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			PREFACE

			McKenna knew his life could end at any moment. Each day that passed pieces of the puzzle were being put together, and soon the inevitable conclusion would be reached by the “bodymasters”—and they knew all too well how to eliminate problems. He realized that his every move was being watched, his actions scrutinized, and that he might soon be given the “black spot,” marking him for murder.

			No one understood better than the rough brawler known throughout the less salubrious parts of Schuylkill County as Jim McKenna how easy it was to kill a man. His life could be snuffed out at home in the dead of night, or in the street on a dark evening, or even in a crowded, well-lit place that had seemed secure until it was too late. McKenna would not go easily—he was well armed and could hold his own with a pistol, knife, lead pipe, or his fists—but he could feel Death looking over his shoulder.

			The premonition had started a week or so before, in mid-February 1876, when Mary Ann Higgins, whom he was courting, told him about the rumor that he was an informer—accused of being behind the arrests of several men from the Ancient Order of Hibernians (AOH), an Irish fraternal society with a large local membership. McKenna was convinced that the AOH was actually more than that. He believed it was essentially the same as the Molly Maguires, a shadowy and brutal Irish American brotherhood responsible for sabotage, beatings, and at least sixteen murders—some said more than fifty—in the Pennsylvania coalfields.1

			But it was not the notion of killing and violence that aroused Mary Ann’s disgust; it was the thought that McKenna might be a spy. For in a region heavily populated by immigrants from the turbulent northern counties of Ireland, few were detested more than informers. And few could expect shorter life spans.

			McKenna’s friend Frank McAndrew and a friendly Pottsville saloon keeper, Danny Hughes, soon added to his worries.2 Each indicated that John Kehoe, a handsome, charismatic, steely eyed Irishman who ran a tavern in Girardville and was the Schuylkill County delegate of the AOH, had sent a warning for “every one to beware of me [McKenna]; that I was a detective; that such was the report, and that he, John Kehoe, had it from responsible sources.”3

			Outwardly incensed that after two years as an officer of the AOH he should be accused, McKenna went to Kehoe to protest his innocence, and to demand an opportunity to prove his case. Kehoe agreed to set a “trial” for early March, near McKenna’s lodgings in Shenandoah, a grimy little mining town in the anthracite coal region about twelve miles north of Pottsville, the Schuylkill County seat. In fact, so convincing had McKenna’s protests been that he was allowed to spend the night in Kehoe’s house. But in the ensuing days, away from his smooth talking, Kehoe’s suspicions returned.

			Kehoe saw McKenna in Pottsville on the day before the scheduled trial and urged him to accompany him on the train back to Shenandoah that evening. McKenna agreed, but when he boarded it, there was no trace of Kehoe. Mrs. Kehoe was there, but she said that her husband had left in the afternoon.

			“The suspicion struck me, then, just at that time, that all was not right,” McKenna later testified. “I began to see then where I stood.”4

			Concerned that trouble might be waiting at the little crossing where he usually jumped off because it was close to his boardinghouse, McKenna stayed on the train. He was glad he had when he saw several suspicious figures in the shadows around the usually deserted track.

			After disembarking at the main station, he made his way toward McAndrew’s house through dark streets encrusted with oft-thawed and refrozen mud and snow. He exchanged greetings with a few friends and was alarmed when one pointedly ignored him. When he popped into a tavern, another offered him a drink, but the man’s hands shook so violently that he could barely pull the stopper from the bottle. McKenna wryly asked if he had the ague, although he knew the man was simply terrified to be with him.

			A fellow named Edward Sweeney fell into step with him after he left the tavern, and McKenna innately sensed danger: “I got him to walk in front of me. I said my eyes were bad, and I could not see; that the pavements had holes in them. . . . I got him ahead of me, and I made up my mind to keep him there.”5

			At McAndrew’s house, McKenna was unable to prise any information from his friend, so he waited until several others who were there left, and then, listening intently for sounds of pursuit, slipped out again. He ignored the direct route to his boardinghouse and crept through the edges of a swamp to avoid an ambush. Once inside his tiny bedroom he laid out his weapons and sat awake through the long, freezing night, keeping anxious watch between the tattered curtains into the moonlight for the men he was certain planned to kill him.

			•   •   •

			Early the next morning, his hand tucked inside his old brown coat gripping the cold butt of a .36 caliber Colt Navy revolver, McKenna entered a smoky Shenandoah saloon with McAndrew. “My God, man, don’t you know why you’ve been summoned here?” an acquaintance blurted before hurrying away.

			McKenna did know. Only a couple of bodymasters—the heads of the AOH lodges—had arrived, and it was obvious that judgment had already been passed: There would be no hearing. McAndrew, the only person now willing to be seen with him, suggested they go for a ride in a “cutter,” a lightweight, open sleigh. Following them in another cutter were two AOH men. Once they were racing across the deep snow, McAndrew informed McKenna that one of them had been charged to kill him. “Have you got your pistols?” he asked.

			McKenna answered in the affirmative, and McAndrew continued, “So have I, and I will lose my life for you. I do not know whether you are a detective or not, but I do not know anything against you. I always knew you were doing right, and I will stand by you. Why don’t they try you fair?”6 McAndrew then informed McKenna that he had saved his life the night before.

			“He told me that John Kehoe had came to Shenandoah upon the afternoon previous, and that he had assembled . . . all the Mollies who were in town,” McKenna stated, “and that he told him, McAndrew, for God’s sake to have me killed that night or I would hang half the people in Schuylkill County; and McAndrew said that he consented, and Kehoe and the men were satisfied, and they assembled just a little below the depot, twelve or fourteen of them.”7

			But the men had been flummoxed when McKenna failed to alight at his usual location. They had been armed with iron bars, axes, and tomahawks, because shooting him would make too much noise and bring the police. “If you had stepped off the train, at that place, you would surely have been killed, cast into a wagon, which was in waiting for the purpose, and then tossed down a deserted shaft.”8

			Frightened himself, McAndrew paused to calm his voice. “You were in queer company then, and you will find you are in queer company now,” he said. “What will you do?”

			“I do not give a cent,” spat McKenna, furious and indignant. “I am going down to Kehoe’s.”9

			It was four miles from Shenandoah to the rough-and-tumble borough of Girardville, where Kehoe ran the Hibernian House. Six feet two inches tall in his stocking feet, with “jet black, curly hair, bushy eyebrows, and bright blue, piercing eyes,”10 Kehoe was an intimidating figure. As well as being a publican, he also served as the town’s high constable. But McKenna was satisfied that Kehoe was something more—he was also the kingpin of the Molly Maguires.

			McKenna knew that entering Hibernian House was akin to walking into a lion’s den, but he felt that he had no choice but to brazen out the situation—because, despite all his denials, he actually was an undercover detective.

		

	
		
			NOTES, REFERENCES, APPENDICES, BIBLIOGRAPHY, AND MAPS

			The full Notes and References, two Appendices, the Bibliography, and a selection of maps and more material about the Molly Maguires and other parts of James McParland's career can be easily accessed on the websites below:

			www.susannagregory.com/beauriffenburgh/pinkertons-great-detective

			and

			www.penguin.com/PinkertonsGreatDetective

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			The gravestone stands in an open area, unprotected by trees and exposed to the blustery snow flurries and frigid winds that regularly rake north-central Colorado. Near the top of this granite marker is a single name: McParland. Below is a record of the supposed birth and death dates of a man once so widely recognized that when his admirers referred to him as the “Great Detective” others instantly knew of whom they spoke. But James McParland surely would have chuckled at the dates on his tombstone, for throughout his life this master of evasion, obfuscation, and, at times, outright deceit maintained that he did not know when he had been born. So was this the long-hidden truth finally appearing? Had his widow ordered this particular date for reasons of her own? Or was it another instance of the elusiveness and ambiguity that marked McParland’s entire life?

			Any could be the answer, because it is impossible to be sure about McParland, who relished being a man of mystery. Confusion even surrounds his name: Originally it was McParlan, and he only added the “d” midway through life, while other spellings and aliases were also used at times. Throughout his career he delighted, even when under oath, in evading questions and offering only vague, and sometimes contradictory, information. According to one attorney he was “the most skillful, cunning man, the most unfair witness that I ever saw on the stand.”1

			Because of the uncertainty he engendered as a witness, aspersions cast about his behavior and morals during investigations, his creation and perpetuation of myths about himself, and that few of his reports or letters have survived, it has proven difficult through the years to make a full assessment of McParland. But what is certain is that few people have undergone such a dramatic fall from grace after death—such a change from idol to villain.

			There is—and long has been—little middle ground about McParland. He has been perceived as a great American hero: “[I]f there ever was a man to whom the people of this county should erect a monument, it is James McParlan,” said one contemporary.2 Others have reviled him as the worst kind of scoundrel, a perjurer who twisted testimony to send innocent men to the gallows, a man with “the bearing of a brute and the visage of a vulture, his hands befouled with blood, venomous as a viper, a beastly snarl on his forbidding lips, he stalks the streets a thing unclean, hated by all.”3 Widely varying depictions still abound in books and film even a century after his death—many making up for a lack of depth, balance, and accuracy with emotive language and unsubstantiated allegations. So who was the real man behind the contrary portraits—courageous hero or contemptible rogue?

			Throughout his career, McParland was a controversial figure for the equally contentious Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency. In fact, a significant part of that company’s reputation—good and bad—was based on his triumphs and failures. McParland first gained fame for his undercover role in the breaking of the Molly Maguires in the Pennsylvania coalfields in the 1870s, a tale that concluded with twenty men being hanged. He returned to center stage three decades later for his role in the attempt to convict a trio of leaders of the Western Federation of Miners (WFM) for the assassination of former Idaho governor Frank Steunenberg.

			Between those cases he rose steadily in the Pinkerton’s hierarchy, eventually managing the agency’s operations west of the Mississippi River. He was a key figure in the investigation of the first-known “murder by mail” and helped solve the theft of $280,000 of gold from a San Francisco smelting works. He oversaw the efforts of legends such as the charismatic “cowboy detective” Charlie Siringo, the incorruptible lawman “Doc” Shores, and the cold-blooded killer Tom Horn. He supervised operations to catch murderers, train robbers, and con men, including swindlers who targeted the lord mayor of London, a band accused of attempting to murder New Mexico politicians, and the Wild Bunch led by Butch Cassidy. He also played a key role in Pinkerton’s much criticized use of undercover agents to infiltrate and destroy miners’ unions.

			But more than anything else it was McParland’s role in the Molly Maguire saga that earned him enduring status as a man of exceptional evil or good. The Molly Maguires—Irish miners and tavern owners accused of violent crimes—have been depicted during the past 150 years as everything from thugs and murderers to innocent martyrs in the cause of workers’ rights. Interpretations have changed dramatically as accounts of their actions, fate, and motives have been manipulated to justify different political, social, or legal agendas. McParland’s role in their convictions has been similarly shaped to validate ideological positions.

			One classic article stated that “the ambiguity surrounding the episode is such that it permits the construction of a plausible justification for any stance on the issues as well as . . . guilt or innocence.”4 Thus, it is possible to arrive at widely differing assessments of almost any event, decision, or individual in the narrative of the Molly Maguires.

			After years being hailed as a savior, more recently the appraisals of McParland have tended to be highly critical. He has been labeled a perjurer, an agent provocateur, and even a murderer. The accuracy of these conflicting judgments is at the heart of the mystery this book is trying to unravel. That is in part because, rather than using established facts as building blocks for a final evaluation, many previous assessments have been derived from preexisting assumptions and display a reckless disregard for actual evidence. Moreover, those making such assessments have overlooked the fact that social norms, societal and ethnic attitudes, and law enforcement and the justice system were far different a century and more ago than they are today.

			When also colored by the age-old Irish loathing of the informer, the traditional American support for the “little man,” and a long espoused view of Pinkerton’s as an archenemy of the labor movement, many recent works have been one-dimensional narratives that, when not supported by the facts, use conjecture and innuendo. They justify the violence of the Molly Maguires, portraying them as innocent and oppressed while demonizing those who opposed them, the legal system of the time, and especially McParland, whom they pronounce an unscrupulous liar and informer who betrayed his fellow Irish Catholics for money.5

			This is a far cry from other portrayals of McParland as a benefactor of the honest people of Schuylkill County and Pennsylvania.6 Thus, there is a clear need for a reassessment of the Great Detective. Only through thorough study can a deeper understanding be gained of a man whose public persona was so divergent that he was once said to have “performed one of the greatest services that has ever been rendered to the Catholic Church” but at another time to be the “most horrible Gorgon of this monster-bearing age.”7

			•   •   •

			The genesis of this book can be traced back more than four decades to when, still in high school, I first saw the movie Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. As the mysterious posse thundered after the characters portrayed by Paul Newman and Robert Redford, I was gripped by the outlaws’ oft-repeated question, “Who are those guys?” I found myself wondering if “Mr. E. H. Harriman of the Union Pacific Railroad” really did send an all-star team of lawmen after them. Forty years ago there were few books about the Wild Bunch,8 but I hunted them down in an effort to learn more not only about the outlaws, but about the grim, determined men on their trail.

			What I discovered, late in James D. Horan’s classic account Desperate Men, was that the hunt was organized not by the Union Pacific but by a man “feared by the post-Civil War thugs and confidence men as a relentless, dogged type of detective,”—the superintendent of Pinkerton’s Denver office, “J.P. McPharland.”9

			Coincidentally, it was only the next year that, interested because of his roles as James Bond, I went to see Sean Connery in a movie named The Molly Maguires. But it wasn’t Connery’s portrayal of John Kehoe that struck me—it was that of Richard Harris as the Pinkerton’s operative James McParlan. Surely, I thought, despite the difference in spelling, this must be the same man who later led the hunt for the Wild Bunch. So again I headed for the library to read about the Molly Maguires. Afterward I felt confident that he was the same man, but I found myself with many more questions because of the different images presented of him.

			Several years later, while working on a paper for a college course on the American West, I was directed by a friendly librarian to a well-written, highly intelligent, and thought-provoking account of the 1907 trial of several union leaders for the assassination of the former governor of Idaho.10 And to my amazement, the Pinkerton operative heading the investigation was none other than James McParland. The man seemingly would just not leave me alone.

			As the years passed I witnessed the ebb and flow of many reputations. As new materials became available, the images of people changed, including those of the lord protector Oliver Cromwell; the Antarctic explorer Robert Falcon Scott and his African counterpart Henry Morton Stanley; the South African political activist and statesman Nelson Mandela; and, most recently, Penn State football coach Joe Paterno. Throughout these reassessments I kept returning to the question of who James McParland really was, not least because the books in which he was mentioned failed to tell his full story or to address his historic milieu, and therefore they became little more than crude caricatures.

			Finally, tiring of waiting for someone to conduct the research and write the definitive account of this most mysterious and complex individual, I decided to tackle it myself. It was obvious from the beginning that finding the real James McParland would not be easy. Nor would it be simple to place him in the context of his times, cultural background, and chosen profession. But little did I know just how difficult or lengthy the process would actually be.

			I started my investigation from scratch, with no particular preconceptions and no agenda other than to tell McParland’s story, based on the evidence. As before, my initial research raised more questions than answers. Could McParland’s role in the Molly Maguire story be separated from what are considered the unfair aspects of the trials? How unusual were those trials compared to others of the time? How different was McParland’s behavior throughout his career from that of members of other law-enforcement agencies of his time, or of today? What could be learned about him during the years between his two most famous cases? Had his personal moral code, and therefore his behavior, changed after he submersed himself in deceptive tactics? Given that his testimony under oath was so widely different from one trial to another, could anything he ever said be believed? Did he have his own distinctive code of honor that explains his actions? Was he a nice man, or had his undercover work soiled him irretrievably? Would I want to have dinner with him, or invite him into my home?

			I had high hopes of finding an abundance of materials, as the Library of Congress had recently opened the Pinkerton’s archives, which had been closed to most researchers for more than eighty years. Unfortunately, although the holdings are massive, there is precious little in the McParland files—and virtually nothing from the Denver office, of which he was in charge. The papers had been culled by Pinkerton’s many years before.11 However, I was successful in finding material elsewhere, as his trail took me to archives and libraries in Pennsylvania, Delaware, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Virginia, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Illinois, Kansas, Colorado, Idaho, Utah, Montana, Wyoming, New Mexico, California, Nevada, Texas, Oklahoma, Canada, the United Kingdom, Ireland, and New Zealand.

			As I familiarized myself more with the man and his period, McParland—and the ethos of Pinkerton’s—slipped seamlessly into the mentality of his time, one far different from today. Life was not gentle in the anthracite region of Pennsylvania in the 1870s, and it was just as tough in the American West in the decades thereafter. And in both places it was cheap. Violence was an accepted part of day-to-day existence to many men who worked the mines: They were hard drinking, short tempered, unwilling to back down, and unafraid to die. They came to the taverns with knives, handguns, and a passionate hatred for foreigners, those of other religions, or strangers.12 McParland testified in one Molly Maguire trial that he met some of the defendants “on the main street of Mahanoy City, a little east of the dead line.”13 Such was the mentality of the time that few thought it odd that there should be a dead line—a boundary marking an ethnic divide beyond which it was unsafe for the inhabitants of one side to pass to the other at night.

			During his career, McParland experienced many more places where there was a fine line between going home and going to the morgue. Criminals and lawmen alike were quick to drink, quick to draw, and quick to take offense; rule breaking and rule enforcing could be so closely intertwined as to be nearly indistinguishable. To deal with such men one had to be just as rough and mean as they were, and perhaps that is why it is difficult to tell the heroes from the villains. This was not a society in which Robert Redford and Katharine Ross were made into lovely sepia prints, but one that was vicious, dirty, and cruel. This was highlighted in the struggles between the men who owned the railroads, mines, and ranches and those who worked them.

			And yet understanding McParland still remained as slippery a proposition as grabbing an eel. It was not only the basic difficulty in getting to know a long-dead individual. Nor was it just the challenge thrown out by defense attorney Lin Bartholomew in his final summation at the trial of four alleged Molly Maguires: “Whenever you undertake to analyze the motives of men, when you undertake to go behind the shirt bosom and get into the heart, whenever you undertake to analyze the workings of the mind, that moment you are at sea.”14

			No, despite Pinkerton’s culling policy, it began to feel as though someone had covered this particular detective’s tracks. Not only could almost no copies of his original reports from the Molly Maguire investigation be found, even the edited versions for many of the most significant dates were missing. Similarly, most of the records about his operations in Kansas, Colorado, and Minnesota had disappeared without trace.15 McParland remained an enigma.

			Oh, there are lots of stories about him—many probably first told by McParland himself. A few might even be true. Historian Kevin Kenny once damned the book Lament for the Molly Maguires—upon which the Sean Connery movie was based—as “a peculiarly misleading mixture of speculation, invented dialogue, interviews, and documented, undocumented and mis-documented historical ‘facts.’”16 The book contains numerous tales of McParland’s adventures that appear nowhere else, all supposedly confided by McParland to a friend and passed down through the friend’s family. Yet, while Kenny rightly regarded the stories as inaccurate, that doesn’t mean they were not told by McParland. In his later years the Great Detective loved to brag and fantasize about his exploits, sometimes telling contradictory stories. One of his most outrageous anecdotes was repeated shortly after his death:

			While the Civil War was on, Secretary [of War Edwin] Stanton visited the head of the Pinkerton detectives and asked for a man to go to England to find whether the English people were not building ships for the Confederates. McParland, a boy of 18, was chosen. He was called into conference at the White House with President Lincoln, Secretary [of State William H.] Seward and Secretary Stanton. Stanton wished him to take passage on the best boat he could get. McParland said he intended to go over on a tramp steamer. Stanton was rather nettled that a mere boy should question the wisdom of his course, but Lincoln, rising to his seven feet height, said: “Perhaps the boy is right.” McParland went over on a tramp steamer, secured work in a shipyard, and got positive proof of England’s duplicity, on which the Alabama claim was later based.17

			Never let it be said that McParland—a youth still living in Ireland when this incident was supposed to have occurred—let the facts get in the way of a good story. And realizing that is one of the keys to understanding him and judging his testimony through the years. Other important traits were that he was extraordinarily quick-witted and had a natural aptitude for the necessities of undercover work. For example, he showed the ability to charm, to form instant friendships, and to gain the trust of those from whom he might prize information. And despite being bespectacled and not large of stature, he was a man’s man who could drink, brawl, and intimidate with the best of them, and he was able to impose his will on those not as clever, cunning, or forceful as he was.

			It is also important to bear in mind the difference in McParland between when he began to conduct his investigations in Schuylkill County at the age of twenty-nine and when he was hunting the heads of the Western Federation of Miners, as a portly man in his sixties who walked with a cane. A darker character had appeared by the end of his career, one who perhaps drank too much and was inclined more than ever to exaggerate and fabricate, a believer in his own infallibility, disliking intensely anyone who challenged him, and a follower of Allan Pinkerton’s notion that “the ends being the accomplishment of justice, they justify the means used.”18 All these traits had been accentuated by McParland’s long involvement in undercover operations and labor espionage.

			Not that this was unique to McParland. The life of an undercover agent or spy is rarely easy or glamorous, and the pressure and psychological demands can be overwhelming both mentally and physically (as McParland experienced in Pennsylvania, when his hair fell out and he was bedridden with a gamut of stress-related illnesses). The moral ambiguity of betraying one’s friends is exacerbated by the incongruity of attempting “to do good by doing bad—preventing crime or apprehending criminals by resorting to lies, deceit, trickery; preventing crime by facilitating it; seeking to reduce crime by unintentionally increasing it; preventing harm at a cost of uncertainty about whether it would in fact have occurred . . . seeing criminal informers act as police.”19

			These experiences ultimately tend to make even the most good-natured, amiable men sour.20 And this lifestyle has turned some men away from the righteousness with which they began or, as Samuel Johnson put it: “Where secrecy or mystery begins, vice or roguery is not far off.”21

			For such reasons there has always been hostility and repugnance toward men who report on the activities of others, whether they are called undercover agents, spies, or informers. For some, this antipathy was leavened by fascination and curiosity, and by an acknowledgment that such unsavory tasks are a necessary evil in society. There were also those who justified undercover techniques, and not just because, as the seventeenth-century “intelligencer” Dudley Bradstreet noted, there is a little of the spy in everyone.22 Just as there has always been the tendency to damn the enemy spy for his duplicity and perfidy, the spy on the home side is a hero working for justice and the greater good. Moreover, to many, even negative practices or personal attributes of such investigators were long accepted, because “you cannot expect a detective to be an angel of light. . . . [I]f our detectives only associated with merchants . . . they would not be in a position to detect lawbreakers and bring them to justice.”23

			Despite such justifications, McParland was so despised that one socialist journalist wrote of how he followed him for days in order to murder him.24 Yet his adventures so intrigued Sir Arthur Conan Doyle that in 1914 the author gave the detective the highest of compliments by having him meet Sherlock Holmes in one of his novels.25 To much of the hero-worshipping public it was apparent that the greatest fictional detective had met his even greater living counterpart.

			Thus, the story of the Great Detective is marked by widely varying opinion, belief, interpretation, and assessment, yet it is one that has never been told before in all its component pieces. What follows here is that tale—one of paradoxes, ambiguity, and mystery. It can be seen as a story of duplicity or honor, of good or evil, of morality or treachery, of a hero or a villainous brute. It is the story of the conundrum that was James McParland.

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1
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			THE MAKINGS OF A DETECTIVE

			There was little about his birth or formative years to suggest that the man baptized as James McParlan would become a celebrated detective.1 But his earliest days did start with what he would love throughout his life: a murky mystery. He was born in the rural townland of Drumachee, Mullaghbrack Parish, County Armagh, in the northern Irish province of Ulster—but without the date being officially recorded.2 Throughout his career McParlan claimed that he did not know his exact birth date—he usually said he thought it was 1844, although he once declared it as early as 1839.3 Yet his tombstone gives it as March 22, 1844. So, was that the date? Did he actually know all along but simply refuse to acknowledge it?

			To add to the uncertainty, the parish register at the Catholic Church of St. James in Mullaghbrack shows that his baptism took place on April 6, 1845, more than a year after the birth date on his grave. At a time of very high infant mortality, would a Catholic family have risked denying a son “the priceless grace of becoming a child of God were they not to confer Baptism shortly after birth”?4

			The answer, as for so many other questions about McParlan, remains elusive. According to historian Eugenio Biagini of the University of Cambridge: “It is quite plausible that a person of that period might grow up without knowing his birth date,” and without his family making any record of it. “Furthermore, although more surprising, it would not be altogether implausible for the family to postpone the child’s baptism.”5 On such inconclusive evidence are mysteries built.

			One thing that is well-known, however, is that McParlan was still an infant when a disaster overtook not only his family but all of Ireland. The funguslike oomycota microorganism Phytophthora infestans, having spread from Mexico to North America to Europe,6 severely damaged the Irish potato crop of 1845 and devastated it in the following years. With at least one third of the population of Ireland almost entirely dependent on the potato for food, a catastrophic period of mass starvation and accompanying disease ensued, the effects of which were exacerbated by political, social, and economic decisions and indecision. About a million people are estimated to have died as a result of the Great Famine, and between one and two million to have emigrated as a consequence of it.7 Despite living in an area that lost about a quarter of its population in the 1840s,8 the family of Eneas and Mary McParlan continued to grow, with James the fifth son and seventh child of a throng that eventually numbered eight boys and four girls.9 Although originally tenant farmers on lands owned by the Earl of Charlemont, the rich soil of their holdings meant the family was better off than average, and Eneas eventually left the two sons who stayed on the farm with him—Patrick, the eldest, and Henry, the youngest—three ample pieces of arable land in his will.10

			The McParlans were Catholics in a heavily Protestant area, and with no Catholic school nearby, James and his brothers went to a Presbyterian one. There they were given the basic elements of an education. James also was taught many passages from the Bible, which allowed him, in behavior more representative of Presbyterians than Catholics of the time, to quote freely from it for the rest of his life.11 Despite the Protestant influence, family members later stated that McParlan was, from his earliest days, an active and dutiful member of the Catholic Church, and that in times of trouble it was his faith in God and his devotion to the Church that sustained him.

			In October 1863, by then a young man hoping for a future better than being a junior member of a large farming family, McParlan left for new opportunities in England. Walking the first twenty-one miles to the rail station in Lisburn in order to save on the fare, he took a train to Belfast, from where he crossed the Irish Sea to Whitehaven in Cumberland. Thence, with one companion, he made his way to Carlisle, tramped thirteen miles to Low Row Station on the old Newcastle and Carlisle Railway, and caught a train to the bleak industrial city of Gateshead on the south bank of the River Tyne, opposite Newcastle.

			McParlan lived in Gateshead for about a year and a half and was employed by C. Allhusen and Sons, soap and alkali manufacturers at the site known as the Tyne Chemical Works, making “chloride of lime—bleaching powder, in other words—not a very pleasant occupation either.”12 Tiring of this job, he worked briefly at the Jarrow Chemical Company before moving north to Wallsend—the easternmost point of Hadrian’s Wall—for a position with the Carville Chemical Works. However, it proved similar to the previous ones, and within a year he was back in Gateshead with yet another chemical firm.

			According to one account, McParlan then briefly toured with a traveling circus—for which he worked as a roustabout, gambling shill, and barker. “I took on all comers for two bits, if I didn’t throw them with both shoulders on the mat in less than two minutes,” he supposedly said. “I can tell you we didn’t pay out many quarters!”13 Sadly, this colorful story does not ring true: There were no quarters in the British currency, the term “two bits” was distinctly American, and, most important, he testified in court that his only employment in England was with chemical companies.

			In September 1866, after almost three years of working with powerful, reeking, dangerous chemicals, McParlan returned home. There was still little draw for him on the farm, however, and after a few weeks he took a position as a stockkeeper at the wholesale linen warehouse of William Kirk and Sons in Belfast. But what appears from even the beginning to have been a restless personality made him unsuited for such a sedentary job. So before long, the United States—with its seemingly unlimited possibilities of entrepreneurial success—began to beckon to McParlan, as it did to so many young Irishmen at the time, and he started saving to purchase a passage to a new life.

			The next June he boarded the Inman Line’s immigrant transatlantic steamer City of London, in which he joined 1,002 other steerage passengers—mainly Swedish, Irish, and English—and headed to New York. The stories of his voyage vary from helping a priest aboard give communion, to preparing meals for young mothers too ill to cook, to beating the stuffing out of a ham-fisted bully that picked a fight. Regardless, the passage ended on July 8, 1867, when—with his name incorrectly registered as James McPharland and his occupation listed as laborer—he landed at Castle Garden in New York City, America’s first official immigrant reception center, in a brutally sweltering summer.14

			Typically, even for something so straightforward as that voyage, McParlan seemingly was driven to muddy the waters relating to his background. His trial testimony in the 1870s matched the official records about the Atlantic crossing, but years later he stated that he had first come to America in 1857—after spending thirteen years as a sailor. If one believes his usual claim of being born in 1844, this story would mean that he must have been stolen from his parents and taken to serve before the mast before he was a year old!15

			Upon his arrival, New York was not particularly welcoming. He was immediately confronted with the anti-Irish attitude so blatantly expressed in an advertisement in The New York Herald, the largest newspaper in the United States: “WOMAN WANTED—To do general housework . . . any country or color will answer except Irish.” Or, as the New York weekly Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper commented: “The real American hates the Irishman, very often without denying he is useful, because he is weary of his rowdy, noisy, anarchical ways.”16

			Such sentiments made it difficult for immigrants to find jobs and meant that many drifted into the city’s crime-infested tenements and dirty side streets and alleys, particularly in Manhattan’s infamous Five Points slum, which had become, according to one Methodist reformer, “the synonym for ignorance the most entire, for misery the most abject, for crime of the darkest dye, for degradation so deep that human nature cannot sink below it.”17 Despite having a volatile streak, McParlan was not of such an ilk, however, and he proved to be single-minded about bettering his situation. Thus, it was not long before he landed a position working behind the counter and making deliveries for McDonald and Boas, a retail grocery at the corner of Ninth Avenue and West Thirty-sixth Street in what became Manhattan’s Garment District.

			But McParlan hoped for something still better, and before long he was offered a post through the New York agents of his old Belfast employers, William Kirk and Sons. Promised twenty-five dollars a month plus board, he seemed to be already moving up in the world, as he traveled to the village of Medina, on the Erie Canal in upstate New York. He soon learned, however, that the clerks had not been paid for two months, and that the owner thought he was just another “gullible Mick” like the others. McParlan saw things differently: “I wanted my pay and I could not get it, and I kind of concluded that one month’s pay was enough to lose.”18 So he headed to Buffalo, and, finding nothing in the offing there, continued west a few days later.

			By the autumn of 1867, McParlan had reached Chicago, a city with its own rough reputation but where hard physical labor allowed him to make ends meet. He first worked as a teamster, paving and grading streets for DeGolyer & McClelland, and then at the same job for John Anderson and Company. He next drove a meat wagon for a slaughterhouse, and then served as a deckhand on the steamer J.J. Truesdell, which traded on Lake Michigan between Chicago and Grand Haven, Muskegon, Sheboygan, and Manitowoc. During the heartless winter he trudged through deep snow to chop timber in the forests of Berrien County, Michigan. After a job as a laborer in H.W. Holden Brothers’ hardwood lumberyard back in Chicago, and a second stop with John Anderson and Company, he was hired as a coachman by John Alston of the firm Alston, Devoe & Company, a wholesale paint, oil, and glass store, a position he kept for about four months.

			But McParlan was ambitious and clearly wanted something more exciting, more challenging, and with more of a future than short-term jobs as a manual laborer. To find such a position he turned in July 1868 to W.S. Beaubien and Company, one of Chicago’s early private detective agencies. It is intriguing that he had apparently not attempted to join the police force in New York, which featured an uncommonly high percentage of Irish immigrants, because once he was hired as a merchant or preventive policeman, he proved a natural for a job usually populated by rough, rollicking, hard-drinking men, of which he had become one. He later claimed that he stayed with Beaubien for more than two years, carrying out a variety of duties in Illinois and Ohio, including walking a beat, guarding business premises, and investigating crimes—serving “in the capacity of private policeman, and as detective just as required.”19

			From Beaubien it was but a short step to the then-expanding Chicago Police Department, as many of the duties were similar to those of the private police, including making visible patrols, arresting drunks and beggars, controlling public disorder, regulating saloons, and suppressing vice. To be effective, a policeman needed to be physically fit and willing to step straight into the fray, as he had to face challenges from rowdy and drunken men and young delinquents, race after criminals, and push, drag, or carry unwilling offenders to the station house.20 One can well imagine that McParlan—like many policemen of the time—settled his fair share of arguments, disorder, and petty crimes on his own terms, with fists or police truncheon.

			Despite the many ways that law enforcement seemed to fit McParlan’s temperament, it did not pay well—which was perhaps part of the reason why the Chicago force became so notably corrupt—so, with his eye still on more lucrative opportunities, he left it for a job as a traveling salesman for the wholesale liquor suppliers Dodge and Brothers in downtown Chicago. McParlan’s outgoing disposition, sense of humor, inherent garrulousness, and enjoyment of drinking made him a natural for interacting with a hard-swilling clientele. Therefore, after what he stated was seven or eight months, he embarked on a venture “upon my own hook,” using his savings—and some assistance from Dodge and Brothers as well as John Alston—to start his own liquor store at 349 South Canal Street, in the heart of Chicago. It was a resounding success, and he soon opened a saloon at Twelfth Street and Centre Avenue, which also thrived.21 McParlan’s future looked secure as long as people continued to drink.

			Then suddenly, over the course of a day and a half, everything changed for both McParlan and the city of Chicago. On the night of October 8, 1871, according to disputed legend a cow kicked over a lantern in a small barn behind De Koven Street, and what became known as the Great Chicago Fire was whipped by strong winds through the parched wood buildings of the city.22 The flames eventually destroyed an area of approximately four square miles, including some 17,500 buildings, while making 30 percent of the city’s inhabitants homeless. One of the buildings incinerated was McParlan’s liquor store, including its entire stock, which represented virtually his entire monetary worth.

			In the months following the fire, Chicago’s population had little money to spend on alcohol, and McParlan’s income decreased dramatically. The saloon became insolvent, and in March 1872 he sold out. McParlan once again had to start his career from scratch. But he now had experience in police and investigative work—which he had discovered suited his nature—so he decided his best option was to return to that. But rather than go back to Beaubien, in April 1872 he joined a bigger and better known company—Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency.

			•   •   •

			Allan Pinkerton, who personally interviewed and hired McParlan, probably saw something of himself in the young man struggling to make a career in a new country.23 Born in 1819 in the Gorbals, a rough slum of Glasgow, Pinkerton’s schooling was interrupted at age twelve, when his father died. He initially worked for a harness maker, but then apprenticed as a cooper. When he was nineteen—the same age as McParlan when he left home—Pinkerton began a four-year journey through Scotland and northern England, making barrels wherever he could find work.

			When he returned to Glasgow, the normally taciturn Scot was caught up by the emergence of Chartism, a political effort to broaden suffrage to working-class men and to make Parliament more representative of the masses. He became an active campaigner, and later asserted that he had participated in the Newport Rising of November 1839, when several thousand Chartist sympathizers marched into the Monmouthshire town to free some imprisoned comrades, only to be driven back, with many killed in a fiercely contested battle against soldiers and constables.24

			Legend has it that Pinkerton left Scotland a step ahead of the police, by whom he was wanted for participation in other Chartist riots. The story may or may not be true, but what is certain is that he reached Montreal in May 1842 with his new bride, but only after their ship had foundered on the reefs off of Sable Island, some two hundred miles southeast of Halifax, following which they were robbed by unscrupulous locals before being rescued by another ship.25

			As it turned out, the couple was not in Montreal many months before an invitation from a friend who had also emigrated from Scotland led them to the frontier town of Chicago, on the shore of Lake Michigan. It proved to be a raw, nasty place, and it was not long before Pinkerton moved to Dundee, a heavily Scottish settlement about forty miles northwest of Chicago. As the only cooper in the area, Pinkerton quickly built up a business employing eight men.

			In 1846 or 1847, while cutting timber on an island up the Fox River, Pinkerton stumbled upon a camp of counterfeiters. He led the sheriff back to arrest the men, and in the aftermath, in which Pinkerton became a bit of a local celebrity, two merchants convinced him to help end the fast-growing problem of distribution of fake currency. His audacious tactics quickly proved effective—when a man named John Craig arrived in Dundee, Pinkerton sought him out and asked to buy some counterfeit money. Craig produced the notes, and after arrangements were made for a larger exchange, Pinkerton arrested him.26

			That Pinkerton had the right to take Craig into custody might seem odd, but the system of arrest for crimes was significantly different in the first half of the nineteenth century than today. The first police department in the United States—New York City’s, patterned roughly after the London Metropolitan Police—had only been established in 1844, there were essentially no state law-enforcement organizations, and local constables had more civil than criminal duties.27 Members of the public not only had broad law-enforcement powers, it was considered their duty to aid in the arrest of criminals.28 When a crime was committed, citizens were expected to arm themselves and pursue the suspect, and “not faintly and with lagging steps, but honestly and bravely and with whatever implements and facilities convenient and at hand.”29

			Similarly, the investigation of crimes was considered the province of the private citizen, not the government.30 However, although individuals inquired into crimes affecting them personally, it was not commonplace for a private individual to probe numerous unrelated offenses. But when his role in the Craig case became known, Pinkerton began to be sought out for other enquiries.

			Finding that such work appealed to him a great deal more than building barrels, Pinkerton moved back to Chicago, where he was appointed a deputy sheriff of Cook County. In 1850 or 1852—he indicated each at different times—he formed Pinkerton and Company, although he continued to handle most of his cases personally. At the time, with few investigative means at their disposal, it was common for government agencies to hire private individuals as investigators, and in those early years the U.S. Treasury Department used Pinkerton to fight counterfeiting in Illinois. Then, in 1854, working for the Michigan Southern and Northern Indiana Railroad—while still holding down his Cook County position—Pinkerton arrested a man for attempting to destroy lines and derail cars.31

			February 1855 marked a major turning point in Pinkerton’s career. His agency agreed to a contract with six railroad companies, for which it would police the burgeoning network in the regions surrounding Chicago.32 Pinkerton and Chicago attorney Edward A. Rucker expanded the company into the North West Police Agency. Its primary tasks were to provide protection for the passengers from armed robberies and for the railroad companies from hooliganism along rural routes and from theft by employees. Pinkerton quickly began hiring operatives to work the train lines.33

			That spring, Pinkerton arrested a station manager who was stealing from freight cars in Oak Ridge, Illinois.34 But an even bigger concern for railroad companies was conductors embezzling money by pocketing the fares they were paid. Determined to end the practice, as well as that of conductors sleeping on the job and letting friends travel free, Pinkerton developed what he called a “testing program,” in which agents checked the honesty of employees by posing as travelers. Before long, Oscar Caldwell, a conductor for the Chicago Burlington and Quincy line, was caught pocketing money from onboard ticket sales. In a showcase trial, he was found guilty and sentenced to prison, providing an incredible boon of publicity for Pinkerton.35

			At the same time, the Chicago Post Office hired Pinkerton as a special agent, tasked to investigate a series of postal thefts and to check the honesty of its employees. He went undercover in the sorting section, and by sending a decoy letter that appeared to contain large sums of money was able to nab Perry Denniston—who worked as a “piler,” arranging letters so that the addresses could be read easily—in the act of stealing it. Four months later he arrested Denniston’s brother Theodore after finding four thousand dollars stuck to the backs of pictures at his home.36

			Pinkerton also had success protecting the post office from external crime. When the owner of a lottery business accused post office employees of stealing payments coming to him, Pinkerton sent another decoy letter, which led to the arrest and confession of an employee of the lottery company.37 The success of these cases made Pinkerton believe wholeheartedly in what he called “discreet or covert surveillance” and promoted his agency’s long-term involvement in spying on workers.38

			Rucker left the company after about a year, and under Pinkerton’s sole control, it soon began a meteoric rise. In 1856, he hired George H. Bangs, who had previously been a reporter for The Era and a New York City policeman, serving on the squad detailed to New York’s Crystal Palace. Bangs proved to be a better administrator than an operative, and eventually became the agency’s general superintendent.39 The year after that Pinkerton made an even more important professional contact, when the Illinois Central hired as its chief engineer the former U.S. Army officer George B. McClellan. He and Pinkerton respected each other, and they remained in contact after McClellan was promoted to vice president of the Illinois Central, and then, in 1860, left to become president of the Ohio and Mississippi Railroad’s Eastern Division.40

			Another acquaintance was the head of the firm serving as the legal consultant for the Illinois Central—Abraham Lincoln. The two again came into contact in early 1861, when—while investigating threats by Southern sympathizers against the Philadelphia, Wilmington & Baltimore Railroad—Pinkerton became aware of a plot to assassinate the president-elect en route to his inauguration. Pinkerton contacted several of Lincoln’s advisers, and with their help persuaded Lincoln to alter his travel plans. Hard proof of a conspiracy never surfaced, however, and it was later claimed that Pinkerton invented the plot to gain attention for his agency. The truth has never been determined with certainty.41

			At the beginning of the Civil War, McClellan was appointed commander of the Department of the Ohio and asked Pinkerton to head an intelligence-gathering system. When later given command of the Army of the Potomac, McClellan instructed Pinkerton to form a secret service for that army. While serving as Major E. J. Allen, Pinkerton provided reports of troop strengths determined both personally and by his operatives.42 Concurrently, his work included counterespionage, the exposure of corrupt contractors, interrogation of deserters and prisoners, and efforts against black-market racketeers. After McClellan was dismissed in 1862, Pinkerton resigned and returned to criminal investigations with his renamed Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency.

			Pinkerton’s organization expanded rapidly following the Civil War, and an office was opened in New York in November 1865 under Bangs, and in Philadelphia the following May. At the same time, the agency was establishing a broad reputation for success. Part of this was due to results, but part was also due to excellent self-promotion, such as the wide distribution of a picture of Pinkerton with Lincoln and Major General John McClernand at Antietam and the company’s famous motto “We Never Sleep,” shown under an unblinking eye—the origin of the term “private eye.”43

			The agency also gained respect, in some quarters, for the practices, ethics, and code of conduct to which its owner insisted his employees abide. Corrupt behavior had long given police, particularly detectives, a shady reputation, and to combat this Pinkerton decided that his staff would use the term “operative” rather than “detective” and that he himself would be known as the “principal.” More important, he launched a plan to create a favorable public image of the private detective while at the same time professionalizing the occupation. To do this he began producing pamphlets that would teach his employees his philosophy and also provide a positive representation to the public.44

			The most significant of these was the 1867 pamphlet General Principles and Rules, in which he established company guidelines. “The profession of the Detective is a high and honorable calling,” he wrote. “Few professions excel it. He is an officer of justice and must himself be pure and above reproach. The public . . . have a right to know that their lives and property are to be guarded by persons . . . of whose integrity there can be no question.” Further, he outlined a set of principles governing what kind of cases would be accepted by the agency: “Only such business will be undertaken as is strictly legitimate and right, and then only for the purpose of furthering the ends of justice and bringing Criminals to punishment.”45 This meant that Pinkerton’s would not: investigate public officials in the performance of their duties; accept employment from one political party against another; shadow jurors; investigate the morals of women nor handle cases of divorce or a scandalous nature; or accept contingent fees, gratuities, or rewards.

			What Pinkerton’s did take on were high-profile cases brought about by an upsurge in lawlessness following the Civil War. Key among these were attempts to curb the new breed of train and bank robbers that sprang from groups of raiding irregulars, such as the Reno and James-Younger gangs. The agency also continued to receive work from the federal government, including conducting an investigation into any potential breach of neutrality or military interventionism by American citizens supporting the Cuban struggle for independence from Spain, in what became known as the Ten Years’ War (1868–78).46

			Pinkerton’s reputation continued to rise at the beginning of the new decade, by which time the agency employed more than twenty operatives and about sixty members of Pinkerton’s Protective Patrol, a uniformed private police force created in 1858 and used primarily to guard warehouses and plants.47 In 1871, the year after the founding of the Department of Justice, the U.S. Congress appropriated fifty thousand dollars so the department could establish a unit devoted to “the detection and prosecution of those guilty of violating federal law.” However, discovering that the fund was insufficient to found a new investigative unit, it was decided to contract out the services to Pinkerton’s.48

			Despite such work, Pinkerton’s struggled financially, and the Philadelphia office went into the red, draining the other centers’ reserves. Pinkerton’s older son, William, at that time a rising executive in the Chicago office, suggested the Philadelphia branch be closed, but instead the principal moved some of its operatives to New York and sent others out to hustle business. In 1871, depressed about his lack of success, George Smith, the Philadelphia superintendent, resigned.49 But that was nothing compared to the devastating setback that Pinkerton—like McParlan—suffered later that year when the Chicago fire gutted the agency’s main premises. Included in the materials destroyed were approximately four hundred volumes of criminal records and the only copy in existence of the complete records of the Secret Service of the Army of the Potomac, which the government had already offered to purchase for thirty thousand dollars, which would have eliminated Pinkerton’s economic problems.50

			In the next year, business worsened considerably. Pinkerton hired Benjamin Franklin, the former chief of detectives of the Philadelphia police, as that office’s superintendent, and the new operative began using his connections to pull in jobs.51 But by August 1872, Pinkerton was facing a critical shortage of cash. “We are in great want of money,” he wrote to one of his Chicago operatives. “On every hand I am in debt, yet I cannot get any person to help me, but everyone whom I owe a shilling to are calling me on it.”52

			The financial situation became progressively more troubled, and two months later Pinkerton wrote to Bangs in New York, telling him to: “collect all your Bills without one moment’s delay, as things are coming right on us. Let business stand for the moment—go to work and collect Bills, sacrifice everything to get money, discount at any price. . . . [A]ny day whatever there may be a crash around us that we little suspect.”53

			In November 1872, Pinkerton was forced to take a loan from his employees, and then to mortgage personal property. The total carried the company into the next year but was not enough to turn the corner, and hopes for improvement appeared doomed. In fact, it would not be long before Pinkerton’s prediction about a crash proved accurate, as the depression known as the Panic of 1873 set in following the collapse of Jay Cooke and Company, one of the chief financiers of the Union war effort.54 The Cooke debacle set off a chain reaction of bank failures and the closing of the New York stock market. Pinkerton lost even more in the latter event, as the value of his railroad stocks plummeted.

			On May 18, 1873, Pinkerton admitted his worries to Bangs: “I can scarcely tell which way to go, and many a time I am perfectly bewildered what to do. . . . I am afraid.” Desperate, he continued: “go to Franklin Gowan [sic]. . . . Suggest some things to Mr Gowan about one thing and another which would be feasible and I have no doubt he will give us work.”55

			The timing of the suggestion proved extremely fortunate. Gowen, the president of the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad (commonly referred to as the Reading) and its subsidiary, the Philadelphia and Reading Coal and Iron Company, was indeed receptive to the help Pinkerton could offer. Gowen was a man of great ambition and determination, and one unwilling to let anything interfere with the successful attainment of his objectives. And at that moment there were several obstacles in the way of his economic and political goals—organizations that would therefore have to be subdued or eliminated. One of these—notorious in the press for having engaged in murder, mayhem, and destruction—was popularly known as the Molly Maguires.56

			•   •   •

			Franklin Benjamin Gowen was still relatively young in 1873, but he had already proven to be a formidable and resourceful figure in Pennsylvania business and politics.57 Born in 1836 in Mount Airy, then a community on the edge of Philadelphia, he was the fifth child of an Irish Episcopalian immigrant who had become wealthy as a grocer and wine merchant before retiring to be a gentleman agriculturalist. At the age of nine young Gowen was sent to the elite John Beck’s Boys’ Academy in the Moravian village of Lititz, Pennsylvania, where he rubbed shoulders with the patrician classes while receiving the advanced elements of a nineteenth-century education—astronomy, chemistry, algebra, German, natural philosophy, and etiquette. However, at thirteen he was taken out of school and apprenticed to Thomas Baumgardner, a dry-goods merchant in Lancaster County. Three years later Baumgardner and his brother sold their business and entered the coal trade, taking Gowen with them.

			At the age of twenty-one, with his unrelenting father demanding he become a successful businessman, Gowen and a partner signed a ten-year lease for two collieries at Mount Laffee, just north of Pottsville. He and his young bride became a part of Pottsville’s expanding social scene, and Gowen organized a literary society. But things were not as positive on the business front—within a year one of the mines had to be flooded to put out a fire, and the owners had to pay to pump out the water. Their funds quickly disappeared, and in October 1859 the company’s property was auctioned to pay its debts.

			Gowen now turned to law, in which two of his brothers had preceded him. He studied throughout the winter and spring in the office of a Pottsville attorney, and in May 1860 was admitted to the Schuylkill County bar. He quickly showed a natural oratorical eloquence, sprinkling his speeches with flowery images and classical references and demonstrating techniques that allowed him to guide his listeners down any path he chose. When combined with his good looks, remarkable memory, and personal magnetism, his speeches proved spellbinding.

			Building on these talents, in 1862 he was elected the county’s district attorney. His tenure encompassed a period in which riots and other violent antiwar activities coincided with an upsurge of labor troubles—murder, beatings, and vandalism popularly attributed to the Molly Maguires. Although Gowen has been lambasted for doing little to prosecute these crimes, such arguments tend to show a lack of understanding of the American legal system of the time.

			For much of the period before the Civil War, criminal or civil prosecutions were carried out by private prosecutors. Victims of crime could either take their complaint to a magistrate, who could issue a bench warrant for the defendant’s arrest, or they could go directly to a grand jury, which, after investigating, might issue a presentment or an indictment. Under either of these scenarios the victim or his representative could then prosecute an individual before a petit jury, at the victim’s expense.58

			The primary difference between a civil and criminal prosecution was that the latter theoretically involved the public interest, and not just that of the victim. For that reason, a state attorney general could either prosecute the case or assign the task to a local attorney, typically at the expense of the State.59 In Pennsylvania, the position of county district attorney was created in 1850 in order to have a public official who could prosecute criminal cases as opposed to private lawyers. However, as with most states, Pennsylvania provided inadequate funds for public prosecutors, and for more than twenty years did not allow them to hire outside investigators.60

			Under these restrictions it is easy to see that Gowen did not necessarily lack diligence; without any funding or investigative assistance, he simply could not prove an individual had the motive, intent, and opportunity to commit murder or other crimes. Obtaining convictions was made even more difficult, since Schuylkill County was well-known as a place in which committing perjury to provide alibis was essentially a way of life. In the long run, this last point would prove of huge significance, because the “ease with which the alibis were produced convinced . . . Gowen of the existence of a criminally oriented power elite in Schuylkill County.”61

			After two frustrating and undistinguished years in public service, Gowen resigned to concentrate on his private practice, which in 1864 had made him the second-highest-paid lawyer in the county.62 While in public office, he had cultivated influential friends who helped in his appointment as Pottsville counsel for the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad. Gowen’s reputation within the company soared after he won an important case before the Pennsylvania Supreme Court, and in 1867 he became the Reading’s general counsel. He moved back to Philadelphia, where he showed a brilliant grasp of the railroad’s legal issues, an in-depth understanding of company finances, and, most important, the ability to impress the directors of McCalmont Brothers and Company, of London, the Reading’s majority stockholders. In 1869, when company president Charles E. Smith took leave for health reasons, Gowen was named acting president. The following year, with Smith unable to return, Gowen was elected president in his own right.

			At the age of only thirty-three Gowen now had day-to-day control of a powerful corporation that owned 706 miles of double-track, 1,385 miles of single-track, some two hundred locomotives, and more than twenty-two thousand train cars that hauled approximately 180,000 tons of coal each week.63 But he envisioned something much larger, richer, and more powerful—a railroad that “owns its own traffic, is not dependent upon the public and is absolutely free from the danger
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