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  FOREWORD




  Barricade Books has reissued Lucky Luciano; The Man Who Organized Crime in America, by the late New York Times investigative reporter, Hickman Powell. The book was originally published in 1939, under the tittle Ninety Times Guilty.




  For the newcomer to the world of organized crime reading, the book introduces the usual subjects and suspects; from the Atlantic City conference, to Capone, to the Cuban conclave that effectively signaled the end of Charlie “Lucky” Luciano as an underworld power.




  Lucky Luciano; The Man Who Organized Crime in America is a treasure trove of details. As an example, not only do we learn the name of the man who owned the infamous Nuova Villa Tammaro, (Gerardo Scarpato) the spaghetti-house restaurant on Coney Island where Joe “the Boss” Masseria was murdered, we discover what happened to Mr. Scarpato afterwards. (He fled to his native Italy, returned to the US after several months and was murdered by persons unknown.) The book offers a listing of the cast of characters in the first chapter and each chapter is compartmentalized to offer a quick grasp of the various stages of Charlie Lucky’s now famous trial for pandering.




  Hickman Powell writes like the insider he was during his long and impressive career as a journalist. He covered the Seabury investigations for the old Herald-Tribune newspaper, and was with prosecutor Thomas E. Dewey’s investigation into the New York underworld from its very beginning until its end. As a result, Lucky Luciano; The Man Who Organized Crime in America is a clear, complete, and perhaps only accurate version of the trial. Powell interviewed Luciano firsthand, and knew, personally, the quirky cast of underworld characters who helped to usher Lucky Lucifer, as they called him behind his back, off to prison.




  In 1942, Powell followed the unflappable Thomas E. Dewey to Albany and the governor’s mansion as a staff researcher, and later worked for Dewey, as a speechwriter in Dewey’s 1944 and 1948 ill-fated campaigns for the White House. Powell ended his career as a staff aide to the all-important, although now long forgotten, New York State Joint Legislative Committee on Wiretapping. A committee, by the way, illegally wiretapped by J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI.




  Powell died in 1966, outliving Luciano by four years. Dewey outlived both of them, dying in 1971.




  Powell writes of the underworld cretins that are the base of this book, with a respectful distance and disdain. But Powell was nobody’s fool. It’s obvious he understood the street mentality of crucial witnesses like Cokey Flo Brown and Jennie the Factory, and a dozen others of questionable character, rounded up by a desperate Dewey in order to bring his case to court.




  There are few personal glimpse’s given by Powell into Dewey or Luciano. This is, after all, a crime reporter’s book, based on substantive facts. Yet, while Powell’s respect for Dewey and his staff is apparent from the beginning to the end of the book, the author’s reporters instincts don’t allow Dewey to slip away unscathed; we learn that Luciano’s argument that he had been railroaded on the rickety evidence of hookers and goons who had been bribed by Dewey’s office with free trips to Europe and a steady and uninterrupted flow of narcotics, suspiciously missed by the blind eyes of justice, may have been based in some truth.




  Another important but much overlooked aspect of Dewey’s case covered by Powell, is the fact that, contrary to legend, the state did have a fairly large number of witnesses it used against Luciano who were of sound, upstanding character. Unfortunately for Dewey, they palled in comparison to the twenty-eight eccentric prostitutes that were also used by the State to bring Luciano down; Street people like Cokey Flo Brown, a morphine and opium addict, whom the presiding judge allowed to down a few shots of brandy during her testimony to keep the shakes from overwhelming her. Oddball or not, in the nine hours of her testimony, not one of Luciano’s razor sharp trial lawyers could trap her in a lie or an inconsistency.




  Dewey’s strategic use of drug-addicted hookers against Luciano must have been a sore point for Charlie Lucky, who, during his brief career on top of national syndicate, went out of his way to distance himself from “the rough stuff” as he called it; prostitution and drugs. However, as Powell well establishes, Charlie Luciano was a pimp and drug pusher. Perhaps not a front-line pimp and drug dealer, but a pimp and a drug dealer, nonetheless.




  We’re also introduced to some of the defense team’s star witnesses, such as Patrolman George A. Heidt, whose testimony on Luciano’s behalf led to a well-deserved full scale investigation into Heidt’s personal life by the New York Police Department. It turned out that the beat cop, who earned about fifty-two hundred dollars a year, had managed to bank an amazing $22,288. Heidt was tossed off the force when he failed to offer a reasonable explanation for the money, but was reap-pointed a year later, on appeal.




  This handsome book, cover design by Carmela Cohen, is worth having on your shelf and it also sends a vote of confidence to some of the independent publishers, like Barricade, to continue to make efforts to reintroduce some of the organized crime classics.




  —John William Tuohy




  INTRODUCTION




  A cargo plane from Naples put down at Kennedy International Airport on February 8, 1962. Freight handlers, emptying its hold, lifted a sealed coffin which was put into a waiting hearse and borne over six miles of Queens County roads to St. Johns Cemetery in Middle Village. There, in the presence of two mourners, a few reporters and about 50 FBI agents, narcotics officers and New York City detectives, the coffin was stowed in the Lucania vault. A metal plate on the casket identified the deceased as Salvatore Lucania. One mourner, asked by a newsman to identify a saintlike figure depicted in a stained glass window, replied: “I don’t know—I’m not acquainted with saints.”




  Thirteen days earlier Charles (Lucky) Luciano, the name by which Salvatore Lucania was better known through most of his life of crime, had died of an apparent heart attack at Capodichino Airport in Naples while under surveillance by Italian and United States authorities who were about to arrest him as boss of an international narcotics network.




  In contrast to the final low-key interment in the Queens cemetery, 300 mourners had attended a funeral service 13 days before in Naples’ Roman Catholic Church of St. Joachim where a requiem mass had been sung for the 65-year-old Mafia overlord. Many of the mourners had police records and several were identified as ex-convicts who had been deported to their native Italy after having served terms in American prisons for crimes in various Luciano-controlled rackets.




  Luciano’s death in 1962 ended what might be called his second life as kingpin of the Organized Crime conspiracy. He had been written off as good as dead by most law enforcers a quarter of a century earlier when the doors of dread Dannemora prison closed behind him. He was under a sentence of 30 to 50 years imposed on him after a New York County jury convicted him as boss of the prostitution racket. New York State law barred any consideration of a request for parole until the felon had served at least half of his minimum term. But in 1946, only 9½ years after his incarceration, prison gates swung open for Luciano who then went to Italy where he expanded his international directorate of Organized Crime and managed a narcotics operation that was to funnel $12 billion in illegal drugs into the United States.




  The secret maneuverings and strange events that sprung Luciano from an American prison long before the earliest legal date for parole and plopped him into a new life of luxurious well-being and intrigue have left some unanswered questions. A bizarre element is the fact that the commutation of sentence was signed by Governor Thomas E. Dewey, the man who had as a young special prosecutor only a decade earlier won nationwide fame and hero worship for building up an ironclad case that convicted Luciano as an Organized Crime racket boss.




  The story of the investigation and trial of Luciano and eight subordinates who went to prison with him was put into book form in 1939 by Hickman Powell, the newspaper-man who had covered the case from its beginning and had become an admirer and close friend and confidante of Mr. Dewey during the special prosecutor!s war against Organized Crime and its corrupt political protectors of the 1930s. With such clarity, completeness and authentic high drama did Mr. Powell compact the events of that wild period that today, 36 years after the writing of his book (published originally under the title Ninety Times Guilty), the work stands without change of a paragraph or a single word (except for the new title Lucky Luciano: His Amazing Trial and Wild Witnesses) as what I believe to be the most accurate and without doubt the liveliest and most readable account of the years when dedicated investigative work began cutting through the mist, legends and fictions about the nature of the Organized Crime conspiracy and its domination on a nationwide scale by the men of the Mafia.




  Mr. Powell’s description, in his preface to the 1939 edition, of the nature and historic development of the criminal organization which serves the illicit business and pleasure requirements of millions of respectable Americans, antedates by many years the spate of books and magazine articles that have described, with varying degrees of accuracy, the structure and operations of Organized Crime. His disclosure of the role of the Mafia as the hard core of the interlocking directorates of the rackets was made at a time when J. Edgar Hoover, director of the FBI, was denying the existence in this country of the Mafia as a viable organization and was scoffing at the very idea of a nationwide, disciplined criminal structure. But Mr. Powell’s account was verified years later on the nation’s television screens when a renegade Mafia “soldier”, Joseph Valachi, blew the whistle on the secret brotherhood in testimony at public hearings of the Senate (McClellan) committee. The importance of Mr. Powell’s floodlighting of the nature of Organized Crime lay in the fact that he went beyond the obvious rackets of gambling, narcotics, loan sharking, extortion and prostitution, and laid bare the partnerships between so-called legitimate businessmen and the underworld, the infiltration by Organized Crime of reputable business firms with their subsequent corruption or victimization, and other ploys that were eventually to give Organized Crime such weight in the national economy through its unlawful operations and its investment of racket profits in legitimate business that Meyer Lansky, finance minister of the underworld, could boast “We are bigger than General Motors.” Meyer Lansky’s boast was, in fact, an understatement. Organized Crime, which was recently described as America’s No. 1 growth industry, would today top Fortune magazine’s list of the nation’s 500 largest corporations if it had legal papers of incorporation. It is amazing that the seeds of this phenomenal underground growth were recognized and identified by Mr. Powell 35 years ago in the preface to his book on the trial of Lucky Luciano. And it is tragic that so many years had to pass after the Powell disclosure before the Federal Government recognized the need for a coast-to-coast unified war against the many fronts and guises of Organized Crime.




  Mr. Powell’s early and authentic knowledge of the workings of Organized Crime began with his coverage of scandal investigations in New York before Mr. Dewey became the No. 1 racket buster, but was enlarged greatly by his association with Mr. Dewey, who trusted him completely with sensitive information. Mr. Dewey was no babe in the woods of organized crime when he was appointed Special Prosecutor in New York in 1935 to investigate the rackets and their political protectors. Although only 33 years old, he had made his mark as an Assistant United States Attorney by sending Irving (Waxey Gordon) Wexler, a major mob figure, to Federal prison for income tax evasion, and had built a similar case against Arthur (Dutch Schultz) Flegenheimer which was pending against that racketeer at the time of his murder.




  Mr. Powell, a top reporter on the morning New York World when that newspaper was merged with the Telegram in 1931, joined the Herald-Tribune staff and was assigned to report the Seabury investigation in the early 1930s of graft and corruption which resulted in the resignation under fire of New York’s playboy mayor, James J. Walker. Those reports led to his assignment to cover the Dewey investigations. The reporter established such rapport with the young special prosecutor that he became privvy to the knowledge Mr. Dewey had developed from his Waxey Gordon and Dutch Schultz investigations into the farflung operations of Organized Crime. After Luciano’s conviction Mr. Powell took a year’s leave from the Herald-Tribune to write his book.




  After Mr. Dewey was elected Governor of New York State he appointed Mr. Powell to his staff as researcher and consultant. When Governor Dewey ran for President in 1948, Mr. Powell wrote campaign speeches for him. Among several state positions in which Mr. Powell served were member of the State Power Authority, aide to the Legislative Commission on Industrial and Labor Conditions, and staff aide to the Joint Legislative Committee on Wiretapping. Mr. Powell died on December 22, 1966, at his Bucks County farm at Erwinna, Pa., at age 66, three years after his retirement from public life.




  Events which were to open a path from prison to an overseas second life of crime for Lucky Luciano began to take shape early in 1942, shortly after the attack on Pearl Harbor catapulted the United States into World War II. Like other underworld bosses before and after him, Luciano sent orders from behind prison walls to his outside surrogates over whom he continued to hold power. The United States Navy, responsible for the security of New York Harbor, worried over the opportunities for sabotage and spying out movements of troop and supply ships from the miles and miles of waterfront to which thousands of maritime and pier workers had daily access. Navy brass knew also that Luciano was boss of the gambling, loansharking, smuggling and other waterfront rackets operated by criminals, many of them Mafiosi. Figuring it was worth a try to enlist the aid of the underworld against enemy agents on the waterfront, the Navy requested New York State to move Luciano from Dannemora, in a far corner upstate, to a more comfortable downstate prison where Navy officers and certain other visitors could confer with him. Governor Herbert H. Lehman granted the Navy’s request, and throughout the war naval intelligence agents visited Luciano in prison. After the war ended Mr. Dewey, by that time Governor, issued his commutation of the 30-to-50 year sentence, thereby giving Luciano immediate freedom from prison on condition of his deportation “for the rest of his life.”




  Governor Dewey said at the time that he was commutating Luciano’s prison sentence on the recommendation of the Parole Board on the basis of the help the kingpin gangster had given this country’s war effort. The extent of that help remains a mystery despite a wide range of published rumors and conjecture. There was, indeed, far less waterfront sabotage and betrayal of ship movements than Navy Intelligence had feared. The story goes that the Navy had also enlisted Luciano’s aid in preparations for the Allied landings in Sicily in 1943. One plausible version is that Luciano’s underbosses persuaded the large Sicilian body of dockside workers, many of them recent immigrants, to furnish detailed information about their native villages to American military strategists and to prepare messages to be delivered to their kin abroad to cooperate with the American troops. Some years after the war there were reports in the Italian press that an American fighter plane, with a yellow flag draped over the side of its cockpit to display the letter L in black, had flown over the town of Villalba a few days after Allied armies had landed on the south coast of Sicily to begin their northward advance, the Americans in the western part of the island, the British and Canadians in the east. The mountainous area about Villalba, circled by strong German and Italian artillery, anti-aircraft and anti-tank positions, loomed as the most dangerous roadblock to the American advance. Villalba was also the home of Don Calogero Vizzini, Mafia boss of all Sicily. The yellow-flagged American plane dropped a package, along with a yellow silk handkerchief marked with a black L, near the home of Don Calogero (the exchange of silk handkerchiefs was an old Mafia custom to establish identity). The package allegedly contained a message from Luciano to his Sicilian counterpart and resulted in minimizing military resistance to the American advance through the Mafia’s influence over the Italian defenders.




  One story, on a par with other fantasies that have contributed to the Luciano legend, has it that Charlie Lucky was secretly released from prison in 1943 and, landing in Sicily with the American forces, was taken in a tank to meet Don Calogero in his mountain fastness. The historic fact remains that, once our troops started their advance from the beachhead, they moved all the way to the northern tip of Sicily in seven days with hardly a shot fired in what General George Patton was to recall as “the fastest blitzkrieg in history.” The British-Canadian force took five weeks and several thousand casualties to cover a similar distance up the east side of the island.




  Who knows the measure of Luciano’s help to the Allied war effort or the details of the deal that opened prison doors for him? Thomas E. Dewey, who had at least part of the answer, remained close-mouthed about it up to his death in 1971. Senator Estes Kefauver, whose investigating committee threw new light in 1950-51 on the political ramifications of Organized Crime, was to say in his book Crime in America: “During World War II there was a lot of hocuspocus about allegedly valuable services that Luciano, then a convict, was supposed to have furnished the military authorities in connection with plans for the invasion of his native Sicily. We dug into this and obtained a number of conflicting stories. This is one of the points about which the committee would have questioned Governor Dewey, who commutated Luciano’s sentence, if the Governor had not declined our invitation to come to New York City to testify before the committee.”




  Mr. Dewey began preparing his memoirs in 1957. In the first volume, published posthumously in 1974 by Doubleday & Company under the title Twenty Against the Underworld, Mr. Dewey told of having been infuriated by “ill-founded gossip” that “there might have been something crooked” about his commutation of the Mafia boss’s sentence. He said that William B. Herlands, then Commissioner of Investigations had, at his request, made a lengthy study of Luciano’s involvement in the war effort. Mr. Dewey said the report, based on 2,883 pages of testimony and documents, concluded that “Luciano had indeed rendered all the assistance of which he was capable, and that it had been of real value to the war effort.” But Mr. Dewey never made the report public, explaining that the Navy had permitted its officers to testify only with the expressed wish that it remain secret. Ho wrote, however, that he had later made a copy available to Senator Kefauver’s committee at its request.




  With a teaser that the details made “a long and fascinating story” Mr. Dewey promised to narrate them in the second volume of his memoirs, yet to be published.




  Regardless of how it had been accomplished, Charlie Lucky was a free man and a hero to a throng of well-wishing dock wallopers and bigshot underworld figures who saw him off from a Brooklyn pier on February 9, 1946, aboard the old Liberty ship Laura Keene, bound for Italy. Instead of a deportation it seemed like a bon voyage party for an ambassador about to cement goodwill and business relations abroad. Burly dockworkers, standing shoulder to shoulder with sharp bailing hooks hanging from their belts, kept newsmen away from the pier. When Luciano arrived, surrounded by Federal agents to make sure he remained aboard when the Laura Keene cast off her lines, he was greeted by cheers and calls of “You’ll be back, Lucky.” Frank Costello, Albert Anastasia, Meyer Lansky and other directors of the organized crime cartel rolled up in cars from which grinning dockworkers trundled cases and huge baskets of liquors and delicacies aboard the vessel for the party and whatever last-minute business matters were to be entrusted before the ship’s whistle blew.




  As the Laura Keene slid down the harbor into the darkness of the Atlantic night there vanished from the American mainland the symbol of the first major defeat inflicted by law upon the Organized Crime syndicate. For, unlike the earlier convictions of mobsters like Al Capone and Waxey Gordon for income tax evasion, that of Luciano had been the first instance—and a trailblazer for others—of the conviction of an underworld boss on charges that he had directed organized criminal enterprise without necessarily having taken personal part in its day-by-day operations. The departure of America’s No. 1 racket boss to an exile from which he was never to return alive provided a proper epilogue for Hickman Powell’s engrossing story of the trial of Lucky Luciano and the roles played by Mr. Dewey’s wild witnesses.




  Because so much interest has been generated in the almost three decades since Luciano’s deportation about his second life in crime a brief addendum seems appropriate at this point to separate fact from conjecture and fiction about his life abroad. On his arrival in Italy the police, making a great show of authority, sent him to Lercara Friddi, the tiny Sicilian village of his birth, where he was toasted as a returning hero at a great celebration attended by delegations of Mafiosi from all over the island. But Luciano, accustomed to the luxuries of New York’s Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, silk underwear, gourmet food and the ministrations of courtesans, had no intention of mouldering in the meager culture of Lercara Friddi.




  Police venality and political influence were apparently as rife in Italy as Luciano had found them during most of his career in New York. Before many weeks had passed the erstwhile American racket boss was ensconced in Rome in a fine apartment on the banks of the Tiber. Within less than a year he arrived in Havana, with proper Italian passport, and installed himself in the penthouse suite of one of Cuba’s finest new hotels, and made a series of calls to New York and other American cities. This brought a stream of visitors from the United States, regional Mafia bosses, narcotics smugglers and their bankrollers, and characters like Meyer Lansky and Frank Sinatra. Luciano entertained them royally and posed for news photographs.




  While laying lines of communication for narcotics traffic and other Organized Crime operations on the American mainland, Luciano was also wooing Cuban politicians, government officials, judges and police chiefs who were entertained at elaborate parties and presented with valuable gifts for themselves and their wives. He was working towards establishing a permanent base on the island, only 90 miles from the United States. But, again, a law enforcement agency in the United States thwarted him. This time it was the Treasury Department’s Bureau of Narcotics. Tipped off by its agents in Rome of Luciano’s pending departure for Cuba, the bureau had sent two of its crack operatives from Washington to Havana, where it also had two employees of the Hotel Nacional on its payroll. With knowledge of Luciano’s plans the Bureau sought to persuade the Cuban government to send Luciano back to Italy because his continued base of operations in Havana would be a source of embarrassment between the United States and Cuba. Cuban officials were so uncooperative that Luciano’s eventual exile from Cuba was forced only by our State Department’s threat to cut off all shipments of legitimate medical narcotics to the island.




  Back in Italy, where a now jittery government was about to declare Rome off limits to him, Luciano made his headquarters in Naples, a city suited admirably for smuggling and other illegal enterprises. He reorganized Italy’s “American Colony”—the name applied to our deported criminals by the Italian police—and put former New York, Chicago and Detroit racketeers in command posts in important cities in Italy and Sicily. United States Federal agents, who watched Luciano’s every move, were certain that the narcotics traffic claimed his major attention. He was also well supplied with money, much of it comeback money from the rackets in the United States.




  Despite his prosperity and position of power and respect in the international underworld, Luciano longed to return to the United States. He caused many strings here to be pulled for him, but to no avail. In 1957 when Thomas E. Dewey and his wife were on a visit to Rome, the former prosecutor was approached in the street by a man he described as “a sleazy-looking little character whom I did not recognize,” who put out his hand and said, “Governor, don’t you recognize me? I am Ralph.” It was Ralph Liguori, pimp and enforcer in the prostitution racket, who had been convicted with Luciano, sentenced to 7% to 15 years, and returned to Italy after completing his term. Mr. Dewey recalled later that Liguori, having read of his arrival in Rome, had sought him out to plead with him to “please do something for the boss,” explaining that Luciano was willing to “do anything... go back to jail if necessary if you will only let him back into the United States.” Mr. Dewey told his importuner that “this was a matter of law, not of grace” and there was nothing he could do.




  Supposed details of Luciano’s second life of crime have been published here and in Italy in numerous and often in mutually contradictory versions. One recent publication, announced originally as a “last will and testament” supposedly “dictated” by Luciano, had to trim sail on its claims when challenged and after it was disclosed that one event on which the underworld boss was quoted as commenting did not occur until two years after his death. The full story of Luciano’s life will probably not emerge for several more years, but meanwhile Mr. Powell’s account of the important years leading to his American downfall will stand as a beacon of clarity and truthfulness.




  Charles Grutzner


  Nyack, New York




  February 27, 1975




  PREFACE




  In virtually every American city of more than middling size there is a criminal underworld, a community outside the law and ordinarily immune to the penalties which fall upon accidental and free lance criminals. It has survived and grown powerful because it is useful to large and influential bodies of citizens, in politics, in business, and in the providing of forbidden pleasures. It is a community in which brute force and money talk the language, and secrecy is the dominant law.




  The underworld is well organized. Its strong men rise to dictatorial proportions. They are well entrenched in politics, in business, and are substantial factors in the lives of their localities, ruling with feudal power over those realms where the ordinary forms of social control cannot or will not function. Their characteristic gift to American life has been that form of extortion, or economic control, known as the racket. Often they are the strongest when they are the least talked about. Outlaws who are preyed upon do not complain to the authorities. Business men who take orders from unseen forces of violence, who pay vast sums of tribute for peace, do not go around talking about the men they fear.




  Attention has thus been diverted to more spectacular and open, though less fundamental, forms of crime—the raids of desperados, the exploits of kidnappers. But even these are rooted in the substantial underworld. J. Edgar Hoover and his Federal Bureau of Investigation have done effective work in smashing itinerant bands of criminals, but their powers apply only to certain crimes which cross state lines, and they have been baffled by the local situations without which the Dillingers, the Karpises, the Pretty Boy Floyds could not exist. The rover needs his safe harbors, his protection; the bank robber must have a place where he can dispose of stolen bonds. These are provided by the local criminals who have put down strong roots.




  The underworld has been with us a long time. Its social patterns developed in the street gangs of the great cities during the Nineteenth Century. The gangs were tolerated, even encouraged, because they were useful on election days to the political bosses who held democracy in leash and bent it to the purposes of practical men. As time went on the gangs were useful to business men who found it inconvenient to have purely democratic rule in the growing trades unions. Then came Prohibition, and the gangs were tolerated by everyone who was thirsty.




  The twenty years after the war saw a mushroom growth of the underworld, and the public has become more and more conscious of its hidden power. Prohibition was the hotbed which multiplied it overnight. Thousands of honest speakeasy proprietors and peddlers of bathtub gin discovered, upon throwing off the restraints of law, that they had also surrendered their freedom. They had become part of a world in which there were no courts to fix, no penalties to evade. The statutes were six-shooters, the constitution a machine gun. The gangsters had moved in.




  The gangster discovered, overnight, that he was no longer a tolerated neighborhood thug, but a big business man. No longer despised by all except his own kind, he found himself regarded as a public benefactor. His interests spread over whole cities, states, and interlocked into a great confraternity with ramifications throughout the entire nation. For rum running was not a local industry.




  Millions of dollars rolled in, plenty to buy lawyers, policemen, politicians, judges, with a big surplus left for other investments. The gangster was no longer a mere stooge for the political boss. Often he became the real boss himself, though he stayed in the background. He usually tried to stay out of the limelight, for those exceptions who got themselves talked about nearly always landed in jail or in a coffin. The outstanding exception was Al Capone. He was an exhibitionist; he flaunted his dominance over Chicago; he was not strong enough to rule without bloodshed; that is why he went to Alcatraz Prison for such a long time. Because he was a notorious gang leader, he received a much longer sentence than the usual tax evader. There were plenty of other big shots who were more discreet. They did not expect their tame judges to associate with them publicly or to attend underworld funerals, so long as they did their work satisfactorily in court. There were, and are, plenty of big shots the general public never heard of.




  No big shot was ever more mysterious or more powerful than Charles Luciano, known to the knowing in the underworld as Charlie Lucky. In 1931 he became head of the Unione Siciliana in New York and in alliance with other big gangsters established a sway over the underworld in cities throughout the nation.




  Considering the underworld’s importance in our national life, considering the amount that has been said and published about it, surprisingly little is really known about its affairs. The newspapers have been unable to publish, or even to obtain, a complete picture. They are bound by the laws of libel and of demonstrable fact; and even so the partial facts come to the surface only now and then, like brief glimpses of a sea monster too fabulous for belief. The most complete presentation of the underworld has come through the motion pictures; the gangster films, against carping opposition, have done more than any other influence to awaken the nation to the facts of life. But even Hollywood has had to trim the edges. Considerations of censorship have made it necessary to portray mobsters as reasonably nice people. A truly realistic film of the underworld would knock the Legion of Decency speechless.




  During the last few years we have begun to learn something about the underworld, largely through the excavations of Thomas E. Dewey, the special prosecutor of rackets in Manhattan, who has now become District Attorney of New York County.




  Dewey made himself a big reputation by accomplishing what was apparently impossible. He convicted racketeers of racketeering; he smashed whole mobs. But for our present purpose, it is more important that he discovered facts, let in the light on hitherto unexplored regions of human society. It is no longer necessary to guess, surmise, romance, and to sift out the most credible bits from a conflicting mass of gossip. We know what happened, from the lips of the participants.




  Dewey’s ultimate purpose was accomplished on February 25, 1939, when James J. Hines, Tammany district leader, was convicted as the protector of the Dutch Schultz mob, thereby clearly demonstrating to the satisfaction of a jury the corrupt alliance of organized crime and politics.




  Until then his most striking achievement was the conviction of Luciano, sentenced to serve from thirty to fifty years in prison for the crime of compulsory prostitution. True, the vice racket was a small thing, so far as Luciano’s enterprises went, but it was a racket. True, the sentence he got was proportionate more to the manner of his operations than to the specific crime of which he was convicted. But up to now the income tax laws had been the only effective weapon against the racketeer. This conviction was something new. Luciano became the first top rank American racketeer ever to go to prison for a crime involving moral turpitude. And the shock, the impact of this prosecution gave Dewey’s drive the momentum that made it successful.




  The Luciano case was not complete until the New York State Court of Appeals upheld the conviction in April, 1938, and the United States Supreme Court, in October, 1938, refused to review it. Up to that time the story had to be confined to the printed record. Now the case is closed. It is possible to tell, coherently, the detailed story of America’s most spectacular criminal prosecution.




  The facts about sex and prostitution used to be the exclusive domain of the preacher. All of us who ever went to a revival meeting can remember, I am sure, the evangelist’s lush, fragrant visions of the plush-covered path of sin. That was hot stuff and it packed them in; and the Lord only knows how many millions of young men believed the ballyhoo and found the actuality disappointing.




  Matters are different today. It is no longer necessary to be either romantic or horrified. When magazines discuss the pros and cons of chastity, when The Ladies’ Home Journal takes a straw vote on matters of sex, when syphilis and gonorrhea are called by their right names in the front page headlines of the newspapers, then the old bars are down. Unsanctified folk may muscle in on the preacher’s territory.




  The Luciano case, involving a modern racket which preyed on the ancient institution of vice, constitutes a pictorial cross-section of American organized crime. As such, it is far more illuminating than any crime statistics, social theories, or fragmentary police reports. Even more, it is a story, the saga of Nancy Presser and Gashouse Lil, Jennie the Factory and Cokey Flo, Ralph the Pimp and Crazy Moe, Little Davie and Tommy Bull1—and towering over them all, misty, shadowy, foreboding, the figure of Luciano, like—




  I was about to say like an evil genius, but I hope I shall not use the word “evil” in this tale. If the reader does not know the distinction between good and evil, it will do no good, I am sure, for me to tell him. The moralist, the reformer, the preacher, the student of criminology, sociology, or public affairs, each will find in these pages plentiful raw material for his trade.




  For the story-teller it is enough that these people live—now, today—and that these events happened.




  H. P.




  February, 1939




  




  Footnote




  1 Underworld people are almost never known by their right names and people in the low life have a talent for assuming picturesque and rhythmic appellations. As the Dewey men combed through the underworld, they kept finding people with such names as Silver-tongued Elsie, Sadie the Chink, Abie the Rabbi. Many of them were turned up only momentarily and were turned loose when it seemed they had no importance to the investigation. Among these was a pimp known to all and sundry as Jimmy Douchebag. Jimmy exists, I am convinced of that, and he may well be still operating in New York; but research fails to reveal any more about him and his highly original name.




  CAST OF CHARACTERS




  CHARLES LUCIANO, alias CHARLIE LUCKY, Number One racketeer of New York.




  THOMAS E. DEWEY, Special Prosecutor of rackets in New York County (subsequently District Attorney).




  NANCY PRESSER, racketeers’ playmate, gun moll and prostitute.




  RALPH LIGUORI, hold-up man, dope runner, and Nancy’s boy friend.




  GASHOUSE LIL, jilted by Liguori.




  THELMA JORDAN, a prostitute from the Middle West.




  BENNIE SPILLER, a loan shark, Thelma’s boy friend.




  JENNIE THE FACTORY, an old-time madam.




  DAVE MILLER, booking agent for a string of prostitutes.




  AL WEINER, a booker, who took over the prostitution business of his father, Cockeyed Louis, when Louis went to prison.




  JACK ELLER, a booker, who took over Nick Montana’s prostitution business when Montana went to prison.




  PETE HARRIS, booker of the best-looking string of prostitutes in town.




  MILDRED HARRIS, Pete’s wife, a former madam.




  FRISCO JEAN ERWIN, one of Pete Harris’s sweethearts.




  CRAZY MOE, a male madam and underworld go-between.




  LITTLE DAVM BETILLO, a ferocious gunman of the Capone and Luciano mobs, active head of the prostitution racket.




  THOMAS PENNOCHIO, alias TOMMY BULL, old-time thug and dope-runner.




  LITTLE ABIE WAHRMAN, head of Davie Betillo’s strong-arm squad.




  JIMMY FREDERICKS, front-man for the vice ring.




  [image: JESSE JACOBS MEYER BERKMAN bondsmen for the prostitution racket.]




  COKEY FLO BROWN, the smartest madam in town, sweetheart of Jimmy Fredericks.




  GOOD-TIME CHARLIE, a pimp.




  JO JO WEINTRAUB, lobbygow of Pete Harris.




  JEANETTE LEWIS, Jo Jo’s girl friend.




  JOE BENDIX, a hotel sneak thief.




  MOLLY BROWN, a Waldorf-Astoria bathmaid.
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  MOSES POLAKOFF, Luciano’s lawyer.




  GEORGE MORTON LEVY, Luciano’s trial lawyer.




  CAESAR BARRA, counsel to Betillo and Pennochio.




  DAVID P. SIEGEL, ahrman’s lawyer.




  SAMUEL J. SIEGEL, Fredericks’s lawyer.




  Various prostitutes, madams, pimps, gunmen, dope peddlers, racketeers, and lawyers.




  Scene: Manhattan Island—its brothels, hotels, all-night restaurants, side-streets and courtrooms.




  Time: 1933 to 1936.




  Lucky Luciano




  
I. MISS PRESSER GOES TO TOWN





  LEARNING A TRADE




  If a girl wants to go places, see things, and meet people you read about in the newspapers, she can have no more effective equipment than natural blonde hair, pretty face, slim figure, high spirits, and low morals. Along that line Nancy Presser had just about everything. Before she quit school and got her working papers, Nancy waited until the lawful age of fourteen; but nobody ever told her about the age of consent.




  While other girls of her age were still waiting to be kissed, Nancy left her home in Auburn, N.Y., got a job as a waitress in Albany, and discovered that a Senator who grudgingly tipped her a dime at lunch was eager, twelve hours later, to be far more generous. Nancy took this economic discovery on to Manhattan. At sixteen she wore orchids, went to the most expensive night clubs, saw the “Scandals” three times in a season, and got paid for it all.




  Things happened rapidly in those days, which were 1928. Men stampeded in droves after common stocks and preferred blondes, and Nancy, like everything else, was going big. There were big sugar daddies galore, big butter and egg men, big brokers, big bootleggers; and Nancy, who rated as a big blonde, had her telephone number ready for all.




  It is appalling to think of the years of prison eligibility that were incurred by the big friends of willing young Nancy, for the statutory crime of rape upon a child.




  She gave no warning that she was jail bait. Nancy had the dancing freshness of youth, but already there was a deep-breasted maturity about her, and a voluptuous fire that she got from a Polish mother. From her father came a well-thewed, big-boned Nordic body, fit for heavy duty. With it all she had breathtaking beauty. Men liked to be seen with Nancy. She was such a gorgeous animal, she dressed so beautifully, and she looked respectable, but not too respectable.




  She wasn’t really a professional yet. On arriving in New York, Nancy first got work as an artist’s model and then as a model for hats and dresses. Her education progressed apace. Other girls taught her that her Albany wardrobe, of which she had been so proud, was practically rustic; and soon Nancy, except for her complexion, was a picture of utter urban sophistication.




  She started going to parties, and there were plenty of parties in those days. The Arrival of Buyers department in the Times was Nancy’s social and business index. It ran for columns every morning, and all the customers had to be entertained. Nancy had never had any idea, in the days when her girl friends were going to work in factories, that making money could be so easy, or so much fun.




  For one reason Nancy was so popular was the youthful zest and enthusiasm she put into her work. That was before one of the older girls took her in hand and told her she would burn her life out that way, instructed her in ways and means to avoid a mixture of pleasure with business. Nancy took the warning seriously and began reserving her ardors for purely social occasions. It was then, I suppose, that she really became a prostitute. The men never knew the difference. She was too good an actress for that. She always took pride in her professional skill.




  GETTING ON IN THE WORLD




  Nancy’s pay as a model soon amounted to nothing more than pin money, and it was really a bore to have to get up in the morning and go to the shop. She kept at it because of the contacts it gave her, but gradually she grew to think less and less of millinery buyers and cloak-and-suiters. Miss Presser had moved far beyond the social sphere she had known in Auburn and her clientele was of the sort to build up her ego. She had two steel executives from Youngstown who called up when they came to the city, and a toolmaker from Cleveland. She had gray-haired gentlemen who would pay her $75 to go to the theatre with them, and who then, having cut a dashing figure in public, would bid her a chaste good night. To go to dinner with a man, Nancy’s price was $20. The big night of her whole career was an occasion when she was invited to the hotel room of an old dodo from the West. She stayed late, told him dirty stories, kissed the bald spot on top his head, and drank champagne with him until they both fell asleep in separate twin beds. He gave her a $1,000 bill.




  By now Nancy was a busy high-class call girl, but for all the men she saw, she did not have any boy friend. She had not met any pimps yet and from what she heard of them she did not want to. She did have some girl friends whom she had met here and there at parties. One of them was a call girl named Betty Cook and it was through her that Nancy had her first inevitable meeting with the underworld. Betty Cook had a man named Charles Luciano.




  This Luciano was good-looking for an underworld man. True, his legs were a bit short for his body, but he had a sharp-cut profile and crisp, wavy, black hair. He was, as Betty said, on the George Raft type. Betty regarded him with a mixture of infatuation and black fear.




  Luciano was a hard character along Broadway. He was in the dope business, had some kind of tie-up with Arnold Rothstein and Legs Diamond. The relationship between Luciano and Betty is not entirely clear even now, and it is something we cannot find out about definitely. Betty long ago quit being a call girl and is married now (happily, I hope) to a policeman outside the state of New York; and she has never been available for any further inquiry, which is just as well.




  Nancy saw all that she wanted of their love affair. She was eating with Betty one evening at the Tip Toe Inn at Eighty-sixth Street and Broadway when Charlie came in and joined them. Right away he and Betty got in an argument.




  As Nancy sat and listened, anger boiled up in her. She had never heard a man. talk to a girl like that, and there was nothing shrinking about Nancy. Managing men was her business and she had never stood in awe of them. She spoke up sharply to Luciano. She told him to quit talking to Betty that way. That was no way to treat a girl.




  Luciano turned to her slowly, stared at her steadily, coolly for a while without speaking. She will never forget the icy black anger in his eyes. His eyes held hers as if by force. Now she knew why Betty Cook feared him like death. This man Luciano was full of pent-up force, and serpentine malevolence seemed to strike from his stone-like face.




  Nancy got out of there as soon as she could. She said she was sorry, she had to be getting along. She forgot to take her change from the cashier, and she dashed down into the Eighty-sixth Street subway entrance and hurried aboard a train. After the train door was closed, she looked back, out the window. That was silly, for she knew no one had followed her.




  Now and then after that Nancy saw Luciano on the street, or in restaurants. He hung out around Dave’s Blue Room, an all-night restaurant in Seventh Avenue above Fifty-first Street, and on the sidewalk in front of Moe Ducore’s drug store at Forty-ninth—that segment of the Broadway neighborhood which was to become celebrated in Damon Runyon’s short stories. Luciano nodded casually when he saw her. She always smiled and spoke to him very nicely, but did not stop to talk. Neither of them had any notion of what important roles they were to play in each other’s life.




  THE MOB RELAXES




  Nancy’s contacts with the underworld were made in other directions. She quit her job as a model after she had been set up in an apartment by a fellow named Joe. He was a married man and Nancy has forgotten his surname, but he had a flower shop on Broadway, or at least that was his front. Nancy did not stay with him very long. Being a kept woman cramped her style, and Joe quit paying the rent when he discovered that she was having regular weekly meetings with two other men, one of whom greatly improved her wardrobe, “being as he was in the dress business.” Though Nancy sometimes says she was a good girl until she met Joe, his only real importance in this story is that he took her on a trip to Hot Springs, Arkansas, and there she met Willie Weber, Chink Sherman, and other members of Waxey Gordon’s mob, who were there for a holiday.




  Waxey Gordon was probably the biggest bootlegger in the eastern states. An experienced member of Dopey Benny Fein’s old east side gang,1 Waxey was ready for action when Prohibition came along, and soon had a rum running syndicate with fleets of fast boats going to Rum Row, private radio stations, secret codes, and all the trappings of bootlegging romance. Later he went in mostly for breweries, and also invested his money in various legitimate enterprises. He owned at least three hotels in the Times Square sector of New York. Waxey was the bankroll for “Strike Me Pink,” a musical show starring Jimmy Durante; and one night, with a gesture truly baronial, he took the chorus of the show in a private car up to Great Meadow Prison for the entertainment of the felons there confined. The warden is said to have been mightily pleased at this generosity and concern for the comfort of his charges. Nancy Presser went along on the trip, and had the time of her life.




  Steel company executives were all right, but as spenders they were not in the class with Nancy’s bootlegger friends. When she got in with the Waxey mob, she knew she was really in the big time. It was as fine a lot of mugs and killers as she could have tied up with anywhere. Mobsters were in need of entertainment, and Nancy was there to provide it.




  There is widespread assumption, encouraged by a ditty of W. S. Gilbert’s, that when a felon’s not engaged in his employment his capacity for innocent enjoyment is as great as any other man’s. The contrary is true. Nancy’s friends were primitive, uncomplicated, untutored mugs, dripping with money, with very few ways in which to spend it. True, some of them were pigeon fanciers, followers of an engrossing but inexpensive sport always favored by gangsters. They could gamble. They could go to fights and, as some of them did, take over actual operations in the fight racket. They could loaf around in night clubs. But, while the normal man thinks of pleasure and relaxation almost synonymously with alcohol, the bootlegger had to be very careful of how he sampled his own wares.




  The racket man lives under tension. Death may at any moment be behind his back. In such circumstances alcohol may easily become his master. And though criminals be tolerant in most matters, they will not long associate with a lush. Alcoholics lose their nerve. Drunkards talk too much. The drinking man becomes dangerous, and is likely to be disposed of with little ceremony, by means conveniently at hand. It is very easy to take a drunk for a ride.




  Women, of course, were always there. But in them also the average man’s pleasure was denied the racketeer, for he had too much of them. In sex matters, lacking a romantic attachment, the elements of uncertainty and pursuit are much of the pleasure. But these are absent when every girl is a push-over. When all a man’s girls are as easy as Nancy, the joy of the chase just is not there. Add to this the racketeer’s tradition, widely believed, that “a guy who won’t go for a dame is yellow,” and the gangster’s sex life is hardly a happy one. The demands made upon him by his companions, if not by his own self-esteem, are almost superhuman. This combination of alcoholic abstinence and strenuous sex were the reasons why Nancy’s friends went in so extensively for the smoking of opium.




  Hitting the pipe, at least so the gangster told himself, was not habit forming. If a man were careful, he could be a “pleasure smoker” and use the pipe occasionally for an opium jag without becoming a hopeless addict, as with heroin or morphine. A man was not charged up all the time. If lodged for a day or so in jail he might crave the drug, but he would not have the gnawing, crazy desire that would make him become a squealer. But opium relieved tensions, it made a man forget the dangers of life, it made him feel as if he were walking on air. It built up his ego, made him feel important. And it was aphrodisiac.




  Waxey’s mob were confirmed opium smokers and soon introduced Nancy Presser to the pastime. Nancy went to her first opium smoking party when she was seventeen years old. Being a beginner, she smoked only four or five pills, but even that made her very sick. Not so deathly ill, however, as the time she went opium smoking after drinking beer all evening. Nancy would try anything once, and has tried most of them, but beer and opium smoke is a combination she would not advise anyone to tackle. Alcohol and opium never mix well anyhow.




  The party was in one of Waxey’s hotels, in West Forty-sixth Street, and Nancy went with Willie Weber. Three other couples were there, for the pipe was a sociable habit; and when they all had arrived, the word was given downstairs that the room was not to be disturbed. Then the door to the corridor had its cracks all thoroughly stuffed with cotton wadding, and taped also, so that fumes could not escape and perhaps bring a crash raid by police. The windows were taped too, as if for fumigation, and heavy blankets were hung over the windows, to catch and hold the fumes and keep the air heavily saturated. When the place was thoroughly airtight, the smoking began. Nancy thought it was really quite thrilling.




  Chink Sherman prepared the pipe.2 The opium was a gum-like substance which he had in a small can. In an alcohol lamp he would heat the end of a little metal rod, something like a crochet needle, and then work it around in the opium until a little pill of the gum had been formed on the end. This pill he would place on the bow I of the pipe. The pipe was a metal tube, about an inch in diameter and nearly three feet long; the bowl was a large, hollow pan-like protuberance near one end, with a tiny hole at the center. The smoker would place the bowl with its pill in the flame of the lamp, and, as the opium bubbled, would suck the fumes in through the bowl, slowly inhaling them. They all sat cross-legged at first, on mats on the floor, and took turns with the pipe, passing it around from one to the other.




  After the first few pipes, the party really began to get going. Nancy was not shocked. She took everything in her stride, even in those days. But since on this evening she was more sick than doped, the proceedings appeared different to her than to the more active participants. Nancy, though she would not use such words in describing it, had never seen or imagined such slobbering, orgiastic promiscuity in all her life. Each man seemed to think he was Priapus himself, or a Casanova trying to live a whole autobiography in an evening. To Nancy, who was not without experience, and even though she dropped off to sleep rather early, it was amazing.




  She was to learn later that opium smoking did not mean much to women, except to soothe jaded nerves. It made them feel lazy, sleepy, and acquiescent, that was all. But to a man, it seemed to swell and exalt the ego. It made him feel lord of all men and, more immediately, the unquenchable lord of all women. Whether it actually made him more powerful may be questioned; it made him think so, which served the purpose. To Nancy it always seemed that it magnified the effort and minimized the accomplishment, but whatever the men wanted was all right with her. Nancy, who later took to morphine, never cared much for the pipe. But she smoked often, for the social advantages. After all, it was not every girl who could be on such intimate terms with one of the toughest mobs in America. Nancy was even able to smoke sometimes with Waxey himself. He was a hard, flint-eyed man, but at such times he became almost human.




  Nancy had practically made the grade, in one of the most inaccessible groups in New York Society. She was so appreciative of her luck that she operated in this sphere on practically an amateur basis. That is, her friends gave her presents instead of dealing on contracts. She was what was known in those days as a very nice dish. Her clothes came from the most expensive shops, and her furs were the best that could be stolen. Nancy lived at the Hotel Emerson, Seventy-fifth Street and Amsterdam Avenue. There were swankier addresses, but her social ambitions did not run toward the east side, and it was a convenient business location. A fine retinue of clients had her phone number, she was on good terms with head waiters all over town, and had working arrangements with bellboys in various places. In one evening she might be a caller at a half dozen hotels and apartments, for a whacking price at each. She could afford to take a night off now and then to play with her boy friends.
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