right, Sarge.”


The lieutenant passed the glasses to his sergeant. “Jesus H. Christ,” said the sergeant.


“Hmmm,” commented the captain in turn after he arrived. “All right, Lieutenant. I’m going to go find out who those people are. I want your lead squad to escort me to the hotel. Have your sergeant take two squads and form up a line of skirmishers across the mouth of the intersection. If firing breaks out, you take the rest of your platoon back round the block and block the street fifty yards east of the hotel. First Sergeant, be ready to bring up the rest of the company if necessary. Understood?”


“Aye aye, sir,” said just about everyone in earshot.


“Good. Corporal, uncase that guidon.”


The company clerk took the khaki cover off and unfurled a small scarlet flag with a golden “A” in the center. He screwed the three pieces of the pole together and said, “Ready, sir.”


The captain put his binoculars away and stepped into the center of the street. The clerk, looking nothing like a clerk, took his place three paces to the rear and one to the left of the company commander. Four Marines took up flanking positions on each side.


The captain softly gave his commands.


“Port arms.”


“Forward march.”


He didn’t count cadence. Officers seldom did. The men were in perfect step. They could feel the first sergeant’s eyes hot on their backs.


The guidon whipped in the slight morning breeze. The men on the verandah all rose. A few put down their drinks.


By the time the small party had halted at the steps of the verandah, the skirmishers were in place behind them.


A man strolled to the top of the steps and waited. He was in early middle age, sweating in a double-breasted blue uniform worthy of the opera “Carmen.” Intertwined gold braid climbed up his arms past his elbows and golden epaulets, with two inches of gold fringe, sat on his narrow shoulders. This uniform climaxed with a high collar ringed with gold lace that flashed in the sunlight. He wore the rank of a brigadier general.


It was he who broke the silence. “Captain, do Marines no longer follow the custom of saluting when they are in the presence of a superior officer?”


“Sir, be assured that I will salute the instant I ascertain that I am, indeed, facing that situation. Now, sir. Who are you?”


Everyone on the verandah drew themselves up. Several actually sucked in their stomachs. All were dressed in some variation of that notable uniform.


“I, Captain, am Brigadier General Lemuel Starkey, currently attached to the general staff of the Provisional Army of Nicaragua.”


“The Provisional Army?”


“Indeed, sir. That band of patriots who would have rid this beautiful nation of that pestiferous dictator, Zelaya, had you not spoiled our plan of attack by intervening.”


The captain ignored the accusation. If the Marines had not intervened, the Provisional Army would have been annihilated by now. Everyone understood that.


“I take it by your accent and your coloring that you are not a native of this beautiful nation,” said the Captain.


He waved his hand across the verandah. “Indeed, I suspect that you and your colleagues are countrymen of mine. You are Americans.”


“Your supposition is correct, Captain.”


“How many are you, sir?”


“Some days ago, there were fifty. But it is possible that some of them have resigned their commissions in recent hours and have left for parts unknown.”


“I see. Might I request that that you draw up a roster of your staff or whatever is left of it, complete with names, ranks and assignments? For my commanding officer.”


“Most certainly, Captain. I’ll have my adjutant do that immediately.”


“Thank you. I am certain that my commanding officer will have other questions for you. Meanwhile, for your protection I will post sentries round the hotel. No one will enter and, of course, no one may leave. I trust you’ll be comfortable.”


“No doubt, Captain.”


“Then I’ll take my leave, sir.”


The Marines executed a smart about face, the guidon was posted properly and they marched off.


The general could not but note that the captain had not saluted.


Oh, shit, he thought.


Major Butler was incredulous. “How many of them?” he asked his adjutant.


“About fifty of them. We found a few of them hiding in the city. All filibusters. You know. Soldiers-of-fortune they call themselves. Recruited in New Orleans by some agent of the revolutionaries. The rebels knew Zalaya’s regular troops would make mush out of them but they hoped these guys could train their mob to put up some kind of fight. Most of these Americans served in the Spanish War but only a couple of them were officers. One old timer claims to have fought in the War Between the States.” The adjutant was from the South.
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