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  CHAPTER 1


  IT REALLY IS A COMBAT ZONE


  1950 to 1960


  


  
    The barroom and bucket-of-blood days have nothing on that street today.


    MUNICIPAL COURT JUDGE GEORGE W. ROBERTS, 1951

  


  On April 27, 1951, a short article in the Boston Traveler described how one Albert A. Silva, a former United States Navy sailor from East Dedham, was sentenced to a month in jail for assault and battery of a policeman. It was a modest punishment, and Silva got the worst of it; the assailed officer had shot him in the chest. Silva probably didn’t feel a thing. By his own account, he had downed a dozen or so drinks at the Playland Café, a bar on Essex Street, just a couple of blocks from the site of the former Liberty Tree.


  Judge George W. Roberts was not amused. “Much of the trouble is due to the licensees on this street who would continue selling liquor to a man as they did to this man,” he declared. “It is a dangerous area and the services should put it out of bounds. This is not the first shooting down there. A sailor actually on duty there was killed. It is really a combat zone.”


  No one knows exactly how the area of downtown Boston near the intersection of lower Washington and Essex Streets—the place where the American Revolution began—came to be called the “Combat Zone.” Likely the name was linked to the proliferation of military police, out to keep an eye on the sailors from the Charlestown Navy Yard or soldiers from the South Boston Army Base as they sought the pleasures of drinks and dames in the seedy bars. The nights often ended in barroom brawls. The drunk and disorderly were hauled off in wagons stationed in the area while the more sober were sent back to base.


  Yet up until the 1950s, Washington Street—from the point where Kneeland became Stuart Street to the intersection of Winter and Summer Streets (the spot later dubbed Downtown Crossing)—was the city’s main entertainment district, filled with theaters, shops, offices, and restaurants. By the 1920s, fifteen theaters in the area offered everything from serious drama to vaudeville to travelogues. If Bostonians weren’t going to a show, they were shopping: the area became the city’s retail hub, anchored by department stores like Jordan Marsh, Gilchrist’s, Raymond’s, and Filene’s, with its vaunted discount basement.


  A South Boston boy who would grow up to be the city’s mayor loved walking down Washington Street with his cousin Charlie—a lead saxophone player for Louis Prima, Gene Krupa, and other popular big band leaders—to see a show in one of the theaters. The admission price included a movie screening and a live band performance. His cousin would take him backstage to meet the musicians, a treat for any star-struck kid. Some years later, he and his wife would dine at what he thought were the finest restaurants in Boston: Luigi’s on Essex Street, the Prince Spaghetti House on Avery, or Jacob Wirth, the popular German pub on Stuart. Those memories were seared into the mind of Raymond Flynn, who served as Boston’s mayor from 1984 to 1993, even after everything that followed.


  Boston has been described as a city of neighborhoods. Beacon Hill, Back Bay, Dorchester, South Boston, the South End, and the North End each have their own character, quirks, and loyalties. But downtown Boston was not—until well into the 2010s—generally viewed as a neighborhood despite its thriving community of Chinese immigrants and Chinese Americans during the nineteenth century.


  The Chinese community and other immigrant groups settled in the South Cove, an area created in the 1830s with landfill piled into Boston Harbor. It included both housing and a railroad terminal. Beginning in the 1870s, Chinese immigrants, many coming from the American West, moved into this housing. Some opened businesses, such as laundries and restaurants, while many Chinese women worked in the nearby garment factories. Fashionable town-houses dotted Harrison Avenue, but an elevated train track (which was used from 1900 to 1942) and an expanding number of garment factories made the area less desirable to well-heeled residents. From 1940 to 1950, the Chinatown population more than doubled from about 1,383 to roughly 2,900.


  By the late 1950s, lower Washington Street, considered part of the South Cove, was a hot spot for popular music like big band, jump, jazz, and rock ‘n’ roll. Perhaps the most famous venue was Izzy Ort’s Bar & Grille on Essex Street (later known as the Golden Nugget), which opened in 1935. Isadore “Izzy” Ort, a reformed bootlegger and legendary impresario, could have “stepped out of a Damon Runyon story,” according to Boston jazz historian Richard Vacca. “He always wore a trench coat and fedora, smoked a cigar ... and settled disputes at his club with a [large metal] flashlight.” He was also known for his generosity to servicemen.


  Over the years, the crowd at Ort’s Golden Nugget grew rougher and tougher; in 1956, the Harvard Crimson helpfully advised patrons to “take a club.” In September of 1964, evangelist Billy Graham, looking for souls to save, dropped by Ort’s after preaching to a packed house at the Boston Garden. Graham had no luck. Yet Ort “loved Essex and Washington Streets. It was his whole life and the people who went there were his people,” writes veteran reporter Bill Buchanan of the Boston Globe. Ort sold the club in 1969; by that time, his former neighborhood had transformed from a rough-edged stomping ground to something seamier.


  The transformation had begun with the post-war slump. After World War II, Boston was enveloped by an economic malaise; investment in the city slowed to a trickle. The Charlestown Navy Yard and the South Boston Army Base closed, further undercutting the economy. Boston’s population shrank from eight hundred thousand in 1950 to a low point of six hundred thousand in 1970. Helped by the creation of an interstate highway network, people were moving to the suburbs. In 1900, the city was fourth in the nation for banking; by 1964, it was tenth. Over a twenty-year period, virtually nothing was built downtown; you couldn’t give away property there. The downturn extended throughout the region: In 1947, two hundred and eighty thousand people worked in New England’s textile mills. By 1964, that number had fallen below one hundred thousand.
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   The Golden Nugget and the Playland Café on Essex Street in the 1960s. Courtesy City of Boston.



  To observers, Boston had entered a state of permanent economic decay. Downtown Boston had turned into “a dreary jungle of honkytonks for sailors, dreary department store windows, Loew’s movie houses, hillbilly bands, strippers, parking lots, [and] undistinguished new buildings,” reported Elizabeth Hardwick in Harper’s Magazine in 1959. Park Square, a block away from Boston’s Public Garden, had shifted from an upscale neighborhood into a shabby collection of parking garages and bars. The downtown was still a place for entertainment—that is, if you could handle the fights. However, theater lights were dimming up and down Washington. Television had changed people’s entertainment habits; families were staying home instead of heading to the theater. In the early part of the twentieth century, Boston had fifty legitimate theaters throughout the city; by 1979, only four remained open.


  The Record American, one of the city’s several newspapers, took aim in a massive investigative series at the nefarious activities that were springing up on lower Washington Street. Beginning on July 1, 1964, three Record American reporters wrote story after story laced with the purplest of prose decrying the “so-called combat zone,” where drinks were sold openly to minors on streets rife with prostitutes and where “homosexuals in some cafes and lounges” could be found. The series of articles charged Boston’s licensing board with choosing to ignore the problems. On July 7, the paper printed a letter from an anguished mother to series author Jean Cole, praising the Record American for “exposing the filth and corruption in these so-called places of entertainment in our city.” By August, the Record American was still reveling in revelations, hammering away at the notion of a modest Boston. “Despite protestations to the contrary, there is a ‘red light district’ in Boston,” the paper reported, citing seventy-one prostitution arrests in the South End and the Combat Zone. Thanks in part to Jean Cole and the Record American, the label “Combat Zone” entered Boston’s lexicon.


  What converted the Combat Zone from a rowdy, rough neighborhood into an adult playground was an act of urban renewal, one of many that would reshape Boston through the 1970s. The transformation was an offshoot of a grandiose plan to launch a “New Boston.” Like every road to hell, it began with good intentions.
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   A Scollay Square burlesque performer. Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Leslie Jones Collection.



  CHAPTER 2


  FROM SCOLLAY SQUARE TO THE COMBAT ZONE


  1960 to 1971


  

  
    The people who made Scollay Square what it was have not gone. They have simply moved.


    "THE COMBAT ZONE: AN IN-DEPTH REPORT" BOSTON GLOBE, JULY 31, 1966

  


  Conceptually, “New Boston” was not unlike what John Winthrop described in his 1630 speech to fellow Massachusetts Bay colonists when he declared their new community “shall be as a City upon a Hill, the eyes of all people are upon us.” New Boston would be “dramatically different from the shabby, stolid, and tired old city of the first half of the century,” wrote historian Lawrence W. Kennedy. In 1949, John Hynes used the slogan “New Boston” to oust the primary representative of “old” Boston: Mayor James Michael Curley, the master of the wink-and-nod style of local politics. In 1950, the city’s planning board issued its influential “General Plan for Boston,” which proposed redeveloping 20 percent of the city’s land area over the next twenty-five years. Thanks to the Housing Act of 1949, the federal government was ready to funnel millions of dollars into cities like Boston to counter urban blight and poverty.


  First called “urban development” and then “urban renewal,” the process was meant to retire dirty, old Boston for good—but sometimes at the expense of its inhabitants. The city cheered Mayor Hynes for luring the Prudential Insurance Company to Boston’s Back Bay where the company built a towering skyscraper, which remains a landmark today. From 1955 to 1957, planners transformed the New York Streets, a section between the South End and South Boston, changing it from a neighborhood of crowded tenement buildings into an industrial zone. This “renewal” displaced immigrants and long-time residents, and the cheering was far fainter. In 1958, the Boston Housing Authority (BHA) began to raze the West End, one of the city’s most crowded neighborhoods that housed a poor, multi-ethnic community. In its place rose an upscale housing development that was unaffordable to most former residents. The elimination of the West End would become one of Boston’s most reviled acts of urban renewal with repercussions that have echoed through the decades and across the nation.


  Chinatown, meanwhile, continued to expand. The Chinese Merchants Association of Massachusetts, founded in 1903, sought to enhance the community by building its new headquarters at 20 Hudson Street. The grand, stylish design, which incorporated Chinese features, was meant to symbolize the growing status of Chinatown. The four-story building took up an entire city block and was completed in 1951 amid much praise. That delight would prove short lived.


  Spurred by available federal transportation funds, Boston city planners hoped to provide access to businesses and relieve traffic congestion with a new elevated highway that would run right through the city’s business district. The intended path of this “Central Artery” cut off the North End from the rest of the city and sliced through Chinatown, demolishing everything between Tyler and Hudson Streets from Essex to Broadway. Construction began in 1951, even as Chinese residents, the Boston City Council, and others howled in protest. In May of 1954, the Chinese Merchants Association, fearing the worst, contacted state officials and offered to sacrifice its building to the Central Artery route to save more of Chinatown. So less than four years after its completion, half of the Merchants Association building was demolished to make way for the new expressway. That decision was seared into the minds of Chinatown residents for years to come.


  Chinatown was again on the chopping block in the early 1960s when an extension of the Massachusetts Turnpike was built; sixty structures on Hudson Street were knocked down. Bostonians were slowly realizing that urban renewal was often callous to the very population it intended to help. Moreover, planning was chaotic and disorganized; there was tension between the city’s planning board and the BHA, as well as between the suits of the business community and streetwise Irish politicians. A new entity was required.


  With the support of Mayor Hynes, the Massachusetts legislature passed a bill stripping the BHA of its redevelopment power and created a new agency. On October 4, 1957, the Boston Redevelopment Authority (BRA) was formed, with Kane Simonian as its head.


  From its inception, the BRA was an unusual institution, with a semi-autonomous, five-member board. Four members were appointed by the mayor and one by the state. Among the members was Monsignor Francis J. Lally, a Catholic priest and editor of Boston’s Catholic newspaper, The Pilot. (The thought was that a priest could add a more human approach to development.) The BRA began to remake Boston, aided in large part by its unique mandate, which included both planning and development. The new agency had the authority to plan urban renewal projects and the power to buy and sell property, acquire land through eminent domain, and grant tax concessions to encourage specific development. This positioned it to become a more powerful and effective body, said Paul McCann, a BRA planner who spent more than fifty years with the agency and served as acting director on three occasions. With an entity like the BRA, Boston was the envy of every city in the country, he said.


  With a pot of funds from the federal government, the BRA’s cadre of expert planners intended to make Boston a prominent center of commerce and culture. Mayor John Collins, elected in 1959, was keen on the concept of urban planning. To accomplish this, the BRA “married academic planning with brass-knuckle politics,” as Life magazine put it. The man who would lead the way was waiting in the wings. Edward Logue, the head of the New Haven, Connecticut, urban renewal program, was hired as BRA director in 1960 by Mayor Collins for a salary of thirty thousand dollars—ten thousand dollars higher than the mayor’s. Both charming and manipulative, Logue cut a dashing figure and projected a tremendous aura of energy, power, and almost arrogant self-assurance, according to historians. Life magazine called Logue a “bold Boston Gladiator” and “the most successful redevelopment boss in the country and in almost all ways the most controversial.”


  The Boston Gladiator and the BRA moved on a project already in its preliminary stage: the transformation of what was then Boston’s most notorious neighborhood. Scollay Square, just west of Faneuil Hall, was a warren of streets filled with bars, tattoo parlors, and burlesque houses, such as the Old Howard Theater and the Crawford House. Naysayers called it the “crossroads of hell,” attracting “every sailor who could squeeze himself into a pair of bell-bottom trousers.” It was also an entertainment hub, a place for both military men and their dates, men on “vacation” from wives, thrill-seeking debutantes, and teenagers sneaking out for a night on the town. Scollay Square “was an old and intimate part of downtown Boston where people went to forget their troubles, to get a luscious hot dog or cold glass of beer, to laugh at the stale jokes of slapstick comedians, and to enjoy the naughty spectacles of beautiful girls waving fluffy fans or swinging glittering tassels,” David Kruh writes in his book on Scollay Square, Always Something Doing. Burlesque performer Ann Corio was a darling of the Old Howard among both rowdy sailors and adoring Harvard students. “The first row of the theater, dubbed ‘baldie’s row,’ would erupt in shouts of joy and pleadings of ‘take it off!’ but Miss Corio never did, at least in my presence or memory,” said the man who would become Boston’s unofficial city censor.
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   The inimitable Ann Corio at the Old Howard. Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Leslie Jones Collection.



  A rambunctious Scollay Square, however, did not fit the vision of a New Boston; rather, its decaying storefronts, sailor bars, and burlesque shows were a symbol of the city’s decline. Plans were made to demolish its buildings and reconfigure its streets to create a sweeping plaza that would house offices for the city, state, and federal government. Logue and Collins planned to relocate City Hall to the site and lobbied the federal government to change the location of its new federal building from Copley Square to the former Scollay Square. The belief was that this Government Center—to be designed by I.M. Pei and Associates—would attract private development to a rundown area. By 1961, the BRA had taken over all of Scollay Square by eminent domain and began demolition. In 1962, winners of a contest to design a new city hall were announced. Over the next five years, City Hall and the new federal JFK Building rose on the grave of Boston’s battered but beloved entertainment district.


  Scollay Square’s demise was not widely mourned at the time. “Its death knell did not find us throbbing with nostalgia. Despite the yeasty vigor of its raffish throngs, the place was also mean-spirited, sour, brutish, and nasty,” Robert Taylor wrote in a Boston newspaper in 1962. The Brutalist architecture of the new City Hall, however, drew mixed reactions. Some hailed the design as visionary, others saw a hodgepodge of concrete blocks. “It looks like the crate that Faneuil Hall came in,” said one critic. Logue doesn’t like Boston, another critic insisted. “He’s pulling it apart.” The ever-ambitious Logue was not deterred; he ran for mayor of Boston in 1967 but lost in the preliminary ballot.


  The new City Hall was not completed until 1968, but Collins insisted on spending his last days as mayor in the new structure. Then the keys of the city were handed to the man who would occupy the mayor’s office for the next sixteen years: Kevin H. White.


  Intellectual, mercurial, and with a knack for hiring the best and the brightest, White led Boston out of its economic doldrums, but not without political and personal fallout. A son and grandson of Boston city councilmen, White grew up in Jamaica Plain and West Roxbury in a household permeated by politics. In 1960, he won his first election for Massachusetts Secretary of State, and in 1967, he ran for mayor, besting desegregation opponent Louise Day Hicks in a runoff. In the words of Boston College historian Thomas O’Connor, White “put Boston on the map,” with new thinking and innovative development. Yet he was often seen as arrogant and a friend to businesses at the expense of neighborhoods. If Collins put the city on the road to “New Boston,” White drove the last few miles.


  The new Government Center succeeded in drawing investment to that section of Boston, but the wide, windy expanse of the plaza and the hulking City Hall are among the most disliked architectural elements in Boston today. Decades later, even Boston Mayor Tom Menino advocated selling the parcel and relocating City Hall. Scollay Square, by contrast, is regarded through a gauzy haze of nostalgia. But its destruction had another, unexpected outcome.


  As Scollay Square was reduced to rubble, enterprises that catered to its crowd—sailors, soldiers, conventioneers, men on the prowl, and the like—proliferated on lower Washington and its side streets. Such businesses gravitated to the depressed, low-rent districts of Park Square and what was increasingly being called the Combat Zone. By September 1964, this area was packed with “the bawdiest, loudest gin mills in New Boston and they have been there since it was the Old Boston,” according to the Boston Globe.


  City planners had effectively cut the supply but they could not kill demand. A bartender would tell the Boston Herald: “When they tore down Scollay Square, everybody moved down here. The joints, the sailors, hustlers, everybody. It even smells the same.” But it bears emphasizing that virtually none of the Scollay Square burlesque clubs and bars actually packed up and moved operations to the Combat Zone. Rather, the audience for such entertainment gravitated downtown; the sole exception was Jack’s Joke Shop, which moved to the edge of the Zone. Scollay Square never had the nude dancing, peep shows, and X-rated movie theaters that eventually dominated Washington Street. A Boston Globe writer compared the process to squeezing a balloon at one end: the air just pushes out in a bulge at the other.


  ◆


  In 1966, Italian immigrant Tony Pasquale bought the King of Pizza restaurant in the Boylston Building. For the next fifteen years, Tony—also known as “Tony King”—served cheese and pepperoni pizzas to office workers, commuters, moviegoers, cops, hookers, pimps, police officers, and late-night patrons emerging from the strip clubs. He chatted with Chesty Morgan when the top-heavy burlesque star wanted to get a bite after a show. He greeted the cops by name. He often fed homeless people. He rose before dawn to make sure his restaurant was ready with hot pizza when it opened. Some nights he slept in the store after closing at three o’clock in the morning, when the last of the club patrons called it a night. His son, Mark, helped out during summers and after school.


  Tony Pasquale was slightly built but tough. He once chased a would-be robber with a baseball bat even as the robber turned and shot at him. Mark was tough too; he never thought of the Combat Zone as a place to fear. Mark befriended and teased a cast of characters that regularly passed by. He harried hookers with questions about why they needed a pimp. He and friends hung out at Chinatown restaurants, dining while the rest of the city slept. He didn’t frequent the strip clubs often, but he nearly broke his mother’s heart when he announced
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