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NEARLY 5 MILLION men and women have served the United States as police officers.

			Only one has been executed for murder.

			This is the story of Charles Becker—a New York police lieutenant widely reviled in the first decades of the last century as “the crookedest cop who ever stood behind a shield”—and of the raucous, gaudy city that made him. It is also the story of the precinct that Becker’s career so frequently returned him to: Satan’s Circus, in midtown Manhattan, then both New York’s entertainment district and the heart of its vice trade.

			The cast of characters is extraordinary. Aside from Becker himself—who was able, brave, intelligent, and yet utterly corrupt—the book tells of “Big Tim” Sullivan, an election-rigging vice lord who stole hundreds of thousands of dollars from ordinary New Yorkers, yet was borne to his funeral through a crowd of more than 20,000 weeping citizens; of Jack Zelig, the beloved gangster; and of John Goff, a onetime terrorist turned sadistic hanging judge. Elsewhere in its pages you will meet “Gyp the Blood,” a back-snapping thug and uselessly incompetent murderer; the sinister “Bald Jack” Rose, his entirely hairless procurer; and Bill Devery, the hulking, shrewd police chief who ran his city as one vast racket and used the money he extorted from Manhattan’s brothels to found the New York Yankees.

			Since even a novelist would hesitate to invent such characters, I want to make it clear that nothing of what follows is fiction. Satan’s Circus is closely based on contemporary sources—legal documents, newspapers, and an archive of detailed reports filed by the most prolific private detective of the day—which make it possible to reconstruct the events of a century ago in remarkable detail. Nor are any of the conversations I have included in the book invented; each one was either recalled, word for word, by one of the participants or noted down by a reporter. In the handful of places where I have speculated on the thoughts and motives of individuals, I have acknowledged that fact in the text or in the notes.

			Mike Dash
 London
 April 2, 2006

			

			“I’ve been living on chuck steak for a long time. Now I’m going to get me a little of the tenderloin.”

			

			CAPTAIN ALEXANDER “CLUBBER” WILLIAMS CELEBRATES HIS APPOINTMENT TO POLICE NEW YORK’S THEATER, GAMBLING, AND PROSTITUTION DISTRICT—“THE RICHEST GRAFTING TERRITORY IN THE CITY”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1
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			WIDE-OPEN

			BROADWAY GARDEN WAS DEBAUCHED. To think of the place as just another New York saloon was perverse; the Garden bore about as much resemblance to one of the sagging, smoke-stained taverns squatting on street corners downtown as a diamond did to a paste bauble. Combining the attractions of a bar, restaurant, dance hall, and vaudeville show, it was bigger and busier than half a dozen low dives rolled into one.

			The Garden owed much of its popularity to its superb location. It stood near the corner of Broadway and West Thirty-first Street, in the heart of New York’s entertainment district, and Broadway itself—the busiest, most brightly lit thoroughfare in the world—swept a living tide of likely customers past its doors at all hours of the day and night. Even some time after midnight on a Tuesday morning, one of the quietest evenings of the week, the Garden was all jostle and hubbub, loud music and light: the sort of place that filled readily with fashionable drunks, young couples flirting their way through clandestine assignations, and single men with darting eyes who called in when the theaters closed in the hope of making the acquaintance of a chorus girl.

			On this particular evening—it was some way past midnight on September 16, 1896—a young man, rather smartly dressed in a jacket, waistcoat, and straw hat, was dawdling at a table in the Garden’s restaurant. He was in his middle twenties and not especially attractive: pale and thin, of average height, and sporting a poorly nourished mustache that quite failed to impose itself on a face dominated by a large nose and larger teeth. His long, tawny hair had been greased, parted in the middle and then plastered down across his forehead. Occasionally, as he leaned forward, a few strands would break free and dangle limply across one eye until they were pressed back into place.

			Sharing the young man’s table, and sitting directly opposite him, were two much better-looking women. These girls were even younger than their host, perhaps eighteen or twenty years old, and they were fashionably clad in thick, embroidered silk, their waists tightly nipped with stays and their neatly made-up faces half hidden beneath elaborate hats. They called themselves actresses, but they were really nothing more than dancing girls, high kickers from a nearby show. They had drunk enough over the last few hours to feel pleasantly relaxed, and now they chattered happily, giggling as they told tales of their experiences. Their companion, listening attentively, scrawled notes down on a paper pad.

			Skulking unobtrusively some twenty yards away, a second man observed this scene with interest. He was a good deal taller and much stronger than the first, but less extravagantly dressed. He was doing his best to remain inconspicuous. His vantage point, the lobby of Broadway’s Grand Hotel, was well suited to this purpose; it was crowded and less well lit than the street outside, and by pressing himself flat against a wall the man could keep a close eye on the Garden with little chance of being seen himself. He had done this sort of thing often enough to learn patience, and after a while he was grimly pleased to note that a third young woman had walked up to the table in the restaurant. The newcomer was even more striking than the chorus girls: exceptionally beautiful, her pretty, mobile face framed by a mass of startling dark red curls. She was wearing a simple shirtwaist—a fitted blouse with mannish collar and cuffs—that neatly displayed her figure, and she slid into the seat beside the man with greasy hair. He greeted her enthusiastically.

			Now the watcher knew that he was right. He pulled out a pocketwatch and checked the time. It was approaching 2:00 A.M.

			         

			The watching man did not have long to wait. The little group around the table broke up only a few minutes later, when one of the dancers rose to leave and the young man in the straw hat offered to escort her to a streetcar stop about a hundred yards away. The other two girls loitered on the nearest corner, waiting for him. When their companion returned, he seemed lost in thought, head down, eyes fixed on the sidewalk, and only half aware of a pair of late-night revelers lurching down the road ahead of him. These men reeled up to the redhead and the chorus girl and passed them rather close; perhaps a few words were exchanged.

			At once a loud commotion snapped the young man from his reverie. The tall figure of the watcher from the Grand Hotel had materialized behind the girls and seized both by their wrists, his fingers gripping them so fiercely that they had no hope of escape. They screamed out in surprise and fear, twisting desperately to see who had accosted them, but their captor would not release his hold. After a few seconds of struggle, the redhead’s imprisoned arm went limp, her shoulders slumped, and she burst into tears—“the wildest and most hysterical sobbing,” her male companion thought, that he had ever heard.

			The girl’s captor stared down at her, and his wide mouth cracked into a grin. He relaxed his grip but kept hold of her wrist. To the young man who had sat with her in the Garden—hurrying now toward her over the road—he seemed “picturesque as a wolf,” his face a study in triumph.

			The wolf fixed both girls with his gaze. “Come to the station house,” he said. “You are under arrest for soliciting two men.”

			         

			His name was Charley Becker, and he was a New York City cop.

			Becker was not much older than the women he was arresting—he had only just turned twenty-six—and was an unusual policeman. Most Manhattan patrolmen of the day were stocky, street-smart Irishmen in their thirties or early forties: brave when called upon, perhaps, but swaggering, casually brutal, and all too frequently corrupt. Men of this sort, with ten or more years’ service on the streets, were princes of the city. Left to patrol their beats largely unsupervised, they became intimately familiar with the local tavern keepers, street vendors, and crooks, and few were above pocketing a dollar here and there for overlooking harmless violations, nor accepting a pint of beer and a free meal from saloons that remained open after closing time. Becker, in contrast, came from a German family, which made him “Dutch” in the police parlance of the day and an exotic rarity in a force still then more than two-thirds Irish. Standing six feet two inches in his socks, he towered over most of his contemporaries. In a department all too often officered by men of few brains and less imagination, he was also markedly intelligent.

			Charley Becker’s ancestry, cleverness, and height all set him apart from other New York policemen. But it was his inexperience that most clearly marked out the young patrolman within the precinct. With fewer than three years’ service to his name, Becker was scarcely more than a rookie: a policeman who retained some of the traits of a civilian and had yet to master all the finer details of his job. Still, months pounding a beat on the streets of Manhattan, weeks of after-hours plainclothes duty in New York’s Nineteenth Precinct, and long nights swapping stories with colleagues in the nearby station house had begun to teach harsh truths about the city. Now Becker’s police career had reached a fork familiar to every officer. He could try to be an honest and upstanding cop, stick strictly to the rules, and stay untainted by corruption. Or—more likely and far easier—he could yield to the temptations of the entertainment district.

			Already Becker’s views were being colored by experience. Respectable women, he had learned, did not wander through the theater district after midnight. Men who paid for the company of girls in fancy bars such as Broadway Garden wanted something in return. And beauties like the little redhead in his grasp did not consort with plainer, older men for the mere pleasure of their company. “Any woman,” he believed, “who talks to a man late at night on the street is a prostitute.”

			Elsewhere in the United States—indeed elsewhere in New York—Becker’s comment might have seemed outrageous. But not in midtown Manhattan. The grid of streets of which the Garden was a part had long been notorious throughout the city, and at midnight, by the cold glare of a thousand arc lights, the sidewalks swarmed with touts hawking the services the neighborhood was famous for: late-night drinking, gambling, and sex. It was a simple matter, in the early-morning hours, to find a gaming “hell” offering high-stakes card games, to drink oneself into a stupor in one of the hundreds of blind tigers (as unlicensed drinking dens were known), or to visit a brothel that sold girls as young as twelve for a dollar a time. Shocked clergymen called the place “Satan’s Circus,” and denounced it from their pulpits. For everyone else it was the Tenderloin: the most glamorous, notorious square mile on earth.*1

			Officer Becker had grown in confidence working undercover in Manhattan. In his time on the force, he had learned how to keep his bosses sweet, how to control the local toughs without bothering his desk sergeant too much (lavish use of the nightstick was prescribed for this), and, above all, the importance of maintaining a steady stream of arrests. Promotion came more readily to men whose records demonstrated energy, and—in Satan’s Circus after dark—there were many opportunities to bulge the file. Prostitutes, in particular (as the policeman well knew), were easy prey. They invariably give themselves away “by some indescribable wearing of the sealskin saque or the jaunty hat” better yet, their clients rarely wanted trouble, and the girls mostly thought of an arrest as a hazard of the job. In the course of his midnight patrols on Broadway, Becker had skulked and watched plenty of ordinary-looking men pick up pretty part-time prostitutes in the Garden. Now, with not one but two girls in his grasp, he was relishing the prospect of an easy arrest.

			The redhead and the chorus girl were proving awkward, it was true. Both women bitterly proclaimed their innocence, denied soliciting, and insisted they had said nothing to the passing revelers. To make matters worse, their male companion had not made himself scarce, as the policeman had probably expected. Instead here he was, hurrying over to insist that he, too, had witnessed nothing of the sort. A few months or years before, a younger Becker might well have believed them. Now, though, he had become implacable. He was about to march his prisoners off when the imprisoned chorus girl turned and, in sheer desperation, gestured to her new acquaintance. “Well, he’s my husband!” she cried out.

			Thrown for a second by the dancer’s lie, Patrolman Becker turned toward the lank-haired man. The girl’s claim seemed obviously preposterous, but he dared not simply dismiss it. It was dangerously unheard of for an ordinary patrolman to detain a married lady and her husband. Any mistake could be embarrassing and costly.

			In the barely perceptible pause that followed, the man from the Garden made up his mind to lie. “Yes,” he stated firmly. “I am.”

			Probably the policeman doubted him. But he had experience enough to know that there was nothing to be gained by arguing with a gentleman. He dropped the chorus girl’s arm, releasing her. “Still,” he added, “I have got this other one.”

			“Why arrest her either?” the young man demanded.

			By now Becker had had enough. “Say,” he snarled back, turning, “do you know this woman?”

			There was such an unmistakable hint of menace in the policeman’s voice that the girls’ companion felt it wisest not to lie again. “I know nothing at all about her,” he confessed. Becker flashed him a tight smile. “Well,” he said, “she is a common prostitute, and I am arresting her for soliciting those two men. If you people don’t want to get pinched, too, you had better not be seen with her.”

			And, tightening his grip around the redhead’s wrist, the policeman turned smartly away and marched off toward the station house.

			         

			They formed a peculiar crocodile: Becker in the lead, dragging his prisoner behind him, and trailed at a distance of a yard or two by the agitated chorus girl and her by-now-cowed companion.

			The Nineteenth Precinct building was only a block away, and Becker hurried up the steps to the front door, pushing the girl in before him. He propelled his prisoner to a high writing desk positioned just inside the entrance and presented her to the policeman sitting there, Desk Sergeant McDermott.

			There can be no doubt that both officers recognized the girl. Her name was Ruby Young, though within the borders of Satan’s Circus she was generally known by her more glamorous alias, Dora Clark. Young was an interesting case, at twenty far more attractive than the ordinary run of prostitutes, and better-spoken, too—a girl, one contemporary observed, who seemed “obviously above the level of her kind.” This, together with her pretty face and figure, enabled her to snare clients of the highest class. She had recently enjoyed assignations with a wealthy businessman living at the Waldorf-Astoria hotel, perhaps the grandest such establishment in the city.

			All this suggests that Young was still new to her trade and had not yet embarked upon the inevitable drift of fresh-faced novice prostitutes, who began their careers on the streets near Broadway and ended them, a few years later, on the waterfront. Still, for all her looks, Ruby had yet to find herself a rich patron or secure the comfortable arrangement with a rich man that might have taken her off the streets. She had been detained for soliciting in Satan’s Circus three times within the last four weeks and was now well known at the station house. McDermott took one look at her and gestured with a thumb. “Take her back,” he said, and the girl was escorted to the cells.

			Young’s friend, the high-kicking actress, had trailed her to the precinct house in the hope of interceding on her behalf. But the sergeant’s short, brutal dismissal of the redhead left her incapable of further protest. It remained to the lank-haired man in the straw hat to ask McDermott if he could at least send a few things down to Young to help make her more comfortable. The man also gave the desk sergeant a statement of the night’s events, seen from his own perspective. He appeared angry and defiant and might, he added, even make a statement in the girl’s defense when she was brought before the city magistrate.

			McDermott looked down thoughtfully from his high stool. “Well,” the sergeant said, “that may all be true. I don’t defend the officer. I do not say that he was right or that he was wrong. But I give you the plain advice of a man who has been behind this desk for years and knows how these things go, and I advise you simply to stay at home. If you monkey with this case, you are pretty sure to come out with mud all over your face.”

			The would-be witness mulled this over. “I suppose so,” he replied. “I haven’t a doubt of it. But I don’t see how I can, in honesty, stay away from court in the morning.”

			“Well,” McDermott snapped in some impatience, “do it anyhow.” But what he was thinking was, “I have seen you somewhere before. I know you vaguely. I recognize your face.”

			         

			In fact, most educated people in New York had seen the young man’s face. He was newly famous, the author of a book that everyone who cared for literary fashion had devoured, lionized in the way that only the very latest writers can be, and certainly so well known that what seemed at first a small affair threatened to turn into a scandal. Charles Becker, who did not list reading among his pleasures, was one of the few people in Satan’s Circus who would not have recognized the distinctive features of his adversary and at least paused to consider whether it was worth the risk of tangling with him.

			The man’s name was Stephen Crane, and he was widely acclaimed as one of the finest writers in America. “Bohemian in the best sense,” according to the New York Journal, and by some way the most celebrated of Manhattan’s literary men-about-town, Crane—in the New York of 1896—possessed renown equal to that enjoyed by any politician or famous sportsman. The author, still only twenty-four, had been welcomed into the grandest mansions on Fifth Avenue and become acquainted with many of the city’s leading public servants, among them the commissioners of police. His doings were followed with interest in the daily papers. Should he choose to appear before the New York magistrates, testifying on behalf of a mere streetwalker, it would cause an undoubted sensation.

			It was not, in fact, unusual for Crane to be found slumming in Satan’s Circus. True, his shining reputation rested on his Civil War novel The Red Badge of Courage, a frank account of the fear experienced by a soldier during his first taste of battle, which had enjoyed a stunning and complete success when it appeared in 1895. But Crane’s real interests lay elsewhere. His first book had been a sympathetic portrait of a New York prostitute, so bold and avant-garde that it had failed to find a publisher. His next was an equally unsparing analysis of alcoholism. His newspaper articles—the tremendous acclaim accorded to The Red Badge ensured that editors were keen to hire him—concerned themselves chiefly with the lives of New York’s most impoverished citizens, and as if that were not enough to shock the more genteel of his admirers, the fashionable young writer chose to live not in a well-heeled part of town but on a disreputable stretch of Sixth Avenue, where the poor were not simply a hobby; they were his neighbors. Crane’s fascination with the lives of bums, drug addicts, and prostitutes set him apart from almost all of his contemporaries, and though his articles sold papers, even the editors who commissioned him privately thought his pieces “queer.” Before long, the writer was dressing as a tramp to write an account of life in a downtown flophouse, and lining up half the night with beggars in a blizzard for a handout of food.

			Crane’s most recent foray into Satan’s Circus had been his most controversial yet. Returning from a trip out west, the novelist had turned in a highly informative article on New York’s numerous opium dens, going so far as to smoke the drug himself in order to inform his readers of its principal effects. His employer, William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal, was sufficiently encouraged by the ensuing furor to commission yet another selection of pieces. This time (the newspaper proudly announced) Crane’s canvas would be broader: nothing less than “a series on life in New York.” But the author was not ready to abandon his old stomping grounds just yet. “He chose,” the Journal added in trumpeting the serial, “the police courts as his first subject.”

			It was for this reason that Stephen Crane had begun the morning of September 14, 1896, at one of Manhattan’s busiest courts and spent the day examining the array of petty criminals and prostitutes, picked up by the police in the course of the previous evening, who were hauled one after another before an unsmiling magistrate. He was a talented observer, and the sheer mechanics of the process obsessed him—not least, he wrote, “the kaleidoscopic view of the characters who passed rapidly before the judicial gaze.” But there was still much Crane felt he did not understand. He needed to see how the men and women who had come before the bench lived their lives away from the court. It was vital, he concluded, to “study these victims of injustice in their own haunts.”

			That decision explained Crane’s appearance at Broadway Garden the next evening, his choice of dinner companions, and the enthusiasm with which he had made the acquaintance of Ruby Young. It also explained the writer’s perverse willingness to offer testimony on Young’s behalf the next day. A starring role before the magistrates, even as a witness, would certainly add interest to a newspaper account. But even the impetuous Crane had to acknowledge that there was a good deal of truth in what Sergeant McDermott had told him. Associating with a prostitute was scandalous in any circumstance. Appearing in court to defend one could scarcely fail to stain his reputation.

			In his published account of events at Broadway Garden, certainly, Crane was careful to attribute only the noblest of motives to himself. He was, he implied, so chivalrous that Young’s profession was a mere irrelevance; the simple fact that a woman had been badly treated by a bullying policeman overrode consideration of her station. These protestations of nobility won over most of his admirers and were, inevitably, broadcast by the Journal, which stood squarely behind its man. But—as Sergeant McDermott had predicted—the youthful novelist’s true role in the Ruby Young affair struck other men as questionable. Staider newspapers than Hearst’s found Crane’s willingness to consort with prostitutes discreditable, no matter what his reasons, and several concluded that the writer’s motives were not as pure as he implied. Crane, the Boston Traveler went so far as to observe, had probably entered the entertainment district “on a genuine ‘lark’ and, when his companion was apprehended, invented the tale about searching for book material. That is the way it looks to a cold and unprejudiced world.” There were others who openly suspected that, far from being a victim of an overzealous cop, Crane had engineered the whole affair in order to provide himself with dramatic copy for an article and—not incidentally—the means with which to criticize a police force he believed to be oppressive and whose men he mistrusted and despised. In this interpretation Patrolman Becker, and not Ruby Young, was the true victim of entrapment.

			“The policeman flatly lied,” Crane protested in the Journal. But even among the writer’s friends there were many who thought that he should never have become involved in such a grubby fracas. “Go home,” a fellow reporter advised him as he left the Nineteenth Precinct building. “Your own participation in the affair doesn’t look very respectable. Go home.”

			         

			Ruby Young was arraigned the next day.

			Jefferson Market Police Court, where Becker’s prisoner was brought shortly before noon, was a scowling Gothic monstrosity that loomed over a corner on Tenth Street and Sixth Avenue, its ornate redbrick facade making it look more like a place of worship than a court of law. “The windows,” Crane wrote in his own description of the place,

			

			were high and saintly, of the shape that is found in churches. From time to time a policeman at the door spoke sharply to some incoming person. “Take your hat off!” He displayed in his voice the horror of a priest when the sanctity of the chapel is defied or forgotten.

			

			The Market’s magistrates processed an endless parade of drunks, streetwalkers, delinquent saloonkeepers, and petty thieves with mechanical efficiency, devoting just a few minutes to each case. Most of the infractions they dealt with were minor and were punished with small fines. The more persistent offenders might receive sentences of a few days in the cells.

			By the time Young was called to the bar, the courthouse was crowded, as it was every day, with a throng of clerks, policemen, witnesses, and gawking spectators, many of whom had turned attendance at the Market into a sort of hobby. The latter were, Crane had once noted with a frisson of disgust, mere parasites who wore “an air of being in wait for a cry of anguish, some loud painful protestation that would bring the proper thrill to their jaded, world-weary nerves.” When, at the end of an earlier hearing, a young servant girl was sent to jail for theft and let out a howl of anguish, “the loungers, many of them, underwent a spasmodic movement as if they had been knived.”

			In ordinary circumstances Young’s hearing would soon have been over. Women picked up for soliciting in Satan’s Circus had almost no chance of mounting a defense, and the word of a policeman was always preferred to theirs. Still, Ruby had done what she could with her appearance. Despite her long night in the cells, the auburn hair that made her so recognizable had been pinned up and artfully arranged, and although she had slept in the clothes she had worn the previous night, one of the reporters in the courthouse wrote that she “certainly did not look dissipated and was very neatly and prettily dressed.” The girl sobbed violently, and not entirely for effect, as she was led forward, and stood before Magistrate Robert C. Cornell “flushed and downcast” while a charge of soliciting was read against her.

			Becker gave his evidence first. Clad now in his patrolman’s uniform, with its thick blue jacket and large shiny buttons fastened up to the neck, he seemed a much more imposing figure than he had in plainclothes hours earlier. He was strongly built, with a bulky body that was mostly muscle, large hands, broad shoulders, and an impressive chest. A billy club and a service-issue Colt revolver protruded from his belt, and he carried his tall white helmet tucked under one arm.

			As he came striding into court, Becker looked like a policeman, too. He had a broad, regular face, with brown eyes set a little wide, and was, one reporter noted, “dark in hair and skin. His nose is big and straight, jutting out uncompromisingly over a long upper lip, a mouth like the cut of a knife, and a chin that sticks out squarely at the end of a jaw that looks like a granite block.” The whole effect was set off by a thick, bristling mustache of the sort then favored by members of the force. Becker kept his neatly trimmed, so that it did not droop down around the corners of his mouth as the mustaches worn by older officers generally did, and his hair was short and closely cropped. His military bearing and impressive looks struck many of the spectators in the court, and though his speech and manner were evidently less assured—“he talks like a man who might have had an education in the public school,” another reporter sneered—he delivered his statement in a clipped and practiced tone that brooked little argument.

			“What have you got to say to this charge, young woman?” Cornell asked the girl when he was done.

			Ruby had listened to Becker’s account with slowly mounting anger. Now she attempted to defend herself. “The charge is false,” she wailed through squalls of tears. The girl denied emphatically that she had talked to any man outside Broadway Garden; Becker, she swore, could not possibly have seen anything inappropriate. The patrolman had invented the charge because he had a grudge against her.

			Allegations of police corruption of this sort were heard each day at the police court, and just as frequently dismissed; they were, after all, almost the only defense open to women caught touting for business on the streets. But the story that Ruby Young now told was so unexpected that it raised a shout of laughter in the room.

			“The charge is founded,” the girl explained, “upon the desire of this policeman to assist a couple of brother officers in gratifying a spite they have against me.” Becker, Young continued, her voice hardening in indignation, had charged her with soliciting as a result of an incident that had occurred about a month earlier, when a certain Patrolman Rosenberg—also of the Nineteenth Precinct, and like Becker in plainclothes—had accosted her at midnight. The girl, misled by the shadows and the policeman’s swarthy skin, had made a fatal mistake: thinking that Rosenberg was a black man trying to pick her up, she had abused him and chased him off. “I told him to go about his business,” she added to suppressed amusement, “adding that I wanted nothing to do with negroes.” Rosenberg, incensed, detained her on the spot, and when the story had emerged at the courthouse the next day, the patrolman was so humiliated by the titters running round the court that he had sworn revenge and told Ruby that he would henceforth arrest her on sight. The girl had been locked up each time she had set foot in Satan’s Circus since.

			Young’s story gave even Magistrate Cornell pause. “Is there any doubt in this case, Officer?” he queried, turning back to Becker.

			The policeman kept his head. “None at all,” he returned airily. “She is an old hand and always lies about it.”

			Cornell returned his gaze to the girl standing at the bar and pondered for a moment. “You do not deny you frequent the Tenderloin, do you?” he inquired.

			Ruby started to reply, then hesitated. “There would be no use in making such a denial,” she murmured at last.

			That settled matters for Cornell. No respectable woman, after all, would be found walking through the vice district alone, and he was about to issue Young with a fine when there was a sudden commotion on the public benches. Magistrate, court officers, and spectators all swung around to find the source of the disturbance. “The interruption,” the New York Sun’s reporter noted, “came from a slender young man of medium height with tawny hair parted in the middle and falling in great masses over his temples.” He had jumped to his feet and was attempting to identify himself. Stephen Crane had kept his promise to attend the hearing.

			         

			Crane had arrived in court several hours earlier, avoiding any fuss. He had kept his peace while he heard the evidence against his casual acquaintance. Now that he could see that Young was adjudged guilty, though, he could no longer remain silent. “Just a word, Your Honor,” the writer called to Magistrate Cornell. “I know this girl to be innocent.” In the shocked silence that followed, Ruby (Crane himself would write) “in uncomprehending wonder gazed at him. She could hardly understand how it was that he dared to defend her.”

			Cornell, who knew the writer slightly, gestured his assent, and Crane rattled off a hurried, nervous summary of events at Broadway Garden, insisting that he had kept the redhead constantly in sight as he left the premises—a dubious proposition, as it happened, since he had certainly turned his back on her in order to take her friend the chorus girl to her streetcar stop. But the novelist’s name and fame lent added weight to his testimony, and so cast doubt on Becker’s word. The statement was certainly enough for Magistrate Cornell. He ordered that Ruby be discharged forthwith.

			“But, Your Honor,” Young stammered as she stepped down, “I will be arrested on sight the next time I show my face in the precinct.”

			“I will look out for that,” Cornell assured her. Perhaps fearing that the magistrate would change his mind, the girl hurried from the court, vanishing into the lunchtime crowds that rushed along Tenth Street. Crane followed after her more slowly, a magnet for the dozen court reporters who surrounded him on the steps outside.

			“I well knew I was risking a reputation that I have worked hard to build,” the writer told them all with calculated modesty.

			

			But she was a woman and unjustly accused, and I did what was my duty as a man. I realized that if [I] should stand tamely by, in such a case, our wives and sisters would be at the mercy of any ruffian who disgraces the uniform…. The arrest was an outrage, and I’d do the same thing again if I had to, even if I lost any little reputation I may have and strived to get. If the girl will have the officer prosecuted for perjury, I will gladly support her.

			

			The reporters wrote down this whole speech, scribbling away in shorthand to transcribe it all. As they did so, a tall man jogged down the steps behind Crane’s back, twisting to glare at the triumphant novelist as he passed. It was Charley Becker, angry and humiliated, leaving the courthouse with his sworn testimony ignored and his honor cast in doubt. The patrolman shot a second glance at Crane as he went past: a look of malevolence and hatred. Perhaps fortunately, his accuser failed to notice it.

			         

			Becker gave his side of the story later that same day to a reporter from the Journal who tracked him down on his usual beat, patrolling Broadway between Thirty-fifth and Thirty-ninth streets. Predictably enough, it differed considerably from Stephen Crane’s.

			“I arrested the woman because of what I, myself, saw,” the policeman said. “If Mr. Crane says I took her away from a party of persons with whom she was conversing, he is mistaken. To do such a thing would be simply suicidal for a man in my position. I am in this business not for glory, but to earn my living honestly. I wish to retain my position and, if possible, to get ahead.”

			It was only half the truth, of course. If Becker had not despised Ruby Young before he arrested her—and, given her charges against Rosenberg and the well-known clannishness of the police, he probably had—he had good reason to do so now. The next time he encountered the girl along his beat, at three in the morning on October 4, he walked up behind her, seized her by the throat, kicked her, and threw her to the ground. A crowd of passersby intervened before he could inflict real damage. A few days later, the little redhead was attacked again, this time by another prostitute. Ruby’s assailant, a handsome-looking, hard-faced Irish girl known throughout the Tenderloin as “Big Chicago May,” struck her a fierce blow on the head, and “a lively fight ensued.” May, it would emerge, was a close friend of Becker’s.

			Such continued ill treatment proved counterproductive, for it merely steeled Young’s resolve. As New York slid toward bitter autumn, she thought with increasing frequency of Crane, of how he had stepped forward to defend her at Jefferson Market, and of the promise he had made outside the court: “If the girl will have the officer prosecuted for perjury, I will gladly support her.” As it happened, the novelist himself had decided not to press charges of his own against the police and had also rebuffed an invitation from Chief Peter Conlin, the ranking officer of the department, to give a longer statement regarding the whole affair. Probably Crane’s sudden reticence owed something to the warnings he was now receiving from the Nineteenth Precinct, not least the suggestion that he himself could well face prosecution for immoral living if he continued to pursue his case. But Ruby had little left to lose. Three weeks after the incident at Broadway Garden, she went into the police headquarters on Mulberry Street and pressed formal charges against Becker and a second officer from the same precinct, alleging that both men had been consistently harassing her.

			The incident had now blown up into a serious affair. Charges of this sort could be answered only at a “police trial”: a formal hearing before one of the city’s four police commissioners at which both parties would be represented by attorneys. Such trials were not uncommon at the time; there were an average of more than 1,000 of them in New York each year after 1889, this at a time when there were only 4,000 or so men on the whole force. But they were not to be taken lightly. Officers found guilty of serious misconduct could lose their jobs, and fines and suspensions were commonplace.

			Becker was in trouble, and he knew it. The policeman was sufficiently concerned to have the date of his hearing put back twice, to allow more time for the gathering of evidence. He also found the money to hire a shrewd, experienced attorney by the name of Louis Grant. But his final preparation was perhaps the most significant. On the afternoon his trial was scheduled to begin—October 15, 1896—Officer Becker rallied the support of colleagues from the West Thirtieth Street station, and when he made his way down Mulberry Street to the hearing, he did so in the company of a bodyguard. Callow patrolman though he was, Becker entered the headquarters building surrounded by a phalanx of policemen made up of every member of his precinct not on duty at the time.

			         

			Police trials seldom lasted longer than an hour or two, but this would prove to be the longest in the department’s history. Becker and his adversaries, Young and Crane, reported to police headquarters at 3:00 P.M. as asked. Commissioner Frederick Grant*2 kept them waiting while he handled other business, and the proceedings did not get under way until after ten in the evening. Despite the lateness of the hour, however, Grant declared his intention to complete the trial that night. Crane canceled a supper engagement, dined off a brought-in sandwich and a bottle of beer, and was finally called to give evidence at 1:00 A.M. The proceedings did not draw to a close until 2:40 A.M.

			Much of that time was taken up by a parade of twenty or so men and women from Satan’s Circus who testified for Becker. Lawyer Grant had corralled a throng of cabdrivers and prostitutes to support his client’s story—just the sort of people, cynical reporters observed, who depended heavily on the goodwill of the local beat policeman for their living. These witnesses gave similar accounts, some insisting that they had seen Young and her friend the chorus girl touting for business on the street corner, others confirming that the redhead worked regularly as a prostitute.

			The testimony with the greatest potential to damage Young came from the girl’s new enemy, the intimidating Chicago May. “A huge blonde whose diamond earrings seem as big as hickory nuts,” May earnestly testified that Ruby had promised her $25 to give false evidence against Becker. The patrolman, Young had told her, “must be broken.” When he had been, she would take a ship to Europe.

			Chicago May’s undoubted lies had less impact than they might have thanks largely to Young’s lawyer, David Neuberger. His vigorous cross-examination destroyed what little credibility the Irish streetwalker had:

			

			“What’s your occupation?” Mr. Neuberger asked this woman, whose blushes are not visible.

			“I’m a typewriter,” she replied.

			“On what machine do you typewrite?”

			She did not know.

			“Name one typewriting machine.”

			She could not.

			“Did you earn those diamonds with your wages as a typewriter?”

			

			Still, Neuberger did not have things entirely his own way. Lawyer Grant landed his share of stiff blows, most of them on Stephen Crane. The men of the Nineteenth Precinct had evidently used the weeks before the trial to dig for evidence discreditable to the novelist, and Becker’s counsel marshaled the facts relentlessly. Was it not true, Grant began, that Crane actually derived most of his income from the immoral earnings of prostitutes? The author denied it. Well, the attorney went on, had he not recently shared a house on West Twenty-second Street with several unmarried women? “I refuse to answer,” Crane muttered in response to this suggestion, “because it would tend to degrade me.”

			Scenting blood, Grant went on to describe the detritus the police had uncovered in a search of the writer’s apartment. An opium kit—lamp, needle, pipe, and scraper—had been discovered among his possessions. The lawyer tried hard to get Crane to confess that he had used it, and though the witness argued convincingly that the layout was merely a souvenir brought home from his newspaper investigations, he was forced to admit that he had lived for six weeks that summer with a woman who was not his wife. To straitlaced New Yorkers of the time, such an admission was shocking enough. What made it worse was the revelation that the couple had taken a room in a brothel where the girls were well known for robbing their clients. Thoroughly angered and ashamed, Crane nonetheless refused to name the girl he had shared the place with. “On what ground?” an exultant Grant demanded. “Because it would tend to degrade me,” the writer mumbled once again.

			Nearly an hour of this examination ended with Crane utterly humiliated. “So thick and fast did Lawyer Grant fire the red-hot questions at the witness,” one reporter in the courtroom noted, “that he finally put his hands up to his face as if to prevent them burning into his brain.” At that moment the young writer recognized the wisdom of Sergeant McDermott’s warning. He did indeed have mud all over him.

			Of course, the Journal, Crane’s own paper, exploded in an editorial, the whole interrogation was typical of the excesses of New York’s police, “part of a deliberate and despicable scheme of intimidation by which any voluntary witness in a trial for police outrage may become a victim.” But that scarcely mattered when, inevitably, Crane’s revelations supplied the headlines the next day, which was what Becker had wanted. The real issues of the trial—Ruby Young’s veracity and the patrolman’s supposed brutality—were obscured and forgotten. By the time Commissioner Grant retired to consider his judgment, none of the principal players in the drama retained much credibility as a witness.

			In these circumstances the verdict was a formality; Becker was acquitted. The consequences for his accusers were equally predictable. Ruby Young continued to be harassed by the men of the Nineteenth Precinct whenever she dared set foot in Satan’s Circus. And Stephen Crane discovered that the Manhattan police, when roused, made formidable enemies. For the rest of his short life—he died in 1900 at the age of only twenty-nine—the novelist prudently remained well beyond the grasp of the NYPD. He left town almost immediately to report on the insurgency in Cuba and was scarcely ever seen in New York again. On the one occasion that he did return, in 1898, Crane was recognized in a theater lobby by a patrolman who instantly attempted to arrest him.

			As for Charley Becker, who left court surrounded once again by a guard of brother officers, he had learned a good deal about the power of his badge. Three years of unblemished service had been put at risk, and he owed his triumph solely to the support of his colleagues. Becker was still new enough to the uniform to remember his own days as a civilian. But something had changed inside him since that night at Broadway Garden. He was a policeman’s policeman now.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2
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			KING OF THE BOWERY

			CHARLEY BECKER WAS NOT a native New Yorker. He had been born, in July 1870, on a farm some eighty miles from Manhattan and grew up in what was one of the poorest districts of upstate New York. His upbringing was harsh: The Becker farm was isolated, the land barren, the living uncertain, the family itself austerely religious. He was the youngest child in a family of ten, born to a father who died when Charley was only four years old. He appears to have shown no sign, in his youth, of hating life in the tiny, closed community where he grew up—a place that offered few real opportunities and little to look forward to except a life of backbreaking work. But he left home at the first opportunity, aged only twenty, and headed straight for the city. For Becker, New York offered the temptations and rewards that his birthplace never could.

			Becker was a third-generation American. His grandfather, Heinrich Becker—born in Hesse-Kassel, in the western reaches of Germany, at the tail end of the eighteenth century—was a wood turner. His father, Conrad—also born in Germany—was a farmer who wrested a living from a parcel of land in a desolate spot in the western reaches of Sullivan County, on the border between New York State and Pennsylvania. Even in 1870 the district was still frontier country: barely settled, scarcely tamed. There was only one real town, Callicoon Depot on the Delaware River: a ramshackle settlement, with a population of fewer than six hundred, so unprepossessing that even a local writer promoting the place as a summer residence for city folk admitted that it had “no claim to beauty.” The hinterland, meanwhile, consisted largely of impenetrable forest, filled with panthers and deer and dotted here and there with tiny settlements so small that they were scarcely even hamlets.

			Callicoon had its advantages, of course: The air was clear, the water pure, and the little town nestled in the foothills of the Catskills, shielded from the worst of the winter winds. But it was notorious, in equal measure, for the poverty of its soil. The Becker farm, two miles south of the tiny village of Callicoon Center, stood—the first historian of the district noted—“in the woods beyond the bounds of civilization,” and after paying for his land, Heinrich had “but little, if anything, left except his wife and children.” Foul weather reduced the family to near starvation on several occasions; wild animals devoured their crops; and when a harvest was brought in, the only means of transporting it to market was on the elder Becker’s back, “a journey which required three days for its performance. There was no road better than a trail through the woods, which was made visible only by marked trees.”

			It was not until the 1870s—by which time Conrad Becker had six sons to help him on the land—that the farm became at last productive. A sliver of road, snaking through the forest, now ran the seven miles to town, and the Depot had in turn been linked to New York by rail. Even after Charley’s birth, however, his father and grandfather were both forced to work occasionally as carpenters in order to earn money. “No one,” the future policeman wrote of his childhood home, “can do more than make a base living on it, and a poor one at that.”

			The sheer effort required to extract a living from the Beckers’ impoverished plot is eloquently illustrated by the fact that not one of Conrad’s sons remained at home to take over the farm. The three eldest of the Becker boys—Franklin, Howard, and Paul—abandoned Callicoon for California, and of them only Paul ever returned. The roguish fourth son, Jackson, fled soon afterward, preferring (as a member of his family recalls) a rootless existence spent “variously as a broker, a searcher for gold, an osteopath or probably a chiropractor, and a con man.” The fifth, John, left home around 1888, seduced by the lures and snares of New York City.

			Charley himself thus came to manhood in a home where there were few male influences. His father died, aged fifty-two, in 1877. His octogenarian grandfather followed five years later. And of his numerous brothers, only John was close enough in age to be a friend. Brought up by a widowed mother, the pet of several older and unmarried sisters, Charley experienced a relatively solitary childhood. Neighbors remembered him as an able, decent child who worked hard and never seemed to get into trouble. According to Baltazer Hauser, who owned a farm adjoining the Becker property for sixty years, “Charles Becker was one of the most honest and best boys I ever knew.” Another local resident had similar memories. “Becker’s people were the very best of neighbors,” recalled Philip Huff, the son of a local lumberman, “and Charley Becker was an honest and very bright boy. I never knew him to do anything wrong or get into trouble of any kind.”

			Only one of Becker’s early acquaintances, indeed, had a bad word to say of him. “There was,” Hauser confessed, “only one thing about him that could be criticized; that was that he was headstrong. He would always do the right thing or quit.” It was this mulishness, perhaps, that prompted the boy to leave the village as soon as he turned twenty. His brother John—a year his senior—was planning to join New York’s police department, and it may be that his encouraging reports persuaded Charley to take his chances in Manhattan. In the autumn of 1890, Becker packed a bag and hitched a lift to Callicoon Depot. From there the great metropolis was just a train ride away.

			         

			The New York, Ontario and Western Railway took the best part of three hours to clack and rattle Becker into the heart of the city. For much of the journey, the engine threaded through the same wooded, unspoiled countryside in which the farm boy had grown up. But as the little steam train with its smoke-smeared carriages began to puff its way along the Hudson River, the view through its grimy windows changed. Farms, woodland, and open spaces receded from view, to be replaced by a seemingly endless parade of houses and apartment buildings, offices, saloons, factories, warehouses, and wharves, sprawling out to the horizon in all directions. For a boy brought up in a village of perhaps two hundred people, it must have been an overwhelming sight. And these were simply the outskirts of the greater conurbation to the south: New York.

			It was already possibly the greatest city on the planet. London was bigger, Paris and Vienna more cultured. But no rival could match Gotham for vigor or the sheer pace of its growth. Seen from the perspective of just over a century, the New York of 1890 still seems in most respects quite modern. True, the first subway was still fourteen years away, Grand Central Station would not be completed for more than two decades, and—in the absence of refrigeration—elections could still be won and lost over the cost of ice.*3 The city’s tallest building was Trinity Church, at 284 feet, and its most ambitious office tower soared a mere eleven stories. But New York was changing with astonishing rapidity. Steel-frame construction and the safety elevator—the twin inventions that made skyscrapers practicable—were about to add a third dimension to the city. Downtown Manhattan’s unique steam heating mains had been laid in 1881, the Brooklyn Bridge was completed in 1883, department stores had begun springing up along Sixth Avenue, and the cat’s cradles of telephone wires festooning the streets announced the introduction of modern communications.

			The electric light, meanwhile—introduced to New York in 1880—had transformed the old gaslit thoroughfares, and cable cars and elevated railways made their appearance almost simultaneously. The former, which traveled along tracks at street level and were powered by endless steel belts, had severe drawbacks, among them lethal momentum. (“Once a motorman gripped the cable,” one critic of the system explained, “his streetcar was jerked along at thirty miles per hour, far faster than horses. Speed couldn’t be varied at corners, so cars whipped passengers around spots like Dead Man’s Curve at Union Square, gongs clanging wildly.”) The latter, a product of the Rapid Transit Act of 1875, proved more successful and soon took the place of the city’s old-fashioned horse-drawn trams, at least on routes running north and south through Manhattan. By 1890, El lines ran along—or rather over—Second, Third, Sixth, and Ninth avenues, their trains puffing their way from stop to stop at twelve miles per hour and linking hitherto-distant suburbs such as the Bronx to the great shopping and entertainment districts downtown. Overhead tracks girdled the boroughs of Manhattan and Brooklyn with long lines of fragile-looking iron pillars that plunged the streets beneath them into shadow, and the trains themselves spewed out noise and ash as they chugged along, their progress marked by clouds of soot that swirled briefly over the heads of passing New Yorkers before settling like grimy snow upon the pavements. With the lines complete, it became possible to leave home in Washington Heights, in the far north of the city, and reach Wall Street in less than an hour.

			Industry flourished in the crowded city. Manhattan was a center of the tobacco, print, and textile trades, the last of which employed as many as 80,000 workers—most of them in sweatshops of the nastiest and most exploitative kind—and shipping from all over the world crowded into New York’s magnificent harbor, bringing cargoes of raw materials for factories, coal for power, and labor, in the form of boatloads of immigrants. By the time the American Tobacco Company opened its new offices there in 1890, Manhattan was already home to eighty of the United States’ hundred largest companies and could claim to be the country’s economic hub.

			The New York that Charley Becker found when he first came to the city was, in short, not merely an impossible dream for the millions of new Americans who arrived by sea but a pungent lure to the out-of-towners who rolled in by rail, the city that offered everyone everything:

			

			Wall Street supplied the country with capital. Ellis Island channeled its labor. Fifth Avenue set its social trends. Broadway (along with Times Square*4 and Coney Island) entertained it. Its City Hall, as befitted an unofficial Capitol, welcomed heroes and heroines with keys and parades and naval flotillas, and paid farewell respects to national leaders by organizing processions along Manhattan’s black-draped streets. New York, moreover, was the nation’s premier source for news and opinion; like a magnet, it attracted those seeking cosmopolitan freedom; and as the biggest city of the biggest state it exercised extraordinary influence in national politics.

			

			The product of a century of rapid change was clear to see. In 1800 the northern edges of New York fell roughly along Houston Street, no more than two miles from the southern tip of Manhattan. By 1890 the city had swollen to engulf the entire island, twelve miles long and two miles wide, and spilled onto the mainland to the east. Not every inch of ground was covered yet; rickety shantytowns and even grubby little farms still survived in the shadow of the fashionable Dakota Apartments, just completed on the Upper West Side, and streets in several outlying districts, laid out in anticipation of future construction, remained for the time being nearly empty, with only a building or two dotted along their lengths. Yet the speed with which New York had grown still amazed outsiders. The city’s population had risen from less than 75,000 in 1800 to 1.6 million nine decades later; that of the neighboring borough of Brooklyn from a mere 4,000 to 800,000. When the British novelist Arnold Bennett visited the Bronx a short while later, he was shown around “an area where five years previously there had been six families, and where there are now over two thousand.”

			This was a polyglot society. In the last years of the nineteenth century, New York was home to men and women from more than fifty nations: a city of immigrants, still growing at the rate of 20,000 new citizens a month. “Every four years,” it was observed, “New York adds to itself a town the size of Boston,” and by 1898—when the five boroughs of Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island combined to form a single vast metropolis—it was already the largest Jewish city, the largest Italian city, and one of the two or three largest German cities on earth.

			New York was, in consequence, a city of neighborhoods, more so even than it is today. Wealthy Germans lived out in the suburbs, in Williamsburg and Bushwick, and poorer ones in “Kleindeutschland,” the blocks that lay east of Bowery—itself an earthy mile-long paradise for “tourists, sailors, slummers and others in search of a good time,” packed with saloons, theaters, and dance halls. Italians gravitated toward “Little Italy” or Greenwich Village, Jewish families to the Lower East Side or the districts north and east of Central Park, blacks still mostly to the “African Tenderloin” on the Upper West Side, the Chinese to a densely crowded district just to the north of City Hall.

			But it was wealth, more even than race or class, that determined the patterns of New York life. The richest and most eminent citizens lived, as they had done for years, in the center of Manhattan, along Fifth Avenue and Madison. They formed a self-selecting social elite consisting principally of families whose prominence extended back a century, together with a leavening of new money in the form of Vanderbilts and other robber barons. The truly wealthy lived in mansions amounting sometimes to châteaus and were fiercely conformist, devoting themselves to business and to play. Only a handful dirtied their hands by dabbling in politics; when Theodore Roosevelt, who had been born a New Yorker, resolved to turn his hand to public service, he did so with the greatest hesitation, and as late as 1900—just before his election as vice president—still hardly thought of himself as a statesman at all. Politics were, indeed, rarely discussed in polite society. “Topics tolerated in other homes were banished,” one writer on the social scene explained. “Food, wine, horses, yachts, cotillions and marriages were the only acceptable subjects.”

			The rest of New York’s people lived less privileged existences. To the north and south of Central Park dwelled the professional classes, who made up perhaps a third of the city’s population and led mostly law-abiding lives: managers, brokers, bookkeepers, small businessmen, and clerks who worked hard, labored to improve themselves, and yearned for respectability. To the east and to the west—strung literally and metaphorically along the edges of Manhattan—the working classes eked out livings of a more precarious sort. Poor, itinerant, and mostly recent immigrants, they lived crammed by the tens of thousands into dingy, dangerous tenements that lined both sides of almost every street and stretched below Fourteenth Street into portions of the city where the overcrowding was worse even than in Bombay—524 souls per acre in 1890, a figure that continued to rise until it topped 700 a decade later and was equivalent to half a million inhabitants per square mile.

			This was life lived on the borders of endurance, on wages that seldom amounted to more than a few dollars a day. A single tenement measuring 25 feet by 100 and built six stories tall (the maximum height permitted by the city’s zoning laws) would be divided into twenty-four minuscule apartments, with one toilet shared by thirty people. The front room of a typical two-room residence did duty as a kitchen, dining room, living room, and bedroom, and though some were well lit and ventilated, most were not. There were no gardens and no playgrounds; children’s games were played on rooftops or in the streets. Women hung out of windows or gathered on the steps to gossip, but most maintained a certain distance from even their closest neighbors, if only because pride forbade them from confessing the extent of their misery when times were bad. According to Owen Kildare, a New York reporter who had grown up in one of the city’s poorest districts, apartment doors would be opened not merely for ventilation but to demonstrate to neighbors that food was being cooked within. When money was tight, the doors stayed closed and “there [was] no feast, just the tea and the bread and scheming how to explain this unwelcome fact to the neighbors.”

			For all this, even life in the Manhattan slums represented an advance on what millions of new Americans had known in Europe. The better places actually appeared palatial to those more used to life in rural Ireland or the ghettos of czarist Russia. “We rented an apartment in a workers’ district,” recalled Leon Trotsky in his memoirs, “and furnished it on the instalment plan. That apartment, at $18 a month, was equipped with all sorts of conveniences that we Europeans were quite unused to: electric lights, gas cooking range, bath, telephone, elevator, and even a chute for garbage.”

			         

			Charley Becker, when he first came to New York in 1890, probably arrived in the city with little more money than most dwellers in the city’s tenements; a few tens of dollars were probably all that he could save, or even borrow from a family that was hardly wealthy. But he enjoyed considerable advantages over the majority of immigrants. He was an American citizen, had no dependents, and could have gone back to his village easily enough. In John Becker, moreover, he had his own guide to life in Manhattan—one who knew how to rent a place to live and get a job.

			Becker’s first task would have been to find lodgings. Virtually all unmarried New Yorkers of the period took a room in a boardinghouse or found a tenement family to take them in. (“Two-thirds of New York boards,” the saying went, “and three-thirds takes in boarders.”) Where he stayed remains unknown, though it was surely not one of the city’s casual lodging houses, which catered solely to the poor.*5 Becker’s first home in Manhattan was probably one of the small, family-owned boardinghouses that proliferated in the city and were generally run by working-class women who needed extra income in order to supplement their husbands’ uncertain wages. Although often disappointingly threadbare and uncomfortable, boardinghouses of this sort provided meals, did their guests’ laundry, and offered a mending service. And in return for their few dollars a week (at least according to the gossip of the day), young, good-looking male guests such as Becker could hope to enjoy more personal attention from the landlady or her daughters, the operation of a guesthouse being regarded as a useful way of meeting likely husbands.

			Finding work in a city as crowded and as hard-edged as New York was a good deal more difficult than finding a room, but Becker secured a position as a clerk working at Cowperthwait’s, a renowned furniture store on Chatham Square. It was a decent job; clerking was white-collar work, rarely well paid but infinitely more respectable than manual labor. The hours clerks worked were good by the standards of the time—generally from 7:30 in the morning until 4:00 P.M., which meant that they could visit a bar or watch a baseball game before returning home to supper. And the prospects were, if scarcely dazzling, at least acceptable: perhaps a supervisory position in a decade or so, and eventually a senior clerkship bringing with it a salary of $1,200 a year.

			For Becker, nonetheless, life at Cowperthwait’s seems to have held little appeal. He resigned his position at the store less than a year after leaving Callicoon, perhaps because he found the job too tedious or fell out with a superior. But it is probably no coincidence that Charley’s departure from Chatham Square coincided more or less exactly with John Becker’s appointment as a New York policeman. Perhaps the elder brother’s reports of life in uniform were enough to persuade the younger man to join him. It seems clear enough, in any case, that Becker began preparing himself for a police career within a few months of arriving in New York. Between 1891 and 1893, the brawny young man took work as a baker’s assistant, a door-to-door clothing salesman, and as a bouncer in a German beer garden off the Bowery. All these were necessary preparations for an application to the force.

			To most casual observers, the idea that an ambitious would-be policeman might benefit from two years of casual employment, concluding with a spell spent pitching drunks out of a bar, seems utterly absurd. Only a few years later, a position as
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SATAN’S CIRCUS in New York City, 1890-1912
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