








Praise for Once upon a Time in New York


“Mitgang’s extensive use of newspaper quotes and legal transcripts helps paint vivid portraits of Walker, Roosevelt, and the large cast of characters who played a part in Walker’s fall from grace and Roosevelt’s meteoric rise to four-term president.”

—Associated Press

“A wonderful, rollicking book. . . . Mitgang shows not only his knack for anecdote but his talent for sweeping narrative.”

—TERRY GOLMAN, New York Observer, author of So Others
Might Live: A History of New York’s Bravest—
The FDNY from 1700 to the Present

“With its characteristic brio and fastidious scholarship as well as a rich and fascinating cast of characters, Mitgang has brilliantly recreated an important episode in both the Franklin Roosevelt saga and American political history.”

—MICHAEL BESCHLOSS, author of The Conquerors: Roosevelt, Truman, and the Destruction of Hitler’s Germany, 1941–1945 and
Kennedy and Roosevelt: The Uneasy Alliance

“This tale has everything—gamblers and gangsters, murders and mistresses, and a genuinely fateful confrontation between a gloriously corrupt mayor and the canny patrician who became the greatest president of the twentieth century. And it is told by a master reporter with all the verve and color it deserves.”

—GEOFFREY C. WARD, author of The Civil War: An Illustrated History, Jazz: A History of America’s Music, and Before the Trumpet:
Young Franklin Roosevelt 1882–1905

“A flavorful account of New York City politics during the 1920s Jazz Age centering around the city’s popular night mayor, Jimmy Walker, and the state’s patrician governor, Franklin D. Roosevelt. . . . Recommended.”

—Library Journal

“Mitgang, a veteran New York Times reporter, makes good use of news clippings and the official records to document the tale of Walker’s undoing.”

—Business Week

“No one knows the underbelly and closed doors of prohibition-era New York politics so well as Herbert Mitgang. Once upon a Time in New York tells a gamy and unusual story.”

—JUSTINE KAPLAN, author of Mr. Clemens and Mark Twain: A Biography

“A lively account that utilizes everything from song lyrics to newspaper headlines and editorials to transcripts of the hearings.”

—Booklist

“Beginning with an account of the murder of Arnold Rothstein, the gambler whose larger-than-life personality symbolized the wide-open nature of Prohibition-era New York, the book moves fluidly through the precincts of the city, presenting in thumbnail fashion both a history of the Tammany organization and a mini-biography of Jimmy Walker himself. In keeping with the personality of Walker, his protagonist, Mitgang keeps his writing light and breezy—making Once upon a Time in New York a popular history.”

—DAVID ULIN, Newsday, editor of Another City:
Writing from Los Angeles

“As the Roaring Twenties gave way to the Great Depression, Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt, Mayor Jimmy ‘Beau James’ Walker, and Tammany Hall waged a political war for control of the greatest city in the world. One contestant went into exile, and the other moved into the White House. It is a marvelous story, and no one could tell it better than Mitgang.”

—KENNETH T. JACKSON, editor in chief of
The Encyclopedia of New York City

“A wistful yet bracing amalgam of journalism, political science, sociology, and drama. As the title suggests, Mitgang takes a forgotten political feud from the last century and turns it into an uproarious and enlightening tale of New York in the final years of the Roaring Twenties and the first years of the Great Depression. . . . Mitgang cloaks his research and snappy prose as he follows the headline-making investigation. This lively chronicle of Walker’s public demise nevertheless maintains an affectionate tone. . . . Mitgang delivers some sharp social insight, but he never forgets that scandal makes good narrative. Mitgang has the authority of a historian, the insight of a journalist, the flair of a born storyteller, and the charm of a man in love with his city and its history. . . . A robust portrait [and] lively chronicle . . . delivered with sharp social insight.”

—Publishers Weekly
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I’d rather be a lamppost in New York City than Mayor of Chicago.

—JAMES J. WALKER

The old gay Mayor, he ain’t what he used to be.

—FRANKLIN P. ADAMS

I’m a Democrat still. Very still.

—ALFRED E. SMITH

If you were any dumber, I’d make you a commissioner.

—FIORELLO H. LA GUARDIA

All life is nine to five against.

—DAMON RUNYON

There is nothing I love so much as a good fight.

—FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT





Cast of Characters


JAMES J. WALKER

Mayor of the City of New York.

FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT

Governor of New York State during Walker hearings, Democratic presidential candidate.

FIORELLO “LITTLE FLOWER” H. LA GUARDIA

Ex-congressman, the New York mayor who defeated Tammany Hall’s hacks.

ALFRED E. SMITH

Ex-governor of New York, defeated presidential candidate, Tammany elder statesman.

SAMUEL SEABURY

Former State Supreme Court judge, chief counsel investigating Mayor Walker and citywide corruption.

BETTY “MONK” COMPTON

Jimmy Walker’s mistress, Broadway musical comedy actress.

HON. THOMAS “TIN BOX” FARLEY

Sheriff of New York County, Tammany Hall Sachem.

HON. JAMES “JESSE JAMES” MCQUADE

Sheriff of Kings County, Tammany Hall Sachem.

JOHN F. CURRY

Former sewer inspector, Chief Sachem of Tammany Hall.

ARNOLD ROTHSTEIN

New York City’s gambling czar, murdered.

JOSEPH F. CRATER

State Supreme Court Justice, disappeared, whereabouts unknown.

MISS POLLY ADLER

New York City’s foremost vice “entrepreneuse.”

THOMAS C. T. CRAIN

District attorney of New York County, under investigation for incompetence.

JANET ALLEN “ALLIE” WALKER

Jimmy Walker’s loyal wife.

JOHN “RED MIKE” HYLAN

Ex-mayor, Tammany loyalist, judge of the Children’s Court of Queens County.

PAUL BLOCK

Wealthy owner of the Brooklyn Standard-Union, source of a secret brokerage account shared with Mayor Walker.

GROVER A. WHALEN

Official greeter, police commissioner.



Prologue


That Was a Time. . . .

After a late dinner in their Manhattan hideaway on a star-kissed night in the autumn of 1928, Mayor James J. Walker and his showgirl mistress, Betty Compton, motored to Westchester in his chauffeured, silver-trimmed Duesenberg to hear Vincent Lopez’s orchestra play dance tunes at Joe Pani’s Woodmansten Inn. The nightclub was a favorite hangout for respectable suburbanites, revelers from New York City carrying their own silver flasks of Prohibition whisky, and members of the underworld and their women, some of whom were rumored to be their wives.

That evening Betty was in high spirits. She turned to Lopez and said, “I feel like Cinderella.” Betty insisted on dancing and coaxed Walker out on the floor. He reluctantly agreed to take a few turns before going back to their table. She kicked off her satin slippers and asked Lopez to autograph them as a souvenir. The bandleader borrowed a fountain pen and did so to please Betty and his pal Jimmy, who asked her to restrain herself. He had only been drinking ginger ale at the club.

Suddenly, there was a stirring at one of the important tables nearby. A well-dressed man who seemed to know the mayor strolled over and whispered something in his ear.

Walker looked startled. He and Betty quickly rose from their ringside table and hurried to the cloakroom. Lopez left the bandstand and followed them as the mayor’s car pulled up to the entrance. It was a little past midnight. Walker apologized for having to leave so early; after all, he was not called the Night Mayor of New York for nothing. He told the bandleader that they had to return to Manhattan immediately.

“Arnold Rothstein has just been shot, Vincent,” the mayor said. “That means trouble from here on.”

His instinct was on target; there would be even more trouble than he could possibly have imagined. Jimmy Walker’s own conduct in and out of office was about to become the centerpiece of the greatest investigation of municipal corruption in American history.

All across the United States, journalists and other wiseacres would soon have a field day with the popular mayor’s personal problems and public trials. Not since the notorious Tweed Ring was exposed in the nineteenth century would New Yorkers become so aroused and, strangely, amused. The indignant “Goo-Goos”—the Good Government advocates—smelled blood in the corridors of City Hall. Even so, it was hard to be considered an idealist at a time when idealism in government seemed old-fashioned. If you were an outspoken reformer in the freebooting 1920s, you were just not with it. A benevolent form of blinkered corruption bestrode the city.

Ben Hecht, the Chicago reporter who become a playwright (The Front Page) and screenwriter, observed: “Walker is a troubadour headed for Wagnerian dramas. No man could hold life so carelessly without falling down a manhole before he is done.”

Before mounting the witness stand, Walker cheerfully said: “There are three things a man must do alone. Be born, die, and testify.” Sharply dressed for his show-and-tell trial, wearing a blue double-breasted suit with a matching blue shirt, blue tie, and blue handkerchief, the mayor commented: “Little Boy Blue is about to blow his horn—or his top.”

While being cross-examined in the county courthouse in Manhattan by the intrepid Samuel Seabury, the anti-Tammany patrician who was the proud namesake of the first Episcopal bishop in the United States, Walker told reporters: “This fellow Seabury would convict the Twelve Apostles if he could.” The mayor kept his cool—and gained the applause of his cheering admirers with a wisecrack: “Life is just a bowl of Seaburys.”

But the mayor’s nightclubbing lifestyle was overshadowed as other major personalities were coming forward on the American political stage. In 1928 Al Smith was running for president and Franklin Roosevelt for governor; the following year, Mayor Jimmy Walker would run for reelection against Congressman Fiorello La Guardia. In these contests, the murder of politically connected Arnold Rothstein affected the power of Tammany Hall’s Sachems, whose tentacles reached into every corner of the city—and into every voting booth.

In the balance stood the man Roosevelt called the Happy Warrior—Alfred E. Smith, the first Catholic to be nominated for president. Would a regionally divided nation be ready to put aside its religious and racial differences and vote for him? Would Al Smith be able to distance himself from his image as a social reformer who grew up on the rough-and-tumble sidewalks of New York and be accepted as a leader of national stature? He had called for repeal of Prohibition, a central issue around the country. But as H. L. Mencken astutely wrote: “Those who fear the Pope outnumber those who are tired of the Anti-Saloon League.”

In the wings hovered one of the boldest personalities in the electoral history of the Empire City—Fiorello La Guardia, a Republican Congressman in a Democratic town. He was of half-Italian, half-Jewish origin, a street fighter who reflected the hopes of the ethnic neighborhoods more than any other politician. The Little Flower, a former president of the city’s Board of Aldermen, aspired to be the next mayor of New York—if Jimmy Walker and the Tammany operatives stumbled.

Franklin D. Roosevelt observed the repercussions of the Rothstein assassination and the burgeoning investigations in New York City with the greatest personal interest. If the Tammany leaders did not erect any last-minute roadblocks, his dream of being nominated and elected as the thirty-second president of the United States when his turn came might become a reality.

Roosevelt was known for his eloquence, good looks, and recognizable name. No one who knew him could deny his personal bravery in making a comeback after polio had destroyed his ability to walk alone; in four determined years he had graduated from crutches to canes on Democratic political platforms. “If he burned down the Capitol,” said the humorist Will Rogers, “we would cheer and say, Well, we at least got a fire started anyhow.’ ”

But some political analysts considered him a lightweight. In words that he would later have to swallow, Walter Lippmann, the influential columnist, declared: “Franklin D. Roosevelt is no crusader. He is no tribune of the people. He is no enemy of entrenched privilege. He is a pleasant man who, without any important qualifications for the office, would very much like to be President.”

In a bizarre way, the notorious gangland murder of Rothstein called attention to the weakness of the district attorney and the police department and touched off the trials of Jimmy Walker and Tammany Hall. Suddenly, Governor Roosevelt found himself facing down the kingmakers and corrupters within his own party in the City of New York. Would Roosevelt show that he was capable of independent behavior—or would he cave in for political expediency? As a presidential contender, Roosevelt was about to have his mettle tested.



ONE


A Bullet for Big Arnie

Arnold Rothstein sat at his corner table in Leo Lindy’s shrine to brisket, boiled chicken, and belly lox at 1626 Broadway, his back to the wall, picking with a gold toothpick at the cherry-cheesecake crumbs lodged between his teeth and gums. With a flick of his manicured thumbnail, he relit his batonlike Havana with a match that instantly flared up and flamed out.

In the powerful precincts of Tammany Hall, whose district leaders provided protection for a price, as well as in the better circles of the underworld, Big Arnie was greatly respected as a shrewd over-achiever in a dangerous line of work.

One after another, the runners handling racetrack bets and a piece of the action from floating craps and card games approached his private table with the day’s receipts. They bowed their heads like courtiers before a monarch who holds a royal flush. Rothstein’s nimble mind computed the numbers and the vigorish from clients foolish enough to fall behind in their debts. Collections for the bootlegging and narcotics businesses he bankrolled were handled elsewhere by “the boys”—silent enforcers in gray fedoras, with bulges beneath their coat jackets, men whose names usually ended in vowels.

Rothstein lived quietly in the Fairfield Hotel at 20 West Seventy second Street, one of several buildings he owned, but he made lindy’s his informal headquarters. It was an easy run in his Rolls-Royce to the restaurant between Forty-ninth and Fiftieth on Broadway. Leo “Lindy” Lindemann sat at the cash register, greeting the regulars and encouraging them to try the flanken with white horseradish today; unsuccessfully, Mrs. Lindemann discouraged the patronage of the gamblers and mobsters. She preferred the gossip columnists, actors, and second bananas who dropped in for a bite to eat after the theater and the last show at the Gaiety on Forty-sixth Street and the other burlesque houses off the Main Stem.

Not far away, at his special table, Damon Runyon, the Hearst newspaper columnist—who came from Manhattan, Kansas, but much preferred this Manhattan—was making mental notes for the prototypes of Harry the Horse, Milk Ear Willie, Big Nig, and Sorrowful Jones. They were fairly closely based on the con artists and sporting ladies who surrounded him at the fictional restaurant he called Mindy’s. These characters in his first book, Guys and Dolls, would later become the basis for the classic Broadway musical.

The time was the 1920s, and Tammany’s James John Walker, the elegant Beau James, was serving as the popular mayor of New York City. In a lawless era, when almost anything went, the lives and fortunes of the mayor and the gambler were destined to intersect in sinister ways.

Big Arnie was New York’s gambling czar. He was a fence and a smuggler, a fixer of horse races and baseball scores. Students of American fiction know Arnold Rothstein under a different moniker: Meyer Wolfshiem. (That was the name F. Scott Fitzgerald originally gave him in The Great Gatsby. In later editions of the novel, the name is spelled “Wolfsheim.”) Fitzgerald wrote that Wolfshiem was the gambler who fixed the 1919 World Series; it helped to define Wolfshiem’s character.

That year, the Chicago White Sox were favored to beat the Cincinnati Reds. Gamblers bribed a group of White Sox players to throw the games. It was surmised that Rothstein arranged the fix. Underworld snitches informed Rothstein in plenty of time for him to place his own bets. He had been approached at Jamaica Racetrack in Queens by a go-between and told that the Series could be fixed for $100,000—a bribe of $20,000 each to five Sox players. With that advance knowledge, but without himself investing, Rothstein made a bundle betting against the Black Sox, as they came to be called.

Fitzgerald altered the facts, but captured the truth about Rothstein during a conversation between Nick Carraway, the narrator, and Gatsby:


“He becomes very sentimental sometimes,” explained Gatsby. “This is one of his sentimental days. He’s quite a character around New York—a denizen of Broadway.”

“Who is he anyhow—an actor?”

“No.”

“A dentist?”

“Meyer Wolfshiem? No, he’s a gambler.” Gatsby hesitated, then added coolly: “He’s the man who fixed the World Series back in 1919.”

“Fixed the World Series?” I repeated.

The idea staggered me. I remembered of course that the World Series had been fixed in 1919 but if I had thought of it at all I would have thought of it as a thing that merely happened, the end of some inevitable chain. It never occurred to me that one man could start to play with the faith of fifty million people—with the single-mindedness of a burglar blowing a safe.

“How did he happen to do that?” I asked after a minute.

“He just saw the opportunity.”

“Why isn’t he in jail?”

“They can’t get him, old sport. He’s a smart man.”



Fitzgerald liked to tell friends that he had actually met Rothstein. When he and Ring Lardner, the short-story writer, were Long Island neighbors in Great Neck (West Egg in the novel), Lardner once introduced Fitzgerald to the gambler. It could have been at the home of Herbert Bayard Swope, the fabled reporter and editor of the New York World (“the OLD World,” to newspaper lovers), who gave weekend parties for the swells and the molls at his estate that overlooked the fictional “courtesy bay” (actually, Manhasset Bay) and Daisy Buchanan’s green light. Lardner’s modest house was within shouting distance of the Swope estate.

Although Rothstein was never known to have bequeathed his winnings from a fixed daily double to a nonprofit foundation for the improvement of the breed, animal or human, he did contribute to American literature by unwittingly lending his reputation, if not his name, to Fitzgerald’s story of unrequited dreams in the “fresh, green breast of the New World” that the novelist envisioned on “two eggs” of land protruding into Long Island Sound.

Big Arnie could hardly be called one of Gotham’s beloved citizens, although he claimed that his personal philosophy was summed up in one word: “friendship.” One of his own lawyers, William J. Fallon, described Rothstein as “a man who dwells in doorways. A gray rat, waiting for his cheese.” Sometimes friendships failed, and rats squabbled.

Rothstein, well-mannered and soft of speech, did not fit the popular stereotype of the professional gambler. But his associates were chary of trifling with him. He had an overweening confidence in his own brain. At one time August Belmont ruled Rothstein off Belmont Park. Later he was reinstated. Rothstein said that he had simply gone to Belmont and convinced him that his enormous winnings were the product of superior intelligence. The banker was said to admit that Rothstein’s moral code was better than those of many of his business associates.

On November 4, 1928, after visiting some of his cronies in a floating card game in the Park Central Hotel, Rothstein was shot in the groin by what police said was an unknown assailant. Broadway intelligence said Rothstein had welshed on one of his big gambling debts and was being called to account.

A story got around in bookmaking circles that, had he lived, Roth-stein would have collected nearly a million dollars betting that Franklin D. Roosevelt would win the race for governor of New York and that Alfred E. Smith, the former governor running for president of the United States, would lose to Herbert Hoover, two days after the shooting. It didn’t matter to the gambler that one was a Democrat and the other a Republican; worshippers of the large green denominations from the U.S. Treasury didn’t play politics. Rothstein was right on the money for both candidates. If he had lived that long, he could have paid his debts—but someone was impatient.

The attempted killing was page-one news even in the staid New York Times. The above-the-fold headline, in the broadsheet’s traditional Latin Condensed type, read:


ROTHSTEIN, GAMBLER,
MYSTERIOUSLY SHOT;
      REFUSES TO TALK      


“When The Times prints scandalous news,” explained Adolph S. Ochs, the publisher, “it’s sociology.”

Slowly, the facts began to emerge about the mysterious hit on Rothstein. Only weeks before, he had declared that he had given up gambling in favor of the real estate business. At one time he owned and subleased one thousand furnished apartments in the city. The regular crossover between his legal and illegal enterprises enabled him to move comfortably among the Tammany politicians who ruled the neighborhoods as independent enclaves. Rothstein often boasted that he had friends in the Social Register who frequented the finest speakeasies in Manhattan. There, behind sliding peepholes and closed doors, socialites paid well to drink his illegal Canadian whisky. What’s more, the women in sexy bias-cut satin dresses thought they were privileged characters when they rubbed shoulders with glamorous gangsters.

Still alive the day after taking a bullet in his gut, Rothstein wouldn’t talk about the identity of the gunman, but detectives and police reporters began to assemble the fragmentary evidence picked up from informers in the alleys and streets around Hell’s Kitchen on the tough West Side.

At eleven o’clock on the night of the shooting, the police found Rothstein in a state of collapse in the Fifty-sixth Street service entrance of the Park Central Hotel on Seventh Avenue. He had asked the doorman to call a doctor and a taxicab. It was first believed that Rothstein had been shot on the east side of Seventh Avenue. Police theorized that he had plodded grimly across the avenue, pushed through the hotel’s main entrance into the corridor, and made his way to the service entrance to find a taxi.

But other clues cast doubt on this theory. A taxi driver, Albert Bender, told the police that a pistol had fallen on the sidewalk, as if it had been tossed from a sedan that he had seen. Then he changed his story; it might have been hurled from an apartment facing Seventh Avenue. The .38-caliber revolver, its handle chipped as if in an effort to hide fingerprints, was found. The police picked up five unexploded shells in the gutter.

At Polyclinic Hospital, doctors discovered that the bullet had entered Rothstein’s abdomen. News of the shooting quickly traveled up and down Broadway. Within an hour, dozens of his friends lined the corridors of the hospital. Among the first to get there was a gentleman who answered only to the name Butch. He was willing to offer his blood for a transfusion; the offer was accepted.

Rothstein, who often carried as much as $100,000 in thousand-dollar bills in his front and side pockets, had a mere $6,500 in his wallet. Detectives from the West Forty-seventh Street station house questioned him about the incident: Did he know the gunman, or was the assailant a stranger? Apart from giving his age and home address, Rothstein remained mute. At 2:15 in the morning of November 5, the surgeons operated. At first, they probed in vain for the bullet; a few hours later they removed a thick nickel-jacketed lead slug. It proved to be the missing bullet that had been fired from the stubby .38-caliber Colt revolver found outside the Park Central.

In the middle of the night, a new group of police officers arrived and took up positions outside Rothstein’s room and at the hospital entrance. The men in blue were there because a tipster had reported that hired gunmen were assembling who planned to finish off the wounded gambler. Rothstein owed big, possibly plus vigorish.

A police captain with a touch of the philosopher told reporters that a man with as many friends as Rothstein was bound to have a few enemies as well. He revealed that a little more than a year ago, “somebody in the rackets tried to take him for a ride.” Instead of accepting the invitation, Rothstein ducked back into his office when he saw the door of the automobile swing open and the barrels of long guns inside.

Thereafter, Rothstein hired a bodyguard to protect him around the clock. One of his bodyguards was Abe Attell, a canny ex-featherweight boxing champion. It so happened, insiders winked, that Attell was in Chicago when the Black Sox World Series was fixed. Another bodyguard was none other than Jack “Legs” Diamond, a trigger-happy gangster, who was paid a thousand dollars a week to protect Rothstein.

As an apprentice thief with the Gopher Gang in Chelsea on Manhattan’s West Side, Legs got his nickname because of the speed he showed after stealing packages in warehouses and off trucks. A more romantic explanation later circulated: that he was called Legs because of his gracefulness on the dance floor. His specialties were the Charleston and the Black Bottom.

In his dot-dot-dot gossip column, Walter Winchell branded him “On His Last Legs” Diamond because he had been shot at so many times by rival gangsters. Legs was a fearless gunsel and an enemy of Dutch Schultz, the beer baron whose real name was Arthur Flegenheimer. Both were in the speakeasy and policy rackets games. Sometimes their territories overlapped, an unhealthy condition for anyone who didn’t know his geography. The Dutchman’s protector was Jimmy Hines, a West Side Tammany leader, who later went to jail for “licensing” the racketeers in Hell’s Kitchen.

Legs owned a piece of the Hotsy Totsy Club, a Prohibition joint on Fifty-fourth Street and Broadway. There he could be seen with his girlfriend, Kiki Roberts, a Ziegfeld Follies looker whose actual name was Marion Strasmick. After surviving dozens of shotgun pellets that peppered his slim body, Legs was tracked down in Albany. As he lay in a drunken stupor, a volley of bullets fired directly into his face, his head, and the back of his neck finally finished him off. Not long afterward, Dutch Schultz took a fatal hit himself, in Newark. The Dutchman’s deathbed ravings became the stuff of wonder and legend, including one memorable line: “Mother is the best bet, and don’t let Satan draw you too fast.”

On his deathbed after two more transfusions, Rothstein still refused to reveal the name of the gunman or the reason why he had been shot. After the effects of the anesthetic given him for the operation had passed, Rothstein fell into a deep sleep. Waiting for him to wake up were Captain Edmund Meade, two detectives, Patrick Flood and John Green, and a stenographer from police headquarters. Detective Flood had known the gambler for a long time. He moved close to the bed. A look of recognition glinted in Rothstein’s brown eyes.

“Hello, Paddy,” he said weakly.

“Who shot you?” asked Flood.

“Got nothing to say,” said Rothstein. “Nothing, nothing. Won’t talk about it.”

At the insistence of the doctors the detectives abandoned their efforts and were ordered to leave the room. Rothstein’s mind clouded.

His parents and estranged wife, Caroline, who lived at 912 Fifth Avenue overlooking Central Park on the Upper East Side, were in the hospital when the doctors informed them he was sinking. They immediately summoned his lawyer, Maurice F. Cantor, who rushed to his bedside.

Counselor-at-law Cantor was one of Rothstein’s links to the Tammany political machine. At the same time that his prominent client lay wounded in the hospital, Cantor was campaigning for state assemblyman as the Democratic candidate in the Eleventh Assembly District in Manhattan.

Rothstein and Cantor were alone together for an hour. The gambler delivered instructions about the disposition of his fortune, supposedly including a list of persons to whom he owed money and those who owed money to him. He died on November 6,1928, leaving an estate estimated to be worth between five and ten million dollars.

[image: image]

More important events than the infamous gambler’s death dominated the headlines. Two days later, the returns of the presidential and gubernatorial elections were played on page one in a 48-point banner in The New York Times that read:


HOOVER WINS, THANKS NATION;
ROOSEVELT CLAIMS HIS VICTORY


The lead article reported that Governor Smith said he would never run for public office again, but “I will never lose my interest in public affairs, that is a sure thing.” Smith claimed to have no regrets about the campaign, but he looked less than his usual buoyant self on the night of the election: “The cigar, which was clamped between his teeth, never lighted until it was dropped to the floor after the radio had bluntly announced ‘a Hoover landslide,’ after which it was replaced by a fresh cigar that he smoked pleasantly.”

Actually, Smith’s desire to be President did not end with his defeat. Four years later he still hoped to capture his party’s nomination. When Smith was denied the chance to run again, he turned bitter, abandoned his progressive goals for the blue-collar workers, and instead joined forces with big businessmen. He became president, at $50,000 a year, of the corporation formed to erect the Empire State Building. Although Smith received almost fifteen million votes—the largest number ever attained by a Democrat in a national race up to that time—about 21.5 million ballots were cast for Hoover. Smith was repudiated by his own party in the South and, even more humiliating, in his own state.

“Well,” he acidly commented, “the time hasn’t come yet when a man can say his beads in the White House.”

But the Happy Warrior was pleased that Roosevelt would replace him in Albany. Smith had thought that his own chances for victory would be enhanced with Roosevelt’s name on the same ticket and had pressured him to run. Although Smith and Roosevelt were not close intimates, both were loyal Democrats and allies on matters of social reform legislation for New York State.

Thinking that he had lost the race for governor, Roosevelt had gone to bed early. In the morning, he discovered that he had won by a slim margin of about 24,500 out of 4.2 million votes cast. How did Roosevelt succeed and Smith fail in New York? Smith’s religion, of course, was a deciding factor in his defeat. As a national candidate, Smith spent much of his time campaigning outside New York, believing that his popularity would assure victory in his home state.

Roosevelt, by contrast, campaigned in almost every town and city, upstate and downstate—from Oswego to Elmira, Dunkirk to Batavia, Watertown to Boonville, Rome to Herkimer, Schenectady to Albany, and across the five boroughs of New York City. During his gubernatorial speeches, he invariably praised Smith’s presidential candidacy. But he also hammered away at his own proposed legislation and human concerns. In a typical speech on the campaign trail, Roosevelt said:

“In social legislation, in education, in health, in better housing, in the care of the aged, we have gone far, but we must go farther.” He also showed concern for the millions of New Yorkers who depended on farming: “While there have been prosperity and growth in the cities, their measure has not extended to the rural communities. This is in part a national problem, but it also calls for immediate action in our own state.”

In retrospect, Roosevelt’s campaign for governor was a preview of his future campaign for president.

Almost immediately, there was talk that Albany would be Roosevelt’s stepping-stone to Washington. Even before he was sworn in as the new governor, The New York Times9s editorial page summed up his qualifications for the presidency:

“Governor-elect Roosevelt is within reach of the Democratic party’s leadership. The manner in which this happened has many of the aspects of romance. Born a Roosevelt and a Democrat by preference, he first won his spurs by opposing Tammany as a State Senator in the legislature. In the Wilson regime as Assistant Secretary of the Navy, he took the path of his more famous kinsman, Theodore Roosevelt. He was nominated for Vice President in 1920 but his party was defeated. Crippling health suddenly afflicted him. But destiny was not through with Franklin D. Roosevelt. Despite his physical infirmity, he threw himself into the cause of Governor Smith’s candidacy in 1924 and again in 1928. Not only is Roosevelt a victor in New York but he is warmly regarded by the Southern Democracy.”

The editorial exaggerated Roosevelt’s anti-Tammany position at that time. It was Charlie Murphy, the Tammany boss, who had engineered the Roosevelt nomination for vice president in 1920. A candidate tied to Al Smith and Jimmy Walker could not help being linked to Tammany Hall but, as a resident of Hyde Park in Dutchess County, F.D.R. was not under the control of the Manhattan leadership. Nevertheless, the new governor recognized Tammany’s vote-counting ability in city and state affairs.

Indeed, Mayor Walker had nominated Roosevelt for governor at the party’s state convention and campaigned for him. In his resplendent oratorical style, Walker called Roosevelt “a real, genuine, 100 percent American, and by that I mean a man who has studied and who knows the Declaration of Independence and refused to forget what has been written in that immortal document.”

Beyond the Hudson, not everyone gave Roosevelt a similar stamp of approval. H. L. Mencken satirized him: “Roosevelt is one of the most charming of men, but like many another very charming man he leaves on the beholder the impression that he is also somewhat shallow and futile. It is hard to say precisely how that impression is produced; maybe his Christian Science smile is to blame, or the tenor overtones in his voice.”

[image: image]

After the election, the dozen morning and evening daily newspapers in New York (this figure does not even count the foreign-language press) picked up the scent of the hunt for Rothstein’s killer. Spurred by Good Government reformers, the public demanded action by the district attorney and police department. From stoolies on parole and streetwise small-timers in the underworld, detectives began to piece together a mosaic of information about the crime.

On the night of the shooting, Rothstein was sitting at his usual table at Lindy’s, noshing and sipping coffee with some friends, when a call came through to him at 10:45 P.M. He spoke briefly and then picked up his hat and coat. “George McManus wants me over at the Park Central,” he told his friends. Then he left alone, without a bodyguard. Rothstein himself did not carry a weapon; that was not his style or the source of his power.

McManus, a gambler, was one of the out-of-towners with bankrolls of unknown origin who enjoyed life along the Rialto. Detectives claimed that he had been among the eight players in a card game in which Rothstein had lost $303,000. Of that small fortune, Rothstein still owed $219,000. McManus himself had lost $51,000 early in the same game, before the cards began to fall his way. It was understood by the players that Rothstein had not exactly welshed on his gambling debt; he promised to pay up as soon as he could get the cash together. Even to big-time gamblers in those free-spending years before the Wall Street crash, a couple of hundred grand was serious money.

When settlement time came a few days later, Rothstein said he was short of ready cash, owing to his heavy investments in real estate. He failed to mention that, simultaneously, his secretive heroin and cocaine investments demanded large amounts of ready money because narcotics was strictly a cash-and-carry business.

The big winner in the game was believed to be one “Nigger Nate” Raymond, who had known Rothstein for at least ten years. Nathan Raymond, a California businessman with vague connections to the sports world, had a swarthy complexion; hence his nickname. Roth-stein still had $60,000 in his pocket that night, but he refused to divvy it up among the winners. After all, $60,000 was little more to him than what the boys at Lindy’s called walking-around money.

“I’m Rothstein,” he boasted. “My name ought to be good for the money.” He added that he would probably have to sell one of his apartment houses to raise the cash to pay off his losses.

Two months passed. Rothstein still had not come up with the money for Nigger Nate and the other gamblers. On the weekend of the shooting, Rothstein and Raymond ran into each other in front of Lindy’s. Rothstein reassured him, “Nate, FU give you some of that money on Monday.”

Ten minutes before he left Lindy’s to go to the Park Central in response to the phone call, Rothstein emerged from his Rolls-Royce and told Eugene Reiman, his longtime chauffeur and confidant, to go either to his home or to his office, at 45 West Fifty-seventh Street, and “get some dough.” Reiman departed, picked up the money, and returned to Lindy’s.

There he was told that Rothstein had been “slugged” and taken to Polyclinic. The chauffeur immediately drove to the hospital and saw Rothstein in the emergency room. They were never alone together. The detectives did not say what happened to the dough Reiman was supposedly carrying to Rothstein.

A persistent report went around that a pair of gangsters had been hired by one or more of Rothstein’s creditors to demonstrate that they meant business and, the weekend he was shot, said the gossips, was the last chance he was going to get to pay up. According to an unnamed pigeon questioned by the detectives, one of the gunmen lost his temper when Rothstein ridiculed him. He took out the Colt .38, angrily pointed the gun as if he were going to shoot Big Arnie in his testicles, and pulled the trigger, perhaps accidentally. The shot was a little high, but the bullet did its work even more effectively in the gambler’s gut.

A Chesterfield overcoat with George McManus’s name embroidered inside was found in Room 349 at the Park Central. McManus had rented the room using the name George Richards. But McManus was nowhere to be found; he had disappeared from his usual gambling haunts and speakeasies right after the shooting. Detectives had reason to believe that he was the nervous triggerman who had been insulted by Rothstein.

Three weeks after Rothstein was buried in a bronze coffin following a traditional Jewish service at Union Field Cemetery in Brooklyn, McManus turned himself in. His lawyer arranged for him to surrender to John Cordes, a detective, while getting a shave and a haircut in a barbershop on 242nd Street in upper Manhattan, far from the madding Broadway crowd. Cordes and McManus greeted each other like old acquaintances. Reading a magazine, the detective waited patiently in a nearby chair for the suspected killer to have his shave and hot towel finished before taking him downtown.

McManus admitted that he was the one who had called Rothstein at Lindy’s and summoned him to the Park Central Hotel. He revealed that on the night of the big card game a few months before, Rothstein’s usual luck had run out and he ran up debts to several gamblers, including a group of California racetrack characters and someone known only as the St. Louis Kid. In the game, $500,000 in cash or IOUs was in circulation. At first, the men gambled with dice. Then straight poker was taken up, followed by stud poker.

To speed up the action, the gamblers turned to “high spade.” This was played by cutting a deck, the winner being the holder of the highest spade. According to McManus, that night Rothstein dropped $340,000 at high spade.

Rothstein had the reputation of being a prompt payer of his IOUs. But this time, not only did he fail to come through, he announced his suspicion that the big game had been crooked. This accusation from a gambling veteran at first seemed like a copout along Broadway, but when he repeated the charge, it was accepted that he might well have been duped. His accusation infuriated the men who had been trying to collect. Rumors soon reached informants up and down the West Side that Rothstein was going to be killed.

When Rothstein heard that he was a marked man, he said, “I’m not going to give them a cent, and that goes for the gamblers and the gorillas. If they’re looking for me, I can be found any night at Lindy’s.” In politics and crime, in those days, reputation was everything.

McManus, whose brother Thomas “Hump” McManus also operated floating card games, evidently was trusted by the wary Rothstein, who otherwise would not have gone alone to the hotel room. The brothers McManus were more or less respected as honest men engaged in dishonest activities. They knew how to keep the cops from making raids. Hump McManus had once been a first-grade detective assigned to police headquarters; retired, he still had connections that were useful in the gambling world.

Arnold Rothstein’s murder had caused Mayor Walker and Tammany’s Sachems a good deal of embarrassment. It was brazen, yet no indictment was made after McManus turned himself in. Among those criticizing City Hall for failing to solve the Rothstein case and bring his murderer to justice was Congressman Fiorello La Guardia. Jimmy Walker would not hear the last of him, then or in the years to come.

Manhattan’s own “Little Flower” was a rare but popular Republican representative in a Democratic-controlled city. La Guardia was a formidable campaigner and a thorn in Walker’s side during every election. While he and Governor Roosevelt were on opposite sides politically, their thinking was alike on social and economic issues affecting the man in the street. La Guardia and New York’s Republican leaders were determined to make capital out of the Rothstein murder.

The general public, following the newspapers, began to wonder if there was something wrong with the way the police department was being run. There were unfounded and unproven allegations of a possible cover-up in this case. Of Rothstein’s drug trafficking, The Sun, a New York newspaper that often sounded like a house organ for the Republican party, editorialized:

“All intelligent citizens know that such a business as Rothstein’s included many assets of evil and could not be conducted without the knowledge of men in authority. His operations were too large and his scope too generous to escape scrutiny—unless official eyes were intentionally deflected the other way.”

The weak District Attorney’s Office was unable to find eyewitnesses among the professional gamblers, who could not speak without risking their own necks or kneecaps. So far as the men in Room 349 at the Park Central were concerned, they all might have been playing a friendly game of casino for pennies.

Although the detectives produced little specific evidence, the high police command felt that an arrest had to be made to show that they were doing something. They wanted to respond to the constant calls for action made by political columnists and editorial writers. McManus was indicted for first-degree murder.

When the Rothstein case broke, Joseph A. Warren was the police commissioner. Warren was considered a man of integrity, but police knowledge was clearly not his main qualification for the post. When Jimmy Walker was serving as a state assemblyman early in his career, he had an office in Warren’s law firm, and Warren often looked after Walker’s clients when the assemblyman was occupied in Albany. A year before Rothstein’s murder, Walker had persuaded Warren to take the commissioner’s job. He considered Joe Warren a close friend, who could be trusted not to interfere with gambling in the Tammany clubhouses.

Unfortunately, the job was too much for Warren. He began to suffer emotionally and was close to a nervous breakdown even before the Rothstein murder. Under pressure from his own mentors in Tammany Hall, who realized that the unsolved murder was causing them political damage, Walker issued an ultimatum to his friend Warren: Dig up more information about Rothstein’s murder, or retire. Warren stepped down as police commissioner, entered a sanatorium in Connecticut and, less than a year after being forced out by his former law associate, died of a paralytic stroke.

Mayor Walker had Warren’s replacement in mind even before his failing police commissioner resigned. Grover Aloysius Whalen had once served as commissioner of plant and structures, an influential Tammany job, under Mayor John “Red Mike” Hylan. The carrot-topped mayor was a former motorman on Brooklyn’s elevated railway lines who had lost his job after “rounding a curb too quickly.” Whalen had once served as Mayor Hylan’s personal secretary, and both were close to Tammany Hall.

A glad-hander with a magnificent waxed mustache and a fine set of glistening teeth, Whalen was general manager of Wanamaker’s department store in 1928. Administrative experience was his main qualification for the sensitive police department post. It did him no harm that, like Jimmy Walker, the Tammany Hall Sachems, and most of the department heads in the NYPD, he had Irish-American roots. Mayor Walker was impressed by Whalen’s wealthy connections. And Whalen’s flashiness and expensive wardrobe were compatible with Walker’s style.

Of Whalen’s appointment, Arthur “Bugs” Baer, a popular humorist, wrote: “Grover made as handsome a figure as ever nodded from the waist. He had the perfect teeth of an aluminum comb, and a wire walker would have mistaken the part in Grover’s hair for a continuation of his act.”

Speaking of Whalen’s personality, Gene Fowler, a Hearst newspaper stalwart, commented, “Add spats, and stir with a cane.”

With his perennial homburg tilted at a rakish angle, and a gardenia in his lapel, Police Commissioner Whalen greeted dignitaries on the steps of City Hall, ordered new uniforms for the cops, and, to show his own Americanism, encouraged anticommunist demonstrations in the streets.

The case against McManus dragged on through the courts for almost a year before he was brought to trial. A noted criminal lawyer, James Murray, represented him and succeeded in having him released on bail of $50,000. The release was challenged in the Appellate Division of the State Supreme Court and all the way up to the state’s highest court, the Court of Appeals, but McManus remained a free man.

Finally, the trial ended with a hung jury. The Criminal Court judge directed a verdict of not guilty.

Police Commissioner Whalen blamed others. “The failure to present incontrovertible evidence sufficient for a conviction was due entirely to the laxity of the police who had been assigned to the case originally and the commanding officers of the detective and uniformed forces at the time of the murder,” he said. “The case has never been fully explained, and as the laws of our country provide, every man must be considered innocent until proven guilty.”

And so, in 1930, George McManus walked.

As for Nigger Nate Raymond, detectives discovered that he was a wealthy “sportsman” from San Francisco but something less than a sterling character in the annals of sportsmanship. He had been barred from all baseball parks in the Pacific Coast League for complicity in bribery scandals. After returning to San Francisco, he rented a private plane and in it married Claire Omley, a movie actress. Among the witnesses at the wedding, which took place in the skies over northern Mexico, was Jack Dempsey, the former heavyweight champion of the world.

So far as is known, Nigger Nate never collected his big score from the deceased gambler’s estate. Nobody went to jail for the murder of Arnold Rothstein.



TWO


The Boogy Era

Not long after the acquittal of the leading suspect in the murder of Arnold Rothstein, a second mystery arose to embarrass Whalen’s police department and Walker’s administration.
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