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  INTRODUCTION


  Organized crime has long held a grip on New England, and the city of Boston has historically been a central hub for criminal activity. Bookies, loan sharks, and hitmen have operated within our midst, staying one step ahead of law enforcement. There have been unsolved murders, sensational robberies, and drawn-out gang wars. Drug deals. Extortion. Prostitution. Money laundering. Crooked cops. Car bombs. Prison escapes.


  Back in the days of Prohibition, a group of Irish hoodlums known as the Gustin Gang ruled South Boston, and Sicilian mobsters reigned over the North End. Years later, the Winter Hill gang rose to prominence and James “Whitey” Bulger became the most feared crime boss throughout the region.


  Throughout all of this, another force has been at work, as countless police officers and federal agents have risked their lives trying to pursue suspects and bring criminals to justice. As a result, fugitives have been captured, killers have been convicted, and long-held secrets have come to light.


  Gangland Boston provides a guided tour of Boston’s underworld, showing readers the places where deals were made, people were killed, and bodies were unearthed. It reveals the hidden histories that lurk behind houses and storefronts in the Greater Boston area and gives a rare, personal glimpse into the lives of mobsters and crime bosses who once lived here.


  Gangland Boston is not meant to be a comprehensive history of organized crime. Rather, it’s a travel guide that highlights certain locations and brings readers back in time to experience moments that occurred in the past—moments that might otherwise be forgotten.


  CHAPTER ONE


  FIGHTING IRISH
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  On the evening of August 1, 1903, reserve police officer Stephen K. Higgins was on patrol in South Boston. A bachelor in his early twenties, Higgins was a rookie cop, and one of one hundred reserve men on the Boston police force. His dark hair, which he wore short and combed back, baring a slight widow’s peak, was hidden beneath his gray bobby hat. His face was thin and clean shaven, and his eyes were big and round, with slightly drooping eyelids that made him look a bit sleepy, even when he was wide awake. He looked more like a college student or a poet than a cop. He had immigrated to the United States from Ireland in 1894 and took his job as a police officer seriously. He’d been doing it for almost two months, earning $2 a day for each day he worked. He had already made one big bust at a social club on Broadway. Afterward, his colleagues at Station 6 warned him to be careful, and watch out for retribution on the streets.


  On that mildly warm Saturday night in August, just before 9:00 p.m., it was a comfortable 72°F. Higgins was walking his beat on West Broadway when he heard shouting on the block between D and E Streets. A heated argument in a saloon at 342 West Broadway  had turned physical, and two pub patrons were now fighting outside. They were on the sidewalk, throwing punches and pummeling each other, surrounded by a throng of onlookers. Higgins stepped in and made his way through the horde of spectators and put himself between the two combatants, effectively ending the fight, much to the crowd’s dismay. They began shouting at the young officer.


  “Go home!”


  “When we want you, we’ll send for you!”


  Higgins ignored their taunts, grabbed the two brawlers, and headed toward the police box on the corner of D Street and West Broadway. Along the way, he encountered a wall of men blocking his way and not letting him through. They started gathering around him.


  Now Higgins was surrounded.


  “Let ’em go!” the men demanded.


  Higgins refused to comply.


  Suddenly, Higgins felt a bolt of pain at the back of his skull. Then a shoe struck him in his side. One fist hit his face. Then another. He held onto his two prisoners for as long as he could. Eventually he had to let go of one. Using his free hand, the young officer began swinging his club wildly to defend himself. But he continued to be attacked from all directions. He fell to the ground, and tried to reach for his revolver. Higgins got booted in the side again, and again, and again. He felt the crushing weight of a man stomping on his ankle. Then Higgins got kicked in the head—hard. His body went limp. The mob of angry miscreants kicked and punched and hooted and hollered. They dragged Higgins from the sidewalk into the street.


  One little boy who saw Higgins getting beaten quickly turned away and ran to the police station and told the lieutenant what was happening. The patrolmen at Station No. 6—located at 194 West Broadway —scrambled into the back of the horse-drawn patrol wagon and took off, with the horses’ hooves pounding against the cobblestones. Other officers ran directly to the scene. Patrolman James M. Breen was one of the first to show up, and immediately jumped into the fray. As more officers began to arrive, the assailants began to flee. Higgins, completely dazed and wincing in pain, saw one of his attackers run off down a narrow alley. Higgins wanted so badly to catch him. But all he could do was watch as the silhouettes of his assailants disappeared into the night.


  The following day, the Boston Post ran a story about the incident with an embarrassing headline that read, “Reserve Officer Used as a Football.”


  Higgins later told the Post that he was disappointed that no one in the crowd stepped in on his behalf.


  Higgins said the vicious beating lasted ten minutes, and didn’t stop until his fellow police officers arrived from the station around the corner.


  “If Patrolman Breen hadn’t come, I would have been killed,” Higgins said.


  When Higgins reported to work that day, he was an optimistic young man who believed in the greater good, who felt he could have a major impact upon society by protecting the city of Boston. Later that night, as he was lying on his back recovering from injuries, he was most likely questioning those beliefs. His confidence and pride were shattered. How could he protect the city when he could not even protect himself? And what about the citizens he was protecting— did they even care?


  “I could not expect mercy from the roughs who set upon me,” he said. “But I did expect that when I called for assistance from the witnesses they would give it.”


■  ■  ■

  
  Policing in Boston at the turn of the twentieth century was not an easy job. The city’s population had more than doubled in just thirty years, from 250,000 people in 1870 to more than 560,000 in 1900. The simple act of identifying people proved to be difficult, as no one carried photo identification (it wasn’t until the 1960s that Massachusetts required photos on drivers’ licenses). Suspects placed under arrest often gave police fake names and addresses. The Boston Police Department’s “Rogue’s Gallery”—a library of mugshots of suspects and convicted criminals—was relatively new and still a work in progress.


  Despite those challenges, Higgins’s colleagues from Station 6 arrested two suspects, Ed Ahern and Michael J. Kenney, within a matter of days, and charged them with assault and battery on an officer. A large crowd turned out for the trial. Both defendants denied hitting Higgins or taking part in the fracas, and their alibis were corroborated by other witnesses in court.


  On August 14, Judge Charles J. Noyes said it was “deplorable” that a police officer could be assaulted on a main thoroughfare in South Boston without anyone stepping in to help. But there wasn’t enough evidence for him to convict either of the men for the crime; he was left with no choice but to let the defendants go.


  “I sympathize very much with the board of police in their action against these people,” said Noyes. “The quicker they are placed in jail, where they will be out of sight, the better it will be for the public . . . but I have to proceed on legal grounds.”


  It was not the first time—nor would it be the last—that a police officer would be attacked and injured on the job in South Boston.
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  CHAPTER TWO


  SPEAKEASY REVENGE, PART 1: A DEADLY INVESTIGATION


  Daniel J. McDonald strolled down Vinton Street in South Boston, watching his own breath turn into mist and fade into the mild winter air. Grit and pebbles crunched beneath his shoes.
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  It was January 15, 1933, and it was a Sunday night. Outside on the cobblestone streets of South Boston, it was chilly and dark, but slightly warmer than usual for that time of year. The temperature was in the 30s, but earlier in the day, the mercury had reached 40°F.


  McDonald paused in front of a stout, two-story brick home at 2 Vinton Street. The front door was framed by a keystone archway. From the outside, it looked like many other Victorian-era houses in this working-class neighborhood.


  But McDonald knew better.


  As he approached the doorway, the thirty-six-year-old police officer began to think more about what he was doing. He was alone, and he wasn’t supposed to be working. It was his night off. He had left his wife, Catherine, at home with their two-and-a-half-year-old daughter, Margaret, and didn’t say where he was going.


  The day before, McDonald had received a telephone call about a warehouse robbery that happened on Christmas. The caller told him that people with first-hand knowledge of that heist could be found at this Vinton Street speakeasy. On a whim, McDonald decided to follow up on the mysterious tip, and so he left his home at 28 Norton Street in Dorchester and set out for South Boston. It was only 2.5 miles from his house.


  


  Along the way, McDonald passed the Strand Theater, a majestic movie palace in the Uphams Corner section of Dorchester. Call Her Savage, a new film starring Clara Bow, was showing there for forty cents. But McDonald wasn’t interested in movies that night. He had one thing on his mind, and that was getting to Vinton Street. He arrived at the speakeasy just after 6:30 p.m., and walked up to the front door, ready to have a drink and curious to see what he could find out.


  The front door was unlocked. McDonald opened it cautiously and slipped inside. Muffled sounds of boisterous talk and laughter filled the stairwell. McDonald strained to hear what the voices were saying. He looked up the darkened stairs, then began trudging up slowly, his shoes thumping on each wooden step all the way to the second floor.


  Inside the apartment, a group of young men were tipping their heads back and taking generous swigs of whiskey. A few were puffing on cigarettes, exhaling gray streams of smoke. The moment he walked in, the conversation quieted to an uncomfortable silence. McDonald quickly scanned the crowd and immediately recognized the faces of the Gustin Gang.


  McDonald glanced over at Stephen Wallace, the reputed leader of the gang. Everyone knew him by his old boxing name, Steve Gustin. He had blue eyes, a flat nose, and a dimple in the center of his chin. He was in his early thirties, and stood just under 5 feet, 5 inches tall, and weighed about 125 pounds. The former featherweight boxer was thin and wiry, freckle-faced with reddish, curly hair, a hot temper, and a deep resentment for officers of the law.
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   Steve and his brother Frankie were viewed by police as troublemaking hoodlums who hijacked trucks and smuggled liquor. They had been pegged as delinquents when they were young, and that label followed them for the rest of their lives. Every time a crime happened in South Boston, it seemed, the police—and the newspapers—immediately pointed fingers at the Wallace brothers and their pals, whether they had committed the crime or not.


  But Frankie was gone now. A little more than a year had passed since Steve had lost his younger brother on December 22, 1931, when Frankie was gunned down by a rival Italian gang in the North End (see chapter 14). Since Frankie’s murder—which was still unsolved—Steve’s distrust of the law had grown. He was convinced that justice would never be served.


  Steve’s blue eyes fixated on McDonald. He studied McDonald’s face, his thick dark eyebrows, his prominent cleft chin. To him, this clean-cut, plain-clothes officer was like an opposing boxer entering the ring.


  Steve greeted McDonald gruffly.


  “What do you want?” barked Steve.


  McDonald could feel himself tense. He put his shoulders back, stretched his neck upward, and tried to respond calmly.


  “Give me the best you have in the house,” replied McDonald.


  Steve looked around the room at his friends and smiled.


  “Give this bum a drink,” he said.


  One of Steve’s friends grabbed a bottle of whiskey and poured some for McDonald. They all watched as the amber-colored liquid filled the small glass. McDonald nodded and gulped it down. Then he went into an adjoining room and sat down in a chair.


  Steve conferred with two of his pals, Anthony Demboski and Thomas P. Dineen, explaining that this guy looked like one of the cops who had roughed him up at the station house a few years ago.


  Thomas G. “Red” Curran was standing near the kitchen and overheard their conversation. Curran was a sleepy-eyed Irish kid who was an acquaintance of the Gustin Gang. The guys called him “Red” because of his shaggy red hair and copper-tinged stubble covering his chin and cheeks.


  Curran poked his head into the room where McDonald was sitting.


  “Want another?” he asked.


  “Sure,” said McDonald.




  Curran went into the kitchen and picked up the bottle to pour McDonald’s drink, but Dineen playfully snatched the bottle and glass out of his hands.


  “I wish I had some arsenic,” said Dineen, grinning mischievously, spinning the bottle in his hands.


  “Give me that,” snapped Steve.


  Dineen smirked as he relinquished the bottle and glass to Steve.


  “I’ve got something just as good,” said Steve.


  He was serious. He slid his hand into his pocket, pulled out a small container, and showed his friends.


  “This will fix him good,” said Steve.


  While Steve stirred McDonald’s drink, Curran went back into the front room to keep McDonald company.


  A few minutes later, Gustin, Dineen, and Demboski emerged with the concoction they had prepared for McDonald.


  “Here’s your drink,” said Dineen.


  McDonald’s eyes looked down at the glass, then up at Dineen.


  “Thanks,” said McDonald.


  “Drink it up,” said Steve, with a chuckle. “C’mon, drink up that drink. The bulls will be here and it’ll be just too bad!”


  McDonald brought the glass to his lips and consumed three-quarters of it. Then he froze. Something wasn’t right. The whiskey tasted salty and burned his throat. In fact, it burned all the way down, coating his stomach like molten lava. McDonald suddenly felt like his ribcage was being torn apart, and his heart was being ripped out of his chest. He clenched his jaw, trying to mask the pain, while his eyes darted around the room helplessly.


  McDonald’s neck went limp and his head bent toward the floor. Dineen strolled over to McDonald, poked him in the forehead, and lifted his head with two fingers. As soon as Dineen moved his hand away, McDonald’s head dropped down like a rag doll, gently bobbing down at the floor. Dineen picked up McDonald’s glass and brought it into the bathroom. He smashed the glass in the toilet. Shards of glass scattered all over the bathroom.


  Demboski then knelt beside McDonald and inserted a few matches into the officer’s shoe. He flicked a match and then lit each one. They all laughed as they watched the orange and blue flames burn down to the dark leather. McDonald didn’t even react.


  “He’s gone,” said Demboski.


  “Good,” said Steve.


  When they pulled McDonald off the chair, his legs gave out. His knees hit the floor like two lead weights. McDonald then toppled over, struck his head on a nearby stove, and collapsed onto the dusty floor.


  Steve, Demboski, Dineen, and another one of their friends, Frank Sullivan, looked down on McDonald, who was lying on the floor. They needed to get him out of there. Steve and Demboski leaned down and grabbed the officer’s hands while Dineen and Sullivan picked up his feet.


  The four men lifted the unconscious officer and dragged him out of the room. They snickered as they shuffled their feet toward the stairwell and positioned McDonald’s body at the center of the stairs. Dineen strategically placed his foot under McDonald’s chin and then pushed him down the stairs, head first. McDonald’s limp body banged down the stairs until he stopped five steps from the first floor.


  Dineen and Gustin jogged down the steps and pushed and kicked McDonald the rest of the way down the stairs.


  Dineen held up a hammer in his hand.


  “This is just the thing,” said Dineen.


  Steve glanced down at the hammer and raised his eyebrows. “You’re crazy, you’ll not kill him in here,” he said.


  Dineen shrugged and put the hammer down.


  Sullivan looked at the hammer, then leaned down, picked it up, and slipped it into his pocket.


  “Let’s go,” said Sullivan.


  They proceeded to kick McDonald’s body down the front steps onto the sidewalk.


  Dineen stopped and glowered at Curran, who had watched the whole thing.


  “You know what happens to squealers,” Dineen told Curran in a firm tone. “You’ll get worse than he got if you talk.”


  “Don’t worry,” said Curran.


  The men then lifted McDonald off the ground and shoved him into Steve’s car. Then they drove to the Economy Stores warehouse at 401 D Street —the exact spot where the Christmas robbery had taken place. It was there, in a field, that they threw McDonald out of the car and left. As the car sped away to E Street, McDonald remained there, crumpled on the frozen ground. His head was bleeding, and he was unconscious. His limbs were eerily still.


  The Gustin Gang had abandoned McDonald in a lonely section of their neighborhood, where few people walked. Nearby stood the Boston Beer Company, which had closed, like many other breweries in the city, because of Prohibition. McDonald was alone in the darkness, surrounded only by warehouses, lots, and industrial buildings. Twinkling stars and moonlight cast a dim glow on McDonald’s battered body lying in the field of cold, damp grass and weeds. Everything was quiet and still, except for the muted sounds of his warm, shallow breaths disappearing into the night air.


  Off in the distance, the Custom House pierced the clear night sky and stood alone as the tallest building in the city. The soaring clock tower was more than twice the height of the factories, tenements, and shops that surrounded it. Its ornate Italian Renaissance steeple quietly stood guard over the darkened metropolis.


  Elsewhere across the city of Boston, working-class families were scraping together food for supper and trying to stay warm in three-decker apartments. The country was still in the midst of the Depression, and 98,000 Bostonians were unemployed and desperately in need of jobs. In South Boston, one out of three people were unemployed, and one out of every five families was on welfare. Over in the North End, the unemployment rate had soared to 40 percent.


  That night, Boston Police Superintendent Michael H. Crowley was 5 miles away in Brighton, attending a dinner party at St. Gabriel’s Monastery. The dinner marked the end of an annual weekend gathering of politicians and city officials. Crowley had not attended the full retreat, but he did show up for the closing dinner. The superintendent presided over the affair with a strong physical presence, standing over 6 feet tall, with broad shoulders and a mountainous belly. His eyelids were heavy and he had dark, semicircle-shaped bags under his eyes, not because he was tired, that was just how he looked, ever since he was a young boy. Crowley looked around the table at his dining companions after they finished supper and rose to the occasion to sing his rendition of the Irish tune “Tim Toolan.”


  When the po-lice force pa-rad-ed for their sem-i-an-nual drill, Tim Too-lan was the straightest man in line. . . .


  The jovial crowd—which included heavyweight boxer Ernie Schaaf; former Red Sox manager “Shono” Collins; Francis X. Mahoney, the city health commissioner; and other prominent men—joined Crowley and belted out the chorus:


  Then we cheered long and loud for Tim Too-lan. . . . hurrah!


  ’Twas a tiger and three times three. . . .


  Every cheer from the crowd was for Too-lan. . . .


  The stout man that came from Tip-per-ar-y!


  Crowley picked it up from there, and continued:


  When Tim Too-lan tired of the force, he start-ed a cafe; His opening was a “re-cher-che” af-fair, But he wait-ed till the men down at the gas-works got their pay, And sub-poe-naed ev-’ry one to bring them there; They drank all night until daylight, And then they started in to dance and sing; Their songs were long, their voices strong, ’Twas easy work to make the welkin ring. Well then, Toolan said, “boys, in the midst of our joys, There is one thing I cannot pass by; That’s a welcome,” says he, “to come in and see me, If you haven’t a cent when you’re dry!”


  Then we cheered long and loud for Tim Too-lan. . . . ’Twas a tiger and three times three. . . . Every cheer from the crowd was for Too-lan. . . . hurrah! The stout man that came from Tip-per-ar-y!


  The liq-uor busi-ness suited him, and in a year or two He had mon-ey he could ei-ther sell or lend, And no can-di-date for of-fice, could suc-cess-ful-ly pull through, Un-less he had Tim Toolan for a friend; At last he ran for alderman; The best man in the ward he had to “bate,” Both man and child, went fairly wild, And worked like beavers for their candidate. When the votes were all cast, and election had passed; Not a vote in the ward went astray; The majority was more than ‘twas ever before, And our hero had carried the day.


  Then we cheered long and loud for Tim Too-lan. . . . ’Twas a tiger and three times three. . . . Every cheer from the crowd was for Too-lan. . . . The stout man that came from Tip-per-ar-y!


  After much laughter, back-slapping, and hand-shaking, Crowley bid farewell to his fellow supper guests with a big smile and promised to attend the full retreat next year. He then returned to his house at 49 Bakersfield Street in Dorchester, looking forward to starting the week. His birthday was only three days away. He would be turning sixty-seven years old, making him, by far, the oldest member of the Boston Police Department. But he had no plans to retire anytime soon, at least not yet. He was still in charge of supervising 2,200 officers, and refocusing his efforts on getting rid of the gangsters who had taken hold of his hometown during Prohibition.


  Massachusetts, along with every other state in the country, had been dry since January 16, 1920. But people continued to drink anyway. The Boston Police averaged ninety-four arrests for drunkenness every day. People found all sorts of ways to quench their thirst for intoxicating beverages: They purchased “hooch” from bootleggers, they made their own at home, they turned to patent medicines that contained alcohol, or they paid a visit to one of the many speakeasies scattered around Boston—just like the one McDonald had sought on Vinton Street that night.


  Several miles offshore, an ever-present line of ships carrying liquor bobbed in the water, waiting patiently to receive a signal from smaller boats looking to load up on illicit cargo. This line of vessels, known as “Rum Row,” kept liquor in steady supply for enterprising businessmen operating in the black market.


  Distribution of alcohol was controlled by criminal syndicates led by “rum lords” such as Charles “King” Solomon. At the time of McDonald’s beating, Solomon was one of the most powerful and politically connected men in Boston, but his luck had recently turned for the worse. He had just been indicted by a federal grand jury, and was accused of masterminding a huge liquor smuggling ring and using an illegal radio station to direct ships in Rum Row.


  On that particular Sunday night, Solomon was brainstorming how he’d fight the charges. He felt a sense of uneasiness. He wanted to know who had implicated him, and probably had more than one sleepless night wondering who his true friends were.


  Meanwhile, temperance activists and local politicians were winding down the weekend and preparing for the following day, which would mark the thirteenth anniversary of national Prohibition. While the “wets” continued to wage their campaign to make alcohol legal again, “dry” organizations planned to celebrate the milestone and vow to fight the ongoing efforts to repeal the Eighteenth Amendment. Groups were taking their message to the newspapers. The Massachusetts Anti-Saloon League released a public statement that night, challenging the wets to prove how reopening breweries and distilleries would help anything.


  Six miles away, in the Wollaston section of Quincy, Alice G. Ropes, the president of the Massachusetts branch of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, had crafted a strongly worded public announcement for media outlets to publish the next day. She told the Boston Globe, “The 18th Amendment has succeeded so well that the liquor interests of the world are banded together in a furious onslaught to break it down.”




  It was on that same cold, dark Sunday night that officer McDonald was left to die alone on the streets of South Boston. As he lay by the warehouse, his chest heaved up and down ever so slightly as he struggled to draw breaths from the chilly winter air. The temperature was dropping. He was very close to death, and none of his colleagues, friends, or family—not even his wife—knew where he was.
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Here’s a mugshot of Steve Wallace from 1928. He stood 5 feet 4% inches tall and weighed 124 pounds.
BOSTON POLICE





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg
g -l

McDonald lived in this modest home at 28 Norton Street in Dorchester with his mother, wife, and young
daughter. PHOTO BY EMILY SWEENEY
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Daniel J. McDonald joined the Boston
Police Department in 1919.
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