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In the same absorbing style that characterized his bestseller Lost Hollywood, David Wallace presents a richly detailed, jazzy chronicle of the Prohibition-era personalities and events that made New York City the cultural and financial capital of the world. Sex, sin, song, work, sports, play—all these aspects of New York and more are told through a bountiful array of anecdotes and “inside” profiles of the individuals who personified them in a defining decade. From Mafia boss Lucky Luciano to “Gentleman Jim,” New York’s beloved but controversial mayor Jimmy Walker; from famous madam Polly Adler to comedienne Fanny Brice; from classical music stars Arturo Toscanini and Geraldine Farrar to members of The Round Table, including Alexander Woollcott and Dorothy Parker … Capital of the World brings to life the stars and giants of the Big Apple in the 1920s.


The Roaring Twenties swept through other cities, too—including Paris, London, and Berlin. But New York City roared the loudest, and what happened there during that time of social, economic, and cultural prosperity forever altered the way people lived.


As no book has to date, Capital of the World brings alive this giant of a city in this dizzying age—a period that saw alcohol made illegal, the rise of the Mafia, the birth of radio and mass communication, and the beginnings of gossip as a business. This was also an era abuzz with the arts, film, fashion, jazz, and speakeasies. An era in which a burgeoning new media popularized baseball, boxing, and other sports as never before. This was when women achieved the right to vote and when the automobile revolutionized the lives of millions. And New York City was at the center of it all.
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INTRODUCTION




Curfew shall not ring tonight!


— Legendary speakeasy proprietor Texas Guinan’s exhortation to her patrons in the 1920s to party on!





The 1920s were, simply speaking, the most transformative and probably the most exciting decade in American history. So much changed in our culture, our lifestyles, and our economy that it seemed a new world had been born. With the exception of Hollywood, where the world’s most powerful entertainment industry was being built, the city that was setting the pace for American and global change was New York.


While the automobile was to play a leading role in transforming America from a largely rural culture into an urban and suburban one, the growing national numbers of horseless carriages was less important in New York City, then nearly as jammed with vehicles as today. It was in New York that everything else seemed possible through modern thinking, new philosophies emancipated from generations of Victorian strictures by the “war to end all wars,” population changes, and, of vast importance, the economic boom. Along with these catalysts was the arrival of modern technology that brought about—besides the ubiquitous Model T—radio, motion pictures, hundred-story skyscrapers, nonstop trans-Atlantic airplane flights, and, yes, bathtub gin, the Tommy gun, and the call girl.


Before 1920 one’s lifestyle was largely limited by one’s job income; during the decade, buoyed by New York’s exploding stock market, elevator operators became millionaires. And those little elevator cages were going higher and higher as the New York skyline began rising dramatically toward the end of the decade.


Before 1920 communication was basically limited to local newsprint and a few national general-interest magazines; by 1930 radio was on its way to linking millions with world events, and such magazine tastemakers as Time and the New Yorker had been born. Before 1920 literature was still largely bound by Victorian sentimentality. In the 1920s realism took over both novels and the theater with an output of memorable writing rarely matched anywhere else at any other time. Outside the theater and literature, the language itself was being modified by the spirit of the ’20s, reflected in a bountiful harvest of slang, some of which is still with us—hair of the dog (all too descriptive of much of the era’s homemade hooch), and necking and petting (no explanation necessary). You could frame someone for a crime, and if someone wasn’t on the up and up, you could always tell them to scram!


Before 1920 most African Americans lived in hopeless servitude in the South; during the 1920s hundreds of thousands of black job seekers migrated north, thousands rediscovering their own roots in the cultural explosion called the Harlem Renaissance.


Before 1920 women were second-class citizens, denied the right to vote and largely confined to careers as wife and mother; after the Nineteenth Amendment took effect in 1920, they not only joined men in the voting booth, but with their emancipation women would overnight set startling new standards in fashion and behavior. They began taking on the roles of doctors, bankers, lawyers, and other occupations that were usually reserved for men. Their styles changed from clothes that went all the way down to their ankles, and long hair all pinned up, to short skirts and short “bobbed” haircuts.


Before 1920 the only sport that really counted in America was baseball; at the end of the decade, it was joined by football, tennis, golf, and boxing. Before 1920 popular music was defined largely by sentimental ballads. In fact, Jimmy Walker, New York’s mayor from 1926 to 1932, wrote one of the most popular. During the decade, evangelized in such New York clubs as the Cotton Club and by radio, jazz became a universal passion.


And the modern celebrity was born, although, unlike today when many are famous only for being famous, most actually did something. Among the first was opera singer and film star Geraldine Farrar, and then Charles Lindbergh, who became an overnight hero the like of which we have never seen since by flying solo from an airfield adjacent to the city across the ocean to Paris. And his fame was first acknowledged with the greatest of New York’s public honors, the ticker-tape parade. It was also the era when celebrity’s handmaiden (or nemesis), the gossip column, was born.


In a time of seismic cultural changes, not all of them were edifying. With the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment, also in 1920, the sale of alcohol in America was made illegal. By filling the public’s bottomless highball glasses (and teacups in clandestine speakeasies) with “hooch,” small-time outlaws became kings of crime as the Mafia became a major player in urban life, most notoriously in New York and Chicago. And as the telephone came more and more into use in the decade, so too did the “call girl.”


Politics were also famously subject to corruption, and indeed, it was a murder and mounting scandals that brought down Mayor Walker.


On a less lethal note, before 1927, when the Holland Tunnel was opened (it would be the longest underwater tunnel in the world), cars coming into an already congested Manhattan from the west had to be carried across the Hudson River by ferry.


One of the most telling changes, and one often overlooked, was educational—at least in name. Before the 1920s few people other than the children of the wealthy attended college (and then they were almost universally men). In the 1920s, effectively freed from tradition by World War I, young people began flooding into colleges—to learn, but also, for the first time for many, simply to have fun. By the end of the decade, 20 percent of American college-age youth were on campuses; a popular limerick of the time went: She doesn’t drink, She doesn’t pet. She hasn’t been to college yet. But it was more than that; a good case could be made that, other than the economic boom, the social upheavals of the 1920s were largely caused, for the first time in history, by young people instead of their parents.


It was a time and, in New York, a place out of mind when, as one writer has written, “people laughed more often than cried, partied more often than worked, and dreamed more often than facing reality. Athletes [except in one tragic example, as we will see] were looked up to as heroes, authors helped people escape into a different life [sometimes tragic but most often jolly], and women dressed as flappers and started voting.” It was, as Paul Johnson wrote in his landmark book, Modern Times: “America’s most fortunate decade.”


For three administrations (those of Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover), American presidents were Republican, and each one cozied up to big business, which suited most New Yorkers as just fine (other than the anarchists, socialists, and Communists who still populated Greenwich Village). Money, rather than tourism, culture, or an unusual lifestyle, has always been the city’s main occupation.


Readers will notice that I probably shortchanged some weighty aspects of life in the Twenties. Perhaps I should have mentioned the city’s most respected actors, the Barrymores. Ethel Barrymore actually had a theater named for her in 1928 but found few roles worthy of her talent. By the middle of the decade, brother Lionel deserted the New York stage for Hollywood, where he became a star. And brother John—the “great profile” himself—famously starred in a Broadway production of Hamlet in 1922, took it to London, then decamped for the film capital where he would become an even bigger star than Lionel.


Modern art had exploded on the public in the previous decade, most famously (or infamously to many) through the 1913 Armory Show, which introduced cubism to a skeptical audience. Perhaps I also should have paid some attention to the years that Georgia O’Keeffe spent honing her art in New York City (during which she was also living with Alfred Stieglitz, who, essentially, created respect for photography as an art form in the following decade). The problem, at least as I saw it, was that, as noted, the Barrymores were phasing New York out of their lives and careers, and as seminal as was the work of O’Keeffe, hers was essentially a lonely craft, at least in the 1920s.


As the theme of this book is to present the extraordinary, the “Capital” characteristics of the decade—the politics, the sports, the crime, the explosion in communications—personified by individuals who were particularly identified with them, some difficult choices had to be made.


The writer Edmund Wilson once wrote that he was struck by the fact that so many of the books and plays of the 1920s seemed to tell only what “a terrible place America is.” There was Edith Wharton’s Age of Innocence, Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street, certainly Theodore Dreiser’s An American Tragedy, and many more. But isn’t exploring the downside as well as the gloss of a culture exactly what great writers do? F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, unquestionably the most famous book about the 1920s, is not a celebration of the era; it is his criticism of it, albeit lyrically written.


Despite the manifold examples of the downside of the era—the bad taste and danger of homemade hooch, the lethality of the newly powerful Mafia, the sexual license found in Harlem, the political corruption of the times, and its brassiness (illustrated by both the early blonde hair dye then available to flappers and nightclub queen Texas Guinan’s quips)—life in New York was like none other, before or since.


To use another slang expression of the time, for many New Yorkers, life in the 1920s was the bees’ knees.
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CHAPTER 1


“GENTLEMAN JIM,” PART I, THE GOOD TIMES



Mayor Jimmy Walker




The reason for his vast popularity was that Jimmy Walker somehow or other seemed to be New York brought to life in one person.


— Ed Sullivan, then a pretelevision
New York newspaper columnist





On November 9, 1946, few noticed the slim, dapperly dressed man who climbed slowly to his inexpensive seat high above the twenty-yard line for the Army–Notre Dame football game at Yankee Stadium. The game, which many have hailed since as “the college football game of the century,” matched the number-one college team (Army) against number two (Notre Dame). It was, at the time, effectively the national championship game.


The teams tied 0–0, and Notre Dame was awarded the National Championship by the Associated Press.


Two decades before, that lonely man’s arrival and progress to what would have been a far better seat would have been greeted with near hysteria; during those earlier days (and in retrospect), his millions of admirers considered him the Mayor of the Century. But time, scandal, and the capriciousness of fate had by ’46 rendered him more or less invisible to legions of heretofore devoted followers.


But forgotten? No, he was not, as events would remind the city the following week. On November 18 James John Walker, New York’s once-beloved bad-boy, Jazz Age mayor, died of a cerebral thrombosis at Manhattan’s Doctors Hospital. His passing was marked with the kind of banner headlines that limned his every move two decades earlier. “Gentleman Jim,” the jaunty, silk-hatted symbol of the Roaring Twenties, was gone, like the era he had come to personify. But for hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers—maybe millions—“Gentleman Jim” was, as Viking Press rhapsodized in promoting Beau James, his friend (and Hearst journalist) Gene Fowler’s biography of the mayor, “… a pageant, a panorama, a fable. His good deeds were as varied as New York’s population; his misbehaviors as famous as its skyline. He outraged many, he delighted more, he never bored a human being in his life. He was ‘Mr. New York.’”


Fowler’s Beau James—as Walker was called by many in his heyday—served as the basis of a 1957 film starring Bob Hope and Jimmy, a short-lived 1969 Broadway musical. “Beau” was an appropriate term, colloquially evoking both the affection in which Walker was held as well as the image of England’s early 1800s dandy Beau Brummell, known for his sartorial elegance as well as his amorous adventures. Jimmy was also a sharp dresser who was known to often change his outfits five times daily and reportedly owned seventy suits that cost an average of $165 apiece ($1,900 today). He didn’t really care that many Englishmen, more comfortable with the conservative Savile Row styles of the time, sniffed at his slimly tapered, pinch-waisted, cuffless style. He was chauffeured around town in a black, silver-trimmed Duesenberg, the era’s ultimate American automobile, although Walker never learned to drive and preferred speeds under 20 miles per hour. The vehicle cost $17,000 at the time, the equivalent of some $200,000 today.


And like the historic Beau, Jimmy also fancied the ladies. Although married, his affairs with “chorus girls” were widely known. Eventually, he left his wife, Janet—known as “Allie” by all—for a series of showgirls, most publicly one named Betty Compton (who would become his second wife) without impairing his popularity. Well beyond the time when he was forced to resign by New York governor Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932 amid corruption scandals and go into self-imposed exile in Europe, he still could do no wrong as far as the vast majority of the city’s six million inhabitants were concerned.


Later in life Jimmy said that the two people he most admired were his father and Charles Francis Murphy, the boss or “Grand Sachem” of Tammany Hall from 1902 until 1924. Then the nation’s most powerful political machine, Tammany’s support would launch Walker’s political career. (The character Jim Gettys in Orson Welles’s celebrated film Citizen Kane was based on Murphy, of whom Walker would later say: “The brains of Tammany Hall lie in Calvary Cemetery.” Located across the 59th Street Bridge in Queens, Calvary is also the resting place for most of the Walker clan and his wife’s family, as well as a number of 1920s personalities including—in this book—the Mafia’s Joe Masseria, nightclub queen Texas Guinan, and Governor Al Smith.)
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Jimmy Walker was born June 19, 1881, in a flat at 101 Leroy Street in Greenwich Village. To put the era in context, there was then no Washington Square Arch (that would come in 1889), France’s gift of the Statue of Liberty had not yet arrived, and, other than two massive piers in the East River, the Brooklyn Bridge was still a blueprint. The city was still gas lit, although Thomas Edison’s electric lights would soon arrive on lower Broadway; transportation was by horse-car or by cars pulled by smoky steam engines on the elevated railroads; and baseball, which would soon be a national obsession (Walker was a passionate fan of the sport), was only a generation old.


But how fast things would change. Within forty years, bustle-clad matrons parading up Broadway, once more of a shopping street than now, had been replaced by the flappers who drank and smoked indiscriminately; horses had been replaced by the Model T and then the Model A; and skyscrapers, New York’s signature contribution to urban architecture, were rising everywhere. A world war had been fought and won, and the stock market, which only reached its first million-share day in 1886, had soared to heights undreamed of by the most optimistic investors.


When Jimmy was five he and his family moved up the street into a three-story brick townhouse at number 6 St. Luke’s Place. It would remain his home for decades. His father, William Henry Walker (“Billy” to everyone), whom he adored, had emigrated from Ireland in 1857. He made his living as a lumber dealer. More importantly, as a creature of the Tammany Hall Democratic political machine, he became the Democratic assemblyman and alderman from Greenwich Village when it was still an enclave of German and Irish immigrants like himself. Eventually, he became New York City’s Commissioner of Public Buildings. Jimmy’s mother, Ellen Roon, was the daughter of a local saloonkeeper. Jimmy grew up, as Time once pointed out, “with the cigar smoke of Tammany Hall in his nostrils.”


After attending St. Francis Xavier High School, La Salle Academy (a business school), and New York Law School, Jimmy’s career took a sharp turn—over the objections of his father, who wanted him to take the bar. He had often confided in a fellow law student, Harry Carey, who would go on to become a famous Hollywood movie star, that he wanted to be a songwriter. At the time America’s popular music industry was centered on Manhattan’s West Twenty-Eighth Street, then (and since, in legend) known as Tin Pan Alley, so it was not surprising that Walker was drawn there. He soon found sporadic work as a lyricist and, in August 1908 hit the big time with his ballad “Will You Love Me in December (As You Do in May)?” He didn’t know it at the time, but the title could have been a metaphor for his career.


Jim was twenty-seven when the sheet music for his “December/May” song was published, and the first thing he did when it became clear that it would become a hit was to borrow five hundred dollars from his publisher and buy three custom-made suits, four pairs of shoes, a dozen silk shirts, three fedora hats, and a walking stick. The second thing he did was to accept the Tammany sponsorship for a run for the state assembly (which he won in November 1909). Two years later, and after fulfilling his father’s dream of passing the bar, he married Janet “Allie” Allen, a singer who plugged his songs.


As happened with most events throughout his life, Walker was late for his wedding; two hours in fact. His best man was to take him to the church, he explained, but had been diverted by watching a fire. The organist kept the congregation diverted by playing Jimmy’s “December/May” song slowly, explaining that since he was in a church, he was playing it in Latin. After the couple’s return from their Atlantic City honeymoon, Jimmy was summoned by the Tammany leader, Charles F. Murphy, who announced that he would be supporting the former songwriter for a state senate seat the following year. As far as Murphy was concerned, the move was entirely political. “You have many friends on Broadway and in the sports world,” he told Walker. “Tammany Hall has long neglected these interesting people. I believe you are making us popular there.”


Walker served in the New York State Senate for eleven years, from 1914 until he became mayor in 1926. From the start it was apparent to all that he was a far different breed of politician. For one thing, unlike most newly elected solons, when Walker joined the New York State Assembly in 1910, he didn’t sit around learning the ropes but dove right into the legislative maelstrom, debating issues and displaying an aptitude for parliamentary tactics. Al Smith, his mentor and then an assembly leader, said of him: “This boy is a greater strategist than General Sheridan, and he rides twice as fast.”


Walker’s style, then and later, was always more that of an actor than a politician; he was, in fact, possibly the greatest actor that ever trod the staid stage of the state capitol in Albany. He had a spontaneous wit and also spoke extemporaneously, using the floor of the assembly and later the senate chamber as a personal theater. His soft tones could be heard in the farthest reaches of the senate chamber; his louder tones shook the rafters. Like a great actor, Walker also had a full range of stage business, toying with his handkerchief, tugging at his waistcoat (he would always wear three-piece suits), and playing to the galleries packed with growing admirers by gazing upward to them while speaking. David Belasco, the legendary Broadway playwright, director, and producer, occasionally sent his actors to Albany during the January-to-April sessions, “to learn something from the little master.” Walker was acutely aware of his talent, once remarking to his older brother, George, that he was merely an actor in a play and that he had to give the kind of performance that was expected of him.


In fact, all this hoopla over his bouncy personality tended to shade his real accomplishments in Albany. Although he sponsored hundreds of bills in his fourteen years upstate (most involving the welfare and rights of the underprivileged), he is mostly remembered for sponsoring bills to legalize boxing in New York and to permit baseball games and the operation of motion picture houses on Sundays. His habit of being late was also escalating. When most of his colleagues were going to sleep, Jimmy, as would be his lifetime habit, was only just getting going. He subscribed to the code of the writer Richard Harding Davis, who once remarked that a civilized man never went to bed on the same day he rose from sleep. Jimmy was also an excellent dancer. He had a reputation for being a heavy drinker, but according to his long-time friend and biographer, Gene Fowler, the rumor was due more to his natural flushed complexion and public antipathy to Prohibition as a blue-nose violation of personal liberty than to drinking too much. According to another close friend, he was a drinker but not a drunkard, in his younger days at least drinking only an occasional glass of beer or wine. For social events while in Albany he drank mostly wine and, as mayor, had an occasional highball but liked champagne best.


Possibly his most important battles in his senate years occurred during the ratification of the Eighteenth Amendment. He opened his speech in opposition to Prohibition with “this measure was born in hypocrisy and there it will die.” He was right, of course, as he was when he predicted that Prohibition would cause widespread disrespect of the law and would be impossible to enforce, adding: “In fact, even the army and navy of the United States are not large enough to enforce this unenforceable mockery.” How correct this prediction turned out to be will be gone into more detail in the next chapter.
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Seeing his son become a state senator was the proudest moment in Billy Walker’s life; he even dreamed that his Jimmy would become president one day. Sadly, Billy Walker died in 1916, a decade before Jimmy came as close as he would to the presidency by becoming the mayor of New York; nevertheless, it should be remembered that at the time the New York mayor’s job was considered the second most powerful in America.


Jimmy Walker and Al Smith began to part ways as early as 1913, and Walker’s carousing, which the staid Smith despised, wasn’t the only reason. One thing that really griped the future governor was Walker’s pet name for him, “Algie,” as well as Smith’s belief that when he gave a political Tammany member a command, he should obey it. But what really deepened the divide between the pair of Democratic and Roman Catholic politicians, was Smith’s support of an increase in the New York City subway fare from a nickel to seven cents, which he ordered Walker, then senate majority leader, to bring about. Walker defused the situation with one of his trademark humorous parables and won undying popular support in New York City by fighting to keep the five-cent fare.


Another problem between the pair was Walker’s opposition to what was called the clean books bill, designed by the blue noses in the legislature to “protect womanhood and the home from ruinous prose” (D. H. Lawrence’s works were most frequently cited by the bill’s supporters). Although opposed to smut, Walker strongly believed that the creative artist should be kept free from bigotry, and he succeeded in killing the bill with a stinging phrase that became famous: “Why all this talk about womanhood? I’ve never heard of a girl being ruined by a book.”


Speaking of girls … by 1928, a little more than two years into his first term as mayor, it was an open secret that Jim was, as Fowler says, “finding romantic interests away from St. Luke’s Place,” although until they finally divorced five years later, the long-suffering Allie refused to speak about his dalliances. Apparently, the affair had begun many years before, when the then-mayor, John P. Mitchel, introduced Jim to a petite Ziegfeld Follies star named Vonnie Shelton. Follies colleagues of Shelton included the later Hollywood star Billie Burke, who was married to Florenz Ziegfeld, and W. C. Fields, the company’s star comedian. Fields would soon become famous as both an actor and the era’s greatest curmudgeon, and he became a close friend of the future mayor.


Although in 1925 there was no evidence of a movement to make Jim mayor of New York, it was clear to many that the end was at hand for the old order, most prominently personified by Mitchel’s successor, the long-winded, stuffy John F. Hylan, whom the New York Times called “an imperfect demagogue.” After the state senate adjourned in April, Jim returned to the city, spending his evenings in the theater district and his days at his law office, a small room in a partnership of a friend’s law office at 61 Broadway. Although he apparently had a lot of opportunities to defend clients in criminal cases—mostly Prohibition lawbreakers—he avoided doing so most of the time. Apparently, the reason was to avoid the reputation of being a “mouthpiece” for the gangsters who, after enforcement of the Eighteenth Amendment began in 1920, were making millions supplying liquor for the city’s speakeasies, eventually to number some thirty thousand.


It was Governor Al Smith (with, of course, Tammany backing) as well as Mayor Hylan’s lackluster record that propelled Walker into City Hall (Vonnie Shelton was told in no uncertain terms to get out of sight and “out of Jim’s mind” during the campaign; she hid out in Cuba). His Republican opponent in the November 1925 election was Frank D. Waterman of the Waterman Pen Company. Like the campaign that followed, their initial debate at a union-organized luncheon still stands out as one of the most gentlemanly contests in American political history; no epithets were thrown, there was no name-calling and none of the personal attacks that have come to poison contemporary politics. Walker even went so far as to comment that Waterman was so superior to him (especially in business, as Walker had by then spent sixteen years doing the “business of government”) that he was tempted to vote for Waterman himself. He didn’t, of course, and won a landslide victory over Waterman, who by election time was crippled by, among other things, the revelation that a Florida hotel he owned banned Jewish guests.


One of Walker’s first decisions was where he would live, since, until Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia’s occupancy of Gracie Mansion, New York’s mayors had no publicly owned residence. During the campaign Walker lived at the Commodore Hotel, but after his inauguration, his wife, Allie, was determined that they would live in the St. Luke’s Place townhouse. When Jim countered that it was really too run down, a political supporter stepped in and offered to pay the estimated twenty-five-thousand-dollar remodeling cost. The same month the house was adorned with the two things the city then provided its mayors: One was a pair of tall iron pedestals flanking the mayor’s front door, topped by lights with spiked crowns that burned all night. The other freebie was a police booth at the front door that was removed when the mayor left office. The lights remained, unlighted, unless the former mayor paid for the electricity.


After becoming mayor Jim saw no reason to change his daily routine. He would arise about 10 a.m., read the newspaper headlines (he would rarely read an entire news story) while sipping a cup of tea at a nearby table, get back in bed, begin making telephone calls, and continue scanning the newspaper headlines. He would then get up, have a light breakfast, and retire to the bathroom for an hour or so while his valet dressed a mannequin in the clothes selected for the day. The valet kept a flatiron on a hot plate just outside the bedroom so that, after Walker okayed the outfit, any slight wrinkle could be immediately removed.


Despite such a seemingly lazy start to the day and his partying at night, Walker managed to accomplish a lot, according to a New York Times editorial a month and a half after he entered office. Mayor William O’Dwyer, a successor, explained why to Gene Fowler: “He played hard, but he worked harder … after some personal experience with City Hall, and after a close study of the records of my distinguished predecessors, I must admit that Jim Walker as mayor got more things done in two hours than any of the rest of us could do in ten.”


Walker had no choice.


In its day the amount of work for the New York mayor—bills, petitions, complaints, requests, and the rest of the paraphernalia of governance—was second only to that of the White House. And there were also endless official recognitions and receptions. During his six years in office, Walker hosted three hundred open-air events on the steps outside City Hall and awarded keys of the city, scrolls, and medals to honored visitors—three times to Admiral Richard Byrd (Queen Marie of Romania was his first royal honoree). As a sort of city greeter at such occasions, Walker chose a former Wanamaker’s department store general manager named Grover Whalen to be more or less the “official” face for the city (chapter 20). Whalen had built the two-mile runway at Roosevelt Field on Long Island—then said to be the longest runway in the world—from which Charles Lindbergh, with Whalen’s grudging approval, launched his flight to Paris and immortality on May 20, 1927 (Lindy needed the lengthy runway as his Ford Tri-motor was overloaded with fuel). On the night of Lindy’s triumphant return and ticker-tape parade, Whalen brought the twenty-five-year-old hero to a party given by William Randolph Hearst at the Warwick Hotel. Lindy sat on the floor with actress Jeanne Eagels while Mayor Walker played the piano for two hours.


Gentleman Jim’s problems began creeping up early in his first term as mayor, although few saw them as such—certainly not Walker himself, who by then was riding such a publicity wave that journalist Douglas Gilbert wrote in the World-Telegram that “New York wore James J. Walker on its lapel.” While he was vacationing in Florida, the news got out that a bus contract, awarded by the Board of Estimate, had been obtained with bribes. So far, no one was paying much attention to how his many trips—including a highly publicized European trip featuring a visit to Castlecomer, Ireland, where his father had been born—were financed. That would come later.


As a perfect example of how unimportant his use of power and government money seemed at the time, when Jimmy left for Europe in August 1927 (with forty-three suits plus dozens of shirts and baskets of shoes), he was seen off by a crowd of New York powerhouses, including Cardinal Hayes, both New York senators (Robert F. Wagner and Royal Copeland), Congressman LaGuardia, Al Jolson, and a crowd of Tammany members and policemen, along with the police glee club, which, on the pier, sang Irving Berlin’s musical salute to Walker, “Gimme Jimmy for Mine.” In Europe he was hosted by everyone from the president of Ireland to Mussolini. In Paris, where the American Legion was having their convention, he reviewed a parade of the veterans with French Marshal Foch and America’s General Pershing, who had commanded the American forces in World War I.


The previous December, a millionaire publisher named Paul Block became the foremost of Walker’s group of rich admirers. No one asked—then—why Block provided Walker with a private railway car for his travels, why he paid many of the mayor’s hotel bills and personal expenses, or why, as it would explosively be unveiled during former Judge Samuel Seabury’s probe of municipal malfeasance in 1932, the pair opened a joint stock brokerage account from which Walker, who contributed nothing to the account, later admitted he had made $246,692 after taxes (some $3.9 million today).


But the thing that would change his life, then and ever afterward, was an invitation to attend a musical titled Okay at the Imperial Theater. Invited to go backstage to meet the show’s star, Gertrude Lawrence, Jimmy was immediately attracted to one of the showgirls, a dimpled brunette named Betty Compton. Initially, she dismissed Walker’s invitations to join him at various social functions, but when Jim, knowing how hard it would be to find a taxi following a three-thousand guest dinner honoring Mrs. William Randolph Hearst’s charity work, gave her a ride home in his Duesenberg with its newly mounted siren screaming, Betty admitted that she was impressed. Although the romance took several months more to get off the ground, both acknowledged that this was the beginning. The following year, 1928, Jim decided to leave his wife and St. Luke’s Place and moved into the Ritz (where Paul Block also lived).


By then Walker’s absences from City Hall were also attracting the notice of the press. Still, his public didn’t care, excusing seven excursions to destinations that included Paris, Havana, and Hollywood, as goodwill trips. But it was bothering his supporters. After Jim repeatedly ducked Governor Al Smith, who wanted to confer with him about the city’s growing transit problems to free himself to run for president, Smith said in a sarcastic pun on Jimmy’s song: “If you make a date with Jim in December, he will keep it next May.”


And then serious problems began when, on November 4, 1928, Arnold Rothstein, considered New York’s most notorious gambler, mob banker, and fixer famous for manipulating the outcome of the 1919 World Series (also considered Broadway’s biggest banker), was assassinated. Walker, with Betty, was dining at a suburban nightclub when someone whispered in his ear. The famous bandmaster Vincent Lopez was appearing at the club and recalled asking Walker, who seemed upset: “Are you all right, Jim?” “Not exactly,” the mayor replied. “Rothstein has just been shot, Vince. And that means trouble from here in.”




[image: Prohibition, which arrived in 1920, would dramatically change the lives of most Americans by forcing them to break the law to get liquor. Nowhere was this more dramatically evident than in New York City, where thousands of speakeasies served up illegal hootch to thirsty patrons. After Prohibition ended in 1933, many “speaks” became nightclubs; the longest lasting was the Stork Club, originally backed by mob money and run by a former bootlegger named Sherman Billingsley (center). By the 1930s the Stork Club had become the most famous nightclub in the country, patronized by the likes of writers Ernest Hemingway (l) and John O’Hara (r). Courtesy of Stork Club Enterprises, LLC]


CHAPTER 2


PROHIBITION



Sherman Billingsley’s Stork Club




“You’ll be the doorman, keep out everybody you know….”


— Stork Club owner Sherman Billingsley cautioning a new employee who had bragged about his underworld connections to refuse admittance to “low-life” gangsters (mob bosses like Frank Costello were welcomed)





At the stroke of midnight, January 16, 1920, with the ratification of the Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution by the legislature of Utah, the thirty-sixth state to do so and therefore a mere formality, Prohibition became the law of the land. From that moment until 1933, when the law was repealed, every citizen of the United States was denied the right to buy or sell alcoholic drink. But instead of regulating social behavior and eliminating the scourge of what “dry” supporters called “the Devil’s Brew,” Prohibition incited Americans to bend or break the law by any and all means possible.


Formerly law-abiding citizens frequented speakeasies—clandestine “clubs” where people drank often dangerous concoctions often brewed by other formerly law-abiding citizens in homemade stills or mixed up by the gallon in their bathtubs (hence the famous “bathtub” gin of the era; whiskey was faked by coloring alcohol with iodine or caramel). Druggists found their business booming; in fact the number of drugstores in the country burgeoned because of an exception in the new law that permitted them to dispense “medicinal quantities” of alcohol. Everyone, from petty criminals to the most upstanding citizens, found Prohibition a license to get rich quick. Even the clergy, allowed to purchase communion wine, found themselves in the bootlegging business. It was not by accident that the opportunity spawned the growth of the Mafia in New York from neighborhood crime operations to citywide—indeed national—power (chapter 3).


Pioneer America was always a hard-drinking place. Even in 1630 saloons constituted one-quarter of all the businesses in Peter Stuyvesant’s New York City, then known as New Amsterdam. But that was the city; in some parts of rural America (and America was basically a rural nation until the early twentieth century), liquor was so prized that it was often used as the local currency, with prices for goods displayed in pints and gallons of whiskey.


Nevertheless, from Kansas, where Carrie Nation began axing saloons to splinters in the 1890s, to Detroit, where teetotaler (and, incidentally, violently anti-Semitic) Henry Ford had his workers’ homes searched to make sure they were dry, the temperance movement grew in strength. Preachers shouted of the dangers of drink from the pulpit, claiming “John Barleycorn” (slang for liquor at the time) as the cause of everything from melancholy to madness. And naturally, as the Reverend Mark Matthews of Seattle’s First Presbyterian Church warned: “The saloon … takes your sweet, innocent daughter, robs her of her virtue, and transforms her into a brazen, wanton harlot.” Some physicians even claimed that excessive drinking would lead to a body’s spontaneous combustion, citing case after fictional case of people bursting into flames kindled by internal alcohol fumes.


But Prohibition was at best a Pyrrhic victory for the temperance crowd. More than one observer has pointed out that Prohibition was, in fact, the last gasp of ruralism, which finally fell to the demand for liquor, especially among the vast numbers of immigrants from Europe. Most immigrants never understood the point of Prohibition, especially the many new arrivals of German descent who loved their beer, the beer-and-whiskey-swilling Irish, and the wine-drinking Italians. Prominent in leading the “dry” charge was the Women’s Christian Temperance League, mostly made up of middle-class wives of doctors, lawyers, and wealthy farmers who wanted to do nothing more than better the lives of the working class—even if it didn’t especially want to be reformed. A perfect example of how out of touch the reformers were with the people they wanted to “better” was a plan to replace the hated saloons with coffeehouses.


And then there was the Anti-Saloon League, made up primarily of Protestant businessmen. Wayne Wheeler, an amoral entrepreneur, was drawn to the league not for religious or social reasons but solely because it offered a way for him to become powerful, and he did so by appealing directly to many people’s jingoistic prejudices. “God made the country, but man made the town; un-American, lawless and wet.” He reserved his loudest scorn for the “Irish, the continentals with their beer and wine, and the guzzling wet Democrats in the North and East.” It was Wheeler, in fact, who conceived and wrote (and rewrote) the bill that would become the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution, although it was (and still is) commonly called the Volstead Act.


Andrew J. Volstead was an obscure Republican senator from Minnesota who, as chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, oversaw the passage of the bill in the Senate after three months of debate before it was then adopted by the House of Representatives. President Woodrow Wilson, then seriously ill and weakened in Congress by his unsuccessful campaign to keep America in the League of Nations, vetoed the bill twice on both constitutional and ethical grounds but was overridden. Mississippi was the first state to ratify the amendment, which, to become law, required ratification by a two-thirds majority of the then forty-eight states. A year later Nebraska was the last state needed for ratification, and one year later (a year of grace was provided to implement the new law) it went into effect.


When Wheeler was writing the bill, he made a number of mistakes that would make the amendment completely ineffective and would spur the greatest growth in crime the country had or has ever seen. For one thing, the bill hopelessly underestimated people’s determination to get alcoholic beverages, whatever the risk, and the ingenuity displayed to get around the law’s provisions could not have been imagined. The law allowed some exceptions that opened doors for exploitation, among them that industrial alcohol was allowed to be manufactured and sold, as well as sacramental wine, some patent medicines, and toiletries. Alcohol could also be obtained with a doctor’s prescription, provided it was for no more than a pint and no oftener than every ten days. The act, which banned any advertising of alcohol and authorized the destruction of liquor stored for sale and the vehicles that transported it, said nothing about consumption in private homes. Nevertheless, Billy Sunday, the most famous evangelist of the day, echoed Wheeler’s optimism: “The reign of tears is over,” he shouted to a huge revival gathering in Norfolk, Virginia, soon after the ratification “The slums will soon be only a memory. We will turn our prisons into factories and our jails into storehouses. Men will walk upright now, women will smile and children will laugh. Hell will be forever for rent.” As he was celebrating, six armed masked men in Chicago held up a pharmacy warehouse and made off with $100,000 ($1,090,000 today) worth of whiskey classified for “medicinal use”; i.e., to be dispensed only with a prescription.


Adding to the turmoil, to supplement the real thing smuggled in from Canada or overseas (Joseph Kennedy, President Kennedy’s father, was one of the many powerful businessmen who couldn’t resist an occasional bootlegging flutter, albeit usually behind the mask of a dummy company), illegal manufacturers sprang up everywhere, mixing sometimes weird concoctions to pass for real “hooch,” as slang called it. We mentioned mixing alcohol with iodine or burnt sugar to pass—visually, anyway—for whiskey; something called “sweet whiskey” was made with nitrous ether, alcohol mixed with nitric and euphoric acid. Instead of grain alcohol, some makers even used wood alcohol, which is poisonous. The cocktail was born of Prohibition because the additions—usually fruit juices—were found to be the only way to disguise the often horrible taste of homemade or manufactured fake booze. Not surprisingly, the results were often tragic. It has been estimated that during the thirteen “dry” years, tens of thousands were poisoned by bad liquor.


But given the “anything goes” mood of the 1920s, drinking—whatever you drank—became the thing to do; as much as quenching a thirst for alcohol, drinking was seen as defying the law and a statement of personal freedom.


Most of the real stuff was smuggled across the border from Canada, but nearly as much was brought in at night along America’s thousands of beach miles from Maine to Malibu. Records from the famous French champagne firm Moët et Chandon show that its shipments to Canada increased twofold between 1922 and 1929; following Prohibition’s repeal in 1933, they dropped precipitously. The Bahamas became a sort of halfway (ware)house between European and Caribbean (rum) manufacturers and the United States. So profitable was the liquor traffic through Nassau that more than a million dollars (about $13 million in today’s currency) was spent on harbor improvements alone.


One essential thing the smugglers needed, though, was boats, and this problem solved itself after the stock market crash. Sally Rand, the famous fan dancer, explained that on the West Coast alone: “Beautiful yachts that cost a million dollars apiece were being sold to bootleggers for five or ten thousand dollars. They had been owned by people who jumped out of windows.” In New England even humble fishermen were involved—smugglers simply dumped barrels of booze overboard, and fishermen from Long Island Sound to Cape Cod netted them and delivered the haul along with their legitimate catch to waiting customers ashore. Part of the entertainment at East Hampton’s exclusive Maidstone Club was to watch Coast Guard vessels chasing rum-running fishing boats; as a perfect example of the hypocrisy surrounding Prohibition, the club, which served any kind of liquor a guest wanted, was never once raided during Prohibition … its members were too influential.


The most famous rumrunner (as those smuggling liquor by boat were usually called) was Bill McCoy, who bought whiskey in the Bahamas for eight dollars a case and took it on his ship, the Arethusa, to Martha’s Vineyard, where he sold it for an average net profit of some $300,000 ($3.8 million today) per trip. When competitors began copying his way of wrapping whiskey kegs in burlap pyramids to pack more into his boat, the phrase “the real McCoy” came to denote authentic, quality hooch.


Ex-president William Howard Taft immediately spotted the problem with Prohibition and accurately predicted the future. He wrote, “Those who think that an era of clean living and clear thinking is at hand are living in a fool’s paradise.” The law had been passed, “against the views and practices of a majority of people who live in many of the large cities,” Taft continued. “The business of manufacturing alcohol, liquor and beer will go out of the hands of law-abiding members of the community and will be transferred to the quasi-criminal classes.” There would be no “quasi-” about it, as time would quickly show.


The plan also had another fault that few saw at the time. Wheeler’s amendment placed the Prohibition Bureau under the Treasury Department, not, as logic would have suggested, as part of the Justice Department. Worse, it exempted Prohibition Bureau employees from civil service; thus, across the nation recruitment of enforcement personnel became a political rather than a career issue and in the hands of local politicians. As the jobs paid only $2,300 a year, corruption was built in. In Philadelphia in 1921 it was discovered that the local director of the Prohibition Bureau was part of a plot to remove seven hundred thousand gallons of whiskey with a street value of $4 million ($49 million today) from a government-bonded warehouse (before the case came to trial, the evidence, all seven hundred thousand gallons, mysteriously disappeared).
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Prohibition which arrived in 1920, would dramatically change the lives of most Americans
by forcing them to break the law to get liquor. Nowhere was this more dramatically evident
than in New York City, where thousands of speakeasies served up illegal hootch to thirsty
patrons. After Prohibition ended in 1933, many “speaks’ became nightclubs; the longest
lasting was the Stork Club, originally backed by mob money and run by a former bootleg-
ger named Sherman Billingsley (center). By the 1930s the Stork Club had become the most
famous nightclub in the country, patronized by the likes of writers Emest Hemingway () and

John O'Hara (r).
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November 1925. James J. Walker, a former songwriter and Democratic political machine-
backed candidate for New York City mayor, is about to vote, presumably, for himself. He
would become New York's most popular mayor as well as the city’s most scandal-laden dur-
ing his tenure. Just to the right of the mayor-to-be is his wife Allie, whom he would leave for
a Broadway chorus girl before his first term was finished.
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