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  Stanley Klarkowski and William McSwiggin, assistant state’s attorneys


  Edwin Olson, U.S. district attorney, and assistant district attorney Harry Hamlin, Chicago


  Lou Keyte’s Nova Scotia Circle


  Laurie Mitchell, the overseer of Pinehurst Lodge, a sports fisherman, hunting guide, and close friend of the author Zane Grey


  Thomas Raddall, a Liverpool bookkeeper, later one of Canada’s leading authors of historical fiction


  George Banks, editor of the Gold Hunter and Farmers’ Journal in Caledonia; his daughter, Mabelle Gene Banks, was rumored to be Lou Keyte’s fiancée


  Walter and Maurice Scott, employees of Pinehurst Lodge
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  The corner of State and Madison streets in Chicago’s Loop, 1924.
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  OUR PONZI


  THEY WERE DESCENDING on Chicago’s newest hotel to honor a financial wizard. The Oil King, some called him, with a mixture of reverence and gratitude. Others dubbed him the New Rockefeller, a nickname as grand and audacious as he was, one that celebrated his greatest financial triumph to date. Leo Koretz, the man of the hour, had thumbed his nose at John D. Rockefeller and his mighty Standard Oil Corporation and was making this select group of Chicagoans very, very rich.


  The evening was billed, tongue in cheek, as “a testimonial banquet tendered to Mr. Leo Koretz by the friends and relatives whom he has dragged from the gutter.” It was June 22, 1922. The setting was the Drake Hotel, fourteen stories of limestone-clad Italianate grandeur on the northern edge of downtown Chicago, with its broad back to Lake Michigan and a view from the front rooms of Michigan Avenue, the city’s skyscraper-studded main drag. The “most spacious hotel in the United States,” proclaimed the embossed, leather-bound city guide found in each of its eight hundred rooms, whose “reputation for elegance and quality may never be surpassed in this generation.”


  Seventeen tuxedo-clad former gutter dwellers filed through the Drake’s brass revolving doors and ascended a flight of wide stairs. They crossed the lobby’s marble-tiled floor, passed an oasis of potted palms, and entered a private dining room. Inside, the table was overflowing with fresh-cut flowers. One glance at the centerpiece confirmed that this was the place. In the midst of the flowers was a plaster model of a seaway carved through a wilderness of mountains and jungle—a replica of the Panama Canal Zone. “O, we spread it on thick,” recalled Charles Cohn, a partner in an insurance firm and a charter member of the Leo Koretz fan club. “Expense was absolutely disregarded in getting up that dinner.”


  The sky was clear, and a stiff wind off the lake kept the air cooler than the guests were accustomed to on the second evening of summer. There was plenty of news to loosen tongues as they found their seats. Prohibition agents had raided a dozen illegal saloons on Chicago’s South Side the night before, making Cohn and his companions wary of returning to their favorite speakeasy. The president of the University of Illinois was assuring parents his school was doing its part to rein in the rebellious youth of postwar America. And everyone had read the reports from the Illinois coal-mining town of Herrin, where a bloody clash between strikers and scabs had left twenty-three men dead. Shocking, the diners nodded in solemn agreement. Senseless. Perhaps it was best that King Coal’s days were numbered. Oil was the fuel of the future, and it was oil that had brought them together this evening.


  Cohn and his companions could only marvel at their good fortune. Their friend Leo had let them in on the ground floor of Chicago’s best-kept investment secret—the Bayano Syndicate, a moneymaking machine that controlled five million acres of timberland in the Republic of Panama. For more than a decade, investors had been earning fat profits from the sale of mahogany and other exotic woods. But the discovery of oil on the property in 1921 had transformed Bayano into a petroleum heavyweight that produced tens of thousands of barrels of crude every day. It was little wonder that Standard Oil had offered $25 million—more than $300 million in today’s dollars—for a small stake in Bayano. Leo had rejected the offer, assuring his dumbfounded investors that they could do much better if they held on to their stock and went head-to-head with the Old Rockefeller. He had been right, as usual. By 1922, Bayano stock was paying dividends of 5 percent a month—an astounding 60 percent annual return.


  The Oil King strutted into the Drake that night as if he owned the place. Leo had a large suite on the sixth floor, so every doorman and porter knew him—and his reputation as a good tipper. He was meticulous about his appearance and flaunted his discriminating eye for tailored suits and silk shirts. Neckties were in fashion, but he usually sported a bow tie, ensuring he would stand out in a crowd. Even so, a stranger would have been surprised to learn that this middle-aged man was a financial genius and a multimillionaire. Take away the expensive clothes and he looked, well, ordinary.


  Leo Koretz (his surname was pronounced “korits”) was of average height, five foot nine, and a tad overweight at 170 pounds. His stroll through the lobby displayed the stoop of his shoulders and the slight paunch over his belt. His light brown hair was well groomed but thinning on top, exposing even more of his high forehead. Only his gray-blue eyes, framed by horn-rimmed glasses with lenses as round as his face, told a different story. A writer of detective stories—reading them was Leo’s guilty pleasure—would have pulled out all the stops to describe the way those eyes turned a spotlight on the world. Penetrating, piercing, razor sharp. It was as if he could peer straight into a person’s soul.


  Leo was “the wealthiest Jew in Chicago,” in the estimation of one Chicago newspaper. To another he embodied the American Dream, “an outstanding example of the Horatio Alger type of self-made young man.” An immigrant from central Europe, he had started at the bottom, as an office boy at the law firm Moran, Mayer, and Meyer, and slogged through years of night classes to earn a law degree. He practiced law, but his real talent was making money. Soon he was advising members of his inner circle to invest in mortgages, Arkansas rice farms, and the Bayano enterprises that were making him—and his friends—unimaginably rich.


  Bayano profits paid the lease on an Arts and Crafts mansion overlooking the lake in the posh suburb of Evanston and filled it with antiques and fine furnishings. They surrounded his wife, Mae, and their young daughter with live-in servants and sent their teenage son to private school. The mansion was “one of those kinds of places where a person knows without looking that there are Rolls-Royce automobiles in the garage,” in the words of one newsman. There were two, in fact, and when Leo was not being chauffeured around town in a gleaming Rolls, he was traveling on Bayano business. He was a regular at the St. Regis Hotel in New York, where the cashier, Basil Curran, was convinced his net worth must have been in the $20 million range—a quarter of a billion dollars in today’s terms. In Chicago, Leo schmoozed with the city’s elite. He belonged to a long list of clubs and, in the Chicago Daily Tribune’s eyes, enjoyed “a rating of 100 per cent in both social and business circles.” He was a lavish entertainer who hired musicians or acting troupes to stage private performances at downtown hotels for his friends and investors. When other wealthy Chicagoans hosted parties, his name was often on the guest list.


  Everyone wanted to be around him, and not just because he knew the secret to making money. Bighearted Leo, Lovable Lou—his other nicknames said it all. He was charming, with a quick wit and an ingratiating way of cracking jokes at his own expense. He exuded “a personal magnetism that was well-nigh hypnotic,” W. A. Swanberg, a Pulitzer Prize–winning author, would later note. “He had a handclasp and warm smile that made men—and women—feel that he loved them.” Especially women. He was “a genius with the ladies,” a writer for the Chicago Evening American declared with envy, and doted on the wives of his investors and business associates.


  “His manners were wonderful,” recalled Anna Auerbach, a Bayano investor. “Why, a woman was made a social success if she could but persuade Leo Koretz to come to one of her parties.” Smart, classy, fluent in German, and able to toss in a few Czech phrases as well, he captivated listeners with his deep, suave voice. He was the kind of smooth talker who could sell refrigerators in Alaska.


  The guest list that June night was a who’s who of prominent businessmen, doctors, and lawyers. Most, like Leo, were drawn from Chicago’s large and influential German Jewish community. Charles Cohn had known him since their school days and had been profiting from his friend’s stock schemes for a decade. He was one of the syndicate’s bigger investors, holding $55,000 worth of Bayano’s green-bordered share certificates. Samuel Cohen, another major shareholder, was a lawyer with the downtown firm Elmer and Cohen. If Leo had been asked to name his best friend, the answer would most likely have been Cohen. Another longtime friend, Henry Klein, had struck it rich selling whiskey; when Prohibition forced him into early retirement, he had entrusted his money to Leo. Seated across the table was another old friend, Francis Matthews, a lawyer from the blue-chip firm where Leo got his start as an office boy.
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  Leo Koretz’s lakeside mansion on Sheridan Road in Evanston, just north of Chicago—a stately home fit for an Oil King.


  There were plenty of Koretzes on hand. Leo’s five brothers were not accustomed to rubbing shoulders with such an upscale crowd—Adolph and Ludwig each operated a paint and wallpaper store, Julius sold women’s hats, Ferdinand was a buyer for a department store, and Emil, a former postal clerk, managed rental properties—but all held sizable blocks of Bayano shares. Even their elderly mother was sitting on a $38,000 Bayano nest egg. “He has always been good to us,” Emil would later say, speaking for the entire family. “We were proud of him—so proud!”


  To the Chicago sportswriter Westbrook Pegler, the twenties were “the era of wonderful nonsense.” It was a time of dance crazes and bathtub gin, of bob-haired flappers and ballyhoo. And the well-heeled businessmen assembling at the Drake were proof, as well, that the postwar economy was booming. “More people were comfortably well-off, well-to-do, or rich than ever before,” the economist John Kenneth Galbraith would note a generation later. It was as if the United States Constitution guaranteed every American the right to life, liberty, and a pile of cash. F. Scott Fitzgerald captured the mood of the times in a best-selling novel of 1920, This Side of Paradise. “I want a great deal of money,” declared the main character, the pampered, self-centered Princeton graduate Amory Blaine. “That’s what every one wants nowadays, but they don’t want to work for it.”


  If easy money was the goal, Chicago was the place to find it. The novelist Henry Blake Fuller called it “the only great city in the world to which all its citizens have come for the one common, avowed object of making money.” The city, which accounted for much of the population of the surrounding jurisdiction of Cook County, was the nation’s railroad hub, linking the industrial East to the western half of the continent. Thirty-four railroads served the city, and it was said there was more track in the Chicago area than in all of the United Kingdom and northern Europe. It was a city of superlatives. “No other place butchers as much meat, makes as much machinery, builds as many railcars, manufactures as much furniture, sells as much grain, or handles as much lumber,” marveled one writer in 1919. The city’s wealth and power made it a center of culture and learning, with fine museums and art galleries, well-tended parks, and thousands of acres of forest preserves within its boundaries.


  There was another Chicago, with its own dubious superlatives. A dark, violent world of slums and crooks festered in the shadow of the city’s soaring skyline. It had become known across America as the Wicked City, a modern-day Sodom and Gomorrah where corrupt cops and civic officials allowed brothels and gambling dens to operate in their midst. Crime was on the rise as Prohibition drove the liquor trade underground and trigger-happy gangsters battled for profits and turf. There was a murder almost every day, making Chicago a deadlier place to live than much-larger New York City. As Leo and his friends gathered at the Drake, a young hoodlum and bootlegger named Alphonse Capone was beginning his ruthless campaign for underworld supremacy.


  As Capone’s power grew, Cook County State’s Attorney Robert Crowe was making headlines as a crusader against this surge of gangland crime. Crowe was bright and ambitious, a former judge who had become one of the most powerful Republicans in the city. By 1922 the mayor’s office, and perhaps even the governorship, seemed to be within his grasp. But corruption pervaded politics and justice in Chicago, and Crowe was not immune to the disease. He enlisted crooks and thugs to intimidate his political opponents and win elections, and some of his prosecutors made little effort to hide their ties to the underworld. Crowe’s rapid rise in this cutthroat world paralleled Leo’s dizzying ascent in the financial realm. Crowe and Leo knew each other, had begun their legal careers together. Their worlds would collide barely a year and a half after the banquet at the Drake, in a way Leo had long feared and Crowe could never have suspected.


  Everything about the Chicago of Leo Koretz and Robert Crowe was big and brash. It was the Windy City as well as a wicked one, but the moniker had nothing to do with the winds blowing in from the prairie or the lake; the New York newspaperman who first used the term was mocking the bravado that surrounded everything about the place. The population was approaching three million, and the skyscraper—devised and perfected by Chicago architects—was transforming the city into one of the most modern in the world. Chicagoans amassed fortunes as big as their buildings. George Mortimer Pullman made his producing the passenger railcars that bore his name. Samuel Insull controlled most of the city’s utilities, from the electrical grid to streetcars and railroads. Marshall Field—famous for admonishing an employee to “Do as the lady wishes!”—had started out as a dry goods clerk and built the country’s largest department store chain. Chicago was a place where an ambitious, self-made lawyer could be reborn as an investment guru.


  LEO’S BAND OF PULLMAN, Insull, and Field wannabes took their places at the Drake’s banquet table. The menu set a lighthearted tone for the evening. The entrée was Bayano duckling, with Panama salad-oil dressing for the greens. The meal would be washed down with beverages “sanctioned by the U.S. shipping board,” a nod to the dry times. A booklet printed on fine vellum—“the last word in appropriateness,” as one observer put it—accompanied each place setting. The cover featured a photograph of a boy above the caption “The Child of Yesterday.” It was young Leo with a thick mop of hair and a scarf tied around his neck. Inside was a flattering shot of “The Man of Today,” with much thinner hair and a confident smile. Below it, for the amusement of the diners, was a biographical sketch of “The Man of the Evening.” “Leo Koretz was born near Prague, in Bohemia,” it began—and that much, at least, was true. “From birth he refused nourishment unless fed with an 18 carat gold spoon,” it claimed. “At 5 years he first showed signs of great financial genius, negotiating a deal for the world’s supply of apple sauce.” The sketch continued:


  Believing a legal training would help him keep what his financial genius enabled him to get, he became a lawyer. … With insatiable hunger for new worlds to conquer, our Ponzi next cast his eyes upon the rich timber forests of Central America and soon we find him dominant in the field.


  “Our Ponzi”—the diners roared with laughter at that one. Charles Ponzi was a notorious swindler who had claimed he could generate enormous profits by buying and selling international postal-reply coupons—vouchers redeemable in stamps—and profiting from exchange rates. He had set up shop in Boston in 1920, promising to double investors’ money in just ninety days. But there was no postal-coupon bonanza. Every dollar in profit Ponzi paid out came from the money invested by latecomers, creating a giant pyramid that collapsed the moment the pool of suckers dried up.


  Leo a Ponzi? Bayano’s riches nothing more than an elaborate fraud created years before Ponzi ever heard of postal-reply coupons? Preposterous. Leo’s friends were kidding when they called him a Ponzi, and they thought they were being clever when they went on to call him a Wallingford—the con man Get-Rich-Quick Wallingford was the title character of a silent film released at the end of 1921. Bayano’s investors had seen with their own eyes the contracts to buy oil tankers and build pipelines; they had huddled with Leo to pore over blueprints of the impressive facilities in Panama.


  Leo transacted his Bayano business upstairs, in suite 629 of the Drake, away from his downtown law office. Each of the diners had been granted the privilege of visiting this inner sanctum, with its fine antiques and large windows overlooking Lake Michigan. There they had toasted their good fortune with Hennessy Three Star cognac, White Horse scotch, and Gordon’s gin, liberated from the $5,000 liquor cache that Leo—a man who was always thinking ahead—had prudently assembled before the Eighteenth Amendment cut off the supply of booze.


  This Ponzi, this Wallingford, had never asked any of them to hand over a penny. The men gathered at the Drake had begged for the chance to invest. Leo had been reluctant to let his friends and relatives buy Bayano shares. One businessman spoke for many when he grumbled that he had tried to buy Bayano stock but “Koretz would not take my money.” Some well-heeled Chicagoans were astonished when he returned their five-figure checks. “I tried to dissuade people, objected at times,” Leo later claimed, sounding as surprised as anyone at the gold rush he had created. “It was awfully hard to keep them from buying stock.” His approach was low key, “a sort of negative salesmanship which had very positive results,” noted one admirer of his talents as a promoter. “It was what he didn’t say. … He always had an air of secrecy, a knowing air of withholding valuable information.” Leo dropped hints to create excitement about Bayano’s prospects, then inflated demand by making the shares hard to get. Greed and the marketplace did the rest.


  “I mentioned to a friend that oil had been discovered on the land,” he once explained. “The news spread rapidly. They began to besiege me with money.” Stock certificates with a face value of $1,000 resold for up to $5,000 each.


  The sketch of Leo’s ascent to the pinnacle of high finance was getting to the best part, the discovery of oil at Bayano. The diners read on:


  While searching for legal precedents in a habeas corpus case the thought suddenly came to him that at the present rate of consumption the oil supply of the world would be exhausted in the year 2017.


  Being desirous of perpetuating the oil supply, our wizard took his pick and shovel and flew to Panama. At a depth of 2,204 feet his pick struck a solid substance and a few more blows turned up a can of oil.


  He promptly wired John D. Rockefeller and asked him what to do with the can, and John met him at the border and offered him 2,000,000 yen for his holdings, which we are happy to say he promptly declined.


  Our intrepid explorer has now returned to Chicago to report to the minority shareholders, his friends, and relatives here gathered.


  The lights dimmed for the highlight of the evening, a slide-show tribute. A stereopticon projector flashed cartoon images onto a screen, and bursts of laughter greeted the appearance of each new panel. One depicted Leo as a scowling pirate, complete with saber and skull-and-crossbones hat, beside the caption “In his former existence, he probably was a buccaneer on the Spanish main.” In the panel labeled “He ropes his friends in,” investors waved wads of bills as he doled out stock certificates. In the final slide, “Leo Koretz, Oil King,” Leo sat on a throne of cash, looking a bit bored, a crown perched on his oversize head. A figure identified as Sam Cohen bowed before him, saying, “Yes, my lord, what is your pleasure?” The hapless Cohen was the target of jibes and elbows as the room filled with laughter.


  Sam Cohen was the butt of the joke, but every Bayano investor was as grateful to the Oil King as he was—and just as subservient. “Everybody had confidence in him and just seemed to take his word, and never worried about the details,” explained a lawyer who had known Leo for years. He was “the very soul of honor,” chimed in another close friend. “His followers were devout; it was a religious devotion,” insisted Charles Cohn. “I had every confidence in the world.” It was as if money grew on the mahogany trees that had launched the Bayano Syndicate on the road to financial success.


  Leo’s shareholders, friends, and relatives laughed and talked into the night, eating their Bayano duckling and perhaps calculating in their heads how much their stock would be worth in five or ten years. None suspected that the man whose generosity and business acumen they were celebrating was also a man with many secrets.


  Had one of them, by chance, shown the photograph of the Man of Today to the staff at the Shirley Apartments on the other side of town, the janitor would have instantly identified Leo as Al Bronson, a traveling salesman. Within a couple of years, a lot of people in Canada’s seaside province of Nova Scotia, some twelve hundred miles east of Chicago, would have remarked on how much Leo resembled their new American friend, the writer and literary critic Lou Keyte. A thick reddish beard obscured Keyte’s face, but he was about the same age, and like Leo, he was rich, charming, and generous, and a dapper dresser.


  Strangely, it would have been impossible to find anyone in Panama who recognized the man in the photograph or had ever heard of Leo Koretz.


  
    
  


  2

  

  AMBITIONS


  ROBERT CROWE WOULD have recognized the Man of Today from the photograph distributed at the Drake Hotel that night. Leo and the Cook County state’s attorney had started their careers together, as rookie lawyers at the Moran, Mayer, and Meyer law firm. That was twenty years before Bayano investors gathered to honor their benefactor, and long before Crowe discovered the truth about the syndicate. Perhaps it was a lucky break, he later joked, that he had never spoken to Leo about his Panamanian oil fields. He might have been tempted to buy some shares for himself.


  Leo and Crowe were almost the same age, born just six months apart, and had graduated from law school in the same month of the same year, June 1901. They had probably discovered, at some point during the two years they worked at Moran, Mayer, and Meyer, that they shared a passion for detective stories. And both were the golden boys of their families, ambitious young men destined for great things.


  There were differences, of course. Leo was foreign born and Jewish, the son of an insurance agent. Crowe had been born in Illinois but was the son of Irish immigrants, and his father had the connections needed to land a secure job as a court official. Leo had struggled to earn his law degree, taking night courses while holding down a job. Crowe’s family had enough money to send Robert to Yale Law School.


  Leo had a thin face back then, with hooded eyes and a wide smile. His hair was combed into a pompadour but was already beginning to recede at the temples; the broad starched collars of the time made his long neck look a bit longer. Easygoing and easy to be around, Leo was full of fun and one-liners. The office joker. Not Crowe—he was serious, almost humorless, sizing up the world with close-set, accusing eyes. He was short and stocky, but a sharp mind and forceful personality made him loom larger in person. He was combative, all business. His chin jutted from his crescent-shaped face, and he led with it. A hard man to like, but a hard one to resist. He was as aggressive as Leo was outgoing.


  There was another difference between them, one that, many years later, put them on a collision course. It was not their methods—both would prove to be devious men who were willing to do what had to be done to get ahead. It was what drove their ambitions. Robert Crowe was determined to wield great power. Leo Koretz yearned for great wealth. And the excesses and corruption of the twenties, the era of wonderful nonsense, would help each man to get what he wanted.


  LEO’S FIRST GLIMPSE OF America was from the liner SS Werra as it steamed into New York Harbor on a September day in 1887. The Statue of Liberty, newly dedicated and clad in a skin still fresh and coppery brown, glinted in the sunlight. Buildings rose in a saw-toothed line along the tip of Manhattan Island. A massive circle of brown sandstone squatted at the water’s edge—Castle Garden, a former fortress pressed into service as the entry point for a steady stream of immigrants to America.


  Leo and his family were among more than four hundred thousand newcomers processed that year at Castle Garden, the predecessor of Ellis Island. They waited patiently on rows of wooden benches inside the rotunda, enduring cold and filth and a stench only a good cigar could conquer. Leo’s father did his best to outwit the ticket agents who overcharged for train fares, the money changers who cheated on exchange rates, the baggage handlers who forced immigrants to pay twice. It was, said one observer, “a system of wholesale robbery,” and the lesson for eight-year-old Leo, perhaps, was how easily a shrewd operator could relieve people of their money. After the private sector took its cut, each new arrival paid a government levy of fifty cents a head before immigration officials sent them on their way.


  Leopold Koretz had been born on July 30, 1879, in Bohemia, a western province of Austria-Hungary. His father, Heinrich, was a merchant in Rokycany, a metalworking town of a few thousand about forty miles southwest of Prague. Heinrich had married Marie Eisner in 1866, and Leo was the seventh of their nine children.


  Bohemia was a region of rugged mountains and dense forests at the heart of Europe, its western border cutting a deep wedge into the underside of neighboring Germany. It was also a troubled land, rife with ethnic tension. Over the centuries, Germans had migrated eastward and become the dominant culture, overshadowing the native Czechs: Bohemia’s official language was German, confirming the Czechs’ second-class status. Caught in the middle was a small German-speaking Jewish minority, accounting for less than 2 percent of the population. Rokycany—the Koretzes and other Germans called it Rokitzan—was predominantly Czech and awash in Catholic churches and Christian monuments. There were fewer than fifty German residents in the 1880s, by one estimate, and the Koretzes may have been the only Jews in town.


  As the nineteenth century waned, Czech nationalism was on the rise. An anti-German backlash and a wave of anti-Semitism made it a good time for Jews to leave, and America promised a fresh start. The oldest of the Koretz boys—Max, Ferdinand, and Adolph—left first, while still teenagers. The rest of the family—Leo, his parents, and the five remaining siblings—received permission to emigrate in July 1887. Even with eight tickets to buy, Heinrich could afford a second-class cabin on the Norddeutscher Lloyd steamer Werra, sparing the family the cramped quarters, poor food, and foul air usually found in steerage.


  The Koretzes sailed from Bremen in late August. Werra was one of a new class of liners that were among the largest, fastest, and most luxurious of their time, able to cross the Atlantic in little more than eight days. Mark Twain sailed on one of the vessels and declared it “the delightfulest ship I ever saw.” There were smoking rooms and saloons for the men, drawing rooms for the women, and wide decks for everyone to stroll. On this trip, Werra also carried a consignment of gold and silver worth more than $700,000, a fitting cargo to accompany Leo Koretz to America.
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  Leo, right, as a boy in Bohemia with his younger brother, Julius.


  After a rough crossing—Werra plowed through a pair of powerful hurricanes—the liner arrived on September 6. When the Koretzes emerged from Castle Garden, Heinrich piled his family onto a train. They were headed west, like so many others, to the city Leo’s father had chosen as the place to make a fresh start. It was a name railroad ticket agents heard over and over, day after day, in German accents as heavy as Heinrich’s.


  Chicago.


  A BAND OF HAZE hovering above the flat horizon announced Chicago’s sprawling presence long before trains arrived from the east. Mills and factories and the chimneys of countless houses spewed clouds of coal smoke that “settle in a black mass,” a visitor noted in 1889, creating a gloomy world where “one can scarcely see across the streets in a damp day.” It was as if the smoke had never cleared from the Great Fire of 1871, which had killed hundreds, left tens of thousands homeless, and reduced much of the city to hollowed-out ruins. A new Chicago had risen from the ashes. By the time Leo arrived, just sixteen years after the disaster, it was a booming railroad and industrial center and the second most populous city in America.


  “No city in the world grew faster in the 1880s or was more chaotically alive,” remarked the historian Donald Miller. People made pilgrimages to Chicago “to see the shape of the future.” Chicago boasted some of the highest office towers in the world by the 1880s, monuments to progress in brick and stone. Many stood ten stories or more, so tall that a new word, skyscraper, was coined to describe them.


  The city’s ambitions knew no bounds. “Sir,” a railroad brakeman assured a visitor in 1881, “Chicago is the boss city of the universe.” The poet Carl Sandburg extolled it in verse as the “Stormy, husky, brawling, / City of the Big Shoulders,” an unstoppable economic force. The city’s stockyards and slaughterhouses were both a wonder and a blight—so vast and efficient that they became a macabre must-see for visitors, so exploitive and horrific to work in that they became fodder for Upton Sinclair’s muckraking novel, The Jungle. With the phenomenal growth that followed the fire came a host of problems: poor sanitation, crowded slums, rampant crime, labor unrest, official corruption. A year before Leo’s arrival, a bomb thrown in Haymarket Square during a rally demanding an eight-hour workday killed seven policemen. Raw sewage dumped into Lake Michigan, the source of the city’s drinking water, caused deadly outbreaks of typhoid fever; among the many victims was Leo’s oldest brother, Max, who succumbed to the disease in 1889 at twenty-two.


  A section of the city’s waterfront, known as the Levee, was a cesspool of saloons, brothels, and gambling dens of such “unbelievable depravity,” wrote Herbert Asbury, an early chronicler of America’s underworld, that “the most disreputable superlative that could be imagined would fail to do it justice.” The area was so dangerous that one judge suggested anyone who ventured there deserved to be robbed. Chicago became notorious as a place of wickedness and a hotbed of crime. The British writer Rudyard Kipling visited, shook his head in disgust, and vowed never to return to a city “inhabited by savages.” The police were too overwhelmed to bring criminals to justice, or too crooked to care, and the biggest crooks were too well connected to politicians to worry about facing prosecution. Robert Crowe would immerse himself in this shadowy, corrupt world and claim to be a politician and a crime fighter; it was almost impossible, however, to be both.


  And yet, for many, Chicago’s extremes—the rapid and relentless growth, the chasm between rich and poor, the skyscraper temples standing like bulwarks against the sin of the Levee—conspired to create a place bursting with promise and excitement. To Mark Twain it was “astonishing Chicago—a city where they are always rubbing the lamp, and fetching up the genii, and contriving and achieving new impossibilities.”


  Leo and his family were newcomers in a city of newcomers. Chicago’s population doubled to more than one million during the 1880s, and more than a third of the population was foreign born, injecting the city with a globe-spanning array of cultures and languages. The “first and only veritable Babel of the age,” a visiting English journalist said of the city. “Not if I had a hundred tongues, every one shouting a different language in a different key, could I do justice to her splendid chaos.” Almost a half-million people of German descent were adding their voices to the splendid chaos of Chicago by 1890, making them by far the city’s largest ethnic group.


  The Koretzes joined a Jewish community growing in number and influence; by the turn of the century, one of every twenty Chicagoans was Jewish. There were almost a half-million Jews in the United States by the late 1880s, and their presence, in the words of one observer, had become “an accepted part of American life.” Most were German speaking, allowing them to find a place in established German communities, and most were adherents of Reform Judaism, which relaxed or eliminated the traditions and cultural trappings that made Orthodox Jews stand out. Prayers were read in a language the congregation understood, not Hebrew; men and women sat side by side in the synagogue and could stray from a kosher diet. Reformers even changed the observance of the Sabbath from Saturday to Sunday, to ensure that Jewish shopkeepers and their employees did not have to choose between their faith and losing business.


  Heinrich Koretz changed his first name to Henry, landed a job as an insurance agent, and settled his family in a German enclave north of the city center. North Town, as it was known, was Leo’s neighborhood until he was sixteen. The Great Fire had leveled most of its homes and churches, but it had been rebuilt into a thriving suburban community. The neighborhood’s German heritage was proclaimed in street names—Goethe, Schiller, Wieland—and celebrated in taverns that offered oompah bands as well as steins of beer. Tall townhouses of brick and stone lined the streets, tastefully trimmed with Italianate and Queen Anne flourishes. The horse-drawn pump wagon of Engine Company No. 27 was stationed just up the street from Leo’s home on North Wells Street, ready to battle the next conflagration.


  North Town was a place where shrewd businessmen were building empires. In 1883, Oscar Mayer, a young butcher from Württemberg, opened the sausage shop that would make him a household name. Western Wheel Works, the world’s largest bicycle maker, chose North Town as the site for a towering factory erected in 1891. The son of a German cobbler would soon rent space in the factory to make custom shoes to ease the pain of people with foot conditions; his name was Dr. William Scholl.


  In astonishing Chicago, ambition knew no bounds. In 1893, in the midst of one of the worst depressions in American history, the city defied economic gravity and staged the World’s Columbian Exposition to mark the four hundredth anniversary of the discovery of America. A palatial city of domes, arches, and spires sprang up on the lakeshore; at night everything was bathed in electric light, a showcase for the incandescent bulbs that were replacing the gaslight of the waning century. To one newspaperman, at a loss for meaning if not for words, the fair was “an immense epitome of what is prominently valuable in modern progress.” The Koretzes undoubtedly joined the millions who strolled the grounds, explored pavilions brimming with the latest inventions and displays from exotic lands, and marveled at the midway and its showpiece ride, George Ferris’s twenty-six-story wheel.


  Back in North Town, Leo could see the skyscrapers of downtown Chicago poking their heads above the hazy horizon. His older brothers had left school and gone to work, and he would soon be old enough to find a job, perhaps earning a few dollars a week at the bicycle factory. He could make footwear for Dr. Scholl or sausages for Oscar Mayer. Or maybe, like them, he would find a way to build a business empire of his own.


  Few of Chicago’s young people stayed in school for long; only two-thirds were still in class at age twelve, complained one educator of the era, and barely one in a hundred completed high school. Leo was among the ambitious 1 percent. Education would be his ticket out of North Town.


  LAKE VIEW HIGH SCHOOL on Chicago’s North Side was housed in three stories of Victorian overkill, with a central bell tower looming over a redbrick facade topped with gables and balustrades. The school set high standards for its students: Ad astra per aspera was its motto—“Through hardships to the stars.” Future graduates would include politicians, scientists, business leaders, and the movie icon Gloria Swanson. Leo entered ninth grade in the fall of 1894, a few weeks after his fifteenth birthday. Like other kids from neighboring suburbs, he had to score well on an entrance exam to win one of the fifty or so places in the first year of the four-year program.


  Leo excelled in pursuits not found in the curriculum. One was separating people from their money. He was “the great money-raiser of the school,” by one account. “When any good cause came up Koretz was the collector for the fund.” He would be remembered as someone who “could get blood from a turnip.” Years later, classmates asked to describe him offered the words “idealistic” and “scrupulous character.” His other talent was persuasion. He joined the debating society and became Lake View’s go-to guy in matches against other schools. In his graduating year he teamed up with another student to win a debate held downtown in the eight-hundred-seat Steinway Hall, a contest that attracted several column inches of press attention.


  On a mild, damp June evening in 1898, Leo and ninety-four classmates collected their diplomas at a church auditorium trimmed in flowers and the class colors. Historians would come to regard that year as a pivotal one for the United States, marking its transformation from young nation to global superpower. The United States had been at war with Spain since April, to avenge the sinking of the battleship Maine in Havana Harbor and to support Cuban rebels fighting for independence. Underlying these lofty goals was a strategic motive: banishing the last European colonial power from the Western Hemisphere. After the valedictory address, Leo was one of four students invited to speak. His address, “For Conquest or for Humanity,” explored the double-edged rationale for war. Days later a fearless cavalry officer named Theodore Roosevelt led his Rough Riders through a hail of bullets in the famous charge up San Juan Hill.


  As the twentieth century dawned, the Chicago Daily Tribune paused to remember the advances of the previous “century of usefulness”—the telegraph and the telephone, electric light, railroads, steamboats, even everyday items such as kitchen stoves and postage stamps—and predicted that an artistic and cultural renaissance lay ahead. “The purely material may claim less attention,” its editorial writer opined, “and Mammon come to be less regarded.”


  But for Leo Koretz, a young man starting his career in lockstep with the new century, money and the purely material sounded just fine. All he needed was to find a profession that would make it easy to get his hands on both.


  PATRICK CROWE, THE MAN in charge of lighting the gas lamps that cast a pale glow over the streets of Peoria, Illinois, was one of the British government’s most implacable foes in America. In the early 1880s, a band of Irish extremists, popularly known as the Fenian Brotherhood, launched a campaign of terror to free Ireland from British rule. Bombings rocked London, Glasgow, and other British cities; assassins ambushed and killed the chief secretary for Ireland in a Dublin park. Irish Americans were behind many of the plots, and Crowe was a key figure in the Fenian movement. Described as “a man of small stature, with a dark, intellectual countenance,” he advocated the use of force to win independence for his homeland. He even claimed to have put his words into action. In 1881 he made headlines by boasting he had built some of the bombs wreaking havoc on the other side of the Atlantic. Follow-up reports of Crowe’s arrest for illegally exporting explosives proved unfounded, and some newspapers dismissed his statements as fearmongering and bravado. No true terrorist, one editor noted, would attract such attention to his nefarious work.


  While his bomb-making claims may have been bogus, Robert Crowe’s father had reason to hate the British. Patrick and his wife, Annie, had been born in County Galway in the 1840s, the hungriest years of the Great Famine. They joined the exodus to America—Patrick was granted citizenship in his early twenties—and lived in New York and Missouri before settling in Illinois. Peoria was a steamboat stop on a waterway linking Chicago, about 150 miles to the northeast, to the Mississippi River. Abraham Lincoln stood on the steps of Peoria’s courthouse in 1854 and made his first speech demanding an end to slavery, setting America on the path to civil war. It was a city of distilleries and farm-machinery factories considered so typically American that it became a truism of the entertainment industry that if an act was a hit in Peoria, it would be a hit everywhere. Patrick Crowe was a jack-of-all-trades, identified in the city directory over the span of a few years as a grocer, a contractor, and a plumber as well as superintendent of streetlamps. The last of Patrick and Annie’s eleven children, Robert Emmett, was born in Peoria on January 22, 1879.


  By the time Robert was old enough to attend school, his family had moved to Chicago and settled at 365 West Congress Street, on the West Side. It was the heart of one of the city’s poorest areas, the Nineteenth Ward, soon to be the site of Hull House, the civic reformer Jane Addams’s pioneering community center. Being Irish gave the Crowe family a leg up, since the Irish were one of the larger ethnic groups in the city and punched above their weight in local politics. They dominated the police and fire departments and doled out coveted jobs on the public payroll. In the 1890s they controlled a third of the seats on the city council and elected John Patrick Hopkins, the son of immigrants from Ireland’s County Mayo, as mayor.


  By one account, Patrick Crowe had another leg up. A man who had managed “to momentarily terrorize and paralyze the great United Kingdom” was welcomed as a hero. And a man who had named his son after a freedom fighter—Chicago’s Irish community gathered each March to mark the birthday of Robert Emmet, executed for treason in 1803—had his pick of government jobs. Cook County hired Patrick as a clerk, and he was promoted to court bailiff and deputy sheriff. There was enough money to propel the family into the middle class; one of Robert’s brothers trained as a lawyer, another studied to be a bookkeeper, and a sister became a teacher.


  Robert Crowe inherited his father’s distaste for Britain. “I never had any liking or respect for her laws as they applied to my ancestors,” he once noted. As a child he became a fan of pulp-fiction novels, devouring everything from French police procedurals to the exploits of the thief-turned-detective Arthur J. Raffles. And he was among that 1 percent of young Chicagoans to finish high school, graduating from West Division High in 1898, the same year Leo addressed his own graduating class at Lake View.


  Like Leo, Crowe was well spoken and persuasive; he was a “fluent talker,” as one newsman later put it. And like Leo, he was eager to make his mark.
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  THE LAW


  AMERICA, THOMAS MORAN assured seventy-six new additions to Chicago’s legal fraternity, needed more lawyers. “As the country grows older and richer there always will be an increase in demand for attorneys,” the dean of Chicago-Kent College of Law said, his voice filling Steinway Hall just as Leo’s had during his high school debates. “The prospects of success in the profession,” Moran predicted, “were never as bright as they are at present.” Among the members of the class of 1901 assured a bright future in the lawyer-friendly twentieth century was Leo Koretz.


  After graduating from Lake View, Leo had landed a job as an office boy at Moran’s law firm. Adolph Kraus, a founding partner in Moran, Mayer, and Meyer, had been born in Rokycany, and that hometown connection may have helped Leo to land the clerking job. But once he was there, it was probably Moran who encouraged him to take advantage of evening lectures at Chicago-Kent, which was housed in a downtown building not far from the firm’s offices. The school, created through a merger of Lake Forest’s law school with the upstart Kent College of Law, prided itself on accepting students “without distinction as to sex or color.” Three women earned degrees in 1899, and Ida Platt, who graduated with honors in 1894, was only the second black woman to practice law in the United States. The faculty and guest speakers included judges and former judges who hammered home a message that lawyers must conduct themselves with honesty and integrity. “In the practice of law,” the former judge Simeon Shope reminded Leo’s graduating class in June 1901, “it is stalwart manhood and rugged honesty that wins.”


  While Leo was working around the clock to earn his degree, Robert Crowe had the luxury of studying law as a full-time student at Yale. One of the oldest law schools in the country, Yale had yet to gain national prestige—one historian dismissed it as “a local school with pretensions”—but its distinguished alumni included congressmen, ambassadors, and justices of the United States Supreme Court. Enrollment stood at about two hundred when Crowe was admitted in the fall of 1898, after passing an entrance exam that gauged his knowledge of grammar, history, and the US Constitution.


  Yale was on a mission to do more than merely train lawyers; professors sought to instill “the principles and rules of legal science.” Crowe and his classmates gathered at long oak tables in the library to plow through thick textbooks, then gathered in the classroom to discuss leading cases. Arthur Corbin, a future Yale professor who was two years ahead of Crowe, remembered being surrounded by classmates “docile enough and lazy enough to desire to be ‘told’ the law,” not to question the validity of those timeworn legal principles. Corbin found the workload light and so did Crowe. “I paid more attention to Raffles,” Crowe admitted, “than I did to real property.”


  Despite Yale’s narrow, black-and-white view of the law, Crowe was exposed to the wider world. A young British member of Parliament named Winston Churchill visited in 1900 and, the New York Times reported, “spoke feelingly of the bonds between England and America.” Bourke Cockran, a former congressman, echoed the optimism of Chicago-Kent’s Thomas Moran and told Yale students that their profession offered unlimited opportunities for “the capable man.” President William McKinley’s attorney general, John W. Griggs, agreed to deliver the keynote address to Crowe’s graduating class.


  The Republicans, the party of McKinley and Griggs, were a political force on campus, claiming the allegiance of most of the student body. Crowe was among hundreds of students who gathered in the fall of 1900 to form a Republican club. They “marched in company formation” to the meeting hall, a newspaper reported, with a regimental band and Yale’s football and baseball stars leading the way. Crowe, now in his senior year, was elected treasurer. A band and drum corps was formed, and members donned uniforms to parade at Republican rallies in New Haven and neighboring cities. New York’s popular governor, Theodore Roosevelt, who became McKinley’s vice president that fall, was invited to address the club.


  By the time Crowe heard Attorney General Griggs, one of his new heroes, speak at his graduation exercises, he had a law degree and a track record as a leader in Republican politics. He returned to Chicago to make good use of both.


  THE FIRM OF MORAN, Mayer, and Meyer was founded in 1881 when two lawyers, Adolph Kraus and Levy Mayer, squared off over the sale of a horse. Their courtroom showdown forged a partnership that grew into one of the city’s leading law firms, with a roster of big-business clients that included many national firms.


  Kraus had left the firm by 1901, when Leo and Crowe began to work alongside some of the wealthiest and most powerful lawyers in Chicago. The firm’s leader was Mayer, the son of German immigrants and a prodigy who had graduated from law school at eighteen and, like Crowe, was a Yale man. Mayer was “a martyr to his work” who “gave the very best that was in him to every case he worked on,” noted one of his partners, Alfred Austrian. By the turn of the century, Mayer was one of the most prominent corporate lawyers in America and a specialist in mergers and acquisitions.


  Mayer acted for the powerful trusts that were consolidating their grip on the country’s major industries, from distilling and brewing to sugar refining, banking, and natural gas distribution. A vocal opponent of antitrust legislation, he defended corporate takeovers in the pages of the New York Times in 1902 and accused courts and lawmakers of stunting economic growth. “The so-called trust,” he wrote, was a corporate version of that most American of ambitions—“the ambition of the individual to accumulate wealth.” Fighting antitrust laws made Mayer enormously wealthy. He was reputed to have billed more than $1 million in a single year and, when he died in 1922, left an estate then valued at $8.5 million.


  For two years, Leo and Crowe helped to solve the legal problems of Moran, Mayer, and Meyer’s business clients. They learned the intricacies of corporate law. They were at the table when Levy Mayer and other legal heavyweights cut deals and outwitted opponents. Crowe saw how powerful men controlled people and events. Leo realized that a savvy lawyer could make a fortune. Both had left the firm by 1903 to set up their own law practices, but their paths would cross again.
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