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			WHEN HOLLYWOOD 
HAD A KING

		

	
		
			Introduction

			For the better part of the last fifty years, aspirants to great power in Hollywood imagined themselves in the chair of one man. It was not just that Lew Wasserman ran MCA—“the largest talent agency the world has ever known,” as its founder, Jules Stein, liked to say—and the biggest television production company. Or, later, that Wasserman headed one of the first diversified entertainment companies, which included the world’s largest motion picture studio, Universal, and the country’s leading supplier of television programs. These were only the facts on his résumé, and they did not begin to convey the scope of Wasserman’s power. Like other pioneering businessmen with an appetite for dominion, Wasserman shaped his world, ruled it with a free hand, and tried to control whatever forces impinged upon it.

			From the start, he prized disciplined troops, and he succeeded in creating legions of followers within his enterprise who were willing to live by his dictates, generally regarding him with both fear and awe. As an agent, he engineered changes within the industry that contributed to the fall of the studio system, a demise from which he benefited—and later, when he found himself on the studio side, he sought to re-create his own version of that system. Labor struggles had ravaged Hollywood in the thirties and forties, and studio heads such as Jack Warner and Louis B. Mayer regarded the unions as their bitter enemies. Wasserman, however, established strong relationships with labor leaders, from Jimmy Hoffa on down, and with the underworld that controlled some of them; Sidney Korshak, the Chicago mob’s representative in Hollywood, was probably Wasserman’s closest friend.

			Wasserman also developed a healthy respect for the government’s power to intrude on his domain. He had watched as the major studios were forced to sell their cinema chains under the so-called Paramount Decree, a Supreme Court decision issued in May 1948. And he experienced the impact of antitrust enforcement firsthand in 1962, when the Justice Department sued MCA. He decided, therefore, to make Hollywood a political force far more potent than it had ever been, so that it could help thwart governmental attacks and bring about regulatory help and legislation that could mean billions of dollars to the entertainment industry. Wasserman built a machine for political contributions, conscripted Hollywood stars to appear at fund-raisers, and became an indefatigable presence on Capitol Hill. He took pride in his closeness to presidents, from Lyndon Baines Johnson to Ronald Reagan to Bill Clinton; Wasserman didn’t care for Richard Nixon, but he gave the assignment of courting Nixon to another MCA executive, and Nixon probably did more for the industry than any other president, with the possible exception of Reagan. In Hollywood it was widely known that Wasserman’s reach extended from the White House to the underworld, which added to his aura of invincibility.

			For decades, Wasserman did more to affect the course of the entertainment industry than any other individual. It was a historically fractious community; moguls such as Warner and Mayer had ruled their fiefdoms and treasured their prerogatives, refusing to yield to one another, and there had been no recognized industry leader. But that was what Wasserman became, through his deft maneuvering. He maintained that position for so long that by the time he surrendered it, the role he had created for himself was an anachronism. By the mid-nineties, a trend that had begun with the creation of diversified entertainment companies such as MCA had led to media entertainment behemoths far larger and more all-encompassing than even Wasserman might have predicted. The Hollywood studios, subsidiaries of these giant conglomerates with varying agendas, had to defer to their respective parent companies—not to someone from their own ranks. For years, people in Hollywood had wondered who “the next Lew Wasserman” would be. The answer, now, was no one.

			Despite his extraordinary ambit, Wasserman managed over the years to maintain a surprisingly low profile outside his Hollywood and Washington circles, his name barely recognized by the general public. He had been schooled by Jules Stein, who believed that talent agents should cultivate visibility for their clients and anonymity for themselves. It was a business principle, and also a deep personal proclivity; both Stein and Wasserman were congenitally secretive men. However, Wasserman eventually bent the rule somewhat. He realized that public relations, like political clout, would be another weapon in his armament; although he spoke to the press infrequently, he did talk to select reporters when it served his purposes. The consummate Hollywood agent, Wasserman was well aware, too, that his elusiveness—a rare commodity in the hot center of the celebrity culture—strengthened his mystique.

			Because Wasserman had been able to operate so commandingly for so long, while revealing so little of either his modus operandi or himself, I found him an alluring subject. Moreover, he was absolutely singular: if there was any person through whom the larger story of Hollywood in the past five decades could be told, it was Wasserman. I met him only at the end of his remarkable run, in early 1991, when MCA had just been sold to the Japanese consumer-electronics giant Matsushita, and I was interviewing him for a piece I was writing for The New Yorker about that transaction. About seven years later, when I called to tell Wasserman that I was writing this book about MCA, he agreed to see me, and over the course of the next four and a half years I had a series of interviews with him. He was plainly ambivalent about the process. He had always sworn, very publicly, that he would never write a book, nor would he cooperate with one. But there we were. In the beginning he said he would talk to me only about Jules Stein, not himself. Then he said he would talk to me about the company, not himself. Inevitably, though, he did talk about himself, and though much of what he said had a distinctly prerecorded quality, stories told and retold, there were surprisingly spontaneous, candid moments. Once, when I had seen him a number of times and called to set up another appointment, he declined; he said he had realized he was “cooperating sideways”—and that was something he didn’t want to do. But after several months I called again, his secretary made the appointment, and when I arrived at his office he greeted me warmly as usual, and never referred to his earlier refusal. I assumed he had decided that he wanted his story told (though probably only parts of it), and that he would take his chances. He was extremely frail—but I succumbed to the popular illusion that Lew Wasserman was bound to endure indefinitely. So I was caught painfully off guard when he suffered a stroke in May 2002 and died a few weeks later. I was left with the regret that I had not seen him more often—and that he would never read the book that I believe he would have felt, on balance, gave him his due.

			I did not have the opportunity to meet Jules Stein, who died in 1981. But I was fortunate to have access to hundreds of pages of a rough draft of a Stein memoir, written by former New York Times reporter Murray Schumach, and drawn from many hours of interviews with Stein near the end of his life (he would not have contemplated such a thing earlier). So Stein’s idiosyncratic voice can be heard, along with Wasserman’s, in the pages of this book. Stein said he realized early on that Wasserman was a “pupil who was surpassing his teacher.” His statement was accurate; Stein did not mince words, or flatter. But it was Stein who had imprinted the Music Corporation of America, the band-booking agency he founded in Chicago in 1924, with the characteristics that powered its remarkable trajectory—and who provided Wasserman the platform from which to launch his own.
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			Jules Caesar Stein seated at his desk in the office of the Music Corporation of America—just opened for business, in 1924. Courtesy of Jean Stein

			Chapter 1

			THE TWO CAESARS

			On a spring day in Chicago in 1922, two young men stood deep in conversation on the sidewalk outside the headquarters of Local 10, a branch of the American Federation of Musicians union. They might have conferred inside the building instead—one of them, James Caesar Petrillo, was the local’s vice president—but he thought the walls had ears, and the message he wanted to deliver was confidential. He had sent word to his companion, Jules Caesar Stein, that he wanted to see him. Stein was a recent medical school graduate who booked bands on the side, and, in his relatively short career, he had already run afoul of the musicians union, and gotten caught in the crossfire of Chicago’s ongoing, internecine labor wars. It seemed, moreover, to be Petrillo’s fire that had caught Stein; the bombs that had recently exploded at several Chinese restaurants where Stein was booking bands were Petrillo’s handiwork, Stein was convinced. At one of them, the Canton Tea Garden on Wabash, the damage had been especially severe. But the nature of the band-booking business—and more, of the city itself—was such that Stein had little recourse. If he wanted to continue in this business, he had to make his peace with this, the dominant musicians union. So he was eager to hear what Petrillo had to say.

			Stein had entered this business at a young age—he was only seventeen when he began assembling and booking bands as a means of putting himself through school—but he had grasped the power of the union from the start. In the first few years, he had booked bands mainly in summer resort areas, always employing members of the Federation (AFM). But one summer, unable to fill an orchestra for a resort engagement at Lake Okoboji in Iowa, he had engaged a nonunion musician, hoping his transgression would remain secret. The information, predictably, leaked out; he was brought before the board of Local 10, then headed by its president, Joseph Winkler, fined $1,500 (a sum he could not hope to pay), and expelled from the union. So Stein had joined a rival union, an independent group called the American Musicians Union (AMU), which was far less powerful than the AFM. And he began to book Chinese restaurants with AMU musicians. To Petrillo, this was tantamount to a declaration of war; he considered the Chinese restaurants his personal fiefdom. When he had joined Local 10 in 1919, he had been assigned the task of organizing the musicians in these restaurants. Other union members had been trying to do this, off and on, for nearly two decades; Petrillo had it wrapped up in about one month. According to one story, perhaps apocryphal, Petrillo had walked into one of these restaurants, placed a time bomb on the table, and demanded that the owner sign a contract before the device exploded.

			Now, the very capable Petrillo was offering Stein a truce. He said he would cancel Stein’s expulsion and allow him to pay a reduced fine, $500, over a period of months, to rejoin the AFM. If Stein felt any anger at Petrillo for his violent acts, he was too pragmatic to let it show. He promptly agreed to Petrillo’s proposition, and thanked him. How Petrillo had the authority to lift Stein’s punishment—inasmuch as Winkler, who had levied it, was still the president—is not clear. But not long after this exchange, a series of dramatic events took place at Local 10. Winkler, while presiding over a board meeting, was attacked by the union’s business agent, who hit him over the head repeatedly, apparently with metal knuckles, fracturing his skull, while all the assembled directors watched; and about six weeks later, as Winkler was slowly recovering, a bomb exploded in Local 10’s offices. Shortly after the bombing, a union member wrote a letter to the editor of the International Musician, in which he declared that the violence was due to a faction within the union opposed to Winkler, which “seemingly had but one desire, namely, to advance their own selfish individual interests”—and he implied that this faction included Petrillo. Stein, moreover, would recall years later that, after he and Petrillo had had their rapprochement, Petrillo “ousted” Winkler. In December 1922, Petrillo was duly elected president of the local.

			The alliance that had been forged between Stein and Petrillo on the sidewalk that day would last the rest of their lives. To a casual observer, they were the strangest of consorts. Stein, who was very conscious of his professional status, cultivated a rather formal, even courtly mien, and a gentleman’s image—dressing in dark, double-breasted suits, parting his hair in the middle, sporting a pince-nez; and he was singularly self-contained, betraying little emotion, choosing his words as warily as though he had to pay for them. Petrillo, on the other hand, a rough type who looked very much the saloon-keeper he’d been until he decided to make his way in what he called “the union business,” had devoted nine years to school but never could get beyond the fourth grade—something suggested in his signature, which always remained an exemplar of beginning penmanship, and, most noticeably, in his speech. He was a stubby volcano of a man, erupting at the slightest provocation in streams of tortured syntax peppered with profanity, and delivered, raspingly, out of the corner of his mouth. But the two men did share other characteristics, less immediately evident: shrewdness in their judgments about people, organizational skills, and (as suggested by their middle names) a taste for empire building. Though they were both instinctively suspicious, distrusting virtually everyone, they knew at least some of each other’s secrets. And, in these critical, early years, each would do more to pave the way for the other’s steep ascent than any other individual. Much later, when Stein was a world-famous businessman and philanthropist, he would attempt to distance himself from some of his early Chicago connections, and he would substantially revise that history. But he would never turn his back on Petrillo.

			Petrillo was given the name Caesar at birth, but Stein took it for himself when he was a teenager. Later, he would regret this adolescent gesture as too flamboyant and, worse, revealing. But at the time, it was his declaration that he was impatient to put the torpor of life in South Bend, Indiana, behind him, and to conquer the world. He was born on April 26, 1896, to Rosa and Louis Stein. Louis (whose family name was changed from Seimenski) had emigrated from Lithuania; initially he made his way as a peddler, carrying a heavy pack of goods on his back, and ultimately he opened a dry goods store in South Bend; and Jules’s mother, Rosa Cohen, also from Lithuania, was sent here by her parents to be Louis’s bride. Orthodox Jews, Rosa and Louis had five children; Jules was the second son. The family lived in a run-down neighborhood with vestiges of past elegance; their two-story house adjoined Louis’s general store, where all the children worked. The value of money was inculcated in them early. Stein would learn much later that one of his grandfathers had been a rabbi, and a great-grandfather a scholar of some renown (and so devout that when he was told, during a Sabbath service, that his daughter had just died, he displayed no emotion and simply continued with his prayers); but this came as a surprise to Jules, who had believed that he was the first of his family to be well educated. In his parents’ household, it was not scholarship but business acumen that was prized; Jews from Lithuania, who were called Litvaks, were known for their financial prowess. As Shalom Aleichem, whose sayings reflected the sentiments of many Middle European Jews, wrote: “If you have money, you are not only clever, but handsome too, and can sing like a nightingale.”

			The store where Jules spent much of his childhood was a narrow, cluttered space—twenty-five by one hundred feet—overflowing with merchandise. In the long showcases, and on the shelves that lined the walls from the floor to the ceiling (a ladder on wheels ran on a railing along the shelves, so even the children could reach the high items) were piles of men’s and women’s clothing, shoes, dress patterns, cloth, balls of wool. In a cage in the center stood the cash register. The customers were workers and farmers; barter was common, negotiation constant. Always vigilant for theft, the family developed secret codes in order to communicate. Spotting a possible shoplifter, one family member would call out the name of another, closest to the suspect, and shout, “21!” They also devised what they called the GOLDBERKS code, in which G stood for 1, O for 2, and so forth; P or X stood for 0. (Many years later, when Jules would make his younger sister, Ruth, his financial assistant—the only person he trusted in this capacity—he would use this code to send her messages from abroad.) They used the code to mark merchandise so that, when the inevitable negotiations ensued, they would know what they had paid for it but the customers would not. It was almost scriptural that one must never be taken advantage of, but, rather, must get the better end of the deal. And it followed, too, that money so hard-earned was to be spent frugally; thus, since the bus to school cost a nickel, Jules and his siblings often chose to walk rather than spend the five cents.

			It was not lost upon Jules that, hardworking as his father was, the family remained poor; if business acumen was the measure of a man, his father fell short. Perhaps Louis Stein knew his son viewed him critically. Louis was adept with his hands, and had wrought an iron fence that stood in front of their house; he liked to make constructions out of pipes, which Rosa viewed as a vulgar hobby. Jules, who also enjoyed crafts and gadgetry, sent away for a kit for making an English antique-style desk; when he brought it home from carpentry class, his father ridiculed it, declaring it should be thrown out, but his mother placed it in the center of the living room, where it remained for many years. Jules, in any event, felt an affinity for his mother—a warm, open-faced woman with a clear gaze—but not his father. He was a child who never seemed childlike; he never learned to swim because his mother warned him the water was dangerous, he trudged to school in the company of his thoughts, alone, and from an early age he seemed to feel responsible for his siblings. “Jules was like a father,” his sister Ruth said, recalling how her older brother would reward her with money for excellent report cards. He was intent on making money; when he was about eleven, he began playing the violin, and within a couple years he had found a way to make that pastime pay. He formed an orchestra with four or five other youngsters, and they performed for small parties—their favorite number was “Alexander’s Ragtime Band.” Jules also accompanied a pianist in a nickelodeon movie theater, for which he received seven passes per week. Soon, he added the saxophone to his repertoire to increase his marketability.

			Because Jules was in a great hurry to escape the confines of South Bend, he enrolled in summer school at Winona Lake Academy to accelerate his high school schedule. It was his first time away from home, and he was so homesick he almost quit; but then he decided to promote Saturday night dances for the students of his school and also the University of Indiana summer school, and he became so engrossed in this activity he forgot his homesickness. He found a dance hall in Warsaw, a few miles away; arranged for a streetcar line to run a special car from Warsaw back to Winona at midnight; printed postcards announcing these dances and sent them to all the students. “This was my first dance promotion,” he recalled in a series of interviews conducted by former New York Times reporter Murray Schumach in the 1970s. Upon graduating from high school at sixteen, Stein commenced what he later referred to as “negotiations” with colleges—proposing that he would play in the school band in exchange for free tuition. The best offer came from the University of West Virginia—not only free tuition and books but a job playing in the local Swisher Theatre two nights a week, for about $5 a night. During the two years he spent there, Stein came up with another business venture; realizing that students had trouble locating one another, he solicited ads from merchants and put out a student guide—in which his name appeared in letters larger than all the rest. (“That was a mistake,” he said later. “I never did anything like that again.” Stein seemed to consider it vulgar. Indeed, cultivating personal anonymity would become one of the hallmarks of his business life.) The following summer, he formed his own band and played in hotels; he also gave dance lessons in the fox-trot, two-step, and waltz. After graduating at eighteen from the University of West Virginia, Stein attended the University of Chicago for a year of postgraduate study; he continued to receive tuition free in exchange for playing in the band, and he found Chicago a far more lucrative market for booking other band dates. Soon, Stein realized he could make more money booking bands than playing in them; and, when he booked them for a summer stint at a resort, he found other opportunities as well. At Charlevoix, Michigan, in the summer of 1919, he not only provided musicians for the season but also paid to lease the hotel beauty parlor and barbershop and haberdashery, which he then ran—an instinct for dominating numerous venues that would become more pronounced over time.

			Thanks to his band booking, Stein was able to put himself through medical school in Chicago (it was said that during his internship at Cook County Hospital he set the record for the greatest number of tonsillectomies performed in one day), and was even able to spend a year in eye research at the University of Vienna. Traveling through Germany during a period of extreme inflation, he kept a detailed diary of his expenditures, which were minimized by the relative strength of the dollar (for example, he spent 65 cents for an overnight train from Leipzig to Berlin). While Stein took great satisfaction in recording his economies, he also developed a lasting fear that inflation might someday wipe out all his savings. By 1924, he had completed his studies, and he was working for well-regarded Chicago ophthalmologist Dr. Harry Gredel. But medicine was not what compelled him; money was. So that year, with $3,000 in capital, Stein started a band-booking agency he called the Music Corporation of America. And if it had a familiar ring—like, say, the Radio Corporation of America—that is just what Stein intended. The Radio Corporation of America was the consortium of five huge corporations—United Fruit, General Electric, Westinghouse, AT&T, and Marconi—that had decided to join together in 1919 in order to divide the nascent radio business among themselves. It was a preposterous analogy—the implicit suggestion that this company, which had opened for business in a tiny, two-room office in Chicago’s old Capitol Building, might become to the band-booking business what these corporate giants were to the radio business—but Stein’s expectations had always been vaulting. When he was still in college, he had vowed that one day he would drive a Rolls-Royce and own a seat on the New York Stock Exchange. Now, the letterhead for this fledgling booking agency featured a sketch of the globe, with a short musical phrase (about three measures of “My Country ’Tis of Thee”) stretching across the equator.

			It did not appear to be a particularly propitious moment to go into the band-booking business. Prohibition had closed many cabarets and beer gardens, putting thousands of musicians out of work, and radio was widely perceived as a medium that would displace musicians even more. America’s first commercial radio station had opened in 1920, and by the start of 1922 more than five hundred of them were broadcasting; the explosion of radio, said Herbert Hoover, then secretary of commerce, was “one of the most astonishing things that have ever come under my observation of American life.” In fact, radio would become a boon to musicians generally, and to the fledgling Music Corporation in particular; but this was not yet apparent. Petrillo was outraged by the fact that musicians were not paid for their performances—something that would be detrimental to Stein as well. In early 1924, the rough-spoken Petrillo released a statement to the press that was plainly ghostwritten: “With the exception of brewers and distillers, no class of men have felt the blow of Prohibition more keenly than the musicians. . . . If no check is made, it is only a matter of time until music as a profession is relegated to history. Parties, banquets, and social functions now use the radio for music. . . . Free advertising of orchestras given by broadcast stations doesn’t feed the large majority of musicians affected.” Following Petrillo’s declaration, a vote of the membership of Local 10 prohibited union musicians from playing on the radio for free in the Chicago jurisdiction. The broadcasters attempted to fight, but not for long. A triumphant Petrillo recalled later: “They told me to see their lawyer. The lawyer was usually an ex-Judge So-and-So. He had a lot of books on the table to prove the Government owned the air. I said, ‘I know the Government owns the air. What I want to find out is who pays the musicians!’ ” Petrillo bargained hard for radio musicians’ pay and union jurisdiction, and eventually radio musicians would be brought to the top scale of the music industry—something that probably stimulated the growth of big bands (and worked to Stein’s advantage).

			In hard times, in any event, the astute discern opportunity; that was a Stein-like maxim, one that he would put into effect again and again in his life, as an entrepreneur and an investor. And the opportunity he spied at this moment was the one-night dance band tour. It was terribly simple. If a band or orchestra were to be booked at a café or hotel for a long engagement, as most were, then they did not necessarily need an agent. But if they were to travel from one-night stand to one-night stand, an agent was a virtual necessity. And if these bands became successful and numerous enough, then the bigger, famous bands would come under the sway of Music Corporation as well. The demand for these traveling bands, moreover, was there, for dancing had become the biggest single factor in the entertainment business; there were hundreds of new halls, pavilions, and ballrooms going up in communities across the country. The potential existed to draw as many as five thousand dancers to a single affair, grossing as much as $10,000 a night. Over the next couple of years, thousands of new orchestras would come into being, and radio would make many of them nationally famous. There had been some one-night tours before Stein started Music Corporation—he had booked a couple himself—but they were poorly organized, haphazard affairs. Stein saw he could make it into a business.

			Here, as in other critical situations over the years, he would need the support of the musicians union—particularly Petrillo, and also the national president of the AFM, Joseph Weber. For the locals had, Stein already knew, a “hatred . . . for the imposition of traveling dance bands.” He needed Petrillo to waive his injunction against traveling bands coming into Chicago, and he needed Weber to persuade locals across the country to relent. Stein felt it was imperative for him to be a delegate to the AFM national convention, and in order to increase his chances of becoming one, he joined five different locals, including Chicago’s Number 10. For ten years, he was a delegate to these conventions, and he introduced a number of resolutions favoring or protecting the traveling dance bands. All lost. Some of the other delegates’ proposed resolutions would have put him out of business if they were passed. But Stein cultivated his relationship with Weber, and they became good friends, though they did not enjoy the same bond he had with Petrillo. And, as Stein commented, “Weber was able to convince the delegates of the folly of their thinking.”

			Meanwhile, Stein was building the business from scratch. The earliest clients were, unsurprisingly, the hardest to sign. One night at the Lincoln Tavern, a busy roadhouse on Chicago’s North Side, Stein was captivated by the Coon-Sanders Nighthawks, a band headed by Joe Sanders at the piano and Carleton Coon on the drums. The two were noted for their singing, especially their duets; they had already made some Victor records and had become popular, especially through nightly radio broadcasts from the Muehlebach, a hotel that was the premier dance spot in Kansas City. Stein eagerly fastened on them, but they tried to shake him off. They’d done well enough on their own, and were already signed at the Congress Hotel in Chicago for the next season. Stein, however, told them he had a different idea. Since radio had already built them an audience in the Midwest, he would send them on a one-night tour of small towns, and with clever booking and good advertising, the box office receipts should far exceed what they could make in a fixed locale. Still disinclined, Sanders asked for an advance of $10,000, to be deposited before they left Chicago. To his amazement, Stein agreed. He didn’t have the money, but he decided he would demand a 50 percent advance from each of the promoters. The tour was such a hit that Stein netted about $10,000 after his costs.

			The first associate Stein hired was William Goodheart, a part-time musician whom Stein had first met when he was still in school, and he had booked the band in which Goodheart, a student himself, was the piano player. Goodheart was a humpbacked gnome of a man who devoted himself to his tasks with a kind of infernal energy, and so terrorized his associates that orchestra leaders’ wives were said to hush their youngsters by warning them that not the devil but Goodheart would get them. His mission for Music Corporation was to comb the territory and compile information on every possible locale, no matter how remote, for a traveling dance band; and, at the same time, to try to win bookings in major hotels. One of Goodheart’s stops was the Muehlebach Hotel. As he later described to Karl Kramer, a Music Corporation employee who wrote a memoir about these early days, “I stopped off there intending to sell Ted Weems, which was one of the few top orchestras we handled. I spent three days getting the run-around from the front offices until somebody tipped me off that I was talking to the wrong parties and that all the Muehlebach bands were booked out of the men’s washroom. It sounded like a joke until I sounded out the chief attendant in that august department. It cost me a good part of my meager travel funds to find that the hotel management, before making any decisions on booking or changing bands, always had the washroom boy conduct a sort of Gallup poll among his customers. He queried each visitor about his particular likes and dislikes in dance orchestras, and these plus all the overheard comments and conversations, he passed on upstairs. Such opinions were considered as unbiased and factual and probably were an exact measure of customer opinion. So I spent a lot of time and some money in this department extolling the merits of Ted Weems’s wonderful orchestra, and, at the same time subtly conveyed that the financial welfare of the washroom staff would be assured when linked to the booking of MCA bands in the Muehlebach.” The Weems booking was made, and the Muehlebach became one of MCA’s most important customers for many years.

			Over the next couple of years, Goodheart and a small cadre of additional Music Corporation employees compiled the mailing list of buyers that became the engine of their one-night business. At first, it dealt only with the Midwestern states, but eventually it covered the country. California, for MCA, was especially unknown territory, until one clever young employee, Taft Schreiber, came up with the idea of persuading Western Union executives to sponsor a plan to have each branch manager send a list of all the dance jobs in his town. He argued that it would build wire business for the company, since so much of MCA business was conducted by telephone and telegraph—and what would have taken years to amass by sending MCA salesmen as scouts was done in short order. Each name on this list was stamped on an Addressograph plate, tabbed with individualized notations as to the customer’s idiosyncrasies, and these were kept in locked cabinets. It was a top secret but storied property. (Once, a competitor approached the MCA employee in charge of these plates and offered him $500 for a duplicate roll; it was decided that a new list should be made from the morgue of obsolete and discarded plates in MCA’s back room, and proffered in place of the real thing. The $500 was credited to “miscellaneous one-night bookings.”) With the mailing list in hand, the process became quite methodical. A decision was made about what territory would be best for a given band; then, sample packages of advertising were sent to promoters. Stein and his team prided themselves on their marketing materials, which were, indeed, innovative in this area; each booker was provided flyers, window cards, circulars, news stories, and original posters, done by a team of poster artists employed by MCA.

			The one-night business was lucrative, but it needed to be complemented by bookings at nightclubs and, especially, deluxe hotels—these provided prestige and, also, the radio time that enabled bands to become famous more quickly. And when Stein founded Music Corporation, the biggest booking agency in the Midwest, and the one that booked nearly all Chicago’s hotels and cafés, was the Edgar A. Benson Company. Stein spotted vulnerability in the Benson operation, however. For no matter how well known were the bands Benson was representing, he insisted that each one be billed primarily as a “Benson Orchestra.” Even on some phonograph recordings, that was how they were named. In Stein’s view, it seemed like a foolish egoism; Benson failed to realize that a dance orchestra could attain the same fame as a movie star, and that fame, in turn, would only increase box office earnings. Soon, Stein started winning some Benson clients away, promising them that not Music Corporation but they would be the stars, under his direction. It was a principle he would continue to apply over the years. And there was no obstacle to his winning these clients away because Benson had no contracts with them, only casual mutual agreements. Not so, Stein. The Stein contract was “a thing of beauty,” wrote Karl Kramer. It was not only exclusive but, in most cases, lifelong. For it contained a paragraph that said the contract was in effect until the band leader had grossed $1 million. (“A lot of leaders took this to mean that they were guaranteed a million, which in those days was a lot of money,” Kramer added.) Stein may have had other gambits, too, like the Muehlebach sweetener, for capturing Benson’s clients, for soon most of them had joined the MCA fold; the big jobs, therefore, became MCA’s as well; and within several years, the Benson agency disintegrated. Years later, Benson, sick and destitute, would write Stein a letter, asking for financial help.

			Now that Stein had acquired much of the hotel- and nightclub-booking business, his goal was to obtain “exclusives” from these buyers. If they agreed to buy all their talent from him, he would of course have far more bookings available, and his competition would effectively be shut out. Why these buyers should agree was a harder proposition. He started by promising them a steady flow of performers who were right for them, at the right prices; and he assured them that they would get first call in their area on his top talent. If the logic of this arrangement was not compelling enough, there were other benefits available, as Goodheart had suggested in recounting his dealings at the Muehlebach; there were, for example, Christmas presents for those who hired talent, large sums of cash given with no quid pro quo, in the spirit of the season. The more exclusives Stein was able to obtain, the more important clients flocked to him; the more important clients were his, the more he obtained exclusives. It did not happen overnight, but it was a machine that would keep feeding itself, growing larger and larger, and with it came a great deal of leverage. This was the dawn of “tie-ins,” a practice that later would become almost synonymous with MCA. Harry Sosnik, who signed with MCA in the late twenties and eventually became a well-known composer-conductor, recalled in an oral history that MCA initiated this system in this early period. It operated on the principle, Sosnik said, that if you wanted Guy Lombardo—which everyone did—you had to take some unknown orchestra for a couple weeks. “The big names were the ones that opened the door for MCA’s lesser-known orchestras, which created a very big MCA.”

			A highly profitable extension of exclusives and tie-ins was called “packaging.” Stein would ask an exclusive buyer for a lump sum for all the season’s entertainment; then Stein would pay the bands himself out of these monies. And if he were able to juggle effectively—mixing expensive bands with less-expensive, and maybe putting a high-cost band in for less money because he couldn’t find them any other bookings (or so he told his musician clients)—then what he pocketed at the end was much more than the usual agent’s commission of 10 percent. It was a natural evolution; first Stein, as a youth, realized he could make more money booking bands than playing in them; and then he realized that, in many instances, he could make more money employing them than booking them.

			Through Music Corporation, Stein was able to fulfill his early sense of responsibility for his siblings; ultimately, he would employ all of them (directly, or indirectly through a spouse). He hired his sister Adelaide’s husband, Charles Miller, in the first couple of years, and, not long after, his brother Bill. Though Bill was older, it was Jules who had always been the provider; when Bill had wanted to start a dress business, Stein—then still in his late teens—had given him money he’d saved; the business failed. And when Jules was seventeen, he had obtained a summer job for Bill, playing with Jules’s band, in its engagement at the Hotel Ottawa, in Ottawa Beach, Michigan. “Since Bill could not play any instrument, I rented a string bass and rubbed soap on the bow so there was no sound,” Jules recalled. “Bill was a good singer, so he got by for a while by energetically sawing away on his silent bow until one night the hotel people got suspicious of so much activity resulting in so little music. That was the end of Bill’s first and only employment as a musician. . . . But really he was born to be an agent and after he joined us in 1925 he became our number one talent scout, probably bringing into the MCA fold more big attractions than any other single individual.” Bill, who had no direct duties or responsibilities, and kept no regular hours, spent his nights making the rounds of the dance spots. Karl Kramer later wrote that Bill Stein “knew everybody and talked to everybody: head waiters, song pluggers, secretaries to hotel managers, phonograph record bosses and trade journal reporters.” His extreme sociability, so different from his brother Jules’s reticence, paid off; among those he was responsible for signing were Guy Lombardo and the Royal Canadians (he discovered them in Cleveland when they were little known) and Kay Kyser, who would later become famous as the quizmaster in the Kollege of Musical Knowledge radio show.

			By May 1926, Stein and his troops had moved to new quarters in the Oriental Theater building, part of the Balaban & Katz chain, which owned large, rococo-style movie houses throughout Chicago. Barney Balaban and Stein were good friends, and they did business together as well; for motion picture theaters had become major bookers of orchestras, which played during intermission, and Stein booked Balaban’s theaters. This Music Corporation office displayed, for the first time, what would be a signal penchant of Stein’s—creating an office that made a statement, and one distinctly at odds with the tawdry, flesh-peddling image of an agent. The mundane wooden desks and stiff chairs from the two-room Capitol office had been banished. Instead, Stein had an ornate, Spanish-style desk and comfortable chairs in his office, and on his walls there were none of the usual amusement business photos but, rather, Viennese etchings he had acquired during his medical study abroad. Karl Kramer stressed that the appearance of the office—opulent and glamorous for that time, and one that created a general impression that the young company was intensely prosperous—didn’t quite match reality. Music Corporation’s profits in 1926 were $12,000. Its half-dozen employees all lived in modest rented apartments, and not one owned a car. When Stein bought his first car, it was indeed a Rolls-Royce, as he had vowed it would be; but it was secondhand, owned by one of the band leaders, Zez Comfrey, and all Stein’s men had to go for a ride and put their approval on the deal before Stein paid the $1,800. “There were many times that our bank account was strained to the last buck, and on some occasions we even had to wait months to cash our bonus checks, small as they were, because there were not sufficient funds available,” Kramer wrote. “But you never would have known it from the front office.”

			Stein’s apparent prosperity made it inevitable that he would attract the attention of Chicago’s ruling class, the gangsters who controlled the city in the twenties—and who were, in addition, his customers, at many of the nightclubs he was booking. Stein would later claim that it was in 1928 that they began demanding payoffs and a piece of Music Corporation. The only surprise is that it took that long.

			There were rival gangs, led by men like Bugs Moran, Dion O’Bannion, and Roger Touhy, and they certainly had their territories and perquisites, but by the late twenties Al Capone was supreme. And if Capone or those operating on his behalf made a demand of a businessman or labor union official, there was no meaningful authority to appeal to, so thoroughly had Capone subsumed the majority of the police and the politicians. The price of resistance, of course, was well known. Someone who had the opportunity to observe Capone close up during this period was a member of his entourage—filled in the main with triggermen like Machine Gun Jack McGurn—who was rather out of place: a young piano player and law student (he was at the time clerking for a federal district court judge) named Luis Kutner. Kutner had gone to Lane Tech High School in the heart of the Black Hand, or Mafia, district; status there came from being accepted at the Buffalo Ice Cream Parlor, where the gangsters recruited. Although Kutner was a slight, blond kid who played in the school orchestra and led literary discussions, he also became a good fighter and cultivated the right friends; so he eventually made it into the ice cream parlor and, from there, to Colosimo’s, the famous eating and cabaret spot at Wabash and 22nd Streets, which had been run by Big Jim Colosimo, the Chicago overlord of crime, until he was killed there in 1920. Johnny Torrio had taken Colosimo’s place in the crime hierarchy, as well as the café, and he hired young Kutner to play piano there a couple nights a week. As Kutner tells it, a lowly foot soldier named Al Capone, moody and withdrawn, sitting by himself in a corner, asked Kutner if he could play “Roses of Picardy,” which, as it turned out, was Capone’s favorite song. Kutner did—for the first of many hundreds of times. “Piano was my open sesame,” Kutner said in a series of taped interviews conducted with him in the seventies.

			Kutner learned from Capone that he had quit school after the fourth grade and started out as a shoeshine boy in Brooklyn, then graduated to looting trucks and warehouses on the wharves, then to hijacking and murder. Torrio, who had been one of the original heads of the Five Points gang in Manhattan, wrote to Capone to come to Chicago, and soon Capone was able to invite other members of his family to move there and work for Torrio, too. “It seemed to be a good town to hustle in, because the police and politicians were so thoroughly owned by the gangs that every imaginable manner of larceny, skullduggery, and illegitimate enterprise could flourish in Chicago in relative safety,” Kutner said. “Only chicken stealers and common bandits went to jail. The gangs bought their freedom at so much a head.” In Kutner’s view, it was Torrio who had the acumen to spot the business potential in Prohibition, and who created the structure of the crime empire that Capone simply inherited. After Torrio was shotgunned and nearly killed, he decided to retire, and left for Italy. “Al had never dreamed at any time that he would suddenly be the one to be head of the gang. He had not displayed particular talents, or leadership, or anything else of that sort except muscle . . . he didn’t have a head for business . . . he squandered millions out of everything that came in and eventually died penniless, supported by the Outfit.” But, with Torrio suddenly gone, “nobody was around to give orders. They began to ask Al for answers to their questions. Where was the booze for 41st Street? What garage was repairing Tortorelli’s truck? Was the precinct sergeant supposed to get a hundred or a thousand? A million little facts that Al had at his fingertips because he had been Torrio’s aide-de-camp. It was as if the secretary to the president of IBM had suddenly become the chief officer.

			“Even then I had the mind of a lawyer,” Kutner added, “and I told Al very strictly, ‘Don’t pass out information freely, make them struggle for it. Hold in everything that you can.’ And he did this. He wasn’t sure that I knew what I was doing, because I was just a punk. But fellows in the rackets have a tremendous respect for anybody with an education. So he listened to me.”

			Kutner said he became a fixture in Capone’s headquarters, on the fourth floor of the Metropole Hotel. There, Capone—always very particular about the chair in which he sat—presided in an elaborate high-backed throne (lion heads with open, menacing mouths protruded from its arms), which had been taken from a Balaban & Katz theater. Often, after midnight, Kutner would bring kosher corned beef to the Metropole, make Capone a sandwich, and play the piano softly, while Capone talked a little, or just stared out the window. Capone, who spoke with a thick Brooklyn accent, wanted to improve his diction; Kutner advised him to do this by reading aloud whenever he was in the john; he says that Capone followed his instructions (to the amusement of his listening henchmen), and became well spoken, with a good vocabulary. Kutner told him how to dress—persuading him to give up white socks, and to buy a velvet-collared coat at Marshall Field’s. (“All the salesmen gulped when he pulled out this tremendous wad, because he had about a hundred $100 bills and about fifty $1,000 bills, all held together by a little rubber band.”) No matter how gentlemanly the rest of his attire, Capone sported a diamond ring that was like a searchlight—a symbol of power that would continue to be worn by Chicago businessmen and politicians for many years.

			Capone discovered that he loved the limelight, and he cultivated the press. “He threw press conferences like confetti,” Kutner said. “He was the original gangster-showman. Can you imagine Sam “Mooney” Giancana making these statements to the press the way Al did? . . . Nobody showed such disregard for the traditional rule of silence. He operated with complete disdain and utter braggadocio.” And, Kutner continued, “Once the publicity machine got going, a lot of guys wanted to work for Al for the glory. You were a Capone man; that was important. Better than being a movie star, in Chicago of those days.”

			Colonel Robert McCormick, who was the owner of the Chicago Tribune, seemed to agree. In 1928, when a strike of the Tribune’s chauffeurs and drivers union was threatened, Max Annenberg, the Tribune’s director of circulation, called Capone, who attended a meeting with Annenberg and Daniel Serritella, a city official who was a Capone protégé (and, also, a good friend of Petrillo’s for many years). According to a signed statement by Serritella, Capone agreed to use his influence to stop the strike, and Annenberg then brought in McCormick, who thanked Capone and said, “You know, you are famous like Babe Ruth. We can’t help printing things about you, but I will see that the Tribune gives you a fair deal.”

			At that time, Capone appeared invincible. The strength of the system over which he presided was that it was based on mutuality, a perfect mesh of interlocking needs: the gangs’ operations provided the aldermen and committeemen with thousands of patronage jobs, as well as the gunmen to supervise the polls on election day; and the aldermen and committeemen chose the police captains in their districts. So the politicians and the gangsters and the police were all bound to one another. “By 1928, Al’s police payroll was topping $30 million,” Kutner said. “Mayor [William ‘Big Bill’] Thompson alone got a million a year. On [Capone’s] payroll were over half the police force, and the remaining half would have liked to be. . . . Money was delivered in O’Connor and Goldberg shoe boxes in bills of one thousand denominations. The weekly lineup of police at various warehouses was common knowledge, but no one cared. . . . The bribery was really complete, always including the chief of police, detectives, state senators and state representatives, and right into the governor’s office, where pardons awaited Capone’s friends on the first day of their arrival at Joliet penitentiary. This was Governor Len Small, of whom it was said that he belonged in jail more than the gangsters he pardoned. . . . Al made and broke politicians at will, and many of their mouthpieces were in due course elevated to the bench, state and federal. Jury fixing became an art, usually with the rolled-up money stuffed into a cigarette which was handed to a juror in the men’s room by a cooperative judge’s bailiff.” It was an expensive system to operate, but the money was pouring in from Capone’s interests in booze, vice, gambling, and labor racketeering; Kutner claims that at one point Capone had a gross income of as much as $10 million a week.

			Nightclubs were the center of Capone’s business and, also, his source of relaxation. Kutner recalled that he went along with Capone time after time to hear Isham Jones at the College Inn, “a big hangout for the boys.” And he remembered when Bing Crosby, then an unknown from Spokane, Washington, was in town with Paul Whiteman’s Rhythm Boys, and showed up at the Three Deuces (a Capone cabaret). “He came into the Three Deuces with Bix Beiderbecke, who said that some dude had invited them to play in Cicero. They had been told they would be picked up at the Deuces. . . . Crosby sat there biting his nails and drinking Coke. Chicago made him nervous, he said. . . . Finally one of Al’s limousines called for them. I went out with them and introduced myself to the driver: ‘You know me, I play piano for Mr. Brown [Capone’s pseudonym].’ Capone had set up the Greyhound Club for them to play in, with his boys patrolling the streets armed to the teeth like a small army. Bing stepped out of the door of the limousine, looked around at all the mugs toting submachine guns in the open, and asked me, ‘Is this a jazz joint or World War II?’ He had never before seen men carrying arms like this in the heart of an American city.” Capone would hand out cash freely to the bands—often a thousand to a band leader, and at least a hundred to each musician. And he was a great fan of some entertainers, like George Jessel (Capone grabbed him and kissed him on both cheeks after he saw him in The Jazz Singer) and Joe E. Lewis, who was a kind of forerunner of Lenny Bruce.

			Still, business was business. Lewis was working for Capone at a nightspot, Green Mill Gardens, and had promised Capone that he would work for him at the Vanity Café as well. The Vanity Café was run for Capone by a man named Mike Fritzel, who had arrived in Chicago on a cattle train in 1898, gotten a job as a bartender, and, eventually, operated a string of cafés. “Now, if someone couldn’t do a job for Al, you were supposed to tell him in advance,” Kutner said. “Because once a promise had been made, Al expected one to keep it, very definitely. When Joe E. Lewis reported that he had been offered a better job and wouldn’t be available for the Vanity Café, Al was furious. . . . He told Jack McGurn, ‘Take care of it.’ That was all the instruction Jack ever needed. . . . So Lewis was cut up, and his tongue was hanging out of his open jaw. . . . Actually it was not intended to kill Joe, but just to let him know that next time he was to keep his word. Do you suppose that if Jack McGurn had wanted to kill someone he wouldn’t have known how? But this was just a warning. The scar on Lewis’s face was a big Z, like Zorro’s, a slash from the eye down to the mouth and coming across the jaw.” Lewis never identified his assailant—and continued to be employed by Capone and his successors for the rest of his life.

			When Stein many years later would reminisce about this period, he repeatedly asserted that he “had the guts of a fool”—because he had rebuffed the gangsters when they had wanted a piece of his company; and when, in the early thirties, he was informed he was a kidnapping target of theirs, he had not tried to appease them or even deigned to hire bodyguards, but had merely taken out a life insurance policy and gone about his business. His compatriot Petrillo, too, would make it a point to boast of his stubborn independence back in those fearsome days. “About 1924 or ’25, a guy comes to see me . . . says he’s a cousin of Al’s and I should get him a job,” Petrillo recounted when he was interviewed by Murray Schumach. “I listened to him play and he wasn’t so bad, and I thought there was no use getting into a fight with the Capone gang so I got him a job. Pretty soon another guy turns up, then another. . . . I got to thinking that this Capone is going to have ten thousand cousins and my men need those jobs. They would take over . . . so I had to throw them out . . . to protect the union.”

			The story of that era, however—and of the parts that Petrillo and Stein played vis-à-vis the gangsters—appears more complicated. A close friend of Petrillo’s for nearly fifty years who delivered the eulogy at his funeral, U.S. District Court Judge Abraham Lincoln Marovitz first met Petrillo in the late twenties, when Marovitz was a young lawyer in the state attorney’s office in Chicago. “Petrillo was a tough guy, but I was lucky—he took a liking to me,” Judge Marovitz said. “He made me an honorary member of his union.” They discovered that they had grown up in the same neighborhood, a West Side ghetto ward that had gone from Irish to Jewish to Italian, and was so riddled with gang violence that it was known as the Bloody Twentieth. They were the children of immigrants; Petrillo’s father was a sewer digger, Marovitz’s a tailor, and his mother ran a small candy store on Maxwell Street; both families had barely subsisted. Petrillo had played the trumpet in a band, sold newspapers, operated elevators, and helped run a saloon before spotting opportunity in the unions when he was twenty-two. Marovitz’s world was limited, too, but he was a bright, ambitious youth, and he caught the eye of well-placed people. A speech he gave at a boys club led to an $8-a-week job in the law library at Mayer, Meyer, Austrian & Platt; senior partner Al Austrian then offered to pay his tuition at night law school (the only prerequisite at that time was a high school diploma), and, upon his graduation, got him a job in the state attorney’s office; and Jacob Arvey—an alderman during the Capone era who was a protégé of ex-convict and political boss Moe Rosenberg, and who would in turn become the boss of Chicago, and then the entire state—tapped Marovitz for his ward organization and, over the years, would support him for all his posts: state senator, superior court judge, and, ultimately, federal district court judge.

			Judge Marovitz was a local personage in Chicago, someone whose nearly century-long history was intertwined with that of the city, and of the politicians and businessmen and gangsters who controlled it for so long. He was on good terms with most of them. More, he was supported by them, or he would not have been able to rise politically as he did. Arvey, whom Judge Marovitz called his “godfather,” had among his closest associates men who were connected to the Syndicate, or Outfit, as it was long known in Chicago. One long-standing member of that organization, a contemporary of Judge Marovitz’s who would not allow his name to be used, said that Marovitz was “a great person”—and while he would not answer questions himself for fear of being labeled a “stool pigeon,” he insisted that Marovitz “knows everything.” Another longtime associate of former Mafia head Sam Giancana declared that Marovitz was more powerful than the Outfit because he had legitimacy, and could serve as a bridge between his world and theirs. Using an expression that refers to the Hanukkah candle with which one lights all the others, this person said, “Marovitz was the shamas.”

			Over the course of several interviews in the office he occupied as a senior-status judge in the federal district court building—an office whose walls were lined with the likenesses of Abraham Lincoln that he had collected over the years, and also with photographs of his famous friends, including many show business people, like Frank Sinatra, Joe E. Lewis, Bob Hope, Tony Bennett, Jimmy Durante—Judge Marovitz talked about the past. After he left the state attorney’s office in 1932, he went into private practice. “I made more money in the first few months of that practice than I expected to make in my lifetime. But it was very, very tough in those days. I represented all sides—mobsters, unions, management. I represented Petrillo for years. Petrillo was with the Outfit—but when Capone left [he was convicted of tax evasion and went to prison in late 1931], Petrillo was able to get out a little. They were trying to dominate him too much. And he got his own tough guys, former mob guys, around him.” Under Capone, Judge Marovitz added, there was mainly one group to deal with, which made it easy in a way; but once he was gone, there were many different factions, all trying to move in.

			This state of gang anarchy was what led to Petrillo’s kidnapping in mid-1933, Marovitz continued—an event that was much rumored, but that Petrillo denied had occurred. It was a particularly tumultuous time. With Prohibition just ended, the mob was intent on finding new sources of revenue; labor racketeering was intensifying, and kidnapping became a popular form of extortion. “There was a plot [to kidnap him],” Judge Marovitz said. “It’s hard to talk about it. I was involved in resolving it.”

			How so?

			“I would talk to the mob. Some I had helped. If I had to ask them for something, they would listen.”

			Several months later, the kidnapping provided ammunition for a challenge to Petrillo’s union presidency. In December 1933, just days before an election at Local 10, a suit was filed by two union members charging that Petrillo and his officers had abused their authority in numerous ways—essentially, misappropriating union funds for their own use and aggrandizement, and then refusing to allow members to see the union’s books. Questions were raised about the rumored kidnapping. The plaintiffs alleged that about six months before it was said to have taken place, Petrillo had declared at a union meeting that he believed he was in danger of being kidnapped, that it was likely a ransom demand of $50,000 would be made—“and you boys would in all probability pay for my release, and if there are no objections to that, we will consider that the opinion of the membership.” In the event, $100,000 was supposedly paid for his release. The plaintiffs wanted to know: had there been a kidnapping, or had this been a ruse to obtain $100,000 of union funds? And if the kidnapping had indeed occurred, was this a legitimate use of the money? After its rumored occurrence, the complaint continued, Petrillo had hired five bodyguards, placing them on the union payroll; four were his relatives. They also alleged that Petrillo was buying votes in the coming election, using money from a $40,000 relief fund. Petrillo immediately hired an auditor, obtained a clean report, and took out a full-page ad in the newspaper to publish those findings. He won reelection overwhelmingly, and his challenger, a musician, was unable to find work in Chicago for several years and finally left the city. After the election, the plaintiffs did not pursue the case, and it was dismissed. According to Marovitz, the lawsuit was a bid for power by another gang faction, which wanted to replace Petrillo with their man. The attorney for the plaintiffs in this case was a young man named Sidney Korshak.

			“Sidney and I were rivals in the thirties,” Judge Marovitz said. “I represented the unions, and the muscle guys. So did he. He had silent partners in his law firm—he was with the hoodlums. The mob tried to move in on everybody. They tried to move in on me. I carried a pistol.” Marovitz paused, and leaned down to open his bottom desk drawer. He took out a black pistol—small enough to fit in a woman’s evening bag—and aimed it playfully at his visitor. “You’d be amazed to know the people they were able to reach. When I became chief justice of the criminal court, two lawyers came to see me, and they said, ‘We’ll make you a rich man.’ I said, ‘I am a rich man. I came in with my self-respect, I’m leaving with it.’ After that, they sought a change of venue every time they came before me. Korshak came before me sometimes, but he almost never took a case to trial—he was always making deals.

			“I was approached so many times,” Judge Marovitz continued. “I got a lot of verbal abuse—‘Who do you think you are?’ Well, money was never my god.”

			Petrillo had been well acquainted with violence for many years before his kidnapping. In 1924, his front porch had been bombed (a front-porch bombing was a favored expression of mob interest, usu-ally after their initial advances had been rebuffed; it made a strong impression, and generally did not kill the person they were attempting to enlist). He had moreover not been above using violent means himself—in the Chinese restaurants, for example. And after he was president of the local, he apparently continued to find it a useful tool. In 1929, Maurice Wells, owner of the Adams Theater, was quoted in the Chicago Herald and Examiner, saying, “This is a racket. My company bought this theater about five years ago. The previous owners had once employed an organist but had discontinued music. Some time ago, I installed an automatic organ. Six weeks ago, Petrillo visited me in company with two other men. He said, ‘Shut off that organ and don’t start it again.’ I kept it silent for four days and then I started it again. Then the stench bomb business started. A friend of mine went to see Petrillo. He came back with the word, ‘They mean business. They say that they have just started.’ ”

			[image: image]

			Stein’s cohort James Caesar Petrillo in 1928—when he was president of the Chicago local of the American Federation of Musicians. Corbis-Bettmann

			But it was only after the kidnapping that Petrillo behaved like someone who was at odds with the mob and thus feared for his life—which squares with Marovitz’s statement that it was then that Petrillo was trying to “get out a little” from the Outfit. Not only did Petrillo hire bodyguards at that time, but he began riding in a limousine that had bulletproof glass. The storm windows at his office were made bulletproof, too. And in order to reach his office, located on the third floor of the musicians union building, one had to walk past the bodyguards’ station on the second-floor landing, and then—if one were not expected—search for his office door, which was hidden, and opened only from the inside. In this period, too, Petrillo installed a machine gun in the building’s auditorium.

			In September 1933, about three months after Petrillo’s kidnapping, Petrillo learned that Stein was targeted for kidnapping as well. Petrillo’s informant was George Browne, an official of the stagehands union who had been a friend and business ally of Petrillo’s for years—and who, in partnership with Willie Bioff, would shortly be carrying out a huge extortion plot on behalf of the Outfit, targeting the Hollywood movie studios. Petrillo would only divulge that his informant had been Browne many years after both Browne and Bioff were dead. Recalling his conversation with Browne, Petrillo began, “He says to me, ‘What do you know about this guy Jules Stein?’

			“I tell him, ‘He’s a good guy.’

			“Then George gives me the word. He says the snatch will be for $50,000. So I call Jules and tell him to come to my office. That is natural. It’s not something you discuss on the phone. Jules asks me how I know. I wasn’t going to tell Jules. How can I? What happens to George if that gets known? He gets killed. I was in the middle. I had to protect both of them. I never knew for sure which mob it was. People always like to say it was Capone. Why say Capone? No one knows. It could be O’Bannion. It could be Touhy.

			“Well, I give the news to Jules. He is cool. That’s Jules. He just sits and bites his fingernails, the way he does when he’s excited.

			“What people don’t realize is what it was like in those days,” Petrillo added. “It’s almost impossible for an outsider to realize that in those days if a guy sneezed everybody went for his gun. It was a son of a bitch. Guys would come to you to buy tickets and say, ‘Al sent me.’ Or, ‘Touhy sent me.’ Then they would send someone around a few days later and he’d tell you, ‘Everybody’s paying. So you pay, too.’ There was lots of that. Nobody was bluffing in those days. If a guy said he would shoot you, you could bet on it. You would be shot.”
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