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About the Book

From the bestselling writers of Black Mass, now a major film, comes the definitive biography of Whitey Bulger – the most brutal modern day mafia boss since Gotti.

Drawing on previously classified material, Whitey tells the story of James J. ‘Whitey’ Bulger, the crime lord, psychopath and killer who brought the FBI to its knees. From his hell-raising childhood on the streets of South Boston to the shady pact with the FBI, and his fifteen years on the run as one of the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted, Whitey is the story of corruption, greed and the insatiable hunger of a sadistic mob boss, who liked to get his hands dirty by carrying out his own murders.


About the Authors

DICK LEHR is a professor of journalism at Boston University. He is the author most recently of The Fence: A Police Cover-up Along Boston’s Racial Divide, which was a finalist for the Mystery Writers of America’s Edgar Award for best nonfiction. Lehr is a former investigative, legal affairs, and magazine writer for the Boston Globe, where he was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize in investigative reporting, and he has won numerous national and regional public service journalism awards. He lives outside Boston with his wife and four children.

GERARD O’NEILL was editor of the Boston Globe’s investigative team for twenty-five years before retiring to teach graduate courses in journalism at Boston University. With Dick Lehr, he coauthored The Underboss in 1989 and Black Mass in 2000. Black Mass was a New York Times bestseller and number one on the Globe’s bestseller list for a year. He has won several regional and national reporting awards over several decades, including the Pulitzer, the Associated Press Managing Editors Award in 1977 and 1998, and the Loeb Awards for business reporting in 1991, and was a Pulitzer finalist in 1997. He holds a master’s in journalism from Boston University and lives in Back Bay with his wife, Janet. He has two sons.
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Praise for
WHITEY

“Whitey is the definitive word on the whole sordid saga of the Bulger mob. Expertly crafted, beautifully told.”

–Dennis Lehane, author of Live by Night

“Having first uncovered the terrible Bulger story, Gerard O’Neill and Dick Lehr have now brought it full circle – a true circle of hell. Exemplary journalism, high drama, and, for Bulger’s victims, an ongoing tragedy: rarely has a book mattered more.”

–James Carroll, author of An American Requiem

“Black Mass, also by Lehr and O’Neill, was the definitive book on the corrupt relationship of the Boston office of the FBI and the notorious gangster Whitey Bulger. Whitey will stand right next to it as the most in-depth portrayal yet of the life of the man who ruled the South Boston underworld by terror and duplicity. In this groundbreaking, intimately researched work, we learn how he became the person who was feared by so many. Once you start reading, you won’t want to put it down.”

–Bill Bratton, former Boston and NYPD police commissioner and LAPD police chief

“Lehr and O’Neill have outdone themselves. Whitey isn’t just a chilling biography of a monster – it’s also a vivid portrait of Southie, a blood-spattered history of Boston mob wars, and a searing indictment of the corrupt FBI agents who literally give Whitey Bulger a license to kill. Full of new information about Whitey’s prison stint as a young man and his life as an elderly fugitive, this is the definitive account of one of weirdest and most sordid chapters in the history of American crime.”

–Tom Perrotta, author of The Leftovers

“Whitey is a masterpiece of investigative reporting that unravels a tension-filled tale of murder, treachery, and abuse of power.”

–Ronald Kessler, author of The Secrets of the FBI and In the President’s Secret Service

“Dennis Lehane and Martin Scorsese: take a seat. Nobody knows the twisted saga of Whitey Bulger and his gang, covered this story of criminal savagery and official corruption with more courage, or tells the tale now with such élan as Gerard O’Neill and Dick Lehr.”

–John Farrell, author of Tip O’Neill and the Democratic Century

“So much has been written about Whitey Bulger, including by Lehr and O’Neill, but this book is different. It is comprehensive in its scope, tracing Bulger’s family, his own journey from Southie, to Europe, from Leavenworth, and, finally, to the Princess Eugenia Apartment in Santa Monica, California. Lehr and O’Neill have culled material far and wide – transcipts, old prison records, official documents, interviews, books, and clippings. But best of all, they’ve woven it all in a narrative that is extraordinary, compelling, and impossible to put down.”

–Nancy Gertner (Retired, U.S. District Court judge), author of In Defense of Women
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To my wife, Karin; my sons, Nick and Christian; and my daughters, Holly and Dana.
Nothing happens without them.

—Dick Lehr

To my steadfast wife, Janet O’Neill; my sons, Brian and Shane, who make me proud; my prized daughter-in-law, Patty; and my grandchildren, Kylie and Jack.

—Gerard O’Neill




NOTE TO THE READER

THE ARREST OF James J. “Whitey” Bulger in June 2011 gave us the opportunity to reunite to write Whitey’s life story—making Whitey the final part of our trilogy about Whitey Bulger, the Boston Mafia, and the FBI.

The Underboss, the first book in the trilogy, reconstructed the 1981 FBI bugging of Boston Mafia boss Gennaro Angiulo in the city’s North End, an operation that crippled the Angiulo crime family.

Then came Whitey Bulger—who has long overshadowed the Mafia. Whitey’s harnessing of a corrupt FBI Organized Crime Squad for nearly twenty years resulted in the reign of terror that we chronicled in Black Mass.

Now, in Whitey, we are able to place that unholy alliance into the context of his long life, from the streets of South Boston to the sunsets in Santa Monica, California. Whitey is a full accounting of the damage done as well as an excavation into the past to uncover the making of America’s most notorious mob boss.

Dick Lehr and Gerard O’Neill
Boston, January 2013
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September 17, 1981
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Debra Davis


AT MID-AFTERNOON ON a dying late summer day, the stunningly beautiful Debra Davis climbed into the snazzy, two-seat Mercedes convertible that her boyfriend had bought for her and drove away from the home they shared in the suburb of Randolph, Massachusetts. She headed north, her destination South Boston—East Third Street, to be exact, to a house located on the eastern side of the compact neighborhood shaped like a finger sticking out into Boston Harbor.

Her boyfriend, Stevie Flemmi, wanted to show her something—at least that’s what he’d said on the telephone. He wanted to give her a tour of the Cape-style house he’d bought for his parents. The closing was earlier that very same day, and Stevie had paid the full purchase price of eighty thousand dollars, an act of generosity so that his parents would not be saddled with a mortgage.

Debbie exited the interstate. She began snaking her way through the streets of a community known as mostly Irish-American, insular and famous for its “Southie Pride.” While she was familiar with the neighborhood, able to navigate the grid of narrow streets, many of which were one-way and dizzying to outsiders, if Stevie had been at the wheel he would have been able to make his way blindfolded. Stevie Flemmi had grown up in another part of Boston but Southie was now a key venue for his business interests—ever since 1974, when he signed on with a gathering force in the city’s underworld: the legendary boss of Southie’s Irish mob.

Debbie and Stevie had been together for that long, too. She was a teenager in late 1974 working behind the counter at a jewelry store on Beacon Street in Brookline when he’d spotted her. Stevie was significantly older: Debbie was nineteen; he was forty. Stevie had liked what he saw—the flowing blond hair, the blue eyes, the glamour of a ravishing young thing—and decided she was for him. He paid for her divorce from a brief mistake of a marriage, and the two were off and running. But at her age seven years was a long time to be in a relationship. Debbie had met someone else and wanted out. Stevie didn’t think so; he wanted in, now and forevermore. An unmistakable tension had surfaced between the two.

Making her way down East Third Street, Debbie pulled up to the curb outside the house numbered 832. She could see that the one-and-a-half-story Cape Stevie had bought was positioned oddly. The front of the house did not face the street the way most houses do; it sat sideways. And it stood opposite another house that was its mirror image—two houses facing each other with only a small, shared yard separating them. Someone standing at the kitchen sink of one house could practically reach out to hand a cup of sugar to the neighbor standing at the window of the other.

The houses were in fact built as a pair in 1965. A year later a thirty-two-year-old state representative named Bill Bulger bought one. Ever since, Bill, his wife, and their growing family had lived at 828 East Third Street. When the twin house came on to the market in 1981, Stevie made his move. He’d talked to Debbie about wanting his parents to be nearer to him and to be safe. They’d recently been mugged in Boston. The house for sale at 832 East Third Street, situated in his South Boston stomping grounds and next to the home of Bill Bulger, a rising power in Massachusetts politics, certainly satisfied Stevie’s idea of a safe haven.

Debbie Davis waited in her Mercedes. The day that began in bright sunshine was now mostly cloudy, with cooling temperatures and a quiet breeze. Soon enough Debbie saw Stevie’s car coming down the street. She saw that Stevie was not alone. Stevie had arrived with the older brother of neighbor Bill Bulger.

James J. “Whitey” Bulger. The city’s most menacing and beguiling gangster, a crime boss who embraced the role as slayer-in-chief, in large measure because he understood that hands-on viciousness created the footing for him to rival leaders of the larger, more organized La Cosa Nostra. That Whitey Bulger also seemed to find pleasure in the terror only added to his monstrous aura.

Debbie Davis should have run for it, but she did not.

WHEN DEBBIE AND Stevie Flemmi first began dating in 1974, Debbie’s father complained angrily to her mother, Olga. In particular Edward Davis did not like their difference in age. But Olga basically ignored her husband’s concerns; they’d separated that year and relations were not friendly. “He had a terrible temper,” Olga said. The next year, 1975, Edward drowned in a boating accident.

For her part, Olga thought Debbie was “of age” and old enough to make up her own mind. “She said she’d met a nice guy who wanted to take her out to eat,” Olga said about Debbie’s first mention of Stevie. Besides, once Debbie began bringing Stevie around, Olga liked him. “He was always very polite.” Olga knew one other thing about Stevie, that he was “a bookmaker,” but that was all she wanted to know, and Debbie never talked to her about her boyfriend’s business interests.

Instead, Olga appreciated that her daughter seemed happy. Stevie paid for everything, including one apartment after another the couple shared. He lavished Debbie with money, and she built up a wardrobe of expensive clothes, shoes, and pocketbooks. He’d bought her a Jaguar, a Corvette, and now the Mercedes. They socialized with Stevie’s associates, be it at fancy restaurants downtown or Triple O’s, the bar in Southie, with its nickname the “Bucket of Blood,” that served all of his gang’s needs, whether for business or pleasure. They traveled to faraway places, and earlier in 1981 Stevie had even paid for a one-week vacation to Acapulco for just Olga and Debbie. It wasn’t as if Debbie was looking to meet someone, but, ironically, during this mother-daughter getaway, paid for by Stevie, a new man did enter Debbie’s life.

“He met us,” Olga said. “He approached us while we were at dinner.” Debbie was enchanted by the suave, millionaire son of a Mexican oil baron, and the two spent enough time together that a smitten Debbie did not want to go home when the week ended. She did go home, but soon after returned to Acapulco to be with him again. “He was a very nice gentleman,” Eileen, Debbie’s older sister, said. “Treated her like a lady, a princess.”

By summertime Debbie was telling her mother that this was the guy, and she was going to break up with Stevie. By then Stevie had discovered something was up. He’d gone through her things, found her address book, and discovered a new entry for the man from Acapulco—name, telephone number, address. “I told her she was crazy,” Olga said. “Why did she leave it around? I would have kept it for her.”

Olga had a front-row seat to the widening chasm. Debbie, on the one hand, was talking more and more about leaving Stevie Flemmi for the new love interest, while Stevie was suddenly and excitedly talking about marriage. In August, Stevie had stood up right there in Olga’s living room, put his arm tightly around Debbie, and, in full denial, announced, “We’re going to get married in September.”

It was as if by squeezing Debbie Davis and issuing his marital declaration, Stevie was reasserting his claim on the young woman who’d long been such a delight to him. She belongs to me, he was saying—even if his woman was thinking otherwise, to the point that come the afternoon of Friday, September 17, 1981, when she agreed to meet Stevie in Southie, she had a secret plan to fly on Monday to Acapulco.

STEVIE FLEMMI WAS no longer trusting of Debbie Davis. But he was not alone. Whitey Bulger did not trust her, either. In the beginning Whitey might have made fun of Stevie for bringing his new young thing around to Triple O’s, saying she was underage and could not be served, but very quickly he came to detest her. “She had a lot to say and was very loud about it,” Lindsey Cyr, one of Whitey’s girlfriends, recalled.

Lindsey was at Triple O’s one night waiting for Whitey, and over the drone of the crowd she could hear Debbie Davis’s voice at the other end of the bar. Debbie was bragging to a group of hovering men that her boyfriend controlled the city’s underworld. When Whitey arrived, Lindsey chided him. “This lady down the bar is going out with the head of the underworld. Here I thought that was you.”

Whitey took it in. He saw a woman who was noisy and reckless, a woman who, from his perspective, was a risk. And increasingly she got in the way, between him and Stevie. “Bulger kind of resented the fact that I didn’t spend enough time with him in our business,” Stevie said, “and that I was kind of like not being available as often as I should be.” The two associates had a policy of not talking on the telephone—a Whitey rule to avoid possible electronic surveillance. The way it was supposed to work was that Whitey would signal Stevie on a beeper; Stevie would leave his house to find a “clean phone” and then call Whitey back. But too often Whitey dialed Stevie’s beeper, waited for the call back, but the call never came. Stevie was with Debbie and didn’t want to be bothered, which left Whitey staring at his beeper.

“He was very upset about it,” Stevie said.

In March, for Debbie’s birthday, Stevie had taken her out to an expensive restaurant in Boston, and right smack in the middle of dinner his beeper went off. Whitey was trying to reach him. “I called him back and he said that he wanted to meet.” Stevie balked, explaining the situation. “I’m having a birthday party.”

Whitey was apoplectic. He told Stevie to send Debbie home. Tell her he’d take her out another night. “You got to be here,” he ordered Stevie. So on that night, Stevie did what he was told and reported for duty.

By mid-1981 the matter of Debbie Davis had become untenable. Stevie had admitted to Whitey he’d shared certain information with her—extremely sensitive information that was closely held and vital to their business survival. Stevie tried to explain to Whitey why he did it—that his frequent leaving her, and his refusal to say why, had strained the relationship. “She probably figured it was another woman, you know,” Stevie said. The tension between them built to where, in frustration and worry, Stevie told her, “Listen, we have to meet someone.”

That someone—a person whom Whitey and Stevie often met to talk strategy and all manner of underworld affairs—was an FBI agent named John Connolly. “We have a connection,” Stevie told Debbie. “John Connolly, FBI agent.”

This was bad. This was a connection that went to the heart of Whitey’s world, one that in 1981 was operating at full throttle, was responsible for much of Whitey’s success, and was fruitful for the trio involved, meaning the two crime bosses and their FBI agent. While only Whitey and Stevie knew the full contours of the special relationship, the mere disclosure of a “connection” was radioactive. In Cold War politics, it would be like leaking secrets about nuclear-bomb making.

Instantly, Whitey knew what had to be done. If Whitey needed justification for Stevie beyond the shocking breach of security, he could play off of Stevie’s jealousy. Whitey, as always, was up-to-date; he knew about Debbie’s new gentleman caller in Acapulco. This was a no-brainer. This was business.

THE FRONT DOOR of the Cape-style house was unlocked. Whitey and Stevie stepped inside first. Debbie was behind them. She saw a kitchen off to the left. Directly ahead a set of stairs led to the second floor. To the right of the stairs, a hallway ran toward the rear of the house, past a living room and a bedroom. Stevie headed down the hall, where Whitey, already ahead of them both, was in the bedroom.

Debbie Davis followed Stevie. She had little time to look around, and when she approached the back bedroom Whitey stepped out into the hall. His attack was lightning fast. Whitey seized her by the throat with his hands and began to shake her like a rag doll.

Debbie, gasping for breath, was dying—although blocking her airway was not the actual cause of death. Death from manual strangulation results from what is known in the field of forensic pathology as the occlusion, or obstruction, of blood vessels supplying blood to the brain. The pressure of a strangler’s hands against the neck is so powerful and profound that it crushes the neck’s internal structures. And because the strangler has to alter his grip as the victim struggles, the degree of pressure varies—resulting in a roller-coaster ride of terror in those final moments as waves of blood course in and out of the victim’s head.

Exactly how Whitey strangled Debbie Davis—and how long it took—will forever be in dispute, a discordance resulting from two differing accounts. Whitey later told a confederate that the young woman was still alive when he hauled her downstairs into the cellar and deposited her into a chair. In this version, Whitey likely questioned Debbie as to whether she’d told anyone about the “connection” at the FBI. Following that, her mouth was sealed with duct tape and Stevie leaned over her, kissed her forehead, and said, “You’re going to a better place.”

Stevie Flemmi repudiated that account. He insisted that Whitey finished killing her upstairs in the hallway, where Whitey “grabbed her by the throat and strangled her.” Stevie denied kissing her on the head or uttering the line about her going to a better place. “This happened very quickly,” he testified in court years later about a cold-blooded murder he said was “traumatic” given his relationship with Debbie.

Despite the conflicting accounts, what is not in dispute is that Whitey Bulger strangled a woman who had come to know too much and posed a risk to him as long as she lived. So she died. Then, confronted with a corpse in the house that would soon be Stevie’s mother’s, a house where Whitey, Stevie, and FBI agents would eventually hold secret meetings—meetings that at least once included a drop-in from neighbor Bill Bulger—Whitey was still not done with the ghastliness. He handed Stevie a pair of pliers and instructed him to yank the teeth from the lifeless Debbie Davis to hamper authorities from ever being able to identify her through dental records. Making Stevie pull the teeth from the woman he said he loved was yet another way for Whitey to impose his primacy and authority.

Whitey and Stevie wrapped Debbie in plastic, then dragged her body upstairs and out into the late afternoon light. They threw the bundle into the trunk of a car and drove off. Later in the evening they headed to what would one day become known as the Bulger burial ground—a stretch of marshland along the Neponset River, beneath a bridge connecting Boston’s Dorchester neighborhood to the city of Quincy. It was a bridge that Debbie Davis would have seen as she drove north on Interstate 93 from Randolph to meet Stevie at 832 East Third Street. Months later, Whitey had Stevie obtain Debbie’s dental records from her dentist so they could be destroyed.

But for now, during Debbie’s burial, Stevie was left to mull over what he was going to say to Olga Davis when they next talked, what the excuse would be for why the gangster and his girl had not been able to make it to her house for dinner.

STEVIE FLEMMI SAID afterward that the reason he told Debbie about the FBI “connection” was to ease the strain in their relationship. He said he thought he was entitled to make that decision given his standing with Whitey. Two of Whitey’s women knew about the FBI agent. Why couldn’t his?

“So I told Debbie,” Stevie testified later. “I felt justified.”

But to stake out that position Stevie failed to appreciate the difference between his women and Whitey’s. Whitey’s women were in control, and they accepted Whitey’s dictum about discipline, or else. In contrast, Stevie’s involvement with Debbie Davis had been a mess. Looming larger than the issue of women, however, was Stevie’s failure to understand the core difference between him and Whitey. Though they were partners, they were not equals, not by any stretch. Whitey Bulger was in charge, and this was how it had always been. In any gathering it was Whitey’s outsized persona that filled the room. His brother Bill once commented that Whitey as leader “was the only role he would tolerate.”

The strangulation of Debbie Davis was not Whitey Bulger’s first killing, or his last. He strangled and shot upwards of two dozen victims. In September 1981, when the nettlesome problem of Debbie Davis needed a final solution, Whitey was at the threshold of a decade that would see him soar as a crime boss, to the zenith of his underworld powers.

He was not about to let a girl get in his way—and, as was his custom, the fact he took the Debbie Davis matter into his own hands reflected both psychological makeup and criminal genius. Whitey had an intense need for control, and so to get things right he often did it himself—which meant the empire he was building was more a cult of personality than an outfit with built-in lines of succession. Whitey also understood the message his free-killing ways sent through the city’s dark underworld, a political statement of cold terror.

But as horrific as the killing of Debbie Davis was, this is not a book about one Bulger murder. This is Whitey Bulger’s life story, the story of the most notorious crime boss in twentieth-century America, a story that cannot be told without also telling the story of Boston and, more specifically, South Boston, of the Irish in America, of organized crime, and of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. It is a story that includes his politically prominent brother, Bill Bulger, and the documentable instances where the two, forever loyal, looked out for each other, across the arc of their lives and mutual success in their chosen fields.

In the annals of crime in the United States, Whitey Bulger today stands at the front of a line that includes John Dillinger, Al Capone, Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow, and, more recently, John Gotti. His list of victims matches or exceeds that of any other crime boss, but Whitey has achieved a distinction that no other major crime figure can claim: he brought the nation’s top law enforcement agency—the FBI—to its knees, with FBI agents working in service to him. In his book Public Enemies, Bryan Burrough provides an excellent historical account of the FBI’s War on Crime in the early 1930s—against Dillinger, Bonnie and Clyde, and many others. Burrough documents that for a young FBI, the early 1930s was when “the FBI became the FBI,” a period when it evolved “from an overmatched band of amateurish agents without firearms or law-enforcement experience into the professional crime-fighting machine of lore.”

Three decades later, the FBI underwent a second major shift, when it announced in the 1960s that its new priority was to fight organized crime, specifically La Cosa Nostra. But this time the effort went horribly awry, as a secret new FBI program where agents teamed up with underworld informants resulted in rank lawlessness: agents lost their compass, broke the law, and, ultimately, became gangsters themselves. The corruption became a way of life and continued to the end of the century, with Boston seeing the worst of it, a scandal of historic proportion. And at the center of the madness stood the master manipulator, Whitey Bulger.

This biography of James J. “Whitey” Bulger will explain the evolution of Whitey from a juvenile delinquent in the 1940s to stone-cold killer in the 1960s, from unchallenged crime boss in Boston in the 1980s with the blessing of a corrupted FBI, to fugitive from justice in 1995, and, finally, to his capture sixteen years later in June 2011 at age eighty-one. Other works, including our own Black Mass, have covered portions of his gangster life, most notably his years as an FBI informant, but they have left unanswered such fundamental questions as what created Whitey Bulger. What were the forces at work in the making of the monster? In Whitey we aim to answer those questions, and in the process reveal a man whose dark pathology and obsession with self-preservation, whose taste for blood, and whose criminal genius all combined to create a larger-than-life crime figure who single-handedly rivaled the Mafia as a criminal enterprise, who caused at least one Boston mayor to worry about his own safety, and who, most recently, was second only to Osama bin Laden as the nation’s most-wanted fugitive.
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Riverhead
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The Bulgers lived around the bend above the church


A HALF CENTURY after the American Revolution, the Bulger clan started out in the New World on one of the bleakest promontories the North American continent had to offer: Newfoundland.

William Bulger, Whitey’s great-grandfather, arrived toward the end of the most lasting migration to North America in history. He came as a young man from County Wexford in Ireland, looking for a new start in a rough-hewn place that had better-paying jobs for the strong.

He had been born a year after the English put down yet another Irish insurrection, this one famously involving a secret alliance with France that was betrayed and became a too-little, too-late fiasco.

The high hopes of the Rebellion of 1798 yielded only a deep gash in the national psyche. It had been the most sustained country-wide uprising in Irish history and its last stand was in Bulger’s home county. The Battle of Vinegar Hill became a turning point, followed by massacres of insurgents and civilians by English troops in Enniscorthy and New Ross. The bitter aftermath was the execution of rebel leaders and another century of ruthless rule from London and by Anglican Protestants.

By the time William Bulger was born in 1799, his village had glumly resettled into utter subjugation. The country once again turned inward, largely oblivious of momentous events in America and Europe. George Washington died at Mount Vernon and Napoleon became dictator of France. Within a year, Thomas Jefferson beat John Adams in one of the most drawn-out and hard-fought presidential elections in American history.

But Ireland was a medieval world away, subsisting in backwater repression. A quarter century later, it had little to offer William Bulger. His immigration fit the pattern of the day. He was in the prime age category of eighteen to twenty-five, and a single male on board a ship that had few women. Nearly all left behind slim prospects in a stifled society and an agrarian economy in hard times.

Bulger embarked at the tail end of a historic passage that began two centuries earlier when intrepid Irishmen first left Waterford Harbor for seasonal work in the Grand Banks fisheries. The trade was driven by English merchants from the port city of Bristol, with ships stopping in Ireland for better and cheaper salt provisions. Immigrants were added as another commodity.

Eventually, cyclical migrants became permanent settlers. As more “winterovered,” a small Irish colony became a beachhead. In the first third of the nineteenth century, Newfoundland became a turnstile to new beginnings.

The immigrant wave turned the provincial seat of St. John’s into a small city that grew haphazardly along the coast. Its steep streets and colorful houses peered over one of Canada’s better harbors, which lies between two bluffs besieged by wet fog and fierce winds. In spring, massive icebergs from Greenland slide by its entrance. It has remained a bare-knuckled town of many pubs and tumble-to-the-street brawls. The raucous barrooms and Gaelic music are as indelibly Irish as a failed rebellion.

But the pioneers still felt the tug of home as they arrived with deep roots in their villages, most going back generations. Unlike the later emergency evacuation of Irish families to America in the 1840s, the newcomers to Newfoundland usually walked up the wharf in St. John’s all alone, with no kin waiting for them. Ahead was a lifestyle and work world that shifted sharply from the agrarian to the maritime. Cod was king as much as Victoria was queen of England.

For the most part, the Irish stayed put in St. John’s, with few venturing into the logging camps of the interior. The sea diluted the old ways and became the harsh rhythm of daily life. One study of the refugees found that most had worked on large estates, but not merely as tenant farmers. They had a variety of occupations that made them more adaptable to the New World—stonemasons, plasterers, painters, carpenters, thatchers, boatmen. The best credential was fisherman, though most of the Irish had worked on interior rivers and not the frenzied Atlantic.

According to an 1836 census, St. John’s had 15,000 residents, or 20 percent of the provincial population, making it one of the largest Canadian cities of the day. Three out of every four Irishmen lived in the city or on the adjacent coast, which is still known as the Irish Shore.

THE JOURNEY OF the Bulger founding father surely resembled the peregrinations chronicled by John Mannion, of Memorial University in St. John’s. An authority on immigration, he focused on residents who departed the village of Inistioge in Southern Kilkenny, next door to Bulger’s County Wexford, over a fifty-year period.

The Inistioge contingent were generally passengers on the return trip of St. John’s ships that carried cod and oil to Ireland. The émigrés embarked under arrangements made by a local trader who guaranteed fares that fell due after passengers got jobs in Newfoundland. The traders were part of a Protestant clique of Scottish ancestry who represented several vessels and booked passengers who traveled down the riverways on ferries to New Ross in Wexford, a bustling way station en route to the main harbor. Mannion found that during the nineteenth-century migration, Kilkenny ranked just ahead of Wexford in sending young men to St. John’s.

William Bulger likely made a day’s journey to the port on foot, carrying his aspirations in a seabag, to the quay of New Ross and then down to Passage, on Waterford Harbor, where he may have boarded one of the thirty ships that cleared the inlet each spring, bound for St. John’s and its fishery. Or perhaps one of the twenty ships that left later in the year with more priority, since they carried provisions for the fall and winter.

Bulger caught the second and final immigration wave in the early nineteenth century that flooded St. John’s with Irish refugees. Between 1810 and 1815, 14,000 came ashore, and a similar number disembarked between 1825 and 1831. The benchmarks of the era would have Bulger arriving at St. John’s around 1825. According to Mannion, the pattern was for male Irish émigrés to take at least seven years to get enough money together to set up a house and start a family. It was more than tentative Irish bachelorhood. It was an economic necessity.

Newfoundland was a patriarchal society even as late as the 1830s, when William Bulger began courting Mary Myer, who was likely the native-born daughter of an immigrant from County Tipperary. In her day, men outnumbered women by two to one and she probably had several suitors.

Myer fit the marriage pattern of the era better than Bulger. He was almost an old-timer at thirty-four when they married, but she was twenty-one, a typical age, as nearly all Irish women wed in their early twenties.

They married on November 20, 1833, at the only Catholic church in St. John’s at the time—the Old Chapel on Henry Street. Because of its expanding congregation, it evolved into the Basilica of St. John, which required both stone and stonecutters be imported from Ireland. It appears they were the rarest of Irish families, in that they had only one child—a son, James, who would be James “Whitey” Bulger’s grandfather, as well as Whitey’s namesake nearly a century later, in the generational Irish tradition of naming firstborn sons after the father’s father.

Both family names were Gaelic but both were rare in Newfoundland. Mannion found that in the nineteenth-century migration, there were only sixteen Bulgers who listed Irish places of origin. Only three were from Wexford. Most were from Kilkenny. There were just three Myers, and they were from southern Tipperary County, also contiguous to Waterford Harbor, with its link to Newfoundland.

The Bulgers became a fishing family in the uniformly Irish West End of St. John’s. Mannion thought it likely Bulger would have fished inshore, a few miles from town on an inlet from skiffs with a crew of up to four men. Or possibly as a “shoreman” curing fish. Mannion said that if William Bulger had taken a merchant’s job as a shopkeeper or tavern proprietor, he would have left a larger footprint.

While the Irish populated St. John’s in the early nineteenth century, the province was dominated by Protestant English merchants, who held tight the reins. For most of the migratory surge, the Irish had been denied full civil rights and could not hold office or enter certain professions, restrictions similar to the infamous penal laws in Ireland itself. But all that started to change within a few years of Bulger’s arrival, a gradual amelioration that still took place faster than was the case in Irish Boston, and far more rapid than in Ireland itself. Newfoundland, perhaps because of its smaller scale, moved tentatively but surely toward assimilation, but not integration. Fishing villages were and remain English Protestant on one side of an inlet and Irish Catholic on the other.

JAMES JOSEPH BULGER was born on August 25, 1844. Whitey Bulger’s grandfather was baptized at the Basilica of St. John. But he arrived as an ill wind came in from across the Atlantic. Catastrophe leveled the Irish homeland before James Bulger’s first birthday. The staple crop of Ireland—the ubiquitous potato—turned foul from fungus in the fields, beginning a savage starvation that the English ignored while peasants ate grass and died where they fell. One-third of the potato crop rotted in 1845 and the plight steadily worsened each year until 1850, a vicious iteration that decimated tenant farmers, especially on the west coast.

Only 1 percent of the famine refugees docked in St. John’s, the old trade route from Waterford having been abandoned. But the sustained diaspora from Ireland meant pandemonium fifteen hundred miles away, in Boston.

With a small but growing Irish population, with kin and neighbors to offer helping hands to refugees, Boston became a major destination for immigrants. The city leadership was virulently hostile but there was shared misery in what became America’s first urban slum, in the North End. The early immigrants were hemmed in along the waterfront, a miasmic place of overcrowded tenements and backed-up sewage. By 1855, Boston was one-third Irish, with fifty thousand immigrants sprawling across the north and west ends, Charlestown, and South Boston.

The tenfold increase became the impetus for a long-lasting anti-immigrant backlash in Massachusetts. Local nativists became part of a national movement that quickly evolved into a paranoid sect steeped in secret handshakes and passwords. They became the “Know-Nothing Party” because of their pledge to evade all questions about their purpose: “I know nothing.”

Famine and bigotry influenced all nineteenth-century Irish immigrants, setting the contentious agenda in Boston for a half century. It would hold true even for late arrivals from Newfoundland like the Bulgers, who endured the mild stigma of being “two boat” Irish. In the petty pecking order of the day, descending from a stay up north was less pure than immigrating directly from County Cork.

AS THE UNLOVELY Boston story boiled over at mid-century, before settling into one of edgy coexistence, the Bulgers made a meager livelihood in the Irish enclave known as Riverhead, in the West End of St. John’s. But if there was no famine or cholera, there was plenty of hardship and heartache.

Like his father, James Bulger was a fisherman who married in his thirties, exchanging vows with Alice Gardiner at the basilica on November 25, 1875.

Whitey Bulger’s grandmother was the right age for marriage at the time—twenty-one. She also came from an Irish immigrant family that had deep roots in the fishing trade, hailing from Harbour Grace, near St. John’s. It was a busy village that serviced the Labrador cod industry farther north.

Alice Gardiner’s family had immigrated from New Ross, the river town and transfer station for Waterford Harbor, where émigrés embarked for Newfoundland. The Gardiner lineage went back deeper into Newfoundland history than the Bulgers’ and revealed the relatively rare intermarriage of English and Irish. The wedding probably took place before the Catholic Church became established in Newfoundland, and Alice’s grandmother Eleanor Pippy brought an Anglican English surname from Devon to the family tree. And a long-distance reverberation for Whitey Bulger: because of her, the jingoistic gangster who helped smuggle guns to the Irish Republican Army has a drop of English blood.

The newlyweds lived with his parents at 128 Lazy Bank Road, in the West End. It’s highly likely that James got work in the Labrador fishery through his wife’s family—a fatal circumstance, as it turned out. Tragedy followed the best of prospects and intentions—a steady job for James. He drowned in a fishing accident in June 1883 at L’Anse-au-Loup, on the shores of Labrador Straits, an area known for its deadly shipwrecks. Alice Bulger was five months pregnant with her second son when her husband died.

Whitey Bulger’s father, James J. Bulger, was born on November 25, 1883, and baptized in St. Patrick’s Church, a couple of blocks from Lazy Bank Road, fatherless and the youngest of three. He would be the end of the line for the Bulgers in Riverhead, and the family’s waning coincided with the ebbing of the Irish altogether in St. John’s. When William Bulger and Mary Myer were courting, the Irish made up half of the province, but over the century, their portion fell to 20 percent as the general population rose from 60,000 to 202,000.

The Bulgers spent seventy years in Riverhead, experiencing all too well the region’s bitter, endless struggle with the wild North Atlantic. The province would grow but never really prosper. Its natives remain known in Canada for doing the brawny jobs few will do and for being too stubborn for their own good. Like when they overfished the cod to virtual extinction.

THE ST. JOHN’S TO Boston immigration route was well established by the time the Bulgers took it. One study found that a contracting job market and a bad fire in St. John’s in 1846 sparked a mini-migration to points in Canada and New England and a sustained passage to Boston. The Bulgers took the Boston boat toward the end of the nineteenth century, when the clan petered out amid death and departures.

On April 15, 1879, the founding father, William Bulger, died at home in the Riverhead neighborhood; he was buried at St. Patrick’s. It had been two years since the birth of his first grandson, William Michael Bulger. His other grandchildren were born after his death—Mary Maud in 1881, and James in the fateful year of 1883. (It appears the grandchild William did not survive.)

Five years later, on July 14, 1884, the matriarch, Mary Myer Bulger, died at seventy-two, also at home on Lazy Bank Road.

Five years after that, the widow from Harbour Grace, Alice Gardiner Bulger, her familial infrastructure gone, decided the sea and hard life had taken enough of a toll. At age thirty-five, she left her children behind and set out for Boston, arriving in 1889. It seems likely that she traveled with an old friend from the inlet town where she grew up. In any event, she and Michael Kelley, also from Harbour Grace, were married in Boston in 1892 and lived in Charlestown.

Three years later, young James, twelve years old, joined his mother and stepfather in Massachusetts. Perhaps with Bulger piquancy, he later listed his arrival date as the Fourth of July, 1895. His naturalization papers stated his occupation as “seaman,” a vestige of the life he had left behind but hardly an impressive credential in Yankee Boston.

It appears that Bulger had a difficult transition with his new family, which included a stepfather and a young half brother, Brendan Kelley. Less than three years after his arrival, he and a pal were school dropouts applying to be apprentices at the Boston naval station. Rejected, they decided to run away from home, walking to Providence, Rhode Island, some fifty miles away. Newly homeless, they were picked up as vagrants and spent the night of June 23, 1899, in the Pawtucket police station. The next morning, the fifteen-year-old Bulger rethought life on the road and headed to the rail yard to hop a freight train back to Boston. He was lucky to get out alive. According to a Boston Globe story, he fell among moving cars and his left arm was crushed. The story states he was found in “an almost senseless condition” in the mud. His arm had to be amputated.

He returned to the Kelley home in Charlestown and was listed as a resident on Corey Street in the 1900 census. But by 1905, when he filed his naturalization papers, he was living in a boardinghouse at 22 Unity Street in the North End, a neighborhood in the final phase of drastic transformation, going from entirely Irish to mostly Italian in two decades.

Although the North End still had some Irish streets when Bulger settled there as a twenty-two-year-old, it was an Italian stronghold by then, another self-segregating reshuffle in clannish Boston. The Irish had fled the slum, and those who could do so had upgraded to South Boston, leaving behind a cholera epidemic and the sky-high infant mortality rate.

The North End was no bed of roses at the turn of the century. It was a low-rent place of jam-packed tenements and littered streets. As the Irish withdrew, there were incessant clashes between Irish and Italian gangs. In these the Irish learned that not all differences are settled with fists. Stilettos surfaced on the streets. The resentments lasted nearly a century, as Mafia capos derided Irish cops and crooks, one group as bad as the other. Whitey Bulger would become part of the ancient antipathies.

WHEN WHITEY’S FATHER, James Bulger, moved into a waterfront rooming house after the turn of the century, it coincided with a benchmark in Irish ascendancy. The North End’s singular personality—John “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald—became the first American-born Irishman of immigrant parents to become Boston mayor. Honey Fitz moved relentlessly upward, going from the common council to the state Senate to Congress and finally to the mayor’s office. His career took him to Washington, D.C., the Boston suburbs, and finally to Dorchester, where he lived when he was mayor. But no matter the job, he always paid mawkish fealty to his roots, saluting the “dear old northenders” so often that they became known as “dearos.”

But in 1905, Fitzgerald was long gone from the North End and the dearos were dispersed throughout South Boston, Charlestown, Dorchester, and West Roxbury. James Bulger was a young man without a country—a two-boat “Newfie” in an Italian village yet no “dearo” to the Irish, an interloper from a place so far north that icebergs are a sign of spring.

If, at the turn of the century, James J. Bulger decided to take stock of his life so far, it would have made for a bleak recapitulation: He never knew his father. His mother had left him behind in Newfoundland to be raised by in-laws. At age twelve, he became an immigrant himself, trying to connect with a new family. Then he was permanently disabled at fifteen. And here he was now, a one-armed Irishman in an alien neighborhood known for manual labor. A Dickensian life was unfolding.
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FOR ALL THE hardships in getting there, the first quarter of the twentieth century was an idyllic if meager time on the South Boston side of the railroads and Fort Point Channel. Nothing fancy. Just a good, simple life. If the place called “the town” for short tended to rhapsodize about itself, it did grow into more than just another neighborhood. There was a strong sense of being special and separate, surrounded as it was on three sides by the harbor and loaded with parks and ocean frontage—a cachet missing in other Irish camps.

The one discordant note—and a resounding one that reaffirmed the ancient estrangement from Yankee Boston—was the fury that followed the police strike of 1919, when a WASP governor, mayor, and police commissioner fired Irish cops for trying to unionize. One of the lawless insurrections took place just over the Broadway Bridge. Though order was restored, the strike reinforced the view of downtown leaders that South Boston was a truculent society within a society, stuck in survival mode far longer than necessary, clinging to enemies to define itself.

Thus the Southie paradox: congenial on the inside but rancorous at the border. The legacy of immigrant life and Boston bigotry made the South Boston Irish deeply possessive—their streets, their three-bedroom apartments, their schools, their churches, their blocks. The sense of staked-out turf extended even to the beachfront, where families always went to the same spot at the foot of I or K or M streets. Five square feet on a rocky beach and seaside chairs became family heirlooms.

But it wasn’t as if Southie was conjuring bogeymen. Its paranoia began with real enemies. Even the Kennedy clan felt the hard stare of chill Yanks. Rose Kennedy, daughter of Mayor Honey Fitzgerald, wife of a successful banker on his way to being a legendary tycoon, and future mother of a president, had been shunned by Brahmin Boston. In her memoir, here’s what she saw: old money was the only kind that counted and it controlled the banks, insurance companies, law firms, shipping, and mercantile enterprises in a self-perpetuating aristocracy. She wrote that the social divide in 1910 was so sharply drawn that the newspapers carried two society columns—“one about them, one about us.”

The only unifying theme was mutual exclusion. The Irish, clannish to begin with, simply adopted the cloistered culture they could see up on Beacon Hill when they arrived in the mid-nineteenth century. In both neighborhoods, the premise was the medieval understanding that everyone had a proper place and stayed there.

BUT SOUTH BOSTON had its own separate history, largely unconcerned with social slights at downtown clubs. Rather, the neighborhood focused on becoming its own closed society to ward off outside intrusions. An insular mentality took deep root.

The early Irish in Southie had advantages that immigrants in the rancid North End and disheveled Charlestown lacked. The housing was better and they briefly shared common interests with Brahmins living in the big houses along City Point.

But best of all: South Boston was able to sidestep the famine deluge of fifty thousand émigrés who swamped downtown from 1845 to 1850. The Southie peninsula was still thinly populated, something of a pastoral oasis. It had a small colony of Irish who had trickled in during the 1830s, when ships from Waterford and Cork harbors first began regular runs to East Coast cities.

For the most part, the first Irish in Southie were small shop merchants with middle-class aspirations who had little use for the more recent arrivals from Cork and Galway. The South Boston Gazette actually joined the chorus denouncing the famine émigrés as country bumpkins and brawling drunkards. The South Boston Irish also shared the Yankee resentment of downtown officials dumping institutional buildings on what had been cow pastures.

Southie’s leadership filed a protesting document known as the “Memorial of 1847,” which decried the gathering of the impoverished and diseased on their stoop. It was signed by WASPs such as Cranston Howe, Samuel Perkins, and Isaac Adams. It would take a while, but the prison and hospitals and a poorhouse were all relocated. The power of protest had taken hold.

The us-versus-them outlook that remains at the core of Southie life began as a Yankee-versus-Yankee conflict over what downtown was doing to their bucolic commune. But the manifesto was a turning point for what became the ultimate Irish enclave, a place of such shrill independence as to be almost ungovernable. It was the birth of an ethos that became an article of faith to the growing number of Irish streaming into Southie—that outsiders are exploitive and downtown is not to be trusted.

Over the next decades, the steady Irish migration changed the character of a rural middle-class peninsula into a working-class mainstay. The population doubled with factory jobs and heavy industry that took over the Lower End during the Civil War. As the Yankees slowly withdrew, there was a steady flow of Irish from one end to the other, Lower End to City Point. In a quarter century, South Boston coalesced into the tight-knit Irish colony that would be known far and wide.

WHILE ROSE KENNEDY fumed about separate and unequal treatment at the dawn of the twentieth century, James Bulger was struggling just to get by.

Boston employment archives show that he began a decade of work as a city employee, first as a clerk at the House of Correction on Deer Island in 1911 and later at the South Stable on Albany Street, in the horseshoe shop that serviced street cleaning and the sewer system. It appears his North End days helped him catch on with the administration of Honey Fitzgerald, who barely beat the epitome of Yankee Boston, James Jackson Storrow, in 1910, when the Irish took City Hall in a watershed election.

Bulger kept his head down during the next election cycle, when James Michael Curley began his long if intermittent reign in 1914. It appeared Bulger didn’t survive the later patronage wars when Andrew Peters, a quirky, quintessential Brahmin Republican, beat Curley in 1917 with the help of a Democratic spoiler in the race. Bulger was off the city payroll by 1919.

At the end of his public payroll days, Bulger was about halfway through a vagabond’s bumpy ride in and around Boston. He would live in eight neighborhoods, six in Boston along with stays in Revere and Everett, and accumulate a dozen addresses.

After starting out in Charlestown, he lived in a series of rooming houses in the North End, then on Harrison Avenue in the South End while he worked at the stable.

In 1916, at age thirty-three, he married nineteen-year-old Ruth I. Pearce before a justice of the peace. The couple moved into 26 Melbourne Street, near Codman Square in Dorchester. But it was a short-lived union and they separated in about two years.

In 1918, Bulger moved in with his mother after Michael Kelley, her second husband and onetime neighbor from Harbour Grace in Newfoundland, had died.

His mother, twice widowed, was a rough-and-ready Newfie listed in the city directory as the janitor in the building where she and James lived, at 91 Eustis Street in Roxbury. James stayed there until 1922, and it appears he was at loose ends during this time—separated, perhaps unemployed, and approaching his forties. Records show he ran afoul of the law. Prison files for his son Whitey state the father was charged for assault with a gun in Roxbury and had been arrested on more than one occasion for being drunk.

At some point in the middle of the Roaring Twenties, James began courting a Charlestown woman, Jane “Jean” McCarthy, who was half his age. The courtship likely coincided with his divorce from Ruth Pearce in 1925, nearly a decade after they had married and well after she had remarried and moved to Chicago. Bulger claimed “abandonment” in his separation papers, an emotional blow reminiscent of being left behind in Newfoundland by his mother thirty years earlier.

McCarthy’s family had moved to Everett, and Bulger showed up in city directories in Everett and Revere. Their courtship ended in a sudden elopement. On January 10, 1928, they were married in a civil ceremony at the Somerset Hotel in New York City. Their first child, Jean Marie Bulger, was born on May 15 of that year. They lived on Yeamans Street in Revere, and James listed his occupation as a clerk at a sand and gravel company, a job probably attained thanks to a connection he made during his years working for Boston’s public works department.

The next year, the firstborn son, James J. Bulger Jr., destined to be Boston’s foremost gangster, arrived in a Boston hospital on September 3—a month before the stock market crash of 1929. By then, the expanding family lived in Everett, next door to some of Jean’s relatives on Woodlawn Street.

They moved once more to Revere before renting apartments in three-deckers in Dorchester. The Bulgers lived in three of them and added three more children, sons William and John and another daughter, Carol. (A third daughter, Sheila, was born in 1944 after they moved to South Boston.)

By the time the Bulgers got to their last Dorchester stop, they were literally on their way to Southie. They stayed two years on Crescent Avenue just across the border. Whitey was eight and old enough to be running on the street with boys headed for serious juvenile delinquency. One nearby group was the East Cottage Street Gang, which hung out on the corner of Raven and Crescent avenues. The boys, some only in seventh grade, were already into car theft, or “hot boxing,” and house break-ins. They used improvised jumper cables to start cars, which they would take for jam-packed joyrides around Dorchester. They also stole tires and sold them on the black market to gas stations and taxi drivers.

Another gang operating near the Bulger’s Crescent Avenue home was known as the Carsies; they too were “hot boxers” who also broke into houses and caused trouble around Columbia Station. Their main recreation was sneaking into movie theaters in South Boston and downtown.

While Whitey was never a formal member of the East Cottage Street Gang or the Carsies, one of his longtime girlfriends, Lindsey Cyr, said he told her he started stealing on the streets at a young age, in her words “out of necessity. It was to put food on the table for everyone. He said it was survival, pure and simple. They had nothing.”

WHEN THE BULGERS moved to Dorchester and edged toward Southie, the city was not only in the throes of the Great Depression—it was in a housing crisis. Boston was still a city of immigrants living in dilapidated apartment buildings, especially so in Irish and Italian neighborhoods.

The census data for 1930 Boston delineated a city of renters in buildings constructed, for the most part, in the nineteenth century. With three of every four families renting, home ownership was essentially out of the question for Irish families for nearly forty years.

As of January 1934, at the height of the Depression, South Boston had the third-highest unemployment rate of any neighborhood, at 32.5 percent, well above the city-wide average of 26.1 percent. It also had the city’s highest infant mortality rate.

Southie didn’t really get back on its feet until after World War II, when the veterans came marching home with a broadened view of life. Just as Beacon Hill was the personification of Brahmin Boston, South Boston became the jut-jawed face of Eire, which made it more than a neighborhood. For good or ill, it symbolized all things Irish: the feisty spirit, the immigrant survivor, the aggressive Catholic rebel.

But even as it inched toward solidarity and status, its housing stock declined inexorably. It was redlined by banks that withheld home improvement loans, leading to a catch-22: Financiers saw Southie as swallowing up good money after bad, a losing proposition where the teetering homes weren’t worth saving. And then they wrote off the entire neighborhood because it was blighted.

As the stalemate over housing deepened into a policy crisis in the late 1930s, the architects of the New Deal stepped tentatively into the breach, starting in South Boston.

BY 1934, THE Depression had stretched well beyond implacable unemployment and soup kitchens. Housing had been the neglected stepchild, even among President Franklin Roosevelt’s brain trust, which focused on creating jobs. But as conditions worsened, decrepit housing couldn’t be swept under the rug and so forced itself onto the national agenda. There was no ducking the overwhelming fact that one-third of all American families were living in slums. In Boston, the number was nearly half, with the hardest hit being the “in-close” neighborhoods around downtown.

As the nation faced a full-blown depression in 1933, FDR was ambivalent about getting the government into the housing business, favoring direct relief over tenement construction. While skeptical, he came around gradually as he saw the benefit of housing low-income families in a way that also boosted the lagging building industry.

Boston was one of the first cities targeted by federal housing bureaucrats. But it still took five years, from 1933 to 1938, to get the city’s first project in the ground, in an area known as Old Harbor in South Boston.

Old Harbor became the first federally funded housing project in the country. It was also a bulwark for the Bulgers. Whitey lived in the homestead for four decades, with time off for bad behavior in four prisons. While he would be feared in South Boston, he was protected and even prized inside the project’s connecting courtyards.

He was a rebellious nine-year-old when Old Harbor was dedicated on September 11, 1938, several weeks after its actual opening. The Bulgers were among the nine hundred founding families. The odds of landing in a project unit were the same as getting into Harvard—one in ten. A tally taken in 1940 found there were 10,000 applications made for only 1,016 units. You needed a sponsor to get in and it’s possible that the father still had some City Hall connections from his days working at the Deer Island House of Correction and the South Stable. Or perhaps with someone who knew John McCormack, then a rising congressman from South Boston who had pushed hard for the project with the Roosevelt administration. McCormack would be squarely in the family’s corner during Whitey’s decade in federal prisons. And his attachment to Old Harbor was so strong that it was renamed in 1961 after his mother, Mary Ellen McCormack.

The grand opening at Old Harbor was a Southie holiday. Some five thousand people were at the sun-splashed dedication ceremony at Henry Sterling Square and as many others toured the facilities. With every building decked out with the American flag, residents watched from their windows and hundreds gathered on the roofs.

News photos show about 250 soldiers at attention on the edge of Columbia Park, across the street from where the U.S. flag was raised inside the project. The black cars of officialdom ringed the park. A crowd of priests, police officers, and politicians formed a crescent around the flagpole.

About seven hundred children of tenants assembled at nearby St. Monica’s behind a band and marched to the grandstand. Dignitaries included Congressman McCormack, who reminisced about his boyhood in Andrew Square and crowed about his role in getting the project done. City counselor John E. Kerrigan took a bow for stopping an earlier effort to put a racetrack on the vacant land.

The project streets were designated as “ways” and each had a separate dedication. The names reflected the priorities of the time and place—military commanders, priests, and labor leaders.

In all, there were forty buildings, with a total of 1,016 units and 3,902 rooms. According to a 1940 lease agreement between the Boston Housing Authority and the federal government, the rents were $23.15 per month for three-room apartments, $26.80 for four rooms, and $30.95 for five. It’s likely the Bulgers, with a new infant and four other children, needed the biggest unit. They were paying slightly more than the city’s median market rate of $29.65.

And it’s also likely that the Bulgers had no problem living within the annual income restrictions governing occupancy in the project, with the family average being $1,200 a year and the maximum set at $2,282.

Besides meeting the income requirement applicants had to have been in substandard housing “detrimental to health, safety and morals” for the previous six months; had to have lived in Boston for at least one year; and someone in the family had to have a job. It was explicitly not welfare housing. It was for the working poor.

Under those terms, the Bulgers’ Dorchester apartment had to be discernibly substandard. And they needed the five rooms to accommodate their newest member—Whitey’s youngest brother, John, was a newborn when they moved into 41 Logan Way.

But Old Harbor became the exemplar of public housing. Social compatibility became an instant hallmark. Virtually overnight, it had twelve softball teams, an eight-team bowling league, two Girl Scout and three Boy Scout troops, and numerous clubs and societies. Surrounded by the hardscrabble Lower End, it nevertheless had the lowest juvenile delinquency rate in the city.

But the new world of public housing was changing even as Old Harbor was being built. In 1937, the federal program was expanded to include slum clearance and annotated to stress anew that the units were for the working poor who needed help in getting to better housing elsewhere. But that would change.

Later, state court decisions affirmed that the housing authority had no obligation to provide housing to the dispossessed. The precedent set siege to the nearby Old Colony project—3,761 families in South Boston were displaced, only to discover one of the new hard facts of urban renewal: they couldn’t afford the rents in the housing that replaced their own.

Another hard fact was that people whose houses were demolished rarely got into new units. Old Colony was the searing case in point. Only 4 percent of the evicted got an apartment on the twelve-acre site.

But in an era of radical change and scarce housing, the strapped Bulgers hit the lottery at serene Old Harbor. According to an interview with Whitey’s brother Bill, the family got by even though the father worked only occasionally as a clerk at the Charlestown Navy Yard, doing the late shift on holidays. He was fifty-five when the family arrived at Old Harbor, and he never held a full-time job while living in the project. The mother worked part-time at department stores and, according to Lindsey Cyr, one of Whitey’s girlfriends, had a state job after Bill got into politics.

The clan from Riverhead had landed in a clean, well-lit place near the sea that was surrounded by acres of parks and ball fields. Old Harbor had the enveloping benefit of married parents, free ice cream on the Fourth of July, and stairwells that were clubhouses, about thirty kids in each building. To this day, there’s abiding fealty to hard-won community values. South Boston has consistently maintained the highest percentage of long-term residents in the city, reflecting a historic emphasis on staying put in a place that matters. But the turf loyalty was twisted as it veered toward blind allegiances. It became a protective shield for gangsters like Whitey Bulger and political camouflage for legislators like his brother Bill. The loyalty “oath” is such that criticism from within is seen as unspeakable betrayal and from outside as uninformed provocation.

William Burke, a high school classmate of Bill Bulger who grew up at Old Colony, recalled an insular upbringing in which the outer world was a mystery better left unsolved. The early days, he said, were a placid time before drugs and the government dole overran project life. In his building there were twelve families who got along in mutual respect and cohesion. But there was one false note in the lulling background music—a touch of envy about Old Harbor across the way.

Burke, who became a well-known Latin teacher at Boston College High School, reminisced that “we who lived in Old Colony always thought that those who lived in Old Harbor were better off. Isn’t that something? That Old Harbor was richer, better.” Decades later, he shook his head but smiled at the thought.
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