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			INTRODUCTION

			Some time ago I sat in a coffee shop with a neighbor in Chicago and he pointed at an old man walking down the street.

			“See that guy?” he asked. “He’s in the mob.”

			“Sure he is,” I said. Some people around here think every old guy who walks his dog down the snowy streets while smoking a cigar is a former hit man.

			“I had dinner with some friends at the Italian American social club a few years ago,” he solemnly told me. “And the guy I was eating with pointed at that guy and said, ‘You see him? He can look at a doorknob, just look at it, and make a key for it, and it’ll work. It only takes him one try. See the guy next to him? It takes him two tries, but he can do it too.’ They learned to do it in prison. They’re Mafia.”

			This kind of conversation comes up a lot in Chicago—everyone, it seems, had a grandfather who was a jewel thief for the Grand Avenue crew, or who owned a little tailor shop that made suits for Al Capone. Not all of them are lying or mistaken, either. I always thought it was just ugly neighborhood gossip that the people in the Italian American social club—a group of old men who would sit on lawn chairs outside the building on the corner, laughing and shouting at one another—had mob ties, but I later found out that when a famous mobster, like Joey “The Clown” Lombardo, went missing, that club was one of the first places the feds looked. It was mostly just bookies in there, but the “big” guys liked it there too. 
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					Chicago, 1915  National Archives

				

			

			

			By all accounts, the mob in the city is relatively quiet these days—even the most notorious hangouts and dens seldom contain anyone more sinister than a bookie or two. But stories of organized crime continue to haunt the city today; a historian can scarcely walk through a neighborhood without gruesome crime scenes flashing before his eyes. 

			Just walk down Grand Avenue near Racine—Lombardo had a day job in a masonry shop on the block for years.

			That little Mexican restaurant was once a funeral home; “Samoots” Amatuna’s funeral was held there. 

			That exterminator’s shop used to be the grocery store where Terrible Tony Genna was gunned down. 

			That candy store was once a sandwich shop where Richard Cain, the double agent Boss Sam Giancana supposedly said was the man who killed John F. Kennedy, was himself shot down by masked gunmen in 1973. 

			Down the road, Halsted and Grand is the intersection where in 1929 a gangster was kicked out of a car after having been “taken for a ride.” He was on fire when they threw him from the vehicle—they’d shot him, soaked his clothes in alcohol, and set him ablaze in the car before kicking his not-yet-dead remains into the road.

			Everyone knows Chicago has a long history of mob stories, but how many of the people driving across the intersection today know that story now?
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					Why they call it “bootleg.” The fact that the woman posed for photographers showing how she hid her liquor shows how openly the law was flouted.  Library of Congress

				

			

			

			Most of the stories are forgotten now, buried among all the rumors and fictions created by pulps and gossip, but the city’s true history of organized crime haunts it still. Go across the sea and tell someone you’re from Chicago, and likely as not his or her response will be “Al Capone! Bang bang bang!” It may even be that Chicago can take credit for inventing the popular image of gangsters; Ben Hecht, a Chicago reporter who also wrote screenplays for a handful of notable gangster movies, supposedly claimed that he didn’t really know how gangsters talked—he had just made up the dialogue in his scripts, and then the gangsters who went to his movies started to copy them. There’s no reason to think this is exactly true. Hecht was never one to let facts get in the way of a good story, and some early accounts of gangster talk seem to indicate that plenty of them talked like they were in an Edward G. Robinson movie long before “talkies” came out (in 1920 Nicholas “The Choir Singer” Vianna was quoted describing himself as “a real tough kid, right? Afraid of nuttin’, see?”), but it’s certain that the “Chicago” concept of gangsters fixed the world’s impression of organized crime in the early twentieth century. Even in the 1920s, the gangsters and the reporters and writers formed a sort of symbiotic circle where each fed off the other.
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					“Real beer” captured by authorities en route to Chicago from a suburban brewery that was supposed to be brewing “near beer.”  Library of Congress

				

			

			

			Telling the whole story of Chicago gangland, with all its ever-twisting allegiances and tangled webs, would be impossible in one book. Rather than trying to create a complete guide, in American Mafia: Chicago I’ll tell a few of the most fascinating stories from the early days, when loosely organized, incredibly secretive gangs terrorized neighborhoods with names like Little Hell through the mob’s headiest years, when Al Capone and his men pretty well controlled the city. 

			I’d hate to call those Roaring Twenties years the “glory days.” They were ugly times. People were killed—and not just mobsters, but unsuspecting people who paid seventy-five cents for “booze” that turned out to be juice mixed with embalming fluid, which is about as safe to drink as a glass of drain cleaner. Sometimes innocent civilians would get caught in the crossfire of a gangland drive-by. The lawlessness of the city paved the way for complete buffoons to be elected mayor.

			But for better or worse, these are the stories that created the legend of Chicago, the legend that continues to grow around the world and down the cracked sidewalks of Grand Avenue, Taylor Street, and so many other places where the footprints are still on the ground. 

			Most of the buildings are gone now.

			But the stories are still there, if you know where to look.

			 

			William Griffith

			2013

							
				
					[image: frame-6]
					
					Traffic in Chicago, 1917  National Archives

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER ONE

			Little Hell and the Black Hand

			At the beginning of the twentieth century, Chicago was riddled with unsavory districts. Maps published in newspapers and police memoirs show “Shantytown” on the Lake Shore, where the Magnificent Mile is today, and “Satan’s Mile” on South State Street in the now-respectable South Loop, which veered off into even nastier sub-neighborhoods with names like Hell’s Half Acre, Coon’s Hollow, Little Cheyenne (Cheyenne was known as one of the roughest of the old railroad towns), and Dead Man’s Alley. Police traveled to these places in pairs when they went into them at all. Crimes were frequently unreported simply because no one wanted to admit to having been in the neighborhoods in the first place, since just being there strongly implied that you were frequenting whorehouses.

			But perhaps the most lurid name was given to a residential neighborhood on the lower North Side—a broad patch just west of Halsted and just below Division Street that the papers called Little Hell.

			Little Hell

			At the intersection of Grand, Milwaukee, and Halsted was Little Sicily—a notoriously rough place decades before a gangster was shoved out of a moving car while burning alive there. But even the stories of Little Sicily paled in comparison to Little Hell, another Sicilian enclave a short hike away. Originally the eastern outcropping of a tough Irish neighborhood known as “Kilgubbin,” Little Hell was in a class by itself. 

			The gateway intersection to the notorious region, which stood at Halsted Street and Chicago Avenue, was once claimed by the Tribune to be the dirtiest intersection in the world. A girl crossing the road in a pure white confirmation gown, it was said, “would resemble an alderman who had had an all night session with a city coal contract,” while “a cherub flitting about this corner would have to spend the remainder of his days associating with the English sparrows that infest the district.” 

			Given the fact that these claims were made in 1907, it’s almost remarkable that the reporter didn’t make a crack about a white person crossing the street and being mistaken for a player in a minstrel show. Racial and ethnic stereotypes that seem abhorrent to us today were tossed off very casually in the early twentieth century, and few people complained about them, at least out loud. A few decades before, when the Chicago Times (a paper that practically rejoiced in racism) invented the story about Mrs. O’Leary starting the Great Chicago Fire, papers had cheerfully spoken of Mrs. O’Leary’s “typical Irish know-nothingness.” 

			When it came to Italians and Sicilians, papers (and even progressive-minded reformers) spoke of one trait above all others: secrecy. Even in 1931, IRS documents relating to the Al Capone investigation would speak of his “native Italian secretiveness.” Coming in at a close second was a penchant for revenge.

			But this wasn’t all just an ugly stereotype. The concept of omertà, the ancient code of personal honor that mostly survived as a “code of silence,” had grown out of life in Italy and Sicily, which had long been governed by ineffective state governments and foreign powers. In the old country, people who wanted justice were usually left to their own devices. Distrust of authority ran deep and followed immigrants into their new country—to some, going to the police for help was considered an act of cowardice.

			This code of honor ran deep and evolved. In Sicily it was the custom that if a man’s girlfriend was unfaithful, he was entitled to scratch her cheek with the edge of a coin. Jane Addams of Hull House wrote that in America, the custom evolved into scratches with a knife. 

			Compounding this was the fact that the local authorities in Chicago in the 1910s weren’t much more useful than the weak authorities in the old country had been. And they were almost never of any use in combating the street gangs that came to terrorize Little Hell in the early twentieth century. Speaking out against the gangs was dangerous. To many, the only way to deal with criminals was to fight back personally. 

			At the time when Little Hell was emerging as a neighborhood, Americans were first seeing the term mafia in newspapers. Exactly where the word came from is the subject of much debate. Among the more common theories is that it came from an old Italian acronym for Morte Alla Francia Italia Anela (“death to the French is Italy’s cry”), which emerged during riots in 1282 after a French officer killed a Sicilian woman, but this is really little more than wild speculation. Like much to do with the Mafia, its true origin is something of a mystery. 

			In those early twentieth-century days, it was still plausible to deny that the Mafia was an actual group at all. In 1914 the Tribune explained, “The ‘mafia’ is not in any real sense a secret society. It is rather a code of conduct, a system of life into which many Sicilians are born and into which they have been trained for more than a thousand years.” 

			Maybe it really wasn’t a secret society at the time, at least not in Chicago, but that “code of conduct” would soon become associated with bands of criminals that were rapidly getting more organized—especially in Little Hell. The neighborhood was only about thirty years old by the time the word mafia first starting coming up in the press, but it was already looking old and shabby by then. The tumbledown shacks and frame houses hadn’t looked that good when they were first built in the 1870s, after the Great Chicago fire destroyed the shacks that had been there before, but by the early 1900s they were looking particularly worse for wear. The paint was universally faded and chipped on the buildings that had ever been painted at all. The streets were narrow, and few streetlights had ever been added. Sanitation was almost unheard of, and dust blew in from the coal yards and train lines constantly, coating the buildings in a layer of grime. Nearly every reporter who ventured into the place noted the crowds milling about outside of the saloons at all hours.
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					The section of Little Hell known as Death Corner averaged nearly a murder per week in the 1910s.  Chicago History Museum

				

			

			

			“By day,” wrote one, “one wanders through the district and these loungers appear mild and innocent-looking. By night they seem to take on the appearance of their real nature. They become bolder as it becomes dark. Their sharp little eyes peer insolently into the face of the passerby. It is obvious that strangers are not wanted over here and that everyone is under suspicion.”

			Most reporters still took pains to point out that many of these immigrants were honest, hardworking, and upright. The children there—and there were a lot of children—seemed happy as they ran through the streets, freely alternating between speaking English and Italian. Indeed, when a 1908 medical inspection of slums was made, Little Hell was found to be a bit ahead of the curve in terms of sanitation and nutrition. While babies elsewhere were found to be eating terrible diets (several were living on nothing but pasta or sour milk) and kept in dangerous conditions, mothers in Little Hell were said to be “alive to the dangers for their babies in the hot-weather waves. The milk is kept clean, the food is wholesome, and there is good ventilation. In fact, it would seem that Little Hell is being redeemed at last.”

			But in 1908, even if basic living conditions appeared to be improving, stories of crime were on the rise in the district, and stories about Little Hell for the next decade would be dominated by stories about the gangs that terrorized the area. These gangs were collectively known as the Black Hand.

			The Black Hand

			Whenever a person in one of the city’s Italian enclaves came into a piece of property, he could almost be sure to get a “Black Hand letter” demanding a huge sum of money, often signed with a drawing of a skull and crossbones or a dagger. If the money was not paid, the people who sent the letter started their retaliation by bombing the property. If the money still wasn’t paid, letters would come threatening the lives of the recipient’s family. Any word to the police, of course, meant instant death. 

			No one ever seemed to be sure at the time whether the Black Hand was really just one gang or a bunch of smaller groups that simply operated under the same tactics of extortion. Most historians now agree that the Black Hand was a modus operandi, not one big gang. But Black Hand activities seemed to be widespread, to say the least. One newspaper estimated that one in four Italians in the city had paid tribute to the Black Hand at one point.

			Black Hand crimes were famously hard for police to solve, and even when arrests were made, there were shockingly few convictions. At one point a group of Sicilian civil leaders organized a group called the White Hand to combat the criminals and met with some limited success, but the arrests made with their help usually ended with the suspects being freed. The group was organized in 1907 and seems to vanish from the record about five years later. The Black Hand was only just reaching the height of its fame by then. 

			Typical of the stories of Black Hand victims was that of Mrs. Antonina Locascio,* who lived on Cambridge Avenue, just below Division, in the heart of Little Hell, in 1915. Down the block and around the bend from her squat frame house was the intersection of Oak and Milton (now Oak and Cleveland), which papers had referred to as “Death Corner” for a decade—murders seemed to occur there every week. 

			
				* Mrs. Locascio’s name is variously given as Antonina, Antoinina, and Angelina. I’ve gone with Antonina, the way her name is spelled on her death certificate. The last name varies in every report as well.

			

			Mrs. Locascio had been living for some years in the neighborhood with her husband and eight living children—not an unusually large family for the neighborhood. The family ran a little grocery store on Gault Court, and in 1914 they lived in a tenement at 940 North Milton—right at Death Corner—and her daughter Angelina had recently married a man named Joe Ingo.

			One day they received a Black Hand letter demanding a payment of $1,000—a huge amount for a family in the slums, where most men couldn’t hope to earn much more than that in two or three years of hard labor. Though friends told them to ignore the letter, one of the older children immediately boarded up the windows of their small apartment, and the family refrained from going out after dark. The “mafia,” they were told, only shot at night. They were still safe by day, and eventually the whole affair would blow over.

			Joe Ingo, young Angelina Locascio’s husband, began to grow bolder and venture out more than the others. One night he came across a familiar face: Frank Jabbio, whose family had known the Locascios back in the old country. Jabbio had fled to New Orleans after the murder of a police officer there, only to flee Louisiana after a botched kidnapping case led to the hanging of his brother and the imprisonment of his sister. Now Jabbio had set up a life for himself in Chicago and was sometimes called the “King of the Black Handers.” He wanted to chat with Joe Ingo, who apparently knew some dark secret about him.
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					Federal building in Chicago after a bombing attempt during the Black Hand era, 1918. Hundreds of private business owners who didn’t meet the Black Hand’s demands shared a similar fate.  National Archives

				

			

			

			Exactly what Joe knew about Jabbio that everyone else didn’t is unknown—perhaps Joe thought he could use the information as leverage to have the Black Hand threats against his wife’s family stopped. He arranged to meet with Jabbio at a saloon near the family’s grocery store.

			But the meeting was a short one. Jabbio came into the saloon with a sawed-off shotgun, fired at Joe before he could say a word, then immediately fled into the maze of back alleys and basements that connected every house in the neighborhood.

			Joe stumbled bleeding into the street and fell to the ground. Angelina, having heard the gunshot, ran to his side. He lived just long enough to tell her that it was Jabbio who had fired the shot and that a man named Tony Morano had come in with him. He died in his young wife’s arms.

			Angelina, defying the unwritten code of the neighborhood, went to the police and told them her story. They promised to bring the killers to justice, but for one reason or another, nothing came of it. Nothing ever did in Little Hell.

			Jabbio and Morano were taken in by the police but managed to convince authorities, at least for a time, that the real shooter had been Angelina’s brother, Michael Locascio. Michael was briefly taken to jail, where he received daily threats from the Black Hand. Eventually police abandoned the idea that he was the shooter and let him go, focusing their investigation back on Jabbio. 

			Michael was free of the authorities but not from the gangs, from whom he began to receive more letters:

			“You talk too much. We will have to stop you with bombs.”

			A guard was set up around the Locascio house, but Mike continued to work to find out what secret Joe Ingo might have known about Jabbio. Eventually a man named “Prizzi” told Mike that Jabbio and his men had set fire to a Milwaukee Avenue pool room for the insurance money and that Ingo had known about it. 

			A week later Prizzi’s body was found riddled with bullets, and the letters from the Black Hand became more and more threatening. 

			On December 1, Mrs. Locascio received the scariest letter yet:

			It has come to our knowledge, old witch, that you could have paid us the money which we demanded and saved your son-in-law from death. Now he is in the cemetery and his corpse cries for vengeance! Vengeance! Vengeance! His soul has sent us for revenge, and now you must come forth with $1500, otherwise we will destroy all of you pretty soon. Look for friends and get it if you have not the money, otherwise we will use our terrible arms, and as you know we can never fail to kill you.

			LA MANO NERA (The Black Hand)

			Three days later a bomb exploded in the Locascio home. All the family members escaped, but one distraught son, twenty-four-year-old Giuseppe, later committed suicide by taking poison. He explained to his mother on his deathbed that he simply could not stand the abuse any longer. (The family had previously hoped that Giuseppe’s marriage to a girl from the gang’s family would put an end to the feud, but it was not to be.)

			Even though the death certificate clearly lists Giu­seppe’s death as suicide by taking bichloride of mercury, the Black Hand took credit for the killing in another letter that arrived shortly thereafter to remind Mrs. Locascio that the money had still not been paid:

			Old Witch: We are not at the end of the vengeance. You have been conscienceless and have made your own son and son-in-law be killed. But you have not yet paid. Now we give you three days’ time, and if the money does not reach us by then the bomb and the carbine with the never-missing bullets will get you and your daughter and all your family. Beware, the vengeance is nearing!

			Below the letter were drawings of three daggers. 

			The family scattered, fleeing all over Chicago. They didn’t tell their new addresses to any friends or relatives, but everywhere they went they continued to receive the Black Hand letters. Eventually Mrs. Locascio decided it was time to face the problem head on and moved back to Little Hell, renting an apartment on North Cambridge Avenue. By now, Jabbio himself had been forced to flee Chicago, but the letters kept coming. The family traced them back to one Pietro Catalanetto, who was said to have taken over as “King of the Black Handers.”

			Mike Locascio arranged to meet with Catalanetto to pay the money, but the new “king” never made it to the meeting. He was on his way there when he was shot and killed near Division and Sedgewick, mere blocks from the Locascios’ Cambridge Avenue apartment. 

			Mike had secretly arranged to tell the police about the meeting. But he decided against informing the police at the last minute, opting instead to take the vengeance he believed was his right and shoot Catalanetto down in front of the Criterion Theatre.

			Mike fled after Catalanetto’s murder, but the police, suspecting him of the killing, summoned Mrs. Locascio to the coroner’s inquest to tell of her dealings with the gang.

			“I will never leave that inquest alive,” she said. “But I will go, and pay if I must.”

			On the morning of the inquest, she sat on the steps of her apartment with her husband and Angelina, who was still grieving the loss of her husband, and Angelina’s young son, Frank. 

			At noon the scene in the neighborhood seemed calm. The Tribune described the scene in nostalgic terms: “Squat two story buildings, apparently crammed to bursting with dark-skinned men and women, and overflowing with their dark-skinned children, were giving off odors of garlic from midday meals. Here and there the notes of an accordion floated from a window crowded with humanity. Children played tag in the open street and bickered with a fruit peddler.”

			But the calm was broken when two men approached the Locascios’ stoop with revolvers drawn. The two calmly walked forth—later reports indicate that one of the men gave the “sign of death,” pressing his bony thumbs to his forehead, then dragging a finger along his neck.

			Mr. Locascio, Antonina’s husband, noticed the sign right away. “La Mano Nera!” he shouted. “The Black Hand!” He grabbed little Frank and ran for the door as the men approached.

			Antonina began to stand up to follow but never made it to her feet before the air was cut with the sounds of six gunshots. She dropped to her feet and tumbled to the ground dead, the basket of vegetables she was carrying spilling out onto the street. 

			The two men continued to march toward the door, firing a gun at it, but one of the bullets hit the lock on the door, causing it to jam and effectively keeping the two men out. One of them cursed, and the two men turned back, stopping only to kick Mrs. Locascio’s lifeless body as her blood spilled over Cambridge Avenue. They tossed their pistols into a vacant yard and disappeared into the usual maze of alleyways. 

			Police expressed the opinion that, given the overcrowded nature of every building in the neighborhood, the two killers had probably slipped into a random house, taken off their coats, and sat down for a game of cards with the men who would inevitably have been seated around in the front room of the house, hiding in plain sight.

			That night Mrs. Locascio’s body lay beside Pietro Catalanetto’s in a Division Street morgue, and word spread that Mrs. Locascio had been killed because she was going to violate omertà—the “law of silence.” John and Phillip Catalanetto, Pietro’s sons, were named by witnesses as the slayers and arrested, but after a disagreement among the jury at their trial, they were eventually freed. 

			John was killed a year later on a streetcar, probably by one of the Locascios. “I never saw such a look of hate on a man’s face as on that of the Italian who shot John Catalanetto,” said the conductor who was driving the streetcar at the time. Police believed that John had known his killer and that Philip and his sister both knew perfectly well who it was—but they would not violate omertà and name him. The killer went free.

			This was typical of a Black Hand story—at its heart the story was simply a family feud that had followed the two families to Chicago from the old country. But as the streets and the feud became deadlier, the “families” turned into gangs, and the original reason for the feud was probably long forgotten.
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					A victim of the Black Hand: Mrs. Locascio’s death certificate  Public Record

				

			

			

			The Mysterious Shotgun Man

			Over the years, the Catalanetto and Locascio feuds dis­appeared in the dust of history, along with the neighbor­hood itself. When people decades later spoke of Little Hell and the Black Hand, most of the stories began to revolve around a largely mythical character known as “Shotgun Man,” who was sometimes said to have killed over one hundred people at Death Corner, the intersection of Oak and Milton.

			Death Corner had certainly become a dangerous place to be by the time of the Locascio feud—by some estimates there was a murder there every week from about 1905 through the end of the 1910s, when extortion by mail became a federal offense and a federal government crackdown basically put an end to the practice (with some help from the rising class of better organized mobsters, who wanted the small-time Black Handers out of the way). Most of the hundreds of murders at the gruesome corner remained unsolved.

			In many modern accounts of life in Little Hell, a mysterious “Shotgun Man” is estimated to have been responsible for at least a third of the killings at Death Corner. Stories of the Shotgun Man are not new; lurid diagrams of his method of working were published in the papers a century ago. In front of a grocery store on Oak Street a stairwell led into a basement entrance to the store and to a runway that connected to the other alleys and byways of Little Hell. At the bottom of this staircase, the Shotgun Man would stand at the ready, waiting for his victim to come around the corner of Milton onto Oak. As soon as the victim came into view, the Shotgun Man would fire off a load of buckshot, discard his weapon, and flee down the runway. This would all be done so quickly that men in the next building wouldn’t even look up from their card game.

			Certainly a lot of murders at Death Corner took place in just this way, and there were at least a few cases where a man matching that description was witnessed carrying out a shooting there. But blaming hundreds of them on one lone Shotgun Man is mostly a modern creation. In 1910 three or four murders happened all at once, and police did, in fact, say the suspect was a “shotgun man,” but those three or four were all that could be traced to one man. Having one man be behind all the shootings would require the Black Hand to be one large organization, not a bunch of smaller ones.

			Still, the idea that it was all one organization, with one man operating as the hit man, had a sort of romantic appeal that captured people’s imaginations.

			And throughout the city, “vice lords,” safe crackers, and gang leaders were turning the myth into a reality. Soon the names of the leaders of gangs far more powerful than any Black Hand group would be known to every person in Chicago, and a few would be famous around the world in a way that a thug like Jabbio never could have imagined. 

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER TWO 

			Il Diavolo and the Devil’s Gang

			The guards of the old prison that stood at the corner of Illinois and Dearborn were not easy men to frighten. They’d seen everyone do everything, and part of their job was attending executions that occasionally got a bit gruesome. Local laws required bodies to hang for twenty minutes to make sure they were dead, and sometimes it took them just about that long to die. In one case the rope broke, and the convict, one George Painter, ended up landing on his head. He was bleeding so much that they were fairly sure he was already dead, but the law required him to hang by the neck for the full twenty minutes. The bloody body was brought back up to the scaffold, a new noose was applied, and the man—by now possibly already a corpse—was slid down the trap door to dangle by his neck.

			Other times hysterical men had to be tied to chairs to be hanged, and the chairs would spin obscenely at the end of the rope as the convict died.

			Many convicts on death row made friends with the guards, and the prison officials sometimes led the condemned to the gallows with heavy hearts. Occasionally the guards would become so friendly with the condemned that they’d refuse to walk them to the scaffold at all—they just didn’t have the heart to lead a friend to his death. 

			But no one
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