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  THE TONY BIERNAT case is a contradiction. On one hand, few people outside of Kenosha, Wisconsin have ever heard about the crime. But on the other hand, it may have been the biggest case ever handled in the city and still ranks as one of the most prominent cases in state history. The search for Biernat, and ultimately his killers, involved both city and county police, state police, the FBI, the governor’s office, the state’s attorney general, and even no less a figure than Bobby Kennedy himself. Anyone who was anyone wanted the case solved. Crime historian Scott Burnstein rightly ranks the case among the “top five” mob hits in Wisconsin. Yet, as of 2016, more than fifty years later, the investigation remains officially open.


  What happened to Tony was shocking enough, and for those who aren’t familiar I’ll keep the outcome vague. What ensued over the following months may have been even stranger, and 1963 remains the pivotal year for the Mafia in Wisconsin. The mobsters were finally on the losing side of their battle with the law. We have the abduction of a high profile gambler and mobster by men claiming to be from the FBI. And also the very fabric of the Kenosha Police Department torn apart when what should have been a private affair in the chief’s love life spilled into the public following the passionate and possibly accidental murder of his secretary.


  Using police records and FBI files that have been sitting in storage, fading and tattered for fifty years, I will outline the crimes, the suspects and the investigation. New facts will be brought to light, and the names of informants will be made public. The information presented was known by only a select few, and they have since shuffled off their mortal coil.


  After every possibility is explored, I will pick up where the police left off when the case went cold. Although there will never be an official solution, I have set out the solution as the authorities believed it to be, an alternate solution proposed by those who knew Tony Biernat, and my personal belief on who was behind this terrible crime. The reader will be left to decide for themselves which, if any, of these solutions is correct.


  The initial investigation required turning over every rock to shine light into the city’s underworld. A brief note on the three overlapping groups involved is important.


  Although a relatively small town, Kenosha had its own Italian mob, sometimes called the “camorra” or “Calabrian Mafia” but more commonly known as the West Side Gang. For clarity’s sake, this is the name I will be using in the book. The West Side Gang was active in Kenosha since at least 1913, and was a dominant force during Prohibition because of their networking abilities. The Calabrian community (Italians who came from the toe of Italy’s boot) had pockets throughout the United States and Canada, allowing alcohol to be transported long distances. One of the biggest Calabrian bootleggers was Rocco Perri of Hamilton, Ontario, and his network easily reached to Kenosha and beyond. The West Side Gang was especially violent in the 1910s and 1920s, becoming much quieter after 1945. At that point, they began operating more like a business. Street-level members would still be involved in drugs, gambling, prostitution and theft, but the highest members (the bosses) had little or nothing to do with criminal activity beyond financing the bookies and paying for attorneys.


  Kenosha’s location also made the city something of a battleground between the Milwaukee Mafia and Chicago Outfit. The city is almost exactly in the middle of the two bigger metro areas. The Milwaukee Mafia was 100% Sicilian, aside from a handful of associates and minor hangers-on. Traditionally, the Sicilian gangs and Calabrian gangs did not interact with each other—they were neither friends nor enemies, but lived in separate worlds. Once the West Side Gang began to decline in 1945, however, the Mafia moved in to fill the void. At the time our story is set, the Milwaukee Mafia is the dominant force in the Kenosha gambling community, but this is beginning to shift.


  This leaves the Chicago Outfit, by far the largest and most powerful criminal group in the Midwest throughout the 20th Century. The Outfit’s power comes from two things: the size of the city the mob has to work with, and its rejection of rigid ethnic boundaries. When Al Capone was boss, his men utterly destroyed the Chicago branch of the Sicilian Mafia. He had no allegiance to either the Calabrians or Sicilians; he was a Brooklyn-born Neapolitan. While the backbone of the Outfit was always Italian (there has never been a non-Italian boss), the Chicago mob was open to anyone. Top members were Jewish, Irish, Welsh, German, Japanese and just about any other nationality. The Outfit had circled Kenosha on the south and the west, leaving only the north for Milwaukee. (The east is Lake Michigan.) In 1963, they would have been more than happy to expand their influence into local unions and other businesses....


  These three groups each play an important role in our story, and the group that came to be blamed for the events of 1963 may not have been the one truly responsible.
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  The Last Day


  TONY BIERNAT WOKE up on January 7, 1963 and slipped into some blue and white striped boxer shorts before wrapping himself in a bathrobe and making his way to the kitchen. His wife, Irene, had a pot of coffee ready for him, which was exactly how he liked to start the day. Without a few cups, he’d never make it out the door, especially in the middle of Wisconsin’s dark and frozen winter. The kids, Donna and Robert, were already finishing up their cereal and Irene was encouraging them to hurry. School was going to start soon, and even though it was a Monday, that was no excuse to drag your feet. This was the second half of Donna’s senior year and each day was one day closer to freedom. They were soon out the door and loaded into Irene’s shiny Buick Invicta.


  Around town, the sports fans were still getting over the loss of the Rose Bowl, with USC winning over Wisconsin 42–37, holding off a fourth quarter, 23-point rally by the Badgers just a few days ago. Others were complaining how the price of a first class stamp had jumped that morning from 4 cents to 5! Those with political leanings were split over the inauguration of their new governor, Democrat John W. Reynolds, who was taking over the helm from the iconic Gaylord Nelson. (Nelson is today best remembered as the founder of Earth Day.)


  Tony lingered around the house for a while, making his way into work between 9 and 9:30. There was really no need to hurry, as he was his own boss at the Lakeside Music Company. He was a supplier of jukeboxes and vending machines for taverns around the Kenosha area, as well as a large Navy base in northern Illinois. Business was good, with bar patrons and sailors always carrying spare change burning a hole in their pockets. They were eager to hear the latest pop hits from Joan Baez and the Four Seasons, as well as show their girlfriends how well they could perform the latest dance craze: the Mashed Potato.


  Around 12:30, Tony left for lunch with his employee Sam Iaquinta and best friend Willie Korbel in Iaquinta’s car. They stopped in at Krok’s, with Sam and Tony enjoying a cocktail at the bar. They were regulars at Krok’s, sometimes coming in for multiple lunches each week. Often Tony would meet up there with his friend Maggy Hartman, but she was not there this time. Moving into the dining room, the trio enjoyed a leisurely lunch. Tony had a medium rare cheeseburger, and happily picked up the tab for his friends. Different matters were discussed, but the chatter was mostly kidding around and friendly ribbing of each other.


  Tony told his friends he was feeling a little sore. He had recently had a hernia operation, and his doctor, Charles Pechous, advised Tony he was going to need at least one more in the near future. Tony had also been informed that he had an enlarged heart, and should try to take it easy. Willie joked that it would be hard to take it any easier than they already were, talking football and sipping tasty beverages. On the way out around 1:30, Tony noticed his friend Vi Christiansen and stopped for a moment just to say hello. Sam dropped Tony back off at the office, and drove on to take Korbel to a haircut appointment before going on to service some of Tony’s machines.


  At the Lakeside Amusement office, Tony had a few odds and ends to take care of. He called a man in Milwaukee to see about ordering an amplifier. The man said he would have to call Tony back. Joseph J. “Poker Joe” Yukus was hanging around, as usual just taking up space and being more or less a part of the furniture. Yukus was a very mysterious figure, with even his friends knowing little about him. He was much older than everyone else at Lakeside, having emigrated from Lithuania long enough ago that he was able to serve in the American Army during World War I. He had worked as a jukebox maintenance man (where he met Tony in 1942) until retiring in the 1950s, and remained a lifelong bachelor.


  Tony spent part of the early afternoon resting on the office’s couch, chatting away with friend Stanley Miller about some horse races. The bulk of each day at Lakeside was a series of meetings with friends. Out of the blue, Tony remarked to Miller that he liked the rug in Miller’s home, and Miller told him he could get one for him at a good price. Miller said he would stop by Tony’s house the next day to get some measurements and check the colors.


  Tony left the office mid-afternoon, and Miller suggested they meet up later at Angelici’s to get some imported German beer. Tony said he would think about it. At 4:45, Tony stopped at the Gosselin Electric Company to pay his utility bill, and decided he wasn’t in the mood for a drink.


  Back at home with his wife and kids, Tony Biernat ate his last meal at 6 PM. This was pork chops, raw onions, rye bread, a tall glass of milk and a cup of coffee. The conversation was mild, as Tony didn’t really talk about his work. The kids had just returned to school from Christmas break and were less than excited about that. Had they known this was the last time they’d be together as a family, the meal may have gone a bit differently.


  Around 7 PM, Tony left home in his wife’s Invicta, stopping off at the DX service station. Attendant Robert Weiss mistakenly thought he smelled alcohol on Tony, but did not think that he was intoxicated. Tony returned to the office around 8:50 PM, and found attorney Chris Juliani, “Poker Joe” Yukus, Artie Faraca and Willie Korbel (fresh out of the bath) already there. Faraca had been a salesman for a department store and would occasionally drive Tony down to Chicago in his truck to pick up machines.


  As the primary market in jukeboxes was the tavern industry, it was common practice to be at the office late in case a service call came in. That night, they talked about anything and everything, with Korbel especially excited about his friend Gaylord Nelson winning a Senate seat. Tony called Stanley Miller at 9:10 PM, and again asked him about the rug that Miller had in his home. The brief conversation ended with Biernat telling Miller not to come over tomorrow for measuring as they had previously planned.


  Tony and Korbel left the office at 9:20 PM, walking over briefly to the Keno Koffee Pot so Tony could enjoy a pineapple sundae. The walk, though brief, had been nice. The day had been comfortable by Wisconsin standards, actually warming up throughout the evening to a high of 34, making this the nicest point in the day. With the sundae, Tony had a cup of tea, and the restaurant was quiet other than the sound of dishes being scrubbed in the back. Two young men were eating some cheeseburgers near the jukebox, but they were the only other customers there. Waitress Joyce Williams and the cook were ready to go home. After a few minutes, Korbel told Tony he had to get going and was just going to stop at the North Shore Depot to pick up a newspaper. Tony
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