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  Manufactured in the United States of America




  This book is dedicated to my father, who passed on to


  me his appreciation of local history and whose many


  trips to the library helped make this book possible.
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  Foreword




  WHEN PEOPLE THINK about Kansas City, they don’t necessarily think Mafia. Those in the know recognize the city as the home of the world’s best barbeque (protests from Texas notwithstanding); sports fans know the Chiefs and Royals; and a few history buff s are familiar with the city’s legacy of cattle and wheat. The story of the American Mafia, however, is not complete without a chapter on Kansas City, Missouri.




  Even Hollywood gives a nod to Kansas City in movies about the Mafia. When Vito Corleone hosted a meeting of the national syndicate in The Godfather, he welcomed delegates from “Kansas City and the other territories.” In Martin Scorsese’s epic Casino, Chicago is never mentioned by name, but Kansas City is freely invoked as the setting for complicated Mob conspiracies. When New York wiseguys needed a cover for Hugh Grant in the Mob comedy Mickey Blue Eyes, they dressed him up as a goodfella from KC. And in the second season of HBO’s “The Sopranos,” Sal Bonpensiero’s FBI handler makes mention of a fellow organized crime investigator who was reassigned to Kansas City. Screenwriters and storytellers have long been aware of what many Midwesterners are not: Kansas City is key in the history of organized crime.




  Kansas City has always struggled with its identity. Much to the chagrin of Missourians, many outsiders assume that the city lies entirely in the state of Kansas, not realizing that Kansas City, Kansas, and Kansas City, Missouri, are two separate municipalities and that the urban core and most everything of historical consequence lies on the Missouri side. Among natives, there is a long-standing conflict between those who would celebrate the gritty, freewheeling town of yesteryear and those who prefer a reformed version of a prosperous “City of Fountains.” This conflict is rooted in the century-old struggle between the Pendergast family, with their permissive political machine, and publishing magnate William Rockhill Nelson and his crusading Kansas City Star. Many local residents prefer a sanitized history of Kansas City that makes no mention of the Mob. But to omit the Mob’s role in the city’s history is a denial of the power and influence of organized crime here and in the nation as a whole. A sanitized version of Kansas City history is also far less colorful than one that includes the stories found in this book. The reformers have to admit that, for better or worse, the Mafia has helped distinguish Kansas City. Its presence here helps dispel the simpleminded image of a “cow town” and lends credence to Kansas City as a large and diverse metropolitan area.




  Investigations conducted in the 1950s in Kansas City and elsewhere revealed a “second government” that reigned throughout the twentieth century. This shadow government was made up of one “family” in nineteen major territories and five “families” in New York City. Bosses reigned over their families and territories like feudal lords from the old country. A commission of powerful bosses from several cities oversaw this network of families, making the rules and arbitrating disputes. In its glory days, the Mafia reached into every segment of urban society and its tentacles often radiated right from the Heart of America. Events unfolding in Kansas City would affect the fortunes of all the Mafia families and shape the destiny of the entire underworld. The history of La Cosa Nostra, or “This Thing of Ours,” is an intricate web of intrigue, with Kansas City right in the thick of it.




  The KC family could be described as “typical” in the sense that, in Kansas City, one finds all the characteristics that have come to represent the American Mafia. It was, however, more openly intertwined with politics than most Mafia families. Its close alliance with the political “Machine” is the inspiration for the title of this book.
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  The Mighty Machine




  ON MARCH 13, 2007 a demolition crew in Las Vegas, Nevada, engineered a dramatic implosion that brought the fifty-year-old Stardust Hotel and Casino crashing to the ground. Among the crowd of cheering spectators was a scattered collection of old-time gamblers who couldn’t bring themselves to applaud the destruction of the legendary landmark; folks who never quite took to a corporate-style Sin City and remained nostalgic for an era personified by Frank Sinatra, fleshy female floorshows, and that illicit group of entrepreneurs known as the Mafia. Witnesses to the destruction that day did not have to look very deep into the Stardust’s history to see the reflection of a legacy that originated in the streets of Kansas City. It was a legacy that wore the face of a tough Italian immigrant but which had its roots in an Irish-American experience that began in a time and place known as the Wild West.




  The Wild West era of bandits on horseback was not so distant from the gangster age of the motorized, big-city mobster. In Kansas City, where the Kansas and Missouri Rivers meet in a dark and turbulent confluence, the two time periods flowed seamlessly into one another as a rush of immigrants converged on the rapidly growing stomping grounds of Wild Bill Hickock and Wyatt Earp. In 1876, as the Jesse James Gang was robbing trains and spending the loot in Kansas City gambling dens, James Pendergast, the penniless son of Irish immigrants, arrived in Kansas City from upriver in St. Joseph, Missouri.




  A stout and hearty man, young Jim found work in an iron foundry and leisure in the same gambling dens that the James boys frequented. In 1881, he placed a long shot bet on a horse named Climax and won enough money to go into business for himself. For Pendergast, the choice was clear; he would open a saloon. The fact that there were already two hundred saloons in a town of only 50,000 was no deterrent to the garrulous Irishman. He picked a spot on St. Louis Avenue in the West Bottoms and affectionately named his saloon the Climax.




  Today, the West Bottoms is a semi-derelict warehouse district of old red brick buildings and arched underpasses. Its streets are quiet since most of the people who actually live in the Bottoms are homeless. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the West Bottoms was a dynamic mix of heavy industry, agriculture, and rollicking nightlife. Dominating the district were some of the largest stockyards in the nation, with 320 acres of wooden pens housing millions of head of western cattle bound for the eastern market. A few blocks away on Union Avenue was the city’s first train depot. Later to be replaced by the magnificent Union Station on Main Street, the original train depot was the landing spot for thirsty travelers eager to partake of Kansas City’s infamous openness. Near the state line on West Ninth Street was the “Wettest Block in the World,” named so because twenty-three of the twenty-four buildings housed saloons. Union Avenue itself was a brightly lit corridor of debauchery where hustlers and con men stood at the ready, waiting to take advantage of the nabobs fresh from the train. The official Census Report of 1890 describes the West Bottoms as such: “From Mulberry Street east to the ward line was a low class of Negroes. Along the river, west of Mulberry Street, were large slaughter and packing houses, fertilizing works, and railroad depots and yards. On both sides of Ninth Street were junk shops and second hand clothing stores. In other portions of the ward the residents were chiefly Irish, German and native laborers.”




  It was out of this heady mélange that Jim Pendergast began assembling the political machine that would control Kansas City for much of the next century. His Climax saloon catered mostly to the laborers who lived and toiled in the Bottoms. With his bow tie, bushy mustache, and affiable personality, Pendergast was both approachable and responsive. He would cash his patrons’ paychecks at the bar, lend them money, or deliver them a load of coal on a cold winter night.




  As the city grew, so did Jim Pendergast’s ambitions. He opened a second saloon on the bluff above the bottoms on Main Street, one block south of Market Square. Here Jim hosted a more genteel clientele—businessmen, lawyers, and high stakes gamblers. By 1892, the popular Pendergast had plenty of friends in both high and low places. He was elected Alderman of the First Ward, a position he would hold for the next eighteen years.




  Kansas City’s First Ward—the “Bloody First” as it came to be known—was a stronghold of machine politics, or “Bossism,” the unofficial system that controlled many large American cities in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Republican machines existed but Irish-American Democrats perfected the system, in which complex organizations of party men worked at the grass-roots level to nominate candidates, deliver votes, and share the spoils of victory—some of it legal, some not. No neighborhood block was without its Block Captain, who answered to the Precinct Captain, who answered to the Ward Heeler, who answered to the Ward Boss, who answered to the other Ward Bosses. In New York, the machine was known as Tammany Hall. In most other places it was simply called the Machine or the Organization. Machines came about largely as a result of the waves of immigration that flooded American cities during this time. Popular literature of the day referred to America’s newest urban arrivals as the “teeming masses” and “miserable millions.” Most immigrants were extremely poor and more than happy to trade their vote for a favor. Official government welfare programs did not exist and for many poor immigrants the Machine was the only institution offering quick solutions to poverty and discrimination.




  Most Machine bosses had started out poor themselves, and related well to their laboring constituents. Neither the bosses nor the constituents cared much about “issues” per se. Politics was more about what someone could do for you. A ward boss could deliver a free load of coal on a cold December night. In return, the constituent could deliver votes that would help get the boss reelected. Perhaps the coal was bought with money given to the ward boss from an illegal gambling outfit that could expect police protection in return. Protection would come easily if the patrolman on the beat landed his job through his Machine connections, and it would not be surprising if he did, since peddling patronage and padding civil service jobs with loyal constituents was the Machine’s modus operandi. Machine politics were an engine of social mobility for the underprivileged, but were also rife with corruption and inexorably intertwined with the vice that flourished in the impoverished and working class neighborhoods that comprised its base. As a result, machines everywhere were challenged by political reformers and “good government” advocates.




  In Jim Pendergast’s day, the city charter was made up of a lower house of aldermen elected from each of the sixteen wards and an upper house of sixteen aldermen elected at large. Each house had power equal to the other. The mayor was elected at large and sat in neither house. As Alderman of the First Ward, Jim Pendergast enjoyed disproportionate power, thanks to the densely populated West Bottoms and its ability to swing elections with large majority votes.




  The teeming masses and miserable millions were Jim Pendergast’s bread and butter. A poor man’s vote was every bit as good as a rich man’s and in the First Ward, there were plenty more poor than rich. Pendergast hosted free Christmas dinners for the homeless and listened attentively to people’s problems. A deserving constituent could have criminal charges against him dismissed or even land a job on the city payroll. But Alderman Jim expected loyalty in return. Anyone seeking or receiving a favor became a cog in the Machine, indebted to the Boss, who might need a favor himself someday. For men like Jim Pendergast, quid pro quo politics were anything but hypocritical. Trading favors was considered a natural and practical way of doing business. Charges of favoritism never bothered Machine bosses who felt that preferential treatment was the legitimate spoils of victory.




  Despite his agenda, Pendergast’s relationship with the lower classes was sincere. Early in his career as an Alderman, he fought for the construction of a public park in the West Bottoms to help ease the despair of the working poor in that region. He was quick to bail constituents out of jail, and when the Missouri River overtook much of the North End during the flood of 1903, Alderman Jim rolled up his sleeves and went to work for days and nights, directing the relief and rescue efforts not from an office but out in the muddy streets. One of nine children himself, Jim was as much a product of the immigrant experience as those he represented. His style of governing was well suited to a populace that had little to gain from “clean” government. Nevertheless, he had his detractors. Chief among them was another civic-minded man of equally imposing size and stature: William Rockhill Nelson.




  Nelson’s admirers called him “The Colonel,” not from any sort of military experience or earned rank but simply by virtue of his being, as journalist William Allen White said, “coloneliferous.” To his detractors, he was “Baron Bill,” a cynical reference to his prodigious real estate empire. One need only visit Kansas City’s world-class Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art to appreciate the man’s legacy. Even if the museum were his only contribution, he would deserve high honors in the city’s history. The gallery was Nelson’s swan song in a life dedicated to civic improvement. However, Nelson’s pervasive influence derived not from bricks and mortar or old masterworks but from the written word. He was the founder, editor-in-chief, and omnipotent voice of the Kansas City Star. The newspaper came of age in an era when journalism was less concerned with fair and balanced reporting than it was with promoting the views of whoever controlled the press. Just as Jim Pendergast made no bones about peddling patronage, Nelson had no scruples with using his paper as a soapbox. “The Star” he was fond of saying, “is the Daily W. R. Nelson.” He would use the paper to promote his vision of a great city, one that included parks, boulevards, and highbrow culture. Just as important to Nelson was what his ideal city would not include: machine politics and the vice and corruption that went with it.




  Nelson’s answer to the scourge of the Machine was something called nonpartisan reform. By supporting candidates beholden to neither political party, the colonel believed he could usher honesty and accountability into city government. He fledged his first nonpartisan candidate in the municipal election of 1894. Republicans were eager to take back the majority that Jim Pendergast and his fellow Democrats had won two years earlier. With the poor and immigrant classes firmly encamped with the Democrats, the local Republicans aligned themselves with the American Protective Association, a Ku Klux Klan-like group operating in the northern states after the Civil War but before the big migrations of southern blacks to the north. Known by Catholics as the Anti-Papal Association, the APA’s stated endeavor was “To place the political position of this government in the hands of Protestants to the entire exclusion of Roman Catholics.” Such was the Republican alternative to the Democratic Machine.




  Today, an “ugly campaign” means mudslinging and negative ad campaigns. Most modern citizens of Kansas City would have a hard time imagining sectarian street riots and gun battles, but that’s what happened in the Jackson County election of 1894. “Fighting Jim” Pryor, boss of the Fifth Ward, needed all the votes he could get. Fighting Jim’s son, “Big John” Pryor, allegedly used forceful intimidation to coax an elderly German Republican into the Democratic camp. An organized brigade of APA men answered by capturing Big John at gunpoint. As they were hustling him away, a group of Irishmen at Scanlan’s saloon got word and rushed to the rescue. The tipsy Irishmen, with only one gun between them, were no match for the rifle-toting paramilitaries. One Catholic was killed and six others badly wounded. Only one APA man was hurt.




  WITH THE DEMOCRATS and Republicans behaving so violently, Nelson undoubtedly saw the good-sense logic in voting for an alternative, nonpartisan candidate. Unfortunately for the Colonel, few KC voters were as high-minded as he. Nelson’s nonpartisan reform candidate came in last, with the Democrats finishing a distant second in the Republican landslide. Jim Pendergast was one of only two Democrats to retain office. His power and prestige within the party grew and the Kansas City Star declared him “King of the First Ward.” Boss Jim’s uncanny ability to deliver votes got the Machine up and running again. It wasn’t long before the Republicans, again on the defensive, acknowledged Colonel Nelson’s eminence by effectively absorbing the nonpartisans. Baron Bill himself dictated the terms and gave the wedding his blessing and its dowry. The Star would soon become staunchly Republican while continuing to promote a nonpartisan form of city government.




  Countering Nelson’s new alliance was the growing movement of saloon politics. Proudly overseen by Pendergast, this movement was a confederation of the disproportionately high percentage of the city’s population who had an economic and social interest in alcohol. Brewers, distributors, and fellow saloonkeepers rallied behind Big Jim. Gamblers piggybacked on the movement and operated illegal but police-protected games above both of Pendergast’s saloons.




  The reformers and the saloonists squared off , with Nelson and his Kansas City Star becoming early proponents of the dry movement that would eventually usher in Prohibition. Reformist pressure on the police department caused the arrest of thirty-eight men at one of Jim’s dice games. Jim responded by helping to elect a county Democrat who promised to return the favor by revamping the police board and giving Jim a say into the selection of new policemen. By 1902, Big Jim had chosen 123 of the 173 policemen on the force. Jim also bolstered his ranks by importing his brothers from St. Joseph. John and Mike Pendergast would become Democratic stalwarts, but it was the youngest brother, Tom, who would become heir apparent to Jim’s empire and whose name would become synonymous with machine politics.




  THOMAS JAMES PENDERGAST was born in St. Joseph, Missouri, on July 22, 1872, sixteen years after his brother Jim. Tom was four when Jim left for Kansas City and ten when Jesse James was shot in the back a short distance from the Pendergast home in St. Joseph. In his 1947 classic Tom’s Town, author William Reddig described Tom Pendergast as “a blue eyed, light-haired heavyweight who stood five feet nine inches, weighed around two hundred pounds and exuded energy from every pore. His head was planted on a short, thick neck, which had the rugged look of an oak tree trunk. The impression of hugeness about him was emphasized by his face. It was a massive face—great jaw, large mouth and nose. He looked both formidable and engaging, for there was a humorous glint in his eyes, a jaunty air in his bearing, and a sentimental quality in his expression along with the dominating impression of savage power. The total effect made him one of the most arresting figures ever observed in Kansas City. He drew attention wherever he went and men remembered him from one look.”




  Maurice Milligan, a Missouri politician who would later become Tom Pendergast’s nemesis, said that Tom was a man of “bulldog proportions” who reminded him of a wrestler and seemed “made to order for the pen of the cartoonist—a burly Irishman with a truculent look, an exaggerated paunch, and a big head crowned with a small derby.”




  Tough guys like Tom Pendergast had an easier time in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Whereas today a reputation for pugnacity would generally be a political liability, it was every bit an asset to men of Pendergast’s time. Although smarts and cunning would propel him to the top, Big Tom was perfectly able and willing to let fl y with his fists. Fighting was a fact of everyday life in the rough and tumble world of the West Bottoms and Tom threw himself into the ring immediately upon his arrival. In his first year in Kansas City, he went into business with a future political rival named Cas Welch. The two young men formed a messenger boy monopoly by muscling out the competition. In 1900, Jim Pendergast had his brother Tom appointed Superintendent of Streets. While acting in this official capacity, Tom was arrested for fighting off three policemen who had come to Sullivan’s saloon to arrest a couple of patrons. At his hearing before Mayor Jim Reed, Tom explained that he was looking out for one of the suspects, an admitted convict but one who, Tom explained, was trying to go straight. The mayor was either very understanding or, more likely, beholden to brother Jim. Tom’s case was dismissed and the Superintendent of Streets kept his job. Tom’s superintendent job helped facilitate his real objectives—making friends, trading favors, and advancing the Pendergast influence. With two hundred jobs at his disposal, the Superintendent of Streets peddled more patronage than any city official, next to the Mayor himself.




  Tom also spent time in Jim’s saloons, where he balanced the books, tended a little bar, and played the ponies. His enthusiasm for gambling would eventually lead to his downfall, but in the early days it helped endear him to many of the movers and shakers of the North End, the unofficial seat of saloon politics and the scourge of Nelson’s reform movement. Reformers had little trouble demonizing the district. The North End was the heart of the river wards from which the Machine drew its strength. It was a ramshackle region of tenement houses and criminal activity. Within the North End was a crowded and mysterious Italian neighborhood, a Little Italy where outsiders rarely ventured after dark. Thanks in large part to Boss Jim’s influence in the selection of law enforcement officers, a pal named Ed Findley expanded police-protected gambling in the North End and, with the help of Fighting Jim Pryor and a convicted felon named Pinky Blitz, established an early gambling syndicate. The “Combine,” as it came to be known, was the earliest manifestation of modern organized crime in Kansas City. Dominated by Irish-Americans, the Combine afforded protection to tribute-paying members and promised police raids to any freelancers who resisted joining up. The Combine grossed approximately $800,000 annually. Any member who ran into trouble from the police would be bailed out by Findley or by Jim Pendergast himself. When the Democratic National Convention came to Kansas City in 1900, a reporter for the New York Daily Tribune wrote: “The Tammany men who are here are amazed at the way this city is ‘wide open.’ Nickel-in-the-slot gambling machines are to be found everywhere.”




  If the gambling and drinking were not enough to galvanize the public against the seedy sectors of the city, then certainly the proliferation of bawdyhouses was. At the turn of the century, 147 brothels operated openly within the city limits. Tom Marks, the Republican-appointed police commissioner of the time, remarked that “Vice cannot be suppressed and it cannot be scattered like measles along our boulevards. So we must reduce the evil to a minimum.” Marks proposed concentrating the brothels into a sanctioned red-light district in the North End. His proposal was met by anger and indignation from the stuffier sectors of society. It failed, but not before galvanizing the reformers and making the River Wards the primary target in their showdown with the saloonists. The reformers won a significant victory when the state of Missouri assumed control over the Kansas City Police Department.




  In the course of his life, Big Jim saw his Wild West cow town evolve into a modern city of over 250,000 people, a phenomenon due in part to the boss’s own support of infra-structural improvements. In his career as an alderman, Jim did not hesitate to put the best interests of the city ahead of his personal interests or those of his river ward constituents. For example, he threw his crucial support behind his enemy W. R. Nelson’s civic improvement program, which produced 4,025 acres of parks and 119 miles of boulevards in the early part of the twentieth century. He also supported moving Union Station from the West Bottoms to its current location, despite what it cost him in personal property values and political patronage. His health failing, Jim Pendergast grew weary of reformist pressure and lamented the stigma attached to his neighborhood and his saloon-keeping profession. In 1910, Jim turned the reigns of the river wards over to his brother Tom and retired to his farm in Johnson County. He died only a year and a half later, at the age of 54.




  JIM PENDERGAST ALSO deserves credit for running an “honest” Machine. Despite his tolerance for vice, impartial investigations absolved Jim of ever taking graft or stuffing ballot boxes. Jim Pendergast exemplified the type of Machine that old Irishmen would get sentimental about even after Bossism later became a juggernaut of corruption. For them, it was a manly system built on the friendship, favors, and philanthropy that grew out of working-class neighborhoods and put poor immigrants on a level playing field with the WASP establishment. The fact that it was not squeaky clean was part of its appeal. It was a “boys will be boys” world that condoned drinking, fighting, and gambling. It conducted its business in smoke-filled rooms but it didn’t try to deny or hide what it did. Compared to the welfare state that would eventually help make Bossism obsolete, it was somehow more human. Even his archenemy William Rockhill Nelson gave Jim a grudging nod of respect in the Star’s obituary: “Alderman Pendergast had a code of ethics all his own. He never failed to take political advantage of an opponent. But he regarded a political promise as binding and never broke his word. He hated an ingrate. Ingratitude in his mind was an unforgivable sin … His support of any man or measure never had a price in cash.”




  All this aside, the handsome man with the handlebar mustache is most fondly remembered as a friend to the poor and downtrodden. For his constituents, Jim Pendergast was a lifeline in an era without welfare or social safety nets. In the November 11, 1911, issue of the Kansas City Journal, a peer eulogized Jim by writing that he “was continually giving aid and help to the poor and unfortunate…there never was a winter in the last twenty years that he did not circulate among the poor of the West Bottoms, ascertaining their needs, and after his visit there were no empty larders.”




  Pendergast’s aid to the poor is immortalized in a larger-than-life statue of the alderman, which, despite repeated acts of vandalism and continued scorn from reformists and Republicans, stands its ground at Mulkey Square Park on Quality Hill. The language on the statue’s base is a little flowery by today’s standards, but the themes of friendship, loyalty, and philanthropy are a timeless and fitting tribute to the old Irishman. The greatest tribute though, is the physical placement of the statue, carefully positioned for Boss Jim to look forever over the edge of the Twelfth Street Bluff and down to the West Bottoms and the site of his Climax Saloon.




  LET THE GOOD TIMES ROLL




  ONE THING TOM Pendergast made clear from the start was his wholehearted support of mirth and merriment. Pendergast himself was not exactly a barrel of fun. He drank little, danced none, went home to his wife and three children early, and attended Mass religiously. But Tom knew what his constituents wanted, and delivering it was good for business. Bracing for battle with the reformers, Tom headquartered himself squarely in the heart of seedy Old Town Market Square in his own hotel, the Jefferson, which he had purchased the same year his brother Jim died. The Jefferson was combination hotel, political club, and cabaret. Big Tom—“T J.” to his friends—conducted business in a cramped, smoky office that developed an intimidating mystique after Tom ushered an erring alderman inside, locked the door, and used the fellow as a punching bag.




  The Jefferson and other popular cabarets of the day were throwbacks to the burlesque houses of the Wyatt Earp era. A living link to those bygone days was an aging Frank James, whom Boss Tom employed as a bouncer. Cabaret-style entertainment, with its mix of frivolity and finery, was all the rage in a city that was still growing as a cosmopolitan frontier town. Tom’s place prospered alongside other cabarets on Twelfth Street and throughout the river wards. Saloon politics morphed into a loquacious scene that came to be known as the “Free and Easy.” Riverboat gambling was thrown in, and it wasn’t long before the reformers were near apoplexy. For a time, though, the Free and Easy was soaring too high to be brought down. Angry shouts from Protestant pulpits were drowned out by the happy, syncopated sounds of Ragtime. Some of the finest performers and composers of the era lived in and around Kansas City. Scott Joplin was from nearby Sedalia. Tommy Lyman, the original crooner and originator of the torch song, wrote his big hit “My Melancholy Baby” in a Kansas City cabaret before moving on to fame in New York and Paris. Euday Bowman composed his world-famous “Twelfth Street Rag” in a downtown vice den located on that same street.




  The Jefferson Hotel got some free publicity after a young lady shot herself in room 508. The Star reporter assigned to the case painted a tantalizing picture of the nightlife at the Jefferson: “Cabaret entertainers wandered from table to table, singing sensuous songs. Midnight passed and the crowd of underworld habitués became hilarious. At one o’clock, the hour required by law at which to stop selling liquor, the orgy was at its height. The hours passed and the waiters were busier than ever dispensing drinks, for the Jefferson Hotel has police protection and is free to ignore the closing law, observed by other cabarets. Outside the cabaret, motor cars and taxis were lined against the curb and there was a babble of song and laughter in the grill in the basement.”




  NOT EVERYONE WAS enamored with the Free and Easy scene at the Jefferson, and the publicity wasn’t all in Pendergast’s favor. Not long after the suicide in room 508, one of T. J.’s bouncers killed a youth who had been trying to rob a poker game on the fifth floor. Frequent fights and petty crimes kept the Jefferson squarely in the sights of the public watchdogs just as the nationwide movement to ban liquor was gaining steam. In 1916 and again two years later, Jackson County voted for statewide prohibition of alcoholic beverages. The beer-loving Germans in St. Louis prevented the referendums, but it was clear where the country was heading.




  Had it not been for Prohibition, Tom Pendergast might have ended up more like his big brother Jim—a popular saloon politician who died a working-class hero. However, the conditions and opportunities created by Prohibition rendered such bucolic stability obsolete. With his contacts in liquor and beer, Tom was perfectly positioned to go into bootlegging. To do so himself, however, would put him in a dangerous situation politically, and Tom was first and foremost a politician. Why take the risks himself when he had the political clout to make or break any bootlegger and to profit from protection money paid by the ones who wanted to stay in business? Tom sold his own wholesale liquor company but stayed firmly entrenched in the business of booze. Prohibition had ramifications beyond liquor, however. It turned crafty criminals into rich, powerful men and blurred the lines between politics and vice. As boss of the political machine, Big Tom became inevitably intertwined with organized crime. In his sphere of influence, the Italians were rapidly becoming as important as the Irish.




  LITTLE ITALY




  THE PLIGHT AND poverty of the immigrant Irish, Jew, and Italian has long faded in the country’s collective memory. Each of the ethnic groups has since assimilated into the American mainstream and each has distinguished itself in countless ways. It’s easy to forget the misery and discrimination that was so much a part of their experience a century ago. With few exceptions, each group began its American sojourn in urban slums and each made its mark in the world of organized crime. Of all the ethnic neighborhoods of the time, it was the Italian, or, more specifically, the Sicilian, that remained the most insular, the most tribal, and the most old-world.




  The island of Sicily has a long history of oppression and colonial occupation. For more than 2,000 years, the native people of Sicily lived under the thumb of the Romans, Turks, Spanish, French, and a slew of other hostile regimes. In a typical response to imperial oppression, Sicilians organized a resistance. The most aggressive became the original Mafiosi. They positioned themselves between landowners and peasants, making themselves indispensable to each in their struggles with the other. They usurped power from the rulers and from the Church, replacing the Catholic virtues of peace and forgiveness with Omerta: a cultish code of silence that defined very clearly how a “man of respect” must behave. Not only was it forbidden to give information to police and other authorities, it was also unmanly to appeal to them for help. A real man took care of himself and his family and, if wronged, took matters into his own hands. The Sicilian Mafia demanded Omerta not only of its own members but from the general citizenry as well. Squealers were sometimes shot-gunned in the streets, their bodies left to lie as a warning to others. Omerta was almost natural to a people already accustomed to generations of silence in the face of imperial oppression. It became deeply entrenched in the Sicilian psyche, a simple fact of life understood even by small children. When hundreds of thousands of Sicilians immigrated to modern cities in the United States, Omerta made the journey with them, surviving the trip and flourishing in crowded American ghettos. Places like Boston’s North End, Manhattan’s Mulberry Street, and the Patch in Chicago are legendary as citadels of Southern Italian culture surrounded by a more modern metropolis.
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