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THE GETTING OF IT

Al Capone stood on the sidewalk in front of a run-down saloon called the Four Deuces, the wind whipping at his face. He shoved his hands in his pockets and pulled his jacket collar high to protect against the cold, or maybe to cover the scars on his left cheek.

“Got some nice-looking girls inside,” he said.

Capone was twenty-one years old and new in town. He worked in Chicago’s Levee District, south of downtown, a neighborhood of sleazy bars and bordellos, where a man, if he cared about his health, tried not to stay long and tried not to touch anything. Automobiles with bug-eyed headlamps rumbled up and down the block. It was January 1920, the dawn of a rip-roaring decade, not that you’d know it from looking around this neighborhood.

The Great War was over. Men were back home, maybe a little shell-shocked, maybe a little bored, certainly thirsty. They put on jackets and ties and snap-brimmed hats and went to places such as the Four Deuces, which was named not for the winning poker hand but for its address: 2222 South Wabash. It was a four-story, brick, turn-of-the-century building with a massive arched door that looked like the mouth of a cave. Inside, cigarette and cigar smoke clung to the ceiling. Some customers came for the drinks. Others climbed the stairwell at the back and went upstairs, where the smoke faded slightly but the aromas became more complex. There, on the second floor, high-heeled women paraded in varying states of undress, their movements lit by a bare bulb on the ceiling. A madam urged the customers to hurry up and choose.

When the place got busy, Capone would head inside to warm himself and to make sure the customers behaved. He was a dark-haired fellow, not quite big enough or ugly enough to scare anybody at first glance. He stood five feet ten and a half and weighed about two hundred pounds, with a powerful chest and hands as big as a grizzly’s. His hairline was already beginning to recede. His eyebrows were thick and wide, and the two horizontal scars on his cheek were light purple and still raw-looking. His eyes were a changeable greenish gray. He charmed people with his broad smile.

Capone cared deeply about his image. He asked photographers to capture his portrait from the right, avoiding his scarred cheek. He wore the finest clothes and, despite his girth, looked comfortable in them. It is nearly impossible to find a photograph in which he is not the best-dressed man in the room, even when he was young and poor. He had style, but he walked a fine line. He would wear suits in bright colors such as purple and lime that other hoodlums would never dare, and pinkie rings with fat, glittering stones that would put to shame many of Chicago’s wealthiest society women. But he would never be seen in an ascot.

At the Four Deuces, he slid his body through the crowd with grace. He was a good host: vivacious, quick with a joke, flashing that smile. The men in the bar enjoyed his company. When he finished his shift, he would walk back to the dumpy little apartment he shared with his wife, Mae, and their one-year-old son, Albert Francis. The place wasn’t much, but it was better than anything he’d ever had growing up.

Capone was born and raised in Brooklyn, part of a big Italian family. His parents were immigrants. Capone grew up poor, one of nine children, and dropped out of school in sixth grade. He ran with street gangs as a boy and young man, and worked a series of menial jobs as a teenager that made good use of his size, strength, and bravado. He found his true calling as a bouncer at a dive bar on Coney Island, where he mixed with some of New York’s toughest thugs.

He had come to Chicago to work for Johnny Torrio, once one of the legends on the Brooklyn gang scene and now a rising force in the Chicago underworld. Some accounts suggest that Torrio recruited Capone to join his organization because he spotted talent in the young man. Others suggest that Capone fled Brooklyn after a bar fight in which he nearly killed a man with his fists.

Capone took to Chicago, which the poet Carl Sandburg described this way:

Hog Butcher for the World

Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat,

Player with Railroads and the Nation’s Freight Handler;

Stormy, husky, brawling,

City of the Big Shoulders:

They tell me you are wicked and I believe them,

for I have seen your painted women under the gas lamps luring farm boys.

And they tell me you are crooked and I answer:

Yes, it is true I have seen the gunman kill and go free to kill again.

Chicago city hugged the lower edge of Lake Michigan, spreading in every direction it could. In 1850, the city had been home to only thirty thousand hardy souls. By 1870 the population had shot up to three hundred thousand. Without the watery boundaries of New York, people felt no need to jam themselves into cramped, unforgiving spaces. Neighborhoods lined up one after another along the crescent-shaped coast, wooden shanties and muddy streets stretching on into the prairie. The city grew quickly and uncontrollably. Immigrants came in search of work: building, forging steel, slaughtering cattle, loading boxcars. Criminals came, too: pimps and prostitutes, pickpockets and safecrackers, con men, dope dealers, burglars and racket men. The police department—a mere afterthought in the city’s earliest days of development—could never catch up.

The city burned to the ground in 1871. The Great Fire burned for days and left seventy-three miles of streets a wreck of embers and soot. Nearly a third of the city’s residents were rendered homeless. But Chicago rose again, with even more speed and vigor. This time, buildings of iron, granite, and steel filled the landscape. And of course, the vice world came back stronger than ever, too. In the first eight months of 1872, the city issued an astonishing 2,218 licenses for saloons.

If anything, the fire proved a great boost to the economy, setting off a kind of Gold Rush. The opportunities were limitless, and men of energy and ambition sought to take advantage. Great architects, great salesmen, great lawyers, great artists, and great criminals would forge the city’s new identity.

In 1893, the World’s Columbian Exposition brought another spurt of population growth, and with it, more vice. By 1910, a special commission reported that five thousand full-time prostitutes and ten thousand part-timers worked the city, and that, combined, they were responsible for more than 27 million sex acts a year. Clean up Chicago? If anyone even mentioned it, they were either dreaming or joking.
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By the time of Al Capone’s arrival in 1920, the population had climbed to 2.7 million, making it the second-largest city in the nation, after New York. And still it felt uncrowded and untamed. As more immigrants arrived from Italy, Ireland, Poland, Germany, China, Russia, and Greece, everyone shoved aside and made room. New neighborhoods attached themselves to old. The city just kept stretching: twenty-six miles long and fourteen miles wide, more jigsaw puzzle than melting pot. The sprawling geography allowed ethnic groups to cling to their old languages and customs to a greater extent than they ever could in New York.

The wealthy lived mostly on the city’s near West and near North sides. The working class lived mostly on the South and the far West sides. New arrivals could tell in an instant from the odors if they were in one of the city’s poorer sections. Small steel mills coughed soot, and tanneries leached chemicals. But the strongest and foulest stench came from the Union Stockyard: five hundred acres of livestock, living and dead. The smell buckled legs. The work was worse. Millions of cattle, sheep, and hogs moved through the stockyards, their throats slashed, their carcasses split and sliced, their entrails washed into the Chicago River. An army of seventy-five thousand men and women did the work. This was the work of Chicago.

At the hub of the city sat the Loop, the city’s central business district, where elevated trains screeched on metal tracks, and trolleys and trucks jammed the streets. Here, the city felt like a city: noisy, crowded, and dangerous. Chicago was the nation’s first city of skyscrapers. Buildings rose higher here than anywhere else, stabbing at the clouds in handsome shades of green, gray, brown, and blue.

Yet it wasn’t everyone’s idea of paradise.

“Having seen it,” Rudyard Kipling wrote of Chicago, “I urgently desire never to see it again. It is inhabited by savages. Its… air is dirt.”

Chicago welcomed the strong and spat out the weak. If you couldn’t hack it, there was always a train leaving for Des Moines. That’s why it attracted men such as the scorching jazz trumpeter Louis Armstrong; the crusading lawyer Clarence Darrow; and the meatpacking titan Philip Armour, who treated his workers shabbily but gave generously to charity and once said, “I do not love the money, what I love is the getting of it.”

The getting of it: That’s what this city was all about.

[image: image]

When he wasn’t working the door or tending bar at the Four Deuces, Capone decorated. In an empty storefront adjoining the saloon, he arranged some bookshelves, a broken-down piano, and some old tables and chairs to make the place look like an antiques store. It was Johnny Torrio’s idea. Torrio wanted Capone to learn to carry himself with the air of a legitimate businessman. Capone printed cards that read:

ALPHONSE CAPONE

Second Hand Furniture Dealer

2220 South Wabash Avenue

The Levee District had always been home to entrepreneurs. Though it was only two miles from the elegant hotels and skyscrapers of the Loop, the district operated within its own special universe, with its own special rules.

Movie stars and titans of industry had visited the parlors of the neighborhood’s elegant whorehouses, including the famous Everleigh Club, where they spent great fortunes on wine, food, and women. Politicians had not only put up with the debauchery, they also had participated in it. But things began to turn during the years of World War I. A wave of temperance swept the country. Americans were expected to sober up and sacrifice for their nation. Even Chicago cleaned itself up a little. Saloons were raided. Licenses were revoked. The high-end whores and drug dealers, fearing arrest, quit working in bordellos and dance halls and moved to hotel lobbies, where they could be more discreet. In time, the Levee District became the exclusive domain of ripened prostitutes, customers who couldn’t afford better, and the low-level pickpockets and jackrollers who preyed on anyone dumb enough to wander the streets alone and unarmed. This was where Capone got his start. His timing was perfect.

In 1917, Congress asked every state in the union to vote on the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution, banning the sale, manufacture, and transportation of intoxicating liquor nationwide. The measure passed with no great opposition, and most people believed the law would be quickly and easily implemented, that Americans on a massive scale would voluntarily give up drinking. The evangelist Billy Sunday bade good-bye to demon alcohol with flourish, saying, “You were God’s worst enemy. You were hell’s best friend. I hate you with a perfect hatred.” He went on to predict a new age of prosperity and clean living, saying “slums will soon be a memory. We will turn our prisons into factories and our jails into storehouses and corncribs. Men will walk upright now, women will smile, and children will laugh. Hell will be forever for rent.”

Torrio and Capone had other ideas.

The Prohibition law took effect at midnight on January 16, 1920, a day before Capone’s twenty-first birthday. But by then the war was over and the mood of the country had already shifted. Sacrifice? That was for saps.

“Like an overworked businessman beginning his vacation,” wrote the journalist and historian Frederick Lewis Allen, “the country was finally learning how to relax and amuse itself once more.” Americans wanted to dance and drive fast and spend money. They wanted to shock their parents with their sharp clothes and impress their neighbors with handy new gadgets such as electric irons and vacuum cleaners. And they wanted to drink. By making booze illegal, the government unwittingly glamorized it. The bubbles in a glass of champagne seemed more scintillating, the foam on a mug of beer more refreshing. Homemade alcohol had a tendency to taste like battery acid, which led to the invention of cocktails; the addition of sweet flavors and herbs made the drinks even more alluring, especially to women. Irving Berlin summed up the state of affairs and put it to a snappy tune when he wrote, “You Can Not Make Your Shimmy Shake on Tea.”

Congress passed the Volstead Act to provide for enforcement of the Eighteenth Amendment, and at least in the early years under the new set of laws, alcohol consumption in America dropped dramatically. But the Volstead Act failed to anticipate the massive criminal operations that would go to work creating an underground network for the manufacture and sale of alcohol.

A man didn’t have to be a genius to recognize this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Overnight, general miscreants such as Capone became bootleggers (the phrase has roots in America’s colonial days, probably deriving from “boot-leg,” the upper part of a tall boot where bottles could be hidden). Their experience running bars, brothels, and gambling joints suddenly came in handy. They already knew how to move money, how to sell booze, how to subdue competition, and how to service multiple businesses across the city. The trick now was learning to think big. A massive legitimate business had just been declared illicit. If they moved quickly, they could take over operations. Just for starters, bootleggers needed trucks and confederates in other cities to help them with supplies. In New York, there was Meyer Lansky; in Philadelphia, Boo Boo Hoff; in Detroit, the Purple Gang; in Cleveland, Moe Dalitz. They patched together a network that would eventually become a loosely organized national crime syndicate.

As bootleggers, their position in society actually improved. Small-time reprobates no longer had time for safecracking, pickpocketing, and mugging. Those lines of work were too dangerous, too risky, and didn’t pay well enough.

Bootlegging also offered a certain kind of dignity. As bootleggers, they provided a useful service and catered to a respectable class of customer. Flush with cash, they dressed with panache and consorted with a higher class of friends. They became romantic figures, celebrated by journalists who liked their style, their slang, and their nicknames—not to mention their booze.

Every city had its share of bootlegging, but Chicago seemed to have more. Alcohol soaked the city through, which is why the 1922 song “Chicago” called it “that toddlin’ town.” No one believed for a moment that the city would sober up under Prohibition. Lake Michigan would dry up first.

Once it became clear that Chicagoans, and in fact much of the rest of the American population, had no intention of giving up drinking, the government would face a decision: How much money and effort would it invest in fighting this new wave of crime? The answer turned out to be, not much. Torrio and Capone, among others, stood ready to take advantage.
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GOOD-BYE, DIAMOND JIM

The Levee District had made Chicago one of the nation’s premier environments for vice long before Prohibition. Now, though, the high-end brothels were not so high-end anymore. The only ritzy establishment that remained from the glory days was Colosimo’s Restaurant, which sat a block north of the Four Deuces, at 2128 South Wabash. Like a prizefighter past his prime, Colosimo’s was clinging tenuously to its power and glory. It still attracted the big-name politicians and stars of stage and screen, but it was working harder all the time to do it.

The owner of the place was Jim Colosimo, a figure so monumental that he had two nicknames: Big Jim and Diamond Jim. Colosimo was square-jawed and stocky, with heavily lidded eyes and a dark mustache that hid almost his entire mouth. He wore the sheerest of white linen suits. Diamonds sparkled from his fingers, his shirtfront, his watch chain, his cuffs, his suspender clasps, and his garters. He kept a pouch full of diamonds in his pocket, too, and in idle moments he would pour them out on a white tablecloth and tease them with a fingertip, rearranging their radiance, admiring their glow, and savoring his own wealth. Though he had begun his professional life as a pickpocket and small-time con man, Colosimo had married well, to Victoria Moresco, the madam of a profitable brothel.

In the brothels, Big Jim found his life’s calling. The women trusted him, and the men liked his company. He knew how to bribe, how to flatter, how to threaten, and how to make a good plate of pasta. He was the first gangster to go high-class, which included keeping his hands clean when there was violent work to be done. As a result, Colosimo reigned as king of the city’s underworld, and his establishment enjoyed a long run as one of the city’s most popular nightspots. The restaurant’s signature dish was spaghetti à la Colosimo.

It was Colosimo who’d brought Johnny Torrio from Brooklyn—by some accounts the men were related by marriage—and helped him establish his loosely knit chain of saloons and brothels. Colosimo and Torrio were business partners. But by 1920 Big Jim was losing the passion for his work. While Torrio sought to explore new opportunities connected to the advent of Prohibition, Colosimo seemed uninterested. He had recently divorced his wife, married a young singer, and had taken her on a long, luxurious honeymoon.

Shortly after his return, on the afternoon of May 11, 1920, Big Jim strapped on a pair of diamond-studded suspenders, slid on his suit jacket, and went down to his restaurant. As he walked into his office, Colosimo found his secretary and his chef discussing the evening’s menu. The three men chatted for ten or fifteen minutes until Colosimo excused himself, saying he was supposed to meet someone in the lobby. A moment later, the secretary and chef heard gunshots. They emerged from the office to find their boss stretched on the floor, blood oozing from a mealy bullet wound behind his right ear and spreading across the porcelain tiles. He was dead by the time they reached him.

Police ruled out robbery as a motive, noting that the gunman hadn’t taken Colosimo’s wallet or his diamonds. They ruled out passion, saying that Colosimo’s ex-wife had an airtight alibi. Eventually they concluded that the assassination had probably been the work of Torrio. As the second in command of Colosimo’s criminal organization, Torrio had the most to gain from Big Jim’s death. They suspected that Torrio had brought Frankie Yale from Brooklyn for the job. Yale was seen in Chicago at the time of Colosimo’s murder.

Torrio and his lieutenant Capone were well acquainted with Yale. In 1916 or 1917, when Capone had been working as a $9-a-week cloth cutter at the United Paper Box Company in Brooklyn, Yale had hired him as a dishwasher on Coney Island at the Harvard Inn, one of the toughest saloons in New York City. It was Yale’s idea of a joke to name the place Harvard. Yale would sit at a table near the door of the Harvard Inn, where he sipped whiskey and chatted with friends and customers. He was a good-humored fellow, a bit plump, with ink-black hair worn shiny and close to the head. He had made his money organizing Brooklyn’s small-time icemen into a vicious racket, but his specialty was violence. Some came to Yale’s table to shoot the breeze. Others came to purchase his service as a killer. He had a reputation for doing good, clean work, without emotion or witnesses. He was a useful fellow to know.

If Torrio wanted to get rid of Colosimo, Yale would have been the perfect man for the job, and Capone would have been his likely accomplice. He was spotted in Chicago at the time of the murder. Later, when police in New York caught up with Yale, they questioned him about the killing. Briefly, it looked as if Chicago might solve a murder for a change. But somehow Yale talked or bribed his way out of it. Capone was never even questioned. Eventually, the investigation fizzled. No one was ever charged with the murder of Big Jim Colosimo.
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With Colosimo out of the way, Torrio became the city’s top crime boss, and Capone became one of his top lieutenants. Capone’s move to Chicago looked like a shrewd one. Just five months into his new career and he was finished playing the bouncer at the Four Deuces. He was in management now.

Torrio and Capone were like explorers, sailing off in uncharted directions; taking wrong turns; and, when necessary, slaughtering the natives who got in their way. Beginning in the summer of 1920, they tested any route that looked promising. The men were experts in saloon life and criminal networking, which tended to revolve around saloons in the first place. They had spent their lives developing good instincts for which cops to bribe and which to dodge, which tough guys to kill and which to conscript, when to fight and when to flee. Very quickly they developed so many angles, tapped so many supply lines for booze, took a piece of so many brothels, and found so many ways to make money that it would become nearly impossible to stop them. They soon controlled whorehouses and gambling parlors all over Chicago, as well as in the suburbs of Cicero, Chicago Heights, Stickney, Forest View, and Blue Island. Local affiliates in each of those towns would run the joints and supply the prostitutes, but it was usually up to the Torrio-Capone machine to stock the places with booze and to provide security.

Under the rules of Prohibition, brewers were still allowed to produce near beer, which contained only a minute concentration of alcohol. But those who tried to make a living selling the alcohol-free stuff discovered quickly that beer without alcohol was about as marketable as candy without sugar. Others tried making alcohol for medicinal purposes, but after 1921 federal legislation banned beer as a medicinal product, which cut dramatically into the market available to the nation’s legitimate breweries.

With so many brewers facing ruin, Torrio and Capone recognized another opportunity. They hired a brewmaster and, with financial backing from several more gangsters, gradually took over some of Chicago’s biggest beer-making operations, including the Manhattan, Stege, Pfeiffer, Standard, Gambrinus, and Hoffman breweries. Knowing the places would probably be raided, they made certain not to invest too heavily in any one brewery. They also installed flunkies in the front offices. When one flunky got arrested, they would hire another. Still, the gangsters could not possibly have manufactured and distributed such massive quantities of beer without the help of the legitimate businessmen who had been running the breweries before Prohibition. One of those brewers, unnamed in an article by the Chicago Daily News, was the purported key to the gang’s success. “Torrio is absolute in the field of vice and fixers and profit-takers; the brewer is king of the beer racket,” the newspaper noted. “And the brewer is so completely above the law, so thoroughly protected from prosecution, that it is unsafe to mention his name, though the police and prosecutors of crime know quite well who he is.… Natural attraction brought the pair together and their dovetailing abilities put crime on its new basis.” The brewer’s identity would be revealed later as Joseph Stenson, owner of the Stenson Brewing Company on the city’s Northwest side.

“Torrio is unhampered, with the sky as his limit, in his vice and gambling districts down in the southern end of the county,” the Daily News reported in 1924. “Torrio… and Capone absolutely control the wide-open gambling and vice in Cicero and other western suburbs. Working for them are the gangs and the gunmen. Feuds may and often do break out between the gangsters and gangs, without any word from higher up, but the real wars come when the kings of crime order an upstart put out of the way. They all dance when Torrio and his colleague pull the strings—gangsters, gangs leaders and politicians.”

Beer sold for $50 a barrel or more, but even after the gangsters paid off the police, aldermen, precinct captains, prosecutors, and judges, they still made a profit of about $15 per barrel. Margins on pure alcohol were even better. Alcohol sold for about $0.60 a gallon at the warehouse. The middlemen who delivered it would charge bootleggers about $8 a gallon. After cutting the alcohol three or four times, the bootleggers would typically charge their customers about $12 a gallon. With markups like that, a single freight car full of alcohol could net a profit of $250,000.

No wonder bootleggers could afford to spread around the bribes so lavishly. Besides, it didn’t take much to pay off a cop. Patrolmen in the city started at salaries of only $1,600 a year, which was less than most dogcatchers made. Federal Prohibition agents were just as easy to handle. For starters, the entire army of federal agents numbered only about fifteen hundred, and those agents were no better paid than the local cops, with salaries of $1,500 to $2,400 a year. “There were no Civil Service requirements,” wrote Elmer Irey, the Treasury Department official who supervised the federal agents, “and, as a result, the most extraordinary collection of political hacks, hangers-on, and passing highwaymen got appointed as Prohibition agents.” Irey told the story of a top agent who spent two years building a case against a bootlegger only to see it evaporate in fifteen minutes when a judge, calling for a fifteen-minute recess in a trial, retired to his chambers and found two hookers and some bootleg whiskey waiting for him. Case dismissed. Two days later, the same Prohibition agent was offered $10,000 in cash to turn his back so that a truck full of whiskey could depart a warehouse that had been under surveillance. “He turned his back,” recalled Irey.

Still, the key to success for bootleggers boiled down to the public’s thirst. From the first day of Prohibition, huge numbers of Americans resented the law. They felt their freedom had been stripped by religious fanatics. Even when violence in the bootlegging business erupted, the gangsters who controlled the booze were never entirely blamed. Most Americans seemed to understand that these criminals were like boils—irritating, yes, but also a symptom of a deeper and more persistent disease.

Torrio was a nonthreatening figure. He dressed conservatively and spoke politely. He was a handsome man with green gray eyes and graying auburn hair. Businessmen found him reasonable and reliable and not so different from themselves, while gangsters treated him with fear and respect.

In the first months and years of Prohibition, most of the city’s big criminals cooperated with Torrio. In addition to Capone, Torrio’s most important aide was Samuel J. “Nails” Morton. Morton was a Jew (real name: Samuel Markowitz), a hero of World War I, an accused cop killer, and a gambler capable of throwing away more than $10,000 on a single game of craps. Torrio and Capone liked Morton. He was tough, which explained the nickname. Morton grew up in a mostly Jewish enclave around Maxwell Street, just south and west of downtown, where he and his young pals would patrol the streets at night with baseball bats to protect the shops belonging to Jewish merchants. Morton entertained Torrio and Capone with terrific stories about his childhood in Chicago and his heroic adventures on the battlefields of Europe. Best of all, he seemed to know every bartender and crook in town.

As the only native Chicagoan in the triumvirate of power, it was most likely Morton who introduced Torrio and Capone to the city’s key criminal players, among them Dean O’Banion, a soft-spoken florist, a brilliant arranger of bouquets and homicides; Earl “Hymie” Weiss, safecracker, assassin, ladies’ man, and reputed coiner of the phrase “take him for a ride”; Vincent “Schemer” Drucci, a virulent hater of cops and daring wheelman who once jumped a car across a jackknifed bridge during a chase with the police, completing the jump quite nicely, only to get snagged in a traffic jam. Also, George “Bugs” Moran, a Minnesotan of French-Canadian descent who possessed little intellect but had a great knack for avoiding bullets; the Terrible Genna Brothers, of whom there were six, all involved in alcohol-cooking operations in Little Italy; Julian “Potatoes” Kaufman, son of a millionaire broker, who ran with the North Side gang; Hymie “Loud Mouth” Levin, a bootlegger and bookmaker; John “Dingbat” Oberta, a snappy dresser, fine teller of jokes, and an astute businessman; William “Three-Fingered Jack” White, a ruthless assassin who wore a glove to hide his mangled right hand; and Louis “Two Gun” Alterie, who dressed like a cowboy and may have been responsible for introducing the machine gun to the Chicago underworld. These men were not legendary criminals, not archvillains, not anarchists, not rebels, not psychopaths (with one or two possible exceptions). History would remember them as warriors battling for the fat profits of Prohibition and the press would make them objects of affection. But when they set out in the bootlegging trade in the early 1920s, they were simply hoodlums.

Given his local connections and natural leadership skills, Morton—and not Capone—might have emerged as Torrio’s successor. Unfortunately, while riding on horseback one day at the corner of Clark Street and Wellington Avenue, on the city’s North Side, he was thrown from his mount and kicked in the head on his way down. He died instantly. According to legend, Morton’s criminal counterparts were so upset and so thoroughly programmed for revenge that they dragged the horse from its stable one night and executed it.

Torrio tried to teach Capone to keep a low profile and to present an image of calm, cool professionalism. Capone did the best he could. But he was young and impulsive and flush with cash and power. There were, on occasion, slips.

Early in the morning on August 30, 1922, for instance, Capone got fried-to-the-hat drunk and went for a drive. Seated by his side was a young woman. Behind him, on the backseat, were three associates. Tucked under Capone’s left armpit was a gun, which he wasn’t supposed to conceal. Hidden in one of his pockets was a Cook County sheriff’s badge, which he wasn’t supposed to have. Parked alongside North Avenue was a taxi, which happened to find itself in the way of the drunken gangster’s careening vehicle. Capone crashed.

Automobiles were making Americans feel bolder. Roads were springing up everywhere, and cars were traveling them with speed heretofore impossible. It was a new sensation, one that thrilled and frightened. In Chicago there were no painted lines, no traffic lights, no one-way streets, no speed limits. Cars were big, crude things—an assortment of bolted-together blocks atop slender tires—and city drivers tended to be as arrogant and aggressive behind the wheel as they were in the rest of their lives.

After the crash, Capone became enraged. He leaped from his car, pulled out his weapon, and muscled his way toward the taxi driver, who was badly hurt. He shouted and flashed his badge at the injured man as a trolley rumbled by, its passengers staring wide-eyed. When the trolley’s conductor shouted at Capone to put away his gun, Capone made it clear that the conductor would be wise to shut up and move on.

Police arrived. They didn’t recognize Capone. But they could tell in an instant that he was drunk. It was a hot, humid night. Capone crowed at the cops, telling them they would be wasting their time making an arrest. “I’ll fix this thing so easy you won’t know how it’s done,” he said. He was nevertheless booked for assault with an automobile, driving while intoxicated, and carrying a concealed weapon. The allegations were serious enough that in another time or place they might have ended his career.

But Capone was fortunate to live in Chicago in the 1920s, where judges, lawyers, and politicians could be acquired at a discount, and he was right when he told the cops that night that he’d “fix this thing.” The charges were dropped and he was back in business quickly, probably before his hangover wore off.
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At about the time of this incident, when Capone was twenty-two years old, he noticed a lesion on his penis. Whether he recognized it at the time as the first symptom of syphilis, no one can say. The disease was certainly no mystery to young men in the early part of the twentieth century. One survey in 1920 reported that syphilis—usually passed along by direct contact with a sore during sexual intercourse—occurred in 10 to 15 percent of all Americans.

Even in the 1920s, there was a fairly reliable cure: an arsenic-based drug called Salvarsan. Introduced in 1910, it quickly became the most widely prescribed pharmaceutical in the world, the first true blockbuster drug. It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t effective, for example, for patients with late-stage syphilis. For Capone, it probably would have worked. But he didn’t take it.

Maybe he couldn’t admit to himself—or to Mae—that he had contracted the disease. Maybe he decided to roll the dice, hoping it would disappear. If Capone’s case was typical, the lesion went away within days, replaced by dark, reddish-brown rashes on his palms or the bottoms of his feet. There may have been other symptoms, including muscle aches, a sore throat, and fatigue. Those symptoms, too, probably disappeared within a few weeks.

But the syphilis didn’t disappear. The disease merely entered its latent phase. Like a professional killer, it lay dormant, waiting.
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A LITTLE HOUSE
ON SOUTH PRAIRIE

The bootleg business was new. Its operators were mostly gravy-stained losers—men in their twenties who still lived with their mothers. Like the young men who rose to sudden wealth and power in the oil fields of Texas, bootleggers possessed a combination of daring and naïveté. When everything clicked, they found themselves riding fantastic waves of entrepreneurial extravagance. When things didn’t click, they lost not only their money but also their lives.

Some brewed beer. Some developed elaborate systems to cook up alcohol from raw ingredients. Others drove trucks. A few brave ones signed on for goon-squad work, breaking bones, firing guns, and throwing bombs. But they all had a single goal: keeping the city soaked in alcohol and reaping the profits that resulted. Violence was an unavoidable part of the life. It erupted when one bootlegger tried to steal from another, or when disputes arose with bar owners over pricing or, most commonly, when one gang tried to grab another’s turf.

Clarence Darrow, the legendary Chicago lawyer who defended bootleggers in the 1920s, explained it clearly: “The business pays very well, but it is outside the law and they can’t go to court, like shoe dealers or real-estate men or grocers when they think an injustice had been done them, or unfair competition has arisen in their territory.

“So… they shoot.”

Torrio and Capone were smarter and had a bigger operation than most bootleggers. As a result, they managed to avoid getting personally involved in much of the dirty work. They hired smugglers and burglars to get the alcohol they needed for their brothels and casinos, and because they served as a clearinghouse, they maintained plenty of open channels. When one supplier was arrested or killed, there was always another one ready to take his place.

Still, their organization was young. In fact, at this stage in their careers, in 1923, a full three years into Prohibition, Capone found time to do a little work outside the booze business, dabbling as a promoter for a featherweight boxer named Mike Dundee of Rock Island, Illinois. “You see, I’ve always liked Mike both as a fighter and as a man,” he told the Davenport Democrat and Leader in what may have been his first published interview, in December 1923. “The kid has had a lot of tough breaks in the last few years but I hope his financial troubles are over.” Capone went on to say he was repping Dundee free of charge. “And by the way,” he said, “you can tell the world that I’ll lay $25,000 that he can beat Johnny Dundee [who was of no relation] for the featherweight title.”

Mike Dundee eventually got his shot at the title. And lost. Capone—who always loved the sporting life but had terrible luck picking winners—went back to crime.
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Except for his drunken car crash, Capone was never charged with a crime during his early bootlegging days, despite the fact that several people who knew him then claimed he earned the respect and trust of Torrio mostly by doing his dirty work.

“They snatch guys they want information from and take them to the cellar,” one hoodlum told a Chicago judge name John H. Lyle. “They’re tortured until they talk. Then they’re rubbed out.” The torturer was said to be Capone, his torture chamber a filthy back room at the Four Deuces. Corpses were dragged through a tunnel that opened to a trapdoor in the alley, then loaded in a car, and disposed of on a country road or in a rock quarry. Judge Lyle claimed to have seen the tunnel himself, but only years after the torture had supposedly occurred.

Capone put a softer spin on the early years of his bootlegging career. With Dean O’Banion’s men infesting the North Side, the six Genna brothers controlling the South Side, Terry Druggan and Frankie Lake dominating the West Side, and countless other gangs muscling in at the margins, clashes were inevitable and gunfire erupted often. Still, Capone claimed that everyone got along pretty well, all things considered.

Torrio and Capone controlled the tap on much of the city’s beer, which earned them respect and cooperation. It helped, too, that many of their saloons and brothels were in the suburbs, where fewer rivals and fewer cops operated. Capone, in one of his early interviews, said he and Torrio had tried to persuade the other bootleggers to maintain a cooperative and friendly business environment as their operations grew. There were profits enough for all, they said.

But the others didn’t listen.
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Just as Capone was getting established in his career, his personal life threatened to come undone. On the evening of November 14, 1920, back in Brooklyn, his father, Gabriele, made the short walk from his home on Garfield Place to a pool hall on the same block. While watching a game there, he collapsed and died, probably from a heart attack. He was fifty-four.

Gabriele Francesco Saverio Capone was born in 1865 in a small town called Angri in the Campania region of Italy, near Mount Vesuvius, according to civic and church records recently discovered there. Gabriele’s parents made and sold their own pasta from a small shop in the center of town. He married a local girl—a farmer’s daughter named Teresa Raiola—and brought her to America. In Italy, Gabriele had worked as a printer. In America, he became a barber. He and Teresa settled in the slums of Brooklyn and raised nine children: eight boys and one girl.

Alphonse Capone—born January 17, 1899—was the fourth-born. While his father had toiled with scissors and blades to keep men of modest means looking a bit cleaner, a bit more respectable, Al Capone would take an entirely different approach. He carved wealth and power with ferocious haste.

Given that he would become internationally famous before he was thirty, and hunted by newsmen, biographers, and Hollywood screenwriters, Capone revealed surprisingly little about his childhood. He would grow up to be a man who fished, hunted, boxed a little bit, and enjoyed watching almost every kind of sports event. He loved spending money but never bothered saving any. He seldom left the house unshaved, and prided himself on dressing well. He was a man’s man if ever there were one. And yet he never mentioned whether he acquired any of his passions or quirks of personality from his father, never told a single story about going to see the Superbas or the Robins (both later known as the Dodgers) at Washington Park or Ebbets Field or learning to fish in Brooklyn’s Gowanus Canal with his old man. If his father ever skimmed money from the register at the barber shop, gambled a week’s pay on a card game, or took a second or third job to help feed and clothe his big family, his son never mentioned any of it.

With Gabriele’s death, the Capone family had no leader. Al’s oldest brother, Vincenzo (also known as James), had disappeared a few years earlier. The last anyone heard, he was traveling out West, perhaps with a circus. Of all the other Capone boys, Al’s prospects seemed best. So Teresa and her other six children—Raffalo (Ralph), Salvatore (known as Frank), Ermino (John or Mimi), Umberto (Albert), Amado (Matthew), and Mafalda (named in honor of Italy’s young princess, Mafalda Maria Elisabetta Anna Romana of Savoy)—were on their way to Chicago.

Almost immediately, Al became the head of the family. Two of his older brothers, Frank and Ralph, went to work with him in the bootlegging business. Eventually he would help some of his other siblings buy bars and restaurants to support their families.

Al and Mae went shopping for a house—the family’s first. They settled on a brick bungalow at 7244 South Prairie Avenue in Grand Crossing, which was south and west of downtown by about ten miles. It was a neighborhood of small groceries, fruit stands, and butcher shops where the owners worked alone, slicing the meat, wrapping it, and ringing up sales on the register. On Sunday nights in summertime, the neighbors would sit on blankets and listen to concerts at the grandstand in the park, the women in loose frocks that covered them from ankle to wrist, the men in seersucker suits and straw hats, while children chased fireflies.

The Capones picked an unpretentious house, two stories tall, with big, square windows facing east so that by early morning the rooms at the front were as bright as the day. The house was an early version of the classic Chicago two-flat, built by an architect who cranked out dozens more just like it. Plain little bungalows lined the avenue like humble workers on a factory floor, not to impress but to do a job. Model Ts and Packards sat by the curbs. Small yards offered room for kids to toss a ball and for men to toss horseshoes.

As they had in Brooklyn, the Capones avoided an all-Italian enclave in favor of a neighborhood of mixed ethnicity. But this time they were much better off financially. In Brooklyn they’d had nothing but crowded tenement apartments. Now they had a whole house to themselves in a quiet neighborhood with little traffic, little noise, and no big industry. Most important, this time they weren’t renting; they owned the place. The house was valued at about $15,000, according to Cook County property tax records, or roughly $180,000 in today’s dollars. They covered part of the transaction with cash, but they also took a mortgage, agreeing to pay 6 percent interest on a $4,400 loan. The loan documents were signed by Al, his wife, and his mother, who had begun spelling Theresa with the “h.”
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Al and Mae were practically still newlyweds, yet Mae could not possibly have imagined how dramatically her life would have changed since her wedding. She was a painfully shy young woman with a pronounced overbite that she tried to hide in photographs. Otherwise she was lovely, with sparkling brown eyes, sculpted cheekbones, and a lissome figure. She and Al had met at a box company in Brooklyn where they both worked.

Their first and only child—Albert Francis “Sonny” Capone—had been born on December 4, 1918, in Brooklyn. Al and Mae married three weeks later. There’s nothing unusual about a woman giving birth out of wedlock, but in Mae’s case, it raised questions. One Capone relative—Deirdre Marie Capone, the granddaughter of Al’s brother Ralph—claims that Sonny was Al’s child but not Mae’s. Capone impregnated a girl, according to this version of events. When the mother died during childbirth, Teresa Capone arranged a marriage. Apparently Teresa knew Mae Coughlin and her parents from church. Teresa proposed that Mae marry her son and become Sonny’s mother. The Coughlins agreed to the match because Mae was twenty-one years old and so shy that her family thought she would never find a husband.

If true, the arrangement seemed to work well enough for all involved. Al and Mae grew to love each other. And Mae turned out to be a wonderful mother. She put Sonny at the center of her universe, educating him in Catholic schools, raising him with strong moral values, and keeping him far from her husband’s circle of troublesome friends. But now Mae was taking on even more of the Capones. The house on South Prairie Avenue was mobbed. Even around her in-laws, Mae could not overcome her shyness. While the rest of the family prepared for dinner, she stayed in her room, taking care of the baby or reading a book. She would come downstairs to eat and help clean up. Then, while the rest of the men and women gossiped and played cards and drank anisette, she would excuse herself and return to her room. The Capones didn’t hold it against her. She doted on her little boy, respected her mother-in-law, and stood by her husband despite his many crimes and sexual indiscretions. Capone would disappear for days at a time, sometimes to take care of business, sometimes to meet women, sometimes to go hunting or fishing with his pals. He lived for weeks at a time in hotels. But when he came home, he always did so with style, greeting Mae with hugs, kisses, and gifts that no ordinary girl could imagine.

Al Capone was Catholic. His wife and mother attended mass daily, making the short walk to St. Columbanus Church, two blocks away from their home, at Seventy-first Street and Calumet Avenue. Sonny was enrolled there in school. He was a sickly child, suffering from mastoiditis, an infection of the mastoid bone that can cause redness, swelling, and pain behind the ear. The condition rendered him partially deaf and led Mae to dote even more on the boy.

The church was an overwhelming presence, physically and spiritually, in the neighborhood and in the Capone family. It was a hulking building, twice as big as anything around, with a gothic tower visible from every corner of the parish. Nuns in robes and collared priests strolled the neighborhood’s streets and sat next to parishioners at the local diners and coffee shops. Legend has it that Al Capone paid for the custom-built Kilgen pipe organ in the choir loft. But he seldom attended mass. He was much too busy.
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“I’M SURE IT WAS CAPONE”

In 1923, at about the time Capone moved into his new house, the business environment in Chicago began to change. What initially seemed like a turn for the worse turned unexpectedly to the advantage of Torrio and Capone.

Since 1915, Chicago had been run by Mayor William Hale Thompson. Big Bill, as everyone called him, may have been the most crooked politician Chicago ever elected. He was also one of the cleverest. He resembled a six-foot pigeon—tall, fat, and gray, with a beak for a nose and a flaccid chin that drooped all the way to his chest. When political opponents took the high road, branding him a liar and a cheat in their newspaper ads, Big Bill took a different road and aimed his campaign at the poor and illiterate who didn’t read the papers. In the Polish wards of the city, he was anti-German. In the German wards, he was anti-Polish. And at times, in an effort to appeal to the city’s enormous Irish population, he promised that if he ever met King George V of England, he would punch him in the nose.

Thompson strutted, shouted, boasted, drank, gambled, and cheated. And he made no attempt to hide his duplicity, which is probably why Chicagoans warmed to him.

It came as no surprise when Big Bill made it clear to those in his administration that he was not going to exert a lot of energy clamping down on vice. Crime and politics in the Thompson era went together like barley and hops. The mayor’s friends and political appointees set out to get rich doing business with the city. Breaking the law became the most efficient way to get things done. Bootleggers operated in the open and bribed their way out of trouble. Even violent criminals knew that the police department—one of the smallest per capita in the nation and one of the most corrupt—posed little threat.

Gangsters were killing each other at a rate of about fifty a year. Union organizers turned to violence, too. Even politicians made guns and bombs, the preferred tools for settling differences. In one long-running campaign battle pitting John “Johnny Da Pow” Powers versus Tony D’Andrea for the position of Nineteenth Ward alderman, thirty lives were lost. Bombs exploded on Powers’s front porch. Campaign workers were gunned down in the street, outside pool rooms, and behind cigar-store counters until, finally, on the night of May 11, 1921, D’Andrea himself had his chest ripped open with two blasts of a shotgun while on the front steps of his home. He died the next day. Of the thirty murders connected to the campaign, only one resulted in a trial—which, of course, ended in an acquittal.

It wasn’t entirely Thompson’s fault that Chicago so dramatically failed to enforce the law. Prohibition made it hard on even the most vigilant elected officials. Technology also was a factor. Smoother roads, faster cars, and rapid-firing guns all helped criminals stay ahead of the police. The same things were happening nationwide. Morals were loosening. Getaway cars were getting faster. But everything criminal was more pronounced in Chicago. It seemed as though the forces of nature had conspired in this city by the lake to create fertile soil for the growth and development of criminal activity.

Before and during the Thompson years, the court system was a cesspool. Trials were routinely delayed for years. Crooked lawyers bribed crooked cops to testify the right way before crooked judges. Criminals went about their business like professionals—paying in advance to protect their interests.

The cops and judges and lawyers who managed to remain honest eventually became dispirited and, all too often, gave up hope. There were men in Thompson’s administration who gave it a good effort, among them the state’s attorney, Robert Crowe. With only forty police officers at his disposal and with an eye on becoming mayor himself, Crowe used his office to attract publicity. Systemic corruption made it difficult for him to do much else. He made a series of high-profile raids on gambling dens and brothels in and around the Levee District. With a gaggle of cigar-chomping newspapermen waiting behind the patrol wagons, Crowe’s men would smash through the doors, rounding up prostitutes and seizing roulette wheels, racing sheets, slot machines, and dice tables. He got the big headlines he wanted, even if he did little in the long run to curtail crime.

By 1922, Big Bill Thompson was in trouble. The city was out of control, and the mayor’s endless explanations were beginning to strike a lot of Chicagoans as just so much flapping of the gums. The school system was a disaster. The Tribune broke one story after another about the mayor’s pals bilking the government for millions. And the crime went on and on. Gangsters such as Torrio and Capone were not openly allied with Big Bill, but everyone knew that the Thompson administration made life easy for them.

Finally, in 1923, Crowe and others led a reform movement. Business and religious leaders embraced it. They nominated a clean-cut Democrat named William Emmett Dever to run against the mayor. Thompson responded aggressively. He went on a building binge—giving the city wider streets and bold new bridges, and bragging about them as if they were his personal gifts to the people of Chicago. But with Crowe preparing a new round of indictments against some of Thompson’s closest associates, Big Bill finally dropped out of the race. Dever took office promising sweeping change.
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Dever was no Goody Two-shoes. He was a pragmatic, experienced lawyer who understood the dirty dealing involved in city politics. To win the support of the Democratic Party, he had made a deal of his own, letting the chairman of the Cook County Democratic Party control the hiring at City Hall. That compromise was enough to give the new mayor enough clout to get things done. He began his reform effort by ordering the police to step up their raids on gambling dens and brothels, and he made a special point of shutting down “black and tan” saloons, where the races mixed. Dever knew that by targeting the black and tans he would gain the support of many conservative white voters who loathed race mixing. Then and only then did he begin a widespread push against saloons. In the course of one hundred days, he padlocked some four thousand of them. For a short time the city appeared to be turning a corner. Dever became a national celebrity, known as “the mayor who cleaned up Chicago,” even if the title was applied a bit prematurely.

Under Dever, bootleggers, gamblers, and speakeasy operators faced more raids. In the past, all they had needed to do was bribe their local alderman or their local police captain to stay in business. Now, as they found their approaches blocked by Dever’s do-gooders, or goo-goos (short for good-government supporters), as they were known, many of the small-time criminals turned to Torrio and Capone for help.

In fact, Dever’s reform era may have done more to empower Torrio and Capone than anything since the murder of Colosimo.

The outfit, as Capone referred to the organization, grew bigger, stronger, and much more profitable. It helped, too, that Torrio and Capone had plenty of businesses in the suburbs, away from Dever’s goo-goos.

Modern organized crime may have been born in this moment.
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In the fall of 1923, Capone transferred his headquarters from the Four Deuces in Chicago to the Hawthorne Inn in Cicero. Nestled at Chicago’s western edge, Cicero was the state’s fourth-largest city. It looked exactly like a working-class section of Chicago, with several big manufacturing plants—the biggest of them belonging to Bell Telephone’s Western Electric company—where more than ten thousand men and women built and assembled telephones.

All around the factory sat the usual smattering of churches, schools, and small brick houses. The Hawthorne Inn was on Twenty-second Street, the city’s main drag. It was a modest, two-story hotel. Like everything else on the block, it was redbrick, with white tile set in the top of the facade. Attached to the hotel was a restaurant, also called the Hawthorne, no wider than a railroad car. A gambling house called the Ship sat next door, open to the public, with a sign out front to make it simple to find. It was a place where roulette, faro, craps, blackjack, stud poker, and chuck-a-luck games ran around the clock, and supposedly on the square.

All over Cicero at the time of Capone’s arrival, saloons and casinos were cropping up like weeds in an abandoned lot. Prohibition was flouted so routinely and so brazenly that the writer Fred Pasley called Cicero the first city in the nation to secede from “the United States of Volstead.” As one of the saloonkeepers explained, “When the cops and the Prohibition agents come here all the time to get drunk with us, why, of course they go along with us. They always tip us off to the raids. An injunction means nothing. When the owner of a place is caught by one he opens up somewhere else under another name.”

The town government was controlled completely by Torrio and Capone, who paid off the mayor and members of the city council. Once, to show his disdain for some recent bit of public policy, Capone slugged the town president, Joseph Z. Klenha, knocking him down on the steps of City Hall as police officers stood by and watched.

“The Free Kingdom of Torrio,” the Chicago Tribune snidely labeled the town. “It has gambling and liquor and everything, including a police force.”
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In the spring of 1924, when election day came around in Cicero, Klenha, a Republican, was concerned that the same reformers who had helped elect Dever in Chicago might try to bring reform to his fair town. He turned to Capone and Torrio for help. They assured the mayor he had no reason to worry.

On the eve of the election, the Democratic candidate for town clerk, a reformer named William K. Pflaum, received a visit from a group of so-called political activists who beat him with their revolver butts, sacked his office, and fired several shots into the ceiling before they fled. A Democratic campaign worker was shot through both legs and dumped in a basement where eight other would-be reformers had already been locked up. An election clerk was gagged, tied, and stashed in a saloon until after the voting was done. A policeman was blackjacked; two men—presumably Democrats—were shot dead on Twenty-second Street; and another man had his throat slashed. It was a tough campaign.

Election day—April 1, 1924—dawned cold and gray. Outside a polling station at Twenty-second Street and Cicero Avenue stood Frank Capone; his cousin, Charlie Fischetti; and a third man, who was probably Al Capone. The three men were handsomely dressed, with overcoats, jackets, silk ties, and snap-brimmed fedoras. Each brandished an automatic weapon. They meant for their presence to serve as a reminder to vote Republican.

By late afternoon, a judge in Cook County decided that the election was beginning to look like a riot, with fights breaking out and gunshots echoing across town. In an attempt to restore order, the judge sent more than one hundred police officers into Cicero. A cold rain started to fall. When the cops got to Cicero, they used their nightsticks and pistols to push back at the gangsters. The three men were still standing at Twenty-second and Cicero as hundreds of workers began pouring out of the Western Electric factory across the street. Just then, a police car pulled up at the polling station. Police cars in the 1920s were often indistinguishable from ordinary sedans, which might explain why the gangsters didn’t move.

Three patrolmen stepped out, guns raised and ready. Fischetti froze. Frank Capone took off running to the north. The man whom police assumed to be Al Capone took off running, too, in another direction. The police later claimed that Frank Capone ducked into a clump of tall grass and began firing at them, but at least one witness said the gangster never raised his weapon. What happened next is beyond dispute: Sergeant William Cusack fired, bullets flew, and Frank Capone fell to the sidewalk, gulping air, choking, and dying there on the concrete.

The headline in the Tribune read “Gunman Slain in Vote Riots,” and in smaller print, “G.O.P. Ticket Wins.”

Al and Ralph Capone identified their brother’s corpse at the morgue.

The next day, the Capone home on South Prairie Avenue was filled with hundreds of men and women paying their respects. So many flower arrangements were delivered that the Capones needed fifteen cars to carry the bouquets to the cemetery. Every gangster in Chicago, it seemed, came out to offer condolences to Theresa Capone. Neighborhood children lined up by the dozens across the sidewalk to watch the spectacular parade of expensive cars and men in dark suits. Even the police officer who fired the fatal shots made an appearance and expressed his sympathy.

[image: image]

With Cicero locked up at least until the next election and the booze business becoming more lucrative by the day, the Torrio-Capone empire steadily grew. Capone’s take of the profits in 1924 came to more than $123,000, or about $1.5 million by modern standards, according to an estimate made several years later by the Bureau of Internal Revenue. But the bigger the business got, the more violence it engendered. And while Torrio was generally mature and mild-mannered enough to avoid becoming personally involved in the brutal work, his younger partner was not. Capone was learning from Torrio the ways of the booze business, but he had not mastered the emotional control that helped make his boss so successful for so long.

For a second in command, it was not such a serious character flaw to fly off the handle from time to time, and nothing in Capone’s behavior in those early years suggests he aspired to run the Chicago outfit. There’s certainly no indication that he had designs on removing Torrio.
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A few weeks after the death of Frank Capone, a small-time hoodlum named Joe Howard showed up at Hymie Jacobs’s saloon, just down the street from the Four Deuces. Howard was twenty-eight, still lived above his mother’s South Side fruit store, and made his living by burglary and beer-running. It was six o’clock in the evening. He was sitting at the cigar counter, trying to choose a smoke, when the saloon’s doors swung open with a flutter behind him.

“Hello, Al,” Howard said, smiling, turning around, and putting out a hand in greeting.

Police would later concluded that Al was almost certainly Al Capone. Coming through the door with him was another man—bigger than Capone—also unidentified by witnesses at the scene.

The men said nothing as they entered and walked briskly toward the bar. The big man grabbed Howard by the coat and held him tight. Capone pulled a gun, put the muzzle to Howard’s cheek, and pressed. He pulled the trigger. Blood, bones, and tooth particles exploded across Hymie Jacobs’s bar, but Howard was still sitting on the stool, his body suspended in the hands of Capone’s accomplice. Capone fired five more shots. The big man released his grip. The rest of Howard fell from his stool into a puddle of his own blood. Capone and the big man turned and walked out of the bar.

Thirty minutes later, police told reporters they had identified their suspect.

“I am sure it was Capone,” announced Chief of Detectives Michael Hughes. But the detective went on to complain, in frustration, that the men in the bar sitting next to and across from Joe Howard were refusing to identify the killer. Each of them claimed he had been looking away when the man entered the bar and that the gunman was gone by the time the victim fell from his stool. Hymie Jacobs, who was standing opposite the victim, behind the cigar case, said he had seen the whole thing but didn’t recognize the man Howard had greeted as “Al.” Another eyewitness, who lived at 2220 South Wabash, next door to the Four Deuces, claimed he had never seen nor heard of anyone named Al Capone.

Chief Hughes knew the runaround when he was getting it.

“It’s an old story already,” he complained.

The next day, Capone’s picture appeared in the Chicago Tribune. It was a mug shot soon to be familiar to Chicagoans.

The investigation dragged on for weeks. Chief Hughes said he knew exactly what had happened, “but for the life of me I can’t tell the motive.”

A story had begun to go around on the gangland grapevine. According to the gossip among hoodlums, Howard had recently hijacked a load of booze. After the heist, he’d gone to a speakeasy to celebrate. Drunk and trying to act big, he’d decided to pick on one of the smallest, chubbiest, and most harmless-looking men he could find. Unfortunately for Howard, the victim he selected was none other than Jack “Greasy Thumb” Guzik, chief bookkeeper for the Torrio and Capone syndicate. Howard didn’t just beat Guzik, he also humiliated him, slapping him back and forth across the face a few times and then letting him have it with a fist to the head. After the beating, Howard had bragged to friends that he’d “made the little Jew whine.”

Just before Capone had pulled the trigger, according to the story passed around among Chicago gangsters, Capone had muttered into Howard’s ear, “Whine, you f——ing fink.”

Amnesia and temporary blindness continued to afflict the witnesses in the days after Howard’s murder. Capone made himself scarce. If the murder of Joe Howard didn’t elevate Capone’s reputation among Chicago’s gangsters, demonstrating both his brutality and his loyalty, what happened next surely did.

A month later, on June 11, Capone walked in of his own accord to a police station and said he’d heard a rumor that the cops had been looking for him. He said he was “curious to know what it was for.”

The police delivered Capone to the state’s attorney’s office in the criminal courts building, where he was told he was wanted for questioning in Howard’s murder. The interrogation turned out to be brief.

“Well,” Capone explained, “I don’t know anything about the shooting because I was out of town at that time.”

That was a good enough explanation for the young assistant state’s attorney assigned to the case, William H. McSwiggin.

Capone walked.
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FUNNY NOTIONS

On Sunday afternoons, all the Capones gathered for dinner at the house on South Prairie Avenue. Theresa cooked. Her daughter, Mafalda, helped. Mae stayed upstairs until dinner was ready. The rest of the women were allowed to carry dishes and set the table.

But the kitchen belonged to Theresa.

Everything about Theresa looked heavy, from her hips to her bust to the severe expression of her face. Blue eyes shone beneath thick brows. She wore her hair cut short and dyed black as ink. Though she understood English quite well, she spoke only in Italian in her home. The children treated her with affection, respect, and a healthy dose of fear. For Sunday dinners, the food came from Chicago’s finest butchers and bakers, but also from Italy. Theresa’s family in Angri occasionally sent packages of meats and cheeses she couldn’t get in the United States. Once, the Capone children got a big laugh because the salami that had just arrived from Italy turned out to have been made a mile or so away, at the Armour meat factory. It had been shipped halfway around the world and back again.

While the men smoked and drank and laughed and the women smoked and gossiped and watched the children, Theresa commanded the kitchen. To make her bracciola, she would begin with a piece of steak pounded thin as the palm of an old baseball glove. Atop the meat she would sprinkle parsley, pine nuts, and garlic. No measuring cups, no tablespoons. She measured ingredients with her fingertips and palms. After seasoning, she would roll the steak, tie it with string, and sauté it. In an instant, the whole house filled with the fragrance of garlic and olive oil. When the meat was brown, Theresa would add tomato paste and peeled tomatoes. While the bracciola cooked, she prepared her meatballs, which were composed of three kinds of ground meat—beef, pork, and veal—as well as garlic, eggs, salt, pepper, pine nuts, fresh parsley, and half a loaf of moist, shredded Italian bread. She fried them in lard and put them in the oven to keep warm.

The meal was served on mismatched plates, accompanied by copious amounts of red wine, which the Capones referred to as Dago Red. After dinner they would sip homemade anisette, nibble on fruit and Italian pastries, and play a few games of sette-e-mezzo, Italian for seven and a half, a form of blackjack popular in Italy. The Capone boys were ferociously competitive and loved to gamble. They’d bet on anything, from horse races to ball games to which bird on the telephone wire would shit first. But when it came to sette-e-mezzo, Theresa almost always won.
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On January 11, 1925, a Sunday night, dinner ran a little later than usual. Perhaps the family was celebrating Al’s twenty-sixth birthday, which was six days away. When the festivities wound down at about 3:00 A.M., Capone asked his chauffeur to drive two of the guests home.

It was a cold and wet morning, with two inches of fresh snow on the city’s streets. Capone’s big Packard was moving northbound through the slushy, puddled intersection of Fifty-fifth and State in a neighborhood of broken sidewalks, vacant lots, and greasy spoons with billboards boasting of chicken dinners for five cents. The streets were cast in a yellowish light. Nothing was moving. But suddenly Capone’s Packard had company. It was a touring car with curtains over the rear windows—never a welcome sight.

Quickly the car pulled alongside the Packard and forced it to the curb. The Packard scraped against a lamppost and crunched to a stop. Then came the sound of a Thompson machine gun, Brruupp!, a flash of light, and drifting smoke from the touring car’s window. Bullets pocked the door on the driver’s side of the Packard.

The touring car roared off into the early-morning darkness.

Fortunately for the men in the Capone’s sedan, machine guns were not easy to aim, especially when fired from a moving vehicle. Capone’s chauffeur, identified by police as Sylvester Barton, wound up with holes in his overcoat, sport coat, and underwear, but most of the bullets only skimmed his flesh. He would be fine. His two passengers—never named—were completely unhurt.

After surveying the scene and getting the driver to the hospital, Captain James Allman of the Woodlawn police station phoned Capone at home. The police officer suspected that Capone had been in the car at the time of the attack and fled the scene, but he couldn’t prove it.

“Well, we’ve got your Packard at the station, Al,” he said.

Capone asked about his chauffeur.

“He’s been shot. Were you there?” the captain asked.

Capone said no.

Several weeks earlier—on November 10, 1924—dapper Dean O’Banion, boss of the North Side, had been gunned down while arranging funeral bouquets in his flower shop. The murder was a huge blow to the North Side gang world, where O’Banion wielded as much power, if not more, than Capone wielded on his turf. Almost everyone assumed that Torrio and Capone had ordered the hit and that O’Banion’s men had now tried to attack Capone in revenge. The police captain asked the gangster if he had any idea why someone would be trying to kill him.

“Well, some people have funny notions,” Capone said without missing a beat.
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Two weeks later, on January 24, Torrio and his wife went shopping on Michigan Avenue. They returned home late in the afternoon as the gray sky darkened to slate and the temperature slid. They were stepping out of their chauffeur-driven sedan when two men leaped from a big black Cadillac parked across the street. One of them opened fire. Five bullets struck Torrio in the face and chest. He spun, slumped, and buckled, but somehow stayed on his feet. Since he never carried a gun, he had no chance to return the fire. Dripping blood, he staggered into his home. The assassins jumped back in their Cadillac and drove off into the deepening dark.

Later, Torrio said he recognized his attackers. While he almost certainly told Capone, he honored the gangland code of omerta by refusing to supply names to the police. The cops assumed that the attack on Torrio was retaliation for the murder of O’Banion. But they had no better luck getting information from Capone, who sat down for a long interrogation yet said little. Capone identified himself in the interview as a furniture dealer and said he had met Torrio three years ago at a boxing match in Chicago. He claimed not to know Dean O’Banion or any of his cohorts. Asked what kind of work he had done back in Brooklyn, Capone said, “I was in the paper-and leather-cutting business,” which happened to be true.

“Ever been arrested before?” they asked.

“Ever arrested before!” he shouted. “For everything that happens in this town!”

“Do you know who shot him?” the cops asked, referring to Torrio.

“I’m not saying.”

“Would you tell us if you knew?”

“No. I value my life too much. I bought a home here and I want peace.”

“Do you know Sylvester Barton?”

“Yes, he’s my brother Ralph’s chauffeur.”

“Do you know why he was shot the other day in your car?”

“No.”

“Where does Ralph live?”

“Sometimes in Cicero and sometimes with me.”

“What does he do?”

“He runs the Ansonia [Hotel] in Cicero, but there’s nothing doing there now.”

“What does he deal in there? Booze, beer, and gambling?”

“Oh, no! Just soda pop.”

“Are you going to try and find out who shot Torrio?”

“Say, I got enough troubles of my own.”

“Will you sign this statement?”

“Sure. Why not? There’s nothing in it.”

That night, Capone stood watch at his boss’s hospital bed, like a shopkeeper guarding his store after a fire, trying to prevent further damage. A young reporter told the story of spotting Capone in the hospital lobby and running to confront him. Capone, surprised and suspicious, stuck a hand in his coat pocket. Some of his men did the same. The reporter introduced himself. Capone said nothing. He stared straight into the reporter’s eyes and froze him with a leer.

“Well, Mr. Capone,” the reporter asked nervously, “how did you find Mr. Torrio today?”

Capone didn’t answer. He continued to fix the reporter with his hardest stare.

“I understand he is getting along fine,” the reporter stammered. “Did you find him looking better?”

Nothing. Not a word. Not a blink of an eyelash.

Beads of sweat began to surface on the reporter’s forehead.

“Ah… er… Mr. Capone, do you think your friend will be able to leave the hospital soon?”

Still, nothing. The cub reporter looked like he would wet his pants at any moment.

Suddenly Capone threw his empty arm in the air and shouted “Boo!”

The reporter jumped back two feet. Capone chuckled, turned, and left.

Torrio was recovering nicely. But this soft-spoken, wealthy man, a pioneer of urban gangsterdom, had decided he’d had enough of Chicago. The profits at stake in the bootlegging game had grown too large, the men involved too unstable. And the murder of O’Banion had sparked a greater firestorm than anyone imagined. Torrio spent a little time in jail after pleading guilty to a violation of the Prohibition act that had resulted from a raid on one of his breweries. After completing his sentence, he went back to New York, and then to Europe for a long vacation.

He left Capone in charge.

Soon after, on April 6, 1925, Chicago cops caught a break that nearly put Capone out of business. In a raid on a doctor’s office at 2146 South Michigan Avenue, a block and a half away from the Four Deuces, police arrested Frank Nitti and seized what appeared to be the complete financial records of the Torrio-Capone machine: financial ledgers, customer lists, purchase orders, even a roster of prostitutes with details on how much each of them earned. The cops found booze stacked neatly on shelves and a telephone bill showing phone calls to Miami, New York, and New Orleans. William McSwiggin—the same assistant state’s attorney who had let Capone go after the Joe Howard murder—was placed in charge of the county’s investigation. Federal Prohibition and tax agents informed McSwiggin that they were eager to see the records as well. In part, the feds were curious to learn if any of their men appeared on the Torrio-Capone payroll sheets, but they also were eager to determine if they could use any of the information to shut down this budding criminal syndicate. Three days later, to almost everyone’s shock, Municipal Judge Howard Hayes ordered that the seized records be returned to Torrio and Capone.

Everyone assumed that Judge Hayes had been paid off by the mob. Was McSwiggin in on the deal, too? Had he seen the records? If he knew the details of the mob and couldn’t be bought off, he would be a dangerous man to have working in the state’s attorney’s office. If he had seen the records and helped dispose of them, he would have been a very useful man to keep around.

The night that Hayes ordered the return of the records, Capone was arrested for speeding and carrying revolvers in his car. Once again, he was living on the edge, carrying on like the young and suddenly wealthy man he was. In the future, he would be more careful. But his incarceration following the speeding and gun-possession arrest turned out to be no great inconvenience. On his first night in jail, he treated his fellow prisoners to steak dinners, shelling out $25 to have the meals delivered. The next day he was released on bond, and eventually all the charges were dropped.

Capone was trying to remember Torrio’s advice. He was trying to keep a low profile. But it wasn’t easy for him.
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A MAN OF DESTINY

With Torrio gone, Capone was the undisputed boss of the Chicago crime scene. While he made no overt attempt to replace O’Banion in the North Side, Capone’s influence grew all across the city. Cicero, however, remained the center of his empire. He controlled everything that moved there, a fact that was well known to every bootlegger in a hundred-mile radius.

But on the evening of April 27, 1926, a couple of up-and-coming booze peddlers—the brothers Myles and “Klondike” Bill O’Donnell—decided to press their luck. The O’Donnells had recently been approaching the town’s speakeasy owners and offering to sell them beer at the bargain rate of $50 a barrel—$10 less than Capone’s price. They claimed that Capone’s brew tasted like piss. As if that weren’t brazen enough, they were promenading around Cicero as if they had a perfect right to be there.

This night the O’Donnells were out for a good time, driving past brick bungalows and shadowy oak trees, drinking and picking up friends along the way. They were unaware that at some point they also had picked up a tail. As their big blue Lincoln pulled up in front of the Pony Inn, the tailing car crept closer, headlights off. The O’Donnells and their chums stepped out of the Lincoln.

First came the roar of an engine and then a burst of fire from a Thompson submachine gun. The explosion lasted about five seconds, time enough for the Tommy to discharge more than one hundred rounds. Three men dove for cover. Three more dropped to the sidewalk, blood pouring like spilled paint from their bodies. Three fedoras and a set of horned-rim glasses tumbled to the sidewalk.

Gangsters got knocked off all the time in Chicago. Law enforcement personnel seldom seemed to take the trouble to figure out who did it or why. Lines got crossed, deals were welched on, cheaters were cheated, witnesses were eliminated—so much so that on any given day in any given part of town, any outlaw might have reason for killing any other. When the cops came around—if they came around—nobody talked.

The Pony Inn shooting would have been another piece of routine business in Chicago—no big news—except for one important detail. While two of the three dead men were in fact beer peddlers, the third was William McSwiggin, the well-known assistant state’s attorney. McSwiggin was twenty-seven years old, an up-and-comer with a reputation for talking a good game but letting a lot of gangsters slip away. Why was he out drinking with a bunch of bootleggers, including two whom he had tried and failed to prosecute? No one said.

Had McSwiggin been on the take? Probably. But still, his killing violated one of the other rules of protocol for Chicago hit men: Public officials, no matter how crooked, were off-limits. As a result of this breach in etiquette, the McSwiggin murder made banner headlines nationwide and put pressure on police to take the unusual but not entirely unprecedented step of attempting to solve the crime.

They had a fair idea where to start.

Until that moment, Al Capone, twenty-seven years old, had been a minor character on the Chicago stage and unknown on the national stage. Even now, in covering the shooting, the city’s newspapers variously identified him as Al Caponi, Al Caproni, or Al Brown, the latter being Capone’s favorite alias. The only thing they reported with consistent accuracy was his nickname: Scarface.

McSwiggin’s boss, State’s Attorney Robert E. Crowe, deputized three hundred Chicago police officers, and gave them an order: Bring in Capone. The cops raided the gangster’s haunts in Chicago and Cicero, snatching weapons, taking hatchets to beer barrels, boxing up accountants’ ledgers found in casinos, and arresting dozens of men. They searched the house on South Prairie Avenue. They dropped by sporting goods shops and took down the names of those who had recently bought machine guns. But Capone was nowhere to be found.

Immediately after the shooting of McSwiggin, Capone had left town. He drove east into Michigan and holed up with a few of his men in a cabin at Round Lake, just outside Lansing. He stayed all summer. He swam, played cards, and served as master of ceremonies for a fantastic fireworks display on the Fourth of July. He also enjoyed the company of a blond woman who was not his wife.

Capone had been growing huskier of late. He carried himself as if he were bigger than five feet ten and a half. He stood straight on tree-trunk thighs and swaggered a little. He could be a menacing figure. But the vacationing families at Round Lake witnessed nothing but his gentler, more reasonable side. For three months, the only disturbances around came from buzzing mosquitoes.

Capone knew it couldn’t last, though. One day late in July, he phoned a couple of newspaper reporters in Chicago and told them he was planning to return to the city. He said he had nothing to do with the murder of McSwiggin and intended to prove it. So much for keeping a low profile.

It was a counterintuitive move. Yet given the nature of the 1920s, when the spotlight of fame moved quickly and shone brightly—illuminating ballplayers, flagpole sitters, and daredevil pilots—it was fitting that Capone might give in to vanity.

Americans in the summer of 1926 were fascinated by the bestselling book The Man Nobody Knows, which portrayed Jesus Christ as a successful businessman and organizer, “a go-getter,” and “the most popular dinner guest in Jerusalem.” Its author, Bruce Barton, was an advertising executive who believed in the power of the individual to shape his own image, to promote his own brand, to forge his own destiny. The book fed a nationwide mania. Like Christ, Barton wrote, great businessmen had to possess personal magnetism and sincerity. Then they needed the wisdom to surround themselves with good men. Modesty was not part of the program.

Even if Capone didn’t read The Man Nobody Knows that summer at Round Lake, he certainly liked to think of himself as a go-getter, a salesman, a skilled business executive, a man of destiny. He believed in creating wealth and moving his family up on the socioeconomic ladder. He was ready to get back to business, and he did not intend to be shy about it.
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On a Wednesday morning, July 28, 1926, Capone’s Packard passed from Michigan into Indiana, skirting the flat southern shore of Lake Michigan. He drove by steel mills and cement factories. It was not yet 10:00 A.M., but already the air was thick and heavy, as if it couldn’t decide if it wanted to be wet or dry, stormy or calm.

The car coughed to a stop at the corner of Indianapolis Boulevard and 106th Street, where Indiana and Illinois meet. The fumes of swamp and industry greeted Capone as he stepped out and stood alongside the road. He wore a blue-serge suit, a crisp white shirt, and a checkered tie. A natty straw boater rested lightly atop his head. A federal agent named A. P. Madden met Capone at the border. Together, they made the sixteen-mile drive into downtown Chicago.

They arrived at the criminal courts building on Hubbard Street, the same place where Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb, a couple of University of Chicago students, had been convicted two years earlier for the murder of a fourteen-year-old boy.

No rain had fallen. The sidewalks radiated heat. The city streets were cluttered with horses, wagons, cars, trucks, and trolleys. Office workers had opened their windows at the courthouse, hoping for a breeze but getting only the sounds of the city. Capone’s hair was slicked black and shiny, sticking to the back of his thick, sweaty neck. Reporters crowded him and shouted questions as he stepped into the building. He smiled for photographers and tried to show reporters he was relaxed.

“Of course I didn’t kill him, I liked the kid,” he said, referring to McSwiggin. “When I learned of the killings I knew the police, looking for a goat, would naturally blame me. So rather than stay in a cell for a long time and be blamed for everything, I went away.… Any official who has a right to question me can find out all I know. If the police have anything but hot air, they can use it. I’ll answer any question about the murder. I had nothing to do with the killing of McSwiggin, my friend.… Why, ten days before he was killed I talked with Bill. There were friends with me, too. If we had wanted to kill him we could have then, but we didn’t. We never wanted to.”

In fact, Capone went on, he had good reason for keeping the young prosecutor alive. “I paid McSwiggin,” he said. “I paid him plenty and I got what I was paying for.”

Just like that, McSwiggin’s reputation was dead, too.

County officials had been vowing for months that they would pin this murder on Capone. They had questioned the survivors of the attack, including Klondike Bill O’Donnell. They had questioned Capone’s gangster brother Ralph, and relieved him of the huge cache of weapons found in his home. They had even questioned Ralph’s wife, the lovely Peggy Capone, who had shown up at the police station swathed in far more fur than the temperature had required. But none of Capone’s friends and allies had chirped. Investigators found only one witness who claimed to have proof of the big man’s guilt: A waitress at a restaurant in Cicero said she saw Capone on the night of the murder get up from his table, pull a machine gun from a hidden compartment in the wall, and leave in a hurry. But when police checked the restaurant, they found no hidden compartment. Given the absence of evidence and the fact that the state’s attorney had failed to issue an indictment, Capone expected his court appearance to be brief. But Judge Thomas J. Lynch had other ideas. He ordered the suspect held overnight.
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At noon the next day, another hot one, Capone appeared again before Judge Lynch. The courtroom was packed. It was clear from the size of the crowd and the number of reporters milling about that Capone had been transformed over the course of the summer from a thug of small importance to a heavyweight. In addition to the dozens squeezed into the courtroom, more than two hundred oglers waited on the street outside, “necks craned and mouths agape to see… the ‘great criminal,’” as one of the city’s daily newspapers, the Chicago American, put it. A few blocks away, only a dozen Chicagoans showed up to greet the train carrying America’s biggest movie star, Rudolph Valentino, in town to promote his movie Son of the Sheik, and to confront a Chicago reporter who had recently questioned his masculinity.

Capone came to court wearing the same suit he’d had on the day before, with the same boater hat canted atop his head. But he didn’t seem bothered.

Clean-shaven and smiling, he removed his hat in the courtroom and chatted with his lawyers. When Judge Lynch asked the lawyers to approach the bench, Capone accompanied them. This time the judge made it quick. He asked if the prosecution had any evidence tying Capone to the death of McSwiggin. The prosecutors admitted they did not, and Lynch dismissed the case.

Capone, grinning, put on his boater and walked out of the courtroom. The only challenge remaining in his otherwise perfectly executed return was getting out of the courthouse and back to Cicero. Worried that someone in the crowd would shoot or knife him, he whispered to one of his lawyers that he needed to move fast.

Out on Hubbard Street, one person posed a particular threat. Sergeant Anthony McSwiggin of the Chicago police department, father of the slain prosecutor, had been telling reporters for weeks that he held Capone responsible for his son’s death. Now he was standing on the sidewalk, dressed in a wrinkled suit and a straw hat just like Capone’s, telling the press that he was furious about the prosecution’s failure to put the finger on his son’s killer. “They pinned a medal on him and turned him loose,” McSwiggin raged.

Capone looked out the courthouse door to Hubbard Street. Seven police officers on horseback worked the crowd. Reporters darted about with their notebooks open, hoping to record a few of the freed gangster’s words. Photographers lugged their big, boxy Speed Graphic cameras, reloading their film sheets after every shot and trying to anticipate where Capone was headed. When a Marmon roadster pulled up in front of the courthouse, Capone ran from the building, past the gathered crowd, and hopped in the car. His friend Louis Cowen—a gambler, a former Yiddish-newspaper boy, and current owner and editor of the Cicero Tribune—sat behind the Marmon’s wheel.

“Come on!” Capone shouted, beckoning for his lawyers to follow.

They chose not to.

The car door closed with a solid thud, and the Marmon lunged forward. Traffic in every direction slowed as motorists strained to see what the commotion was all about. The mounted cops scanned the crowd for guns and bombs. The camera jockeys tried for one last shot as the car drove off, but Capone ducked. As the car rumbled down the road, the only thing visible was the top of his hat.

In that moment as much as any, the legend of Al Capone was born.

“Who killed McSwiggin?” became a common piece of banter among Chicagoans, a running gag. A cartoon in the Chicago Tribune showed a gaggle of foolish detectives tiptoeing and crawling on their knees in search of clues while the regally dressed Capone swaggered out of jail.

The cops were the joke, not Capone.

A story, unverified, also began to circulate that Sergeant McSwiggin drove out to Cicero later that day and, finding his nemesis at the Hawthorne Inn, backed him against a wall, intent on taking justice in his own hands. Capone was said to have reached under his left armpit, pulled out his automatic, and offered it to McSwiggin along with the following pronouncement: “If you think I did it, shoot me.”

McSwiggin, the story goes, gave the gun back to Capone and walked away.
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HEAT WAVE

The waves of heat kept coming throughout the summer of 1926, one after another, with scarcely enough time in between for Chicagoans to gasp for breath. Thousands slept fitfully on park benches, beaches, and in backyards. The Tribune took up a collection to provide free ice to those who couldn’t afford it and encouraged apartment dwellers to escape the heat at night by sleeping on flat roofs. Dozens died from heat prostration, and several drowned in the too-crowded lake.

But such sweltering heat didn’t hurt the beer business. Nor did it quell the summer’s violence. The sizzling weather gave rise to flaring tempers all over the city. It had dogs biting owners, shop owners squabbling with their customers, husbands snapping at their wives. And it had gangsters shooting at gangsters even more than usual.

Torrio’s retirement, O’Banion’s death, and Capone’s summer vacation had turned Chicago’s disorganized booze business into something approaching chaos. For a brief moment, a power vacuum existed. In response, alcohol producers with vats in their basements, truck drivers who supplemented their legitimate income by making booze runs to Canada, big-shot brewers trying to squeeze a few illicit bucks from factories that were supposed to be shuttered, and countless other finaglers surged forth to grab a piece of the action. They were part of a fast-growing economy. The work was obviously dangerous, but the rewards were too great to be easily dismissed.

After three months at Round Lake in Michigan, Capone needed time to adjust—not just to the oppressive weather but also to changes in the business environment. Journalists speculated that his operation had been permanently crippled as a result of his absence: His key men had scattered, his customers had found new suppliers, his choke hold on city officials had slipped. Capone was not heard from for several weeks after his court date, and it was possible to imagine that his moment had come and gone, like the movie actor with only one successful film. Newspapers named Ralph Sheldon, one of Capone’s former satellite operators, as the most feared criminal in the city.
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Like a lot of other men in the bootlegging business, John “Mitters” Foley kept his jacket on through much of the summer to conceal the revolver tucked under his sweaty armpit. Better hot than dead, the thinking went. Foley, twenty-eight years old, was big, strong, and handsome, with a neck nearly as wide around as his head. With his beefy frame, he could have been mistaken for a heavyweight fighter. His great bulk and his willingness to get rough qualified him for a job as a labor organizer in the ice-cream-wagon business. But Foley quickly realized that he also was qualified for beer work, so he branched out and did a little bootlegging for Ralph Sheldon, who did a little bootlegging for Capone.

Sheldon was such a stoic that earlier in 1926, when his brand-new Lincoln was blown to bits by a powerful bomb, he had told the police it was probably just a prank by neighborhood kids. “I haven’t an enemy in the world,” he’d said at the time.

Foley, too, had been the subject of an assassination attempt earlier in the year, when he and a pal were wounded in a shoot-out in a saloon on the South Side. Foley took the same approach as Sheldon in response to the attack, telling police he had no idea who had been shooting at him or why anyone would want to hurt a man whose only concern was the safe remittance of ice cream. Everyone knew, of course: These shootings—like most in Chicago—were over turf. Foley was trying to muscle his way into the business. The saloons he approached were already in the control of an ambitious bootlegger named Joe Soltis, a.k.a. “Polack Joe.”

On the afternoon of August 6, 1926, with thermometers registering eighty-five, Foley paid a visit to his mother’s house on the South Side. When the telephone rang, Foley answered, listened, then returned the receiver to its cradle and walked out of the house. Apparently warned that someone was coming after him, he got into his car and drove south, down Sacramento Avenue. Bungalows slid past his open windows. The neighbors were all out on their porches, fanning themselves, sipping cool drinks from sweating glasses.

Foley turned east onto Sixty-fourth Street, then hooked a right on Richmond. That’s when he spotted a green Cadillac moving slowly toward him. The Caddy had been parked on the block, waiting, for more than an hour. Foley flew into a panic. Without stopping his car, he opened the door, jumped out, and took off running. His driverless automobile rolled on until it crashed into an iron signpost. The green Cadillac stopped. A man with a shotgun got out. Foley ran but didn’t get far before he tripped. The man with the shotgun closed in on him. Foley was looking up at his pursuer when he felt the muzzle of the shotgun press against his sternum. The gun roared, and Foley’s chest burst inside out wetly. All through the neighborhood, heads turned in the direction of the blast. Then came another blast, this one from a shot that cratered Foley’s head and sent the contents splattering. Within seconds the Cadillac was gone.

John P. Stege, Chicago’s acting chief of detectives, sped to the scene. The sight of another shredded body did not surprise him, but this did: A landscaper working at the nearby Marquette Elementary School swore that he could identify the men in the Cadillac if he were to see them again.

Stege was an honest cop. He already had a good idea who’d killed Foley and why, so he brought the landscaper downtown and showed him pictures of Joe Soltis (whose name was usually spelled “Saltis” in newspaper accounts) and three of his men, John “Bingo” Alberto, Edward “Big Herb” Herbert, and Frank “Lefty” Koncil. The landscaper said, yes, those were the men, he was sure of it. Another witness from the neighborhood confirmed the identifications. Stege told reporters that Soltis and Foley had been fighting for control of a few saloons and taking shots at each other for months. What’s more, Stege found the green Cadillac used in the shooting, which had been abandoned, and took it to Soltis’s mechanic, who confirmed that Soltis was its owner. Chicago’s upscale department store Marshall Field & Company couldn’t have gift-wrapped the case any better, and Stege knew it. “Jubilant” was the word the Herald and Examiner used to describe the lawman, who typically had more luck getting his picture in the paper—holding a captured machine gun or leading a crook to jail—than getting convictions. This time it looked like he had finally caught a break. So jubilant was Stege that he allowed himself some premature bragging, saying, “I believe we have figured out a scheme that will eliminate at least some of this promiscuous street shooting and some murders. Our plan may not be a cure-all, but we are going to get somewhere this time. This rough stuff has got to quit.”

Four days later, Schemer Drucci, Hymie Weiss, and a couple of their associates strode through the intersection of South Michigan Avenue and Ninth Street. It was nearly noon, the sun crashing straight down on the crowns of their hats. The mighty Standard Oil Building towered over the men, windows open, shades drawn. Cars snaked up and down Michigan in both directions.

Drucci and Weiss had decided to unload some of the cash they’d been keeping in safe-deposit boxes. They called a few friends, including George Moran and Julian Kaufman, to escort them on their errand. The men stuffed their pockets full of green and headed downtown to an office building on Michigan Avenue, where they planned to make a cash deposit—$500,000, by one account—on a real estate deal.

On their way into the building, Drucci and Weiss bumped into John Sbarbaro. As much as any Chicagoan, Sbarbaro embodied the city’s love-hate relationship with bootleggers. He held two jobs—one as an assistant state’s attorney, the other as a funeral home director—so that when he wasn’t putting gangsters in jail, he was putting them in coffins. But Sbarbaro was on the take, which meant that he didn’t get around to convicting too many hoods. This had two benefits for Sbarbaro: It left the criminals out on the street, where they were more likely to get whacked, and it instilled in the men of the underworld a sense that Sbarbaro was a fellow they could do business with when the time came to bury one of their chums. His ceremony for O’Banion, featuring a $10,000 silver and bronze coffin and $50,000 in flowers, would be remembered for decades as the ultimate gangdom farewell, the standard against which all others would be judged.

On this steamy late morning, though, his meeting with the gangsters appeared to be accidental. Weiss said hello, and Sbarbaro returned the greeting. Weiss asked if Sbarbaro could recommend a good place for lunch. Sbarbaro pointed out a greasy spoon just to the south and waved good-bye. Seconds later, a car rumbled up Michigan Avenue. From it came the ear-splitting machine gun blasts Chicago was beginning to make famous, Brruupp! Brruupp! Bullets drilled into cars, shop windows, and streetlamps, the noise like rocks hitting the empty bed of a dump truck. Weiss and most of the others took off running, but Drucci stayed behind. He ducked. Pedestrians ran for cover. A truck driver screamed as one shot ripped through the door of his cab and into his leg. Drucci drew his .38, looked around for a target, and started shooting until he ran out of ammunition.
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