

    
        
          The Mayor's Poisoned Coffee: Forgotten Assassination Plots and the Secret Wars That Shaped America

        

        
        
          A. L. Blackwood

        

        
          Published by A. L. Blackwood, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE MAYOR'S POISONED COFFEE: FORGOTTEN ASSASSINATION PLOTS AND THE SECRET WARS THAT SHAPED AMERICA

    

    
      First edition. November 29, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 A. L. Blackwood.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231018444

    

    
    
      Written by A. L. Blackwood.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1: The Coffee and the Crooked Mayor: The 1957 Plot in Steubenville, Ohio

Chapter 2: The Judge's Lunch Pail: A Bomb in 1930s Kentucky

Chapter 3: The Longshoreman's Last Stand: The 1936 Plot Against Harry Bridges in San Francisco

Chapter 4: The Preacher and the Klansman: The 1925 Poisoning of Reverend James Milton Perry in Indiana

Chapter 5: The Ghost of Tammany Hall: The 1919 "Accident" of Big Bill Devery

Chapter 6: The Governor's Ambush: The 1907 Assassination Plot Against Governor James K. Vardaman of Mississippi

Chapter 7: The Bomb in the Briefcase: The 1910 Plot Against Labor Leader "Mother" Jones

Chapter 8: The Dry Agent's Last Drink: The 1926 Poisoning of Prohibition Agent William "Paddy" White in Chicago

Chapter 9: The Senator's "Suicide": The 1933 Death of Senator Huey Long's Bodyguard

Chapter 10: The Diplomat's Defector: The 1953 Plot to Kill U.N. Ambassador Joseph P. Kennedy Sr.

Chapter 11: The Activist and the Informant: The 1963 Plot to Kill Medgar Evers in Jackson, Mississippi

Chapter 12: The Professor's Poison Pen: The 1970 Plot Against Historian Howard Zinn

Chapter 13: The Logger's Last Stand: The 1990 Bomb Plot Against Judi Bari in Oakland, California

Chapter 14: The Whistleblower's Ghost: The 2004 "Accidental" Death of Pentagon Analyst Jack Wheeler

Chapter 15: The Aftermath: Echoes of the Unheard

Chapter 16: Epilogue: The Coffee Is Still Brewing

Chapter 17: Author's Note: On the Trail of the Forgotten

Chapter 18: A Guide to the Key Players

Chapter 19: Selected Bibliography and Further Reading

Chapter 20: Index

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Coffee and the Crooked Mayor: The 1957 Plot in Steubenville, Ohio
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The bell above the door of the "Koffee Kup" diner jingled, a cheerful sound that did nothing to ease the knot in Tony Gallo’s stomach. 

He slid onto the red vinyl stool, the worn leather cool against his palms. Across the counter, Mayor Frank Lausche—no relation to the governor—laughed loudly, slapping the shoulder of a local contractor. To the town, he was a champion of the working man. 

To Gallo, a city councilman weary of the kickbacks and corruption, he represented a threat. And today, Gallo had the surgeon’s tool: a small, tasteless vial of cyanide in his pocket.

[image: The Coffee and the Crooked Mayor]

The Rise of a False Champion

A WAVE OF POPULISM, both intoxicating and deceptive, had propelled Frank Lausche to power. In the post-war boom of the 1950s, Steubenville, Ohio, was a city humming with industry. The steel mills along the Ohio River belched smoke into the sky day and night, and the money flowed, or at least it appeared to. 

Lausche, a charismatic former union steward with a booming voice and a back-slapping demeanor, sold himself as the defender of the little guy, the man who would stand up to the big industrialists and ensure the working class got its fair share.

His speeches were filled with fiery rhetoric about solidarity and community, and he won the mayoral office in a landslide, promising a new era of prosperity for all. It was a compelling narrative, and for a time, most of the city bought it. 

But beneath the surface of the blue-collar paradise, a different kind of current was swirling, one of greed and intimidation that ran counter to everything Lausche claimed to represent.

A Masterclass in Grift

HIS ADMINISTRATION was a masterclass in grift. Construction contracts for new schools and municipal buildings were invariably awarded to companies with deep ties to the mayor, often at inflated prices that were then passed on to the taxpayers. 

The city’s purchasing department, under Lausche’s direction, bought supplies from vendors who kicked back a percentage of every deal.

The police department, once a respected institution, had been transformed into the mayor’s private enforcement arm. Officers who played along got promotions and cushy assignments; those who dared to question the city’s direction were transferred to undesirable beats or harassed into resignation. Lausche’s control was absolute, a web of patronage and fear that touched every corner of Steubenville’s civic life.

The Disillusionment

TONY GALLO HAD BEEN one of the true believers. A decorated World War II veteran who had seen combat in Europe, he returned to Steubenville with a head full of idealistic dreams about building a better, fairer world. 

He was drawn to Lausche’s campaign, inspired by the promise of honest government and a city that worked for everyone. Following Lausche's lead, he ran for city council and easily won, his war record and earnest demeanor making him a popular figure in his working-class district.

Initially, he was a loyal supporter, voting with the mayor on most issues and defending him against the whispers of corruption that began to circulate in the city’s smoky back rooms. The disillusionment came slowly, then all at once. 

It started with the "Lincoln Avenue Paving Project." Gallo spearheaded the initiative to restore the deteriorating street in his neighborhood.

The contract, however, was awarded to a company from out of town, one that had no experience with municipal paving but was owned by a cousin of the mayor’s top campaign donor. The project was a disaster, completed months behind schedule and at nearly double the estimated cost, with the new pavement cracking and buckling within a year. 

When Gallo demanded an audit, he was shut down by the council’s pro-Lauche majority and quietly warned by the mayor himself to "let the big boys handle the big things."

The Breaking Point

THE BREAKING POINT came with the case of a small business owner named Sal Rossi, who ran a popular Italian grocery on the city’s south side. Rossi refused to pay the "protection money" demanded by a Lausche-connected contractor who wanted to buy his building for a pittance. 

Shortly after, the health department descended on Rossi’s store, citing him for a dozen minor, fabricated violations and shutting him down.

Two police detectives visited Gallo when he tried to intervene, suggesting he drop the matter for his own good. The message was unambiguous: defy the mayor, and you and your loved ones will face consequences. 

For Gallo, the war he thought he’d left behind in Europe had just come home.

A Corrupt Ecosystem

THE 1950S SOCIAL CONTEXT of Steubenville served as an ideal breeding ground for this type of corruption. It was a town defined by its relationship with organized crime. While not as notorious as Chicago or even nearby Youngstown, Steubenville was firmly under the influence of the Pittsburgh crime family. 

Lausche was astute enough to avoid becoming a victim, yet he comprehended the intricacies of the game. es of the game.

He provided the mob with access to city contracts and a blind eye to their gambling and loan-sharking operations, and in return, they provided him with muscle, money, and a way to silence his opposition. 

The distinction between city hall and the underworld became indistinguishable. It thrived on the loyalty of the working-class men who ran the mills and the fear of those who might challenge it.

A Desperate Plot

IN THE SHADOWS OF THIS corrupt ecosystem, Tony Gallo began to plot. He was not a natural-born conspirator; he was a man of principle pushed to his absolute limit. He saw the legal system as a dead end, completely compromised by Lausche’s influence. 

Going to the FBI or the state police would be a futile endeavor, a slow and bureaucratic process that could lead to his ruin or death before any indictment was issued. No, the removal of the cancer required a surgical, quick, and decisive approach.

His unlikely accomplice was a man named Arthur Pemble, a quiet, disgruntled city chemist who had been passed over for a promotion in favor of the mayor’s brother-in-law. Pemble was a bitter man with a deep knowledge of toxins and a grudge against the administration that had sidelined him. 

In a series of clandestine meetings held in the dusty stacks of the Steubenville library after hours, Gallo laid out his desperate plan. Pemble, seeing a chance for revenge, listened intently.

He explained that cyanide, specifically potassium cyanide, would be the most effective agent. It was fast-acting, relatively easy to acquire, and, most importantly, nearly tasteless in a strong cup of coffee. 

The choice of the Koffee Kup diner as the stage for the assassination was a deliberate, almost theatrical, decision. Lausche regularly held court there every morning, surrounded by his loyalists.

To kill him there, in public, would be to send a message not just to his inner circle, but to the entire city. It would be a declaration that the era of fear was over, that even the most powerful man in Steubenville was not untouchable. Gallo’s plan was meticulous. He would arrive before the mayor, sit a few stools away, and wait. 

When the time was right, he would "accidentally" bump into the waitress delivering Lausche's coffee, and in that moment of confusion, he would drop the contents of the vial into the cup. It was a clumsy, desperate plan, hatched by a man who had never contemplated violence in his life, but it was the only one he had.

The Morning of the Attempt

THE MORNING OF THE attempt was cold and gray, a damp chill clinging to the river valley. Gallo barely slept, his mind replaying the plan over and over, every detail magnified in the pre-dawn darkness. 

He dressed mechanically, his movements stiff and unnatural. The vial of cyanide felt impossibly heavy in his jacket pocket, a tiny shard of ice against his chest. He drove to the diner, his heart pounding a frantic rhythm against his ribs.

The bell above the door jingled, and the scene unfolded exactly as he had imagined it, only more real and more terrifying. Lausche was there, his laughter echoing off the Formica and chrome. The air was thick with the smell of fried bacon and brewing coffee. Gallo slid onto his stool, his hands trembling slightly as he placed his order. 

He watched, his breath held tight in his chest, as the waitress poured the mayor’s coffee, a black, steaming cup of bitter reality. Taking his customary seat, Lausche held court, completely unaware of the impending judgment.

A Fumbled Opportunity

GALLO WAITED FOR HIS moment. The waitress, a young woman named Mary with wide, nervous eyes, was making her rounds. Gallo tensed, preparing to make his move. He pushed his stool back just enough, ready to create the distraction. 

As Mary approached Lausche with the coffee pot to offer a refill, Gallo began to rise.

But Mary fumbled with the cup, flustered by the mayor’s booming voice and a dropped spoon on the floor. 

It tipped, spilling its contents onto the counter before she could set it down. "Oh, my goodness!" she cried, her face flushing with embarrassment. "I'm so sorry, Mr. Mayor." Without thinking, she grabbed the cup, intending to wipe it up, but her hand slipped, and the cup clattered into the deep stainless-steel sink behind the counter. 

The dark coffee swirled down the drain, gone.

Lausche grumbled good-naturedly, "No harm done, Mary. Just pour me another one." Gallo stood frozen, his body half-risen from the stool. The surgeon’s tool was still in his pocket, its purpose nullified by a moment of simple clumsiness. The moment of opportunity had abruptly ended. 

He sank back onto his stool, a wave of nausea and relief washing over him in equal measure. He paid his tab, his hand shaking so badly he could barely count out the change, and walked out into the cold morning air, a failed assassin.

The Unraveling

THE AFTERMATH WAS QUIET, but it was not without consequence. Guilt and the fear of discovery consumed Gallo, turning him into a shadow of his former self. He couldn’t live with what he had almost done. 

A week later, he walked into the Steubenville police station and confessed everything. It was a bombshell. The city was stunned. Had Tony Gallo, the war hero and idealistic councilman, attempted to murder the mayor? It was unbelievable.

The legal process was slow and grinding. Gallo, facing a life sentence, pleaded guilty to conspiracy to committing murder. In his testimony, he laid bare the entire corrupt apparatus of the Lausche administration, providing investigators with a roadmap to the city’s systemic graft. 

His confession unraveled everything once it was pulled. The assassination attempt shattered the silence that had shielded the mayor for years. Businessmen who had been extorted, city employees who had been fired, and citizens who had been intimidated began to come forward.

Despite receiving a life sentence, Gallo's desperation led to a paradoxical outcome. The scandal it exposed was too big to be contained. State and federal investigators launched a probe into Steubenville’s city government. 

Mayor Lausche was indicted on multiple counts of bribery, extortion, and racketeering. His political empire, once thought to be invincible, crumbled into dust. He was convicted and sentenced to a long federal prison term, a far more fitting and prolonged punishment than the quick death Gallo had planned for him.

A New Era of Violence

THE FAILED ASSASSINATION of Mayor Frank Lausche became a strange, cautionary tale in the history of Steubenville. It was a story of how one man’s moral despair could, through a twist of fate, accomplish what the law could not. 

But as the city slowly began to cleanse itself of the corruption that had infected it, a chilling reality was taking place in other parts of the country.

The clumsy poison of a desperate councilman was a relic of a bygone era. In the changing landscape of American conflict, a new, more brutal kind of weapon was being perfected, one that didn’t rely on chance or a nervous waitress. In the mountains
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