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			FORMING THE PICTURE

			
			The torso was found first: the headless upper part of the body of a well-built man bobbing in the East River on a hot summer day in New York City in 1897. Wrapped in floral-patterned red oilcloth, the type used to cover kitchen tables and line cupboards, the tightly tied package was pulled from the water by a group of boys playing near the pier at the foot of East Eleventh Street. The man’s chest was sawed off just below the rib cage and was missing a sliced-out hunk of flesh.

			The following day, ten miles away, a man and his two sons were out picking berries in the woods in a sparsely settled part of the Bronx, near the High Bridge Aqueduct, when they stumbled upon the lower part of the body, minus the legs. This bundle, too, was wrapped in red oilcloth.

			Three days later, the severed legs showed up in another package near the Brooklyn Navy Yard, where sailors from the USS Vermont fished it from the river.

			All that was missing now was the head.

			Among the first New York police detectives assigned to the case was thirty-one-year-old Arthur Carey, a boyish-faced, Staten Island–born son of an Irish cop. A veteran of the central detective bureau in Lower Manhattan, Carey specialized in homicide cases. But lately he had been patrolling the beat in “Goatville,” the Bronx precinct where the lower torso had been discovered in the woods. Like Russians banished to Siberia, police officers who fell out of favor during one of the department’s periodic political shake-ups were reassigned to Goatville, where nothing much ever happened.
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					Detective Arthur Carey, the “Murder Man” who led the investigations of many sensational homicide cases and headed the New York Police Department’s first homicide squad.

				
			
			That had been Carey’s fate, in 1895, after his mentor, police chief Thomas F. Byrnes—the most famous cop in America—was forced into retirement by Theodore Roosevelt, the new head of the Board of Police Commissioners. The reformer Roosevelt had taken office in the wake of a highly publicized legislative investigation that unearthed rampant police corruption in New York City. Although Carey was not personally implicated in the scandal, the fallout was enough to get him sent to Goatville, where he’d been languishing for almost two years.

			Carey’s career would change dramatically beginning on June 27, 1897, when the package containing the limbless midsection was brought into the Bronx precinct station. Carey and his partner unwrapped the bundle to find, in addition to layers of brown paper and burlap, red-and-gold-patterned oilcloth that matched the type enclosing the partial corpse found in the East River the day before. The two pieces of wrapping even fit together. Carey now dismissed the initial police theory that mischievous medical students had cut up a cadaver and dumped it in the river to create a mystery. Instead, the matching oilcloth suggested a carefully coordinated crime by the same hand. He also noted, as confirmed later by city morgue doctors who fit the body parts together like a jigsaw puzzle, that the body appeared to have been crudely hacked with a saw, not a precision medical knife. Carey was sure this was no joke. Despite his exile to Goatville, “Murder followed me here,” Carey would later recall.

			As he continued examining the body, Carey spotted something else: a small ink stamp on a piece of wet brown wrapping paper stuck to the man’s back, which read, “Kugler & Wollens Hardware, 277 Bowery.” Carey guessed that the saw had been purchased there. So, he took the Third Avenue elevated train down to the corner of Bowery and Houston, near the central headquarters station at 300 Mulberry Street, where he had begun his detective career under Byrnes.
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					A newspaper illustration of a man’s headless torso pulled from the East River in June 1897. Other parts of his body were found in a Bronx wood and in a river near the Brooklyn Navy Yard.

				
			
			The Bowery was the seediest part of town, filled with concert saloons, brothels, dime museums, gambling dens, vaudeville houses, shooting galleries, and pawnshops. Low-rise tenements and flophouses also lined the muddy, garbage-strewn streets where a mélange of impoverished immigrants dwelt: Germans and Irish who had arrived in droves in earlier decades, as well as Chinese and, increasingly, Italians and Jews. Packs of neglected and homeless children, many of them once and future pickpockets and thieves, ran wild through the streets. They shared the crowded spaces with drunks who lay along the curb and doorways next to empty beer kegs.

			At 295 Bowery, just across the street from Kugler & Wollens, was the most sordid dive in New York: McGurk’s saloon, a combination dance hall and whorehouse frequented by thieves and lowlifes. Two years later, McGurk’s would become known as “Suicide Hall” after a series of prostitutes jumped from the saloon’s fifth-floor windows or imbibed carbolic acid to end their lives. The waiters at McGurk’s drugged patrons to steal from them, and the bouncer, an ex-prizefighter nicknamed “Eat ’Em Up” Jack McManus, was considered the toughest brawler in New York. He got his nickname when, after confronting someone whose conduct he disapproved of, he “criticized the offender with his teeth.” His knife-scarred face gave him a caveman look, made worse by a missing ear, chewed off in a fight.

			At the hardware store, Carey found sheets of brown paper used for packaging, the same as the kind that covered the torso. He then tracked down a Bowery neighborhood fabric supplier who recognized the manufacturer of the red oilcloth pattern: A. F. Buchanan & Sons, pattern number Diamond B-3220. It had been distributed to fifty-some stores in the city, each of which now had to be canvassed.

			Assisted by tabloid newspaper reporters who were eagerly pursuing the same leads, Carey soon ascertained that a stout German midwife named Augusta Nack had bought the oilcloth from a dry goods shop in the Long Island City neighborhood of Queens a few days before the body parts had started showing up. Mrs. Nack, estranged from her husband, lived in a Hell’s Kitchen boardinghouse at Thirty-Fourth Street and Ninth Avenue and occasionally sublet part of her flat to others. One of her roomers, a German immigrant named William Guldensuppe, had been missing from his job as a Turkish-bath masseur since the day before the murder. Coworkers confirmed he had a tattoo of a girl in the spot carved out of the victim’s chest, and they identified the reassembled body at the morgue as that of Guldensuppe.

			It turned out that Guldensuppe had been Augusta Nack’s lover until she jilted him in favor of a former roomer, a barber named Martin Thorn. The rivals had tangled on several occasions; Guldensuppe had twice beaten Thorn senseless, after which the barber moved out. It appeared that Thorn had a motive for revenge.

			“The police machine began to grind,” Carey recalled later. The keeper of a duck farm in Woodside, Queens, not far from the Long Island City shop where the oilcloth was purchased, reported that, for some days, the water in his duck pond had taken on a peculiar reddish substance that had made his ducks sick. Detectives traced the blood to a sewer line connected to a bathtub in a vacant cottage nearby.

			Neighbors confirmed that a heavyset woman, accompanied by a man in a dark suit and brown derby, had recently rented the place under the names of “Mr. and Mrs. Braun.” They were later identified as Augusta Nack and Martin Thorn. The two were duly arrested, and Nack eventually made a full confession. Nack had lured Guldensuppe to the vacant rental, where Thorn sprang from hiding to shoot him. The couple proceeded to dismember him in the bathtub, after which they disposed of the body parts. Only the head, encased in plaster of paris, had managed to stay submerged after being tossed in the river. Nack received a twelve-year prison sentence, while her lover, Thorn, was convicted at trial and given the electric chair in Sing Sing, the state prison on the Hudson River in Ossining, New York.

			In his memoirs, Carey wrote that the “Case of the Scattered Dutchman” had taught him certain fundamentals: first, that in a murder case, “there is no one obvious clue but that all clues are good if they are direct,” and, second, that the police detective machine, though small at the time, “functioned with precision and relentlessly, from patrolmen on the beat to executives at headquarters,” as they gathered and assessed bits of evidence coming in piecemeal from hundreds of different sources.

			Carey was different from most cops: quiet, patient, and analytical. A plainclothesman, he dressed nattily and spoke eloquently. He never appeared too eager for information lest he inspire fear or reticence in a suspect. His manner could switch instantly from soothing and sympathetic to harsh and demanding. Carey’s reputation for helping crack the Guldensuppe case soon won him a transfer back to the central detective bureau, where he focused almost exclusively on murder cases. A decade later, he would be made head of the NYPD’s first homicide squad.

			Carey’s diagnostic style was what it took to solve complex cases back then. In 1897 fingerprinting as a standard crime-solving tool was still several years away. In vogue was the Bertillon system, endorsed by Roosevelt for the police force two years earlier. It recorded anatomical measurements of suspects, such as the circumference of the skull and the distance from the elbow to the fingertips, for future reference. But it was hardly reliable.

			Medical examiners could detect poison well enough: in a well-publicized case in 1892, noted toxicologist Rudolph Witthaus, a professor at New York University’s new Loomis Laboratory, had helped Carey prove that Dr. Robert W. Buchanan poisoned his second wife with morphine to inherit $50,000 just before remarrying his first wife. Consulted by Carey in the Guldensuppe case, Witthaus implicated Martin Thorn by identifying blood on the washboard and bathroom floor at the Woodside, Queens, cottage where the victim was murdered. But at that time, forensic science could not definitively distinguish between human and animal blood, much less group human blood into different types. Those breakthroughs would come around 1900.

			A murder detective therefore had to rely on his wits, his deductive faculties, and whatever clues came his way.

			Upon reaching a crime scene, Carey tried first to develop a picture of what had probably happened. He had guessed correctly that Guldensuppe was murdered on Long Island by at least two persons, and that the killers dumped the first piece of him off a ferry they took at night, then went back and loaded the heavier piece into a wagon, drove it over a bridge to the Bronx, and deposited it in a deserted wood.

			The practice of forming a mental image of the crime was something Carey had learned from Thomas Byrnes, who used the expression “Here’s the picture I get” when discussing a crime, or “Now, this is the picture I want you to get” when he assigned a detective to a case. It was just one of the many innovations pioneered by Byrnes, the father of the modern detective bureau and the most celebrated policeman of the Gilded Age.
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					Legendary detective Thomas F. Byrnes, longtime head of the NYPD’s detective bureau and the most famous cop in Gilded Age New York. Byrnes pioneered such police practices as the rogues’ gallery, the daily lineup, and the third-degree interrogation method. He later served as superintendent (chief of police) from 1892 to 1895 until forced by Police Commissioner Theodore Roosevelt to resign.
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			The Gilded Age, during which first Byrnes, then Carey, forged their reputations, ran from the early 1870s until about 1910. It was a time of explosive, immigrant-fueled growth that saw the city’s population, including Manhattan and the boroughs later consolidated with it, rise from one and a half million to nearly five million people. By 1910, 40 percent of New Yorkers were foreign-born, and almost three in four were immigrants or children of immigrants. Far different from today’s rainbow demographics, New York was more than 95 percent white throughout the period. African Americans accounted for less than 2 percent of the population, while Asians and Hispanics/Latinos constituted negligible portions.

			The city grew skyward during this time, culminating in the seven-hundred-foot Metropolitan Life Insurance Company Tower completed in 1909. Familiar icons such as the Brooklyn Bridge (1883), the Statue of Liberty (1886), and Ellis Island, which opened in 1892 to replace the old Castle Garden immigrant landing station in Battery Park, were added as well.

			It was also a period of rapid technological change. The telephone, invented in 1876, brought New Yorkers closer together, as did mass transit: the elevated train in the 1870s, the cable car in the 1890s, and, finally, the subway system in 1904. Edison’s electricity began lighting the city’s streets in 1880 and turned Broadway into the Great White Way.

			The most distinguishing characteristic of the Gilded Age, though, as its name implies, was its extreme wealth, concentrated in the hands of plutocrats such as Cornelius Vanderbilt, John D. Rockefeller, and J. P. Morgan. Known as the robber barons, they took advantage of unbridled capitalism, industrial expansion, and economic growth to amass fortunes that were conspicuously on display in the marble and granite mansions they built for themselves on upper Fifth Avenue and elsewhere.

			The era took its name from Mark Twain’s and Charles Dudley Warner’s 1873 satirical novel The Gilded Age: A Tale of Today. Its leitmotif was that all the ostentation was merely a thin layer of gold; a wasteful façade that masked the era’s greed, political corruption, and underlying social problems.

			Among those social problems was the abject poverty that, especially in New York, stood in stark contrast to the plutocrats’ affluence. In 1870 more than half of all Manhattanites still lived below Fourteenth Street, mainly crammed into squalid Lower East Side tenements. Social welfare legislation to ameliorate poverty’s effects was minimal to nonexistent until late in the era. Crushing economic depressions following the Panic of 1873 and a similar one in 1893 overwhelmed private charity and stifled much of the progress that was made.

			Another major social problem was crime—generally related to poverty, but not always so. New York, like other big cities, had its share of individual, sensational crimes: shocking murders of the type that Art Carey specialized in investigating. Often, these were crimes of passion, not profit, and were just as liable to be committed by the well-to-do as the poor. Over time, modernizations in policing techniques, coupled with the more mundane but necessary legwork that cops such as Carey learned to perform, would help increase the solve rate for crimes of this type.

			But the era also saw the birth of a new breed of criminal: the organized crime figure. For many people today, the term “organized crime” conjures images of Al Capone and other Prohibition-era mobsters, as well as Mafia dons in later decades. Yet the origins of organized criminal enterprises can be traced to Gilded Age New York.

			For Gilded Age gang members and thieves, crime was just business. The new criminals were low-life mirror images of the more exalted robber barons, who cut corners to earn their untold riches. Making money was more important than how one made it—or took it. And with so much money there for the taking, criminals saw no reason to deny themselves their rightful share of the growing economic pie.

			The birth of organized crime posed new challenges for the city’s police. As the crooks grew in sophistication and professionalism, the police struggled to keep pace. At times they failed, but they were mainly up to the challenge, despite rampant, never-ending corruption both high and low within the force. And the cementing of the NYPD’s reputation as “New York’s Finest” was largely attributable to the towering, controversial figure of Thomas Byrnes, whose ascent began at the very dawn of the Gilded Age.

		

	
		CHAPTER ONE
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		MAKING A NAME

		Police captain Thomas F. Byrnes was at the corner of Broadway and East Eighth Street, near Astor Place, when he heard the news of the shooting. The word was spreading like wildfire through Lower Manhattan: just after four o’clock on the afternoon of Saturday, January 6, 1872, “Jubilee Jim” Fisk Jr., the roguish stock speculator and robber baron, had been gunned down at the Grand Central Hotel, the largest in America and among the most luxurious. His assailant was his erstwhile business partner turned archenemy, Edward “Ned” Stokes, a rival for the affections of Fisk’s mistress, a voluptuous failed actress named Josephine Mansfield, better known as Josie.

		The hotel, located at the corner of Broadway and Amity Street (now West Third), fell within Byrnes’s jurisdiction—the Fifteenth Precinct—of which he had been made captain two years earlier. It was a mixed but mostly respectable neighborhood encompassing Greenwich Village and parts of the East Village.

		Byrnes raced to the Fifteenth Precinct station house on Mercer Street, where he found Stokes already in custody. At just under six feet tall, broad-shouldered, with piercing, almost frightening eyes and a flowing walrus mustache, the thirty-year-old Byrnes cut an imposing figure. He sought to interrogate the prisoner, but the slender, handsome, impeccably dressed Stokes, the same age as the captain, would answer no questions beyond giving his name. Byrnes ordered him placed in a cell and left the station for the crime scene, less than a block away, arriving there about 4:20 p.m.

		As Byrnes reached the second-floor hotel suite where Fisk lay dying, details of the incident began emerging. The adversarial relationship between Fisk and Stokes was already well known to the public and was blaring daily from newspaper front pages: once business partners in a Brooklyn oil refinery, they became enemies when Fisk ousted Stokes over a charge of embezzlement. In the meantime, the married Stokes had entered into an illicit relationship with the twenty-four-year-old divorcee Josie Mansfield, who preferred him to her rich benefactor.

		The older (thirty-seven), short, rotund, cherubic-faced Fisk held little appeal for the “Cleopatra of Twenty-Third Street” beyond the money, jewelry, and Chelsea brownstone he had lavished upon her. Virtually all the largesse Fisk amassed was a product of unscrupulous business dealings. Together with his financial partner Jay Gould, Fisk had employed stock manipulation and bribery to wrest control of the Erie Railroad from Cornelius Vanderbilt, the Commodore, a few years earlier. Fisk then used his political connections with the notorious Boss Tweed, head of New York’s corrupt Tammany Hall machine, to gain favors—and buy judges—to further the Erie’s interests. In 1869 Fisk and Gould infamously cornered the market on gold during a financial panic, known as Black Friday, that ruined many investors, scandalized the administration of President Ulysses S. Grant, and enriched Gould and Fisk.

		Unlike the dour Gould, Fisk wore his wealth on his sleeve, dressing ostentatiously in colorful velvets and silks and adorning his fingers with large diamonds. He sported a finely waxed red mustache. For vanity’s sake, he underwrote a New York state militia regiment and had himself elected colonel.

		Ruthless in pursuit of his enemies, Fisk publicly accused Stokes and Mansfield of blackmail when they conspired to give the newspapers the love letters he had written Josie before she jilted him—letters that the couple said would reveal Fisk’s many past financial improprieties. Mansfield sued him for $50,000 for money she claimed he owed her and for libel, prompting Fisk to countersue. He also used his influence to procure a grand jury indictment of Stokes for extortion.

		Earlier on the day of the shooting, Mansfield and Stokes had appeared in court to testify in her suit against Fisk, who did not attend. After a withering cross-examination, Mansfield broke down in sobs, but Stokes held his own and afterward went to Delmonico’s, the city’s most fashionable restaurant, for a late lunch of oysters and beer with his lawyers.

		Stokes’s good mood changed when he learned of the grand jury indictment. Enraged, Stokes hired a carriage to help him track down his antagonist. He stopped first at Fisk’s Erie Railroad office in the Grand Opera-house at Twenty-Third Street and Eighth Avenue. Upon learning that Fisk had gone to the Grand Central Hotel to visit friends, Stokes had his driver take him there.

		Stokes combed the hotel in search of Fisk but did not find him. Then, as Stokes stood on the landing of the ladies’ staircase, he saw Fisk ascending the stairs below. At point-blank range from about five stairsteps above, Stokes shot Fisk twice with a newly manufactured, four-chamber Colt House revolver; it was destined to become known as the Jim Fisk pistol. The first bullet pierced Fisk’s abdomen, and the second struck him in the arm. He turned away and tumbled down the stairs. Doctors quickly concluded that the stomach wound was mortal.

		After finishing the deed, Stokes flung away his gun and looked to make his escape. A hotel doorman and bellboy had witnessed the shooting, while other onlookers heard the shots and saw Stokes take flight. When the hotel proprietor called out, “Stop that man!” Stokes ran downstairs to the hotel barbershop. He slipped and fell on the shop’s marble floor and was overcome by several men, including some guests who leapt from their barber chairs with lather and towels still covering their faces.
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				The 1872 murder of financier and robber baron Jim Fisk Jr. by Ned Stokes, on a stairway in the luxurious Grand Central Hotel in Greenwich Village, as depicted in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper. The case brought the first public attention to investigating officer Thomas Byrnes, then a young police captain.

			
		
		The arresting officer on the scene was Henry McCadden, one of Byrnes’s Fifteenth Precinct patrolmen. Informed by hotel employees that Stokes was the shooter, McCadden took the prisoner up to the victim’s suite, where Fisk was surrounded by doctors and friends such as Gould and Boss Tweed.

		McCadden asked Fisk whether Stokes was the man who shot him, to which Fisk responded affirmatively. The New York Herald misidentified McCadden as Byrnes and spelled his name as “Burns,” a reflection of how little known Byrnes was at the time.

		When Byrnes got to the hotel a few minutes after McCadden, he took control of the investigation and began questioning witnesses. Per common practice at the time, he had them arrested and held at the station house until they could make their statements. Byrnes spent the next several hours shuttling back and forth between the hotel and the precinct station, a two-minute walk from one to the other. In his cell, Stokes asked for some cigars, and being a chain cigar smoker himself, Byrnes indulged the prisoner’s request. Stokes lit cigar after cigar and smoked furiously, flinging them away one by one.

		At the station around seven o’clock, Byrnes was told that Fisk was not going to survive. Although witnesses had orally identified Stokes as the assailant—and Fisk had as well—Byrnes thought it important to obtain a written statement from Fisk before he died. Courts demanded the strongest of evidence to convict one of murder in those days, when the death penalty beckoned. Byrnes therefore summoned the city coroner, who customarily recorded the victim’s “antemortem” statements, and took him to the hotel, where an informal jury of hotel residents was impaneled to hear Fisk’s testimony. Fisk attested that Stokes was the man who shot him.*

		Around the same time, a hotel clerk gave Byrnes the Colt revolver that a female guest had found on a sofa in the women’s parlor. Byrnes placed a mark on it so it could be identified later at trial and showed the gun to several people in the hotel to impress it upon their memories. He also retrieved a bullet that was found on the stairs and matched it to the Colt pistol. “Matched” is probably an overstatement, though, since forensic ballistics did not yet exist. A law enforcement officer could eyeball a bullet from a crime scene and say whether, in general, it could have come from the type of firearm found there, but there was no way to determine definitively that this bullet was fired from that gun.

		Fisk died the next morning at ten forty-five and, despite his widespread reputation as a crook, was mourned by thousands. Byrnes took possession of the body pending the coroner’s arrival. He then transported Stokes from the precinct station cell to the Tombs, the notoriously dank jail and court complex built in the Egyptian style over a poorly drained swamp pond that previously had served as the city’s main water supply. On the way over, Byrnes rejected Stokes’s request that they stop for a drink at a bar.

		Stokes was held at the Tombs pending his trial for murder, at which Byrnes testified about the arrest, the gun and bullets, and Fisk’s antemortem statement. Stokes’s lawyers presented three theories: that he acted in self-defense, believing Fisk would shoot him first; that Fisk died due to poor medical treatment; and that Stokes was temporarily insane. Although Stokes claimed Fisk had a gun, no other witness had seen him with one, and Byrnes testified that a thorough search of the premises had found no such second weapon.

		The first trial ended with a hung jury, and the second produced a first-degree murder conviction, for which Stokes was sentenced to be hanged. But the conviction was overturned on appeal due to a technicality: a new witness came forward to claim—falsely—that he had seen a gun in Fisk’s hands. In the third trial, the jury compromised on a verdict of third-degree manslaughter, and Stokes was sentenced to four years in state prison.
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				The notorious Tombs prison complex in Lower Manhattan, where criminals were held pending trial and condemned prisoners walked to the gallows across the “Bridge of Sighs.”

			
		
		Jim Fisk was the most famous private citizen murdered in American history to that point; as an assassination, its notoriety was exceeded only by Abraham Lincoln’s seven years earlier. And although Thomas Byrnes’s role in the affair was modest—Stokes was identified and in custody before Byrnes was at the scene—it did bring him public notice for the first time.

		Four months after the murder, the still relatively unknown Byrnes was back in the papers. On May 24, 1872, one of his detectives, William Henderson, was shot and nearly killed by a man he was in the process of arresting just outside the Mercer Street station. Cop killers were hunted down by men in blue as relentlessly then as now, so when the assailant, Robert Crawford—who happened to be the brother-in-law of Commodore Vanderbilt—fled the scene and hid out in Vanderbilt’s home, Byrnes personally led a posse of his men to apprehend him. They found all entrances to the Commodore’s massive redbrick mansion at 10 Washington Place barred and the inhabitants denying that Crawford was concealed there.

		Though not in possession of a warrant, Byrnes obtained police chief James Kelso’s permission to forcibly enter the Commodore’s edifice if he was satisfied the fugitive was hiding in there. After Byrnes told Vanderbilt he was prepared to break down every door if necessary and search the entire premises, Crawford was produced and taken into custody.

		The next day, Byrnes arrested Paul Lowe, the twenty-two-year-old son of the ex-governor of Maryland, for shooting three men, including one of his own friends, in a Saturday-night melee on Mercer Street. After interviewing several of those involved, Byrnes tracked down Lowe, who was preparing to escape to Maryland, and obtained his confession.

		A month later, Byrnes was in the headlines again, praised for quickly solving the burglary of the Van Tine silk manufacturing company just below Union Square. Acting on a tip, Byrnes and Detective Henderson, since recuperated from his shooting, staked out a pair of locations on Wooster Street and arrested coachmen carrying trunks of stolen silk dresses and ladies’ apparel. All $4,000 worth of the pilfered goods was recovered. This time, in its report on the incident, the New York Herald got Byrnes’s name right. It would not be misspelled again.

	
		CHAPTER TWO
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		A COP IS BORN

		Or maybe the New York Herald had gotten Byrnes’s name half right the first time. The future star policeman was born on June 15, 1842, in County Wicklow, Ireland, just south of Dublin, the youngest of three sons of a man listed as William “Burns” in census records and city directories.

		William Burns was born in Ireland between 1805 and 1810 and married Rose Doyle, a woman the same age or a little younger. They emigrated with their three sons to America in 1845, crossing the Atlantic on the freight and passenger ship Yorkshire, in steerage, with the toddler Thomas on board. The family of five thereby joined the multitudes of fellow countrymen who left their native land in the wake of the great Irish potato famine. Three daughters would follow, all born in New York between 1845 and 1852.

		Contrary to the only biography of Thomas Byrnes, which heavily fictionalizes his early years, his parents were not named James and Ellen; they did not settle in the fetid Five Points neighborhood of Lower Manhattan, the worst slum in America;* his mother was not a laundress; and his father was not a garment worker and labor agitator who became a drunken bartender and left the family. Byrnes did not have a younger brother, Deven, who died of cholera at age twelve, nor did one of his sisters hold on to her job as a housemaid “by giving in to the sexual demands of the master of the house.” There was no kindly Father Coogan of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, then located on the Lower East Side, who provided comfort and support to the family.

		The reality is less sentimental. William Burns, a laborer and porter, moved his family into the old Fifth Ward of Manhattan adjoining the Hudson River, the area now known as Tribeca. Though far from the fashionable neighborhood of expensive lofts and fine restaurants it would become a century and a half later, it was not a place of squalor. Rather, it was transforming from a primarily residential area to a center for textiles and dry goods, buoyed by the growing shipping business along the Hudson River piers. The Washington Market at Chambers Street was the city’s premier open-air venue for wholesale produce.

		In 1855 the Burnses were living with five other families in a five-story brick dwelling at 30 Jay Street, near the original warehouse headquarters of the American Express Company, then an express mail and package delivery service. All thirty-seven of the inhabitants, including the eight Burns family members, were either born in Ireland or were of Irish parentage. By that time, 25 percent of the city’s population of six hundred thousand were Irish-born, and more Irish lived in Manhattan than in any city in the world except Dublin. Viewed by many as rowdy drunkards, the Irish faced severe discrimination.

		Any family of eight would have felt crowded and without privacy in what were three or at most four rooms, some of them windowless. Almost certainly the Burnses lacked running water; at best, they may have had access to a nearby tap connected to the relatively new Croton Aqueduct reservoir at Forty-Second Street and Fifth Avenue, where the main branch of the New York Public Library and Bryant Park now stand. But indoor toilets in such tenement houses were still years away. Lacking central heating, the buildings were cold and damp in winter, while they baked during New York’s hot, humid summers.

		The Burnses counted themselves among the working poor. Yet the conditions they faced were not as dire as those in the worst tenements in the city. In the Five Points and similar enclaves, the population density was rivaled only by that in the poorer sections of London. More than a hundred people were commonly crammed into 24 two-room apartments in wobbly wooden structures. One five-story brick tenement house along the East River, the notorious Gotham Court at 38 Cherry Street, had 112 families and up to 800 people living in its 120 two-room apartments.

		By 1860, the Burnses had moved just around the corner to 10 Caroline Street, a short lane running between Duane and Jay Streets that no longer exists. There, five families totaling twenty-eight people—twenty-three Irish and five German—lived in a three-story frame house with stores below it.

		Now eighteen, Thomas had managed to find employment as a gas fitter, helping light the city’s lamps in the age before electricity. A trade job that paid more than what menial workers earned, it required extreme care and attention due to the ever-present risk of explosion.

		Typical of many Irish youths, Thomas also became a volunteer firefighter in his neighborhood. (New York had no city fire department until 1865.) The volunteer fire companies were essentially fraternal organizations, formed as much upon ethnic ties and local camaraderie as out of civic devotion; often, as with Boss Tweed, they served as springboards into politics. The companies were popular hangouts for gangs, and rivalries were so intense that sometimes buildings would burn down while the companies who had raced to get there first tenaciously fought each other for the right to extinguish the blaze.

		It was likely through their volunteer activities that both Byrnes and his oldest brother, Edward, a fire engine company foreman before the Civil War, came to enlist in the famous New York Zouaves shortly after the fall of Fort Sumter in April 1861. Officially the First New York Fire Zouaves, Ellsworth’s Zouaves, as they were known, were a volunteer infantry regiment organized at the outset of the war by the dashing, idealistic Colonel Elmer Ephraim Ellsworth, a young Illinois lawyer who had clerked for and befriended Abraham Lincoln back in Springfield.

		The Zouaves were drawn from the ranks of the city’s many volunteer firefighters, who were viewed as tough and hardy adventurers well suited to military service. Flashily dressed to resemble the French colonial light infantrymen serving in Algeria, and to distinguish them from ordinary bluecoats, the Zouaves were issued bright-red firemen’s shirts and red fezzes with blue tassels, along with light gray French-style chasseur jackets with dark blue and red trim, colorful blue sashes, and baggy gray cloth pants with a blue stripe.

		But the Zouaves lost their popular namesake commander on May 24, 1861, when Ellsworth was killed while descending the stairs of an Alexandria, Virginia, hotel after removing a Confederate flag that had been flying from the building’s rooftop. The hotel proprietor, an ardent secessionist, blasted him in the chest with a shotgun. The martyred Ellsworth’s body lay in state in the White House, then was taken to city hall in New York, where thousands of supporters came to see the first Union officer killed in the war.

		Because the Zouaves were already camped and drilling in Washington, D.C., it is unlikely that twenty-three-year-old Edward Byrnes, the elected head of Ellsworth’s Company B, or his younger brother Thomas, a member of that unit, were among the mourners at city hall. But they were with the Zouaves who carried the rallying cry “Remember Ellsworth!” into the First Battle of Bull Run, at Manassas, Virginia, on July 21, 1861, just two months after his death. After boldly advancing, they were routed by the Confederates, led by, among others, Stonewall Jackson and Jeb Stuart, after which the Zouaves turned and ran, having suffered more casualties than any other Union regiment. Many years later, Byrnes admitted with a smile that he had run as fast as anybody that day.

		The demoralized Zouaves, scapegoated and ridiculed in the press, were eventually sent back to New York in June 1862 and mustered out of service. Thomas Byrnes, now twenty, returned to volunteer firefighting with the Hudson Hose Company No. 21, headquartered at 304 Washington Street. He participated eagerly in the “scrimmages” between rival companies, and in one such fracas put the future president of the paid fire department, Cornelius Van Cott, out of commission. As Van Cott recalled later when chatting with then police chief Byrnes about the old days, he had been decked by a lanky, black-mustached fellow of the rival company, prompting Byrnes to confess that it had been him.

		Byrnes left the fire company when, on December 10, 1863, he was appointed to the New York Metropolitan Police Department as a patrolman in the Fifteenth Precinct. It was a coveted job, notwithstanding that a police officer’s hours were long: sixteen-hour days split between patrol and reserve duty, with hundred-hour weeks not uncommon. The station house was the officer’s home away from home, where he slept along with hundreds of homeless vagrants who routinely received shelter elsewhere in the same building. A later cop, Cornelius Willemse, would memorably describe “on reserve” living conditions under the two-platoon system:

		
			Picture a great barracks of a room twenty-five by forty feet, with only two windows in the front for ventilation. In the winter time there was no heat except a big pot-bellied stove downstairs in the back room, the windows were kept closed, and with thirty men sleeping there, their thirty pairs of shoes and boots, well-worn socks, none too clean, damp cloths hanging along the walls beside every bed, roaches and bedbugs by the million, fetid air, thick with smoke combined with body odors. . . . In the summer it was equally vile, for the uniforms were hot and the sun was blistering, and we didn’t have electric fans to air the place out. . . . The Board of Health would not have tolerated such conditions in cheap lodging houses, nor would prison supervisors have stood for them in jails.

		

		The work could also be stressful. But the pay was good. A patrolman in 1864 made $1,000 a year, and in 1866 the salary went up to $1,200, where it remained for many years. Although less than the $2,000 average salary for New York’s middle-class, white-collar employees, it was somewhat more than what skilled manual workers made. And it was almost double what Byrnes’s father, as a common unskilled laborer, could expect to earn. Applicants for police positions always exceeded the number of openings.

		Just past the age of majority, Thomas Byrnes had already made good in the New World. But the police department he joined had a checkered, inglorious history, marked by inefficiency, instability, and ineffectiveness.

		The New York Municipal Police Department, as it was called originally, was established in 1845 as the city’s first full-time paid police force and is among the nation’s oldest. It was a military-style organization with hierarchical ranks (captain, sergeant, patrolman) and career officers.

		Modeled on London’s beat system, which stressed patrolling by day and night, the Municipal Police Department replaced the old constable system, which consisted of part-time civilian night watchmen and a small full-time force of elected and appointed constables and marshals. The amateur watchmen, known as “leatherheads” for their helmet material, were paid a small daily stipend and had no authority beyond making citizens’ arrests. Constables had full police power but were unsalaried; they worked for fees and privately offered rewards.

		In theory, the change to a salaried, full-time force augured a more professional outfit. But while the new department was an improvement over the old system, its performance did not live up to expectations. For one thing, it took nearly a decade for the Municipals to agree to wear uniforms, which offended their sense of independence. Uniforms were considered emblems of a servant class or a standing army. The early police were issued only a star-shaped copper badge, which they could wear or conceal as they pleased.* It was not until 1853 that the Municipals were persuaded that blue frock coats with brass buttons not only created an impressive look but also made it easier for them to be identified by the public, and by one another, at crime scenes.

		Uniformed or not, the Municipals had difficulty coping with the city’s rising immigrant population and crime in the pre–Civil War years. Unlike the London force, the New York police were under local, rather than national, government control, and were appointed by elected ward aldermen. Police officers’ terms were limited to one or two years; as a result, politics played a greater role in the selection and retention of cops than did merit. (In 1853 employment became continuous, subject to the usual firing for just cause or bad behavior.) And with no physical or medical requirements or age restrictions, many police officers were too old or infirm for the work.

		The roughly thousand-man force in the mid-1850s was also shorthanded, relative to London, which had more than twice as many bobbies per inhabitant and a more homogenous, less unruly populace to control. Absenteeism and graft within the New York force were common. And, as under the old constable system, it was hard for civilians to induce police officers to investigate thefts or seek to recover stolen property without the promise of a substantial reward. Detectives would end up splitting the reward money with the thieves and their criminal “fences,” who returned the stolen goods in exchange for immunity from prosecution. It was an arrangement that compounded the original crime instead of curbing it.

		The uptown propertied classes, consisting of old-line New York Anglo-Saxon Protestants, came to view the increasingly Irish police force with suspicion. Rural upstate New Yorkers and adherents of the anti-immigrant, anti-Catholic American Party (better known as the “Know Nothings”) also distrusted the immigrant-heavy force. By the mid-1850s, almost two-thirds of the cops in the “Bloody Sixth” Ward, home to the Five Points, were Irish.

		The Irish police were seen as cronies of Tammany Hall, the city’s Democratic political machine, and its controversial partisan mayor, Fernando Wood, who used patronage to control the police and the immigrant vote. Blue-blooded Knickerbockers believed that Wood’s Municipal Police were unwilling to crack down on gambling, prostitution, and drinking for fear of antagonizing the Catholic, foreign-born, Democratic dwellers of Lower Manhattan.

		It did not help when, in 1855, the nativist brawler William “Bill the Butcher” Poole (the character played by Daniel Day-Lewis in the 2002 Martin Scorsese film Gangs of New York) was shot and killed in a saloon by an Irish ex-cop. “I die a true American” were Poole’s famous last words, a not-so-subtle jab at aliens. The martyred Poole’s funeral was the largest in New York to that point. Mayor Wood’s police department was lax in pursuing Poole’s killer, who was eventually discharged after three straight hung juries. Native New Yorkers were further convinced that the Municipals were in the pocket of the Irish Tammany clique.

		Matters came to a head in 1857 when the new Republican, rural-dominated legislature in the state capital of Albany abolished the city’s Tammany-dominated Municipal Police Department and replaced it with a revamped Metropolitan Department. It was now to cover an enlarged area including New York City, Brooklyn, Staten Island, and Westchester County. The Metropolitans were placed under the control of a civilian board of police commissioners appointed by the Republican governor.

		Mayor Wood refused to recognize the authority of the new department. He perceived it as merely designed to transfer patronage from one political party to the other. On June 16 he famously rejected an arrest warrant served on him at city hall by police captain George Walling, a former Municipal who had gone over to the Metropolitan camp. (Walling would later serve as police superintendent, the name for the chief of police in those days.)

		After Walling tried to forcibly remove Wood from the building, rioting broke out on the steps of city hall between more than three hundred Municipals stationed there—mostly foreign-born cops loyal to Wood—and fifty outnumbered Metropolitans, largely Anglo-American in origin, who had arrived to assist Walling. Many Metros were severely beaten and injured. Only the fortuitous intervention of New York’s Seventh Regiment National Guards (state militia), who had been parading down Broadway en route to a boat bound for Boston, managed to restore order.

		For the next several weeks, as Wood remained defiant, the rival police forces let criminals escape as they vied for the right to arrest them, much as competing fire companies fought for the privilege to put out flames. Then, after New York’s highest court upheld the constitutionality of the Metropolitan police force on July 2, 1857, Wood finally acquiesced and disbanded the Municipal Police Department.
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				New York’s earliest police force had an unpromising start. In 1857, rival groups of policemen—Municipals and Metropolitans—battled one another on the steps of city hall in a contest for authority. In the ensuing confusion, the city’s downtown gangs went on a bloody spree, known as the Dead Rabbits Riot, that police were powerless to quell.

			
		
		During the confusion, the city’s criminal elements went on a spree. It started with a Fourth of July barroom raid by the Irish Dead Rabbits gang of the Five Points (the Leonardo DiCaprio group from the Scorsese film, and supporters of Mayor Wood). They attacked the clubhouse of two nativist gangs at 42 Bowery: the Atlantic Guards and the Bowery Boys (or “B’hoys”). The latter had been affiliated with Bill the Butcher and now sided with the Metropolitans. At least, that was according to initial newspaper reports and Gangs of New York author Herbert Asbury, whose seminal 1928 book often prefers myth to fact.

		Other accounts hold that the principal antagonists of the Bowery gangs were not the Dead Rabbits but a different Five Points gang called the Roach (or Roche) Guards, of which the Dead Rabbits were an offshoot. Some indignant letter writers to the newspapers claimed the Dead Rabbits no longer even existed.

		Whatever their true identities, the Irish Five Points gang started things off by invading the Bowery area and attacking some of the new Metropolitan police, perceiving them to be anti-Catholic nativists. The nativist Bowery gangs came to the Metros’ defense, and general mayhem ensued, spreading to other downtown areas where gangs took the opportunity to loot and vandalize. Amid the chaos, it was often impossible to tell who was fighting whom. At times, rival Irish gangs—political enemies—battled one another until the Metropolitan Police arrived, whereupon the belligerents dropped their private feud and turned on the authorities.

		The most violent scenes took place around Bayard, Mott, Mulberry, and Elizabeth Streets, where the Five Pointers pummeled and bloodied any Metro they could spot. Men, women, and children sympathetic to the Irish gangs poured a fusillade of objects—bricks, stones, pots, and kettles—down upon the helpless police. The Bowery gangs pulled out pistols and rifles and shot a number of Rabbits/Roach Guards.

		The inexperienced and outnumbered Metros were unable to quell the violence. The old Municipals, who previously had kept order in the area and knew the local Irish gangs, were out of commission and unwilling to help. There were even reports that they encouraged the mob to resist the Metros. Accounts differ on whether the militia finally stopped the riots or whether the gangs simply ran out of gas.

		The official toll in the Dead Rabbits Riot, as it came to be known, was eight to twelve dead and between thirty and forty wounded. But many believed casualties were much higher because the Five Points gang buried its dead in secret alleyways and ramshackle tenement basements. The one certainty is that the Metropolitan Police Department, in its first major test, had utterly failed to keep the city safe.

		It was another riot six years later, this one the bloodiest and most violent in the nation’s history, that began the rehabilitation of the New York Police Department’s reputation. It started on a sweltering and breezeless July 13, 1863, sparked by antagonism toward the draft lottery conducted under the new military conscription law passed by Congress. Angry mobs of poor and working-class New Yorkers, most of them Irish immigrants, took to the streets to protest. They resented being forced to fight a war to free black men who might compete for their unskilled labor jobs, while wealthy white men could pay $300 to avoid the draft.

		Eventually swelling to fifteen thousand, the crowd burned and smashed the windows of the draft office and many other buildings and churches symbolizing the establishment, as well as the private homes of police officials, Republican politicians, and the rich. The offices of newspapers that supported the war came under siege and had to be barricaded. The rioters ripped up streetcar and train tracks and cut telegraph lines to prevent police communication.

		Any living thing—cop, soldier, horse—standing in the mob’s way was mercilessly attacked. Upon recognizing the sixty-year-old head of the police, Superintendent John Kennedy, one of the rioters shouted, “There’s Kennedy!” He was beaten and trampled into a “mass of gore” and dumped in a deep mudhole, left for dead until a friend rescued his limp body.

		The violence soon turned into a race riot. African Americans were tortured, lynched, burned, and dragged through the streets. At the Colored Orphan Asylum at Fifth Avenue and Forty-Third Street, home to two hundred children under the age of twelve, the mob set the building on fire and obstructed volunteer firefighters who sought in vain to tame the blaze. The terrified children somehow managed to escape out the back door; according to The New York Times, it was a young Irishman named Paddy McCaffrey, who was either one of the firemen or a coach driver, who escorted them to safety.

		The children were brought—the smaller ones upon the backs of the larger—to Captain George Walling’s Twentieth Precinct station house at Thirty-Fifth Street and Eighth Avenue. Walling, who seemingly was everywhere throughout the four-day riot and would be hailed as one of its heroes, ensured their protection at his station. At length, they were conveyed to a temporary refuge on Blackwell’s (now Roosevelt) Island, then the site of a prison and insane asylum complex.

		With the state militia having been sent to aid the Union army at the Battle of Gettysburg, the roughly two-thousand-man Metropolitan police force (which had since absorbed or reinstated many former Municipals) was left to handle the riot on its own. And, as in the Dead Rabbits Riot, the police were hopelessly outnumbered. Unlike in 1857, though, when they yielded to the mob, this time the cops carried the fight to the rioters. Small groups of policemen, strategically deployed against much larger mobs, fought the rioters in pitched battles. And as Walling recalled, whenever the police and the mob came into one-on-one contact, the police were victorious.

		It took the return of the Seventh Regiment from Gettysburg, and thousands of federal troops who followed, to end the unrest on the fourth day. More than a hundred civilians had been left dead, countless injured, and millions of dollars in property destroyed. But the police came in for high praise, including the many Irish cops who had had risked their lives to protect the city from their Irish brethren. For perhaps the first time, New Yorkers had a police department of which they could be proud.

		It is possible that Thomas Byrnes played a role in the draft riots. The New York Zouaves, who had been partially reconstituted in May 1863, assisted the police and military in suppressing the rioters. The Zouaves’ new colonel, Henry O’Brien, was among those murdered, tortured, and hanged from lampposts by the mob. Afterward, the Ellsworth Zouaves broke up for good.

		There is no documentation, though, of Byrnes’s participation, if any, in the July 1863 riots. In any event, he did not engage in the heroics credited to him by his biographer, who claims it was Byrnes who, as a New York police officer, rescued Superintendent Kennedy from the mudhole, as well as a uniformed Byrnes who, at gunpoint, led the poor, frightened children of the Colored Orphan Asylum to Captain Walling’s police station. In this telling, Byrnes is also supposed to have joined with several other police officers who stormed a barricaded house on Thirty-First Street and forced the rioters inside to surrender. These would have been neat tricks, considering that Byrnes did not join the police force until December 1863.
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		Byrnes rose quickly through the police ranks. Soon after being assigned to patrol duty in the Fifteenth Precinct, he was transferred to the Third Precinct, its station house, at 160 Chambers Street, a three-minute walk from where the young single policeman lived at 328 Greenwich Street. Now, if not before, he was spelling his name “Byrnes,” and it seems that his parents, William and Rose Burns, died around this time.

		In October 1868 Byrnes was made a roundsman in the Third Precinct. It was a supervisory position, in the nature of a spy, who checked up on patrolmen to make sure they were at their posts. The roundsman had the authority to “dido” (write up) his colleagues for disciplinary charges.

		Byrnes held this rather unpopular job for about a year before he was promoted to sergeant in 1869. Less than a year later, on July 1, 1870, he was made a captain, the next rung up the ladder. (The rank of lieutenant did not exist then, sergeants serving as the rough equivalent.) New York police officers seldom became captains before the age of thirty; Byrnes was twenty-eight.

		The department’s thirty-some captains, one for each precinct, reigned supreme in their jurisdictions. Given their vast discretionary power to enforce the laws (or not) as they saw fit, they enjoyed greater power, within their realms, than their boss—the superintendent of police. Four inspectors (one for each of four inspection districts) ranked higher than the captains, but the captains exercised almost limitless day-to-day authority in their respective precincts.

		In 1870, the same year Byrnes became a captain, home rule over the police force was reestablished. With the Democrats back in power in Albany, Boss Tweed pushed through a new city charter restoring control of the police to New York City proper (soon to include the West Bronx), with Brooklyn, Staten Island, and other surrounding areas to have their own municipal police departments. The thirteen-year experiment in state control was over.

		The renamed Police Department of the City of New York was governed by a bipartisan four-person board of commissioners appointed by the mayor. By custom, the four police commissioners were split evenly between Democrats and Republicans. In fact, the commissioners were responsive to the political machines of the respective parties and were subservient to them, not to the public at large. And the two Republican members, because they were generally appointed by Democratic mayors, tended to be Tammany friendly or at least Democratic friendly. (During these years, Tammany vied for control with some rival, reform-minded Democratic factions that helped expose Tweed’s corruption in 1871.)

		In addition to possessing overall supervisory authority over the police department, the commissioners had the power to appoint, promote, transfer, discipline, or dismiss police officers. Per custom, each commissioner had a quota of patronage appointments reserved for him. Typically, patronage was dispensed on the recommendation or approval of local politicians.

		Byrnes began his captaincy in the lightly populated Twenty-Third Precinct, covering Yorkville and the far Upper East Side, then was soon transferred to the more stimulating Twenty-First. Running from Twenty-Sixth to Forty-Second Streets on the East Side, it included luxurious mansions along Park Avenue and squalor and petty crime nearer the East River.

		It was while captaining the Twenty-First Precinct in 1871 that Byrnes received his first big test. In July, Protestants from Northern Ireland, so-called Orangemen, paraded down Eighth Avenue under police and state militia escort, jeered and hissed at by Irish Catholics who lined the streets. Five hundred New York police officers under the command of Inspector George Walling, and thirteen precinct captains, including Byrnes of the Twenty-First, were on hand to clear the street for the marchers.

		When the procession reached Twenty-Fourth Street, someone fired a shot at the parade from a second-story window along the route and struck a member of the Eighty-Fourth Militia Regiment. Acting without orders, panicked members of the militia returned volleys in that direction. When the smoke lifted, eleven corpses lay on the sidewalk.

		In all, more than sixty civilians were killed or fatally wounded that day, at least a hundred civilians and fifty police officers and militia were injured, and three guardsmen died. At the Sixteenth Precinct station house on West Twentieth Street, thirteen bodies were found in the hall, among them a girl of about twelve who had entered the street at the sound of drums beating and the sight of flags waving. She was struck in the head with a ball, killing her instantly.

		One of the militiamen killed was the business manager of Jim Fisk’s opera house. He fell at Twenty-Sixth Street while standing next to Fisk, who nominally commanded the Ninth Militia Regiment he had bought for himself. Fisk was knocked down by the mob, injured his ankle, and was rescued in a carriage by his business partner Jay Gould. Fisk escaped death that day, but it would find him six months later at the hands of Ned Stokes.

		It became known as the Slaughter on Eighth Avenue. Many New Yorkers criticized government officials for calling out hundreds of armed police and militia to protect a trivial little parade. But the police—as opposed to the trigger-happy militia—were generally commended for guarding the marchers’ freedom of religion and assembly. “The Police were the admiration of all law-and-order-loving citizens,” wrote The New York Times, which listed Byrnes and a dozen other captains as among those to whom honor was due.

		The faithfulness of the Irish Catholic police to their duty was especially noted. “To defend Protestant Irishmen against Roman Catholic friends and perhaps relatives is a severe test of fidelity,” wrote one contemporary chronicler, “but the Irish police have stood it nobly.”

		After the Fisk murder the following year, Byrnes remained captain of the Fifteenth Precinct until 1874, when he was detailed to the Twenty-Fifth Precinct, known as the Broadway Squad. It directed traffic, an important function in an age before traffic lights or even rules. It also protected pedestrians along the fashionable Ladies’ Mile shopping district, home to grand department stores such as Lord & Taylor and A. T. Stewart’s Cast Iron Palace. Members of the specially picked Broadway Squad were all over six feet tall, “well proportioned . . . generally handsome” and “always polite to the ladies—especially to those who are young and pretty,” observed Harper’s Weekly.

		Perhaps that is how Byrnes met his wife, for in 1875 he married twenty-three-year-old Ophelia Jennings, ten years his junior, the New York–born daughter of a Varick Street bartender. The newlyweds set up home on Greenwich Street near Trinity Church and the following year had the first of their five children, all daughters.

		In 1876 Byrnes was back to captaining the Fifteenth Precinct. He pursued and arrested sundry small-time burglars, swindlers, and embezzlers, conducted occasional raids on gambling houses and brothels, and was considered, but passed over, for promotion to inspector. He was a competent and efficient administrator and investigator, but there was nothing especially noteworthy about his tenure. At least until October 1878, when he was handed the case of a lifetime.

	
		CHAPTER THREE
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		HEIST OF THE CENTURY

		Thomas Byrnes was still in his Sunday best on the morning of October 27, 1878, when he heard that the Manhattan Savings Institution had been robbed. It was unimaginable that this venerable bank, located at the corner of Bleecker Street and Broadway, within Byrnes’s own Fifteenth Precinct, had been breached. Thought to be an impregnable fortress, it featured a maze of bolts, locks, and thick steel doors that opened to a steel vault with a separate safe within. In addition to holding millions in cash and securities, the bank was a repository for the money, jewelry, and other valuables of wealthy New Yorkers.

		Just as astonishing was the reported haul: nearly $3 million in securities and cash, equivalent to $70 million in 2021 dollars. It was, and remains, the greatest bank robbery in the city’s history.* Conducted during daylight, it was also, opined The New York Times, the most audacious. When newspapers, in subsequent months, referred in headlines to “The Great Bank Robbery,” no one needed to be told what that meant.

		Byrnes arrived at the scene around eleven, along with his boss, George Walling, who’d been promoted from inspector to police superintendent in 1874. Byrnes personally took charge of the investigation. The first witness he questioned was the bank’s janitor, fifty-year-old Louis Werckle, a German immigrant and “little old man,” as the Times described him, who had worked at the bank for twenty years.

		Just before ten in the morning, Werckle had burst into the barbershop in the bank’s basement and shouted out that the bank had been robbed. The barber then ran to police headquarters on Mulberry Street to report the crime.

		Listening to the excited janitor’s story, Byrnes was, by contrast, the very picture of self-confidence. A man of military bearing, he wore an expensive, dark cutaway coat, tie, and wide-brimmed derby, and puffed constantly on an ever-present cigar.

		Janitor Werckle, who lived in a second-floor apartment above the bank, told Byrnes that just after six in the morning, a group of masked robbers in business suits entered his apartment and bound and gagged him, his sickly wife, and his feeble mother-in-law. They forced him at gunpoint to give them the combination to the bank’s outer vault door (30-9-25) and threatened to return and kill him if he gave them the wrong numbers. Then they took the keys to the bank’s entrance that were laying on Werckle’s table and let themselves into the lobby.

		Inside the bank, the burglars opened the vault doors with the combination and confronted the steel safe. Using jimmies and wedges, they ratcheted the safe door open and sledgehammered and chiseled their way into the inner compartments. The burglars stuffed as much as they could into satchels and exited the bank, somehow unnoticed by anyone on the street, around nine-thirty.

		Upon inspecting the vault, the police found the floor littered with jewelry and silverware and broken tin deposit boxes. The thieves also left behind an elaborate set of the newest, state-of-the-art burglar tools that cost several thousand dollars to collect. The cops called it the cleanest job they’d ever seen; no blasting had been done. This was the work of professionals.

		Counterintuitively, the burglars had raised the shades on the bank’s side windows, partially exposing themselves to view, so that their guards could signal to them the approach of any beat patrolmen. When the Werckles’ milkman showed up to make his morning delivery, one of the watchmen told him not to bother because the family had gone out of town.

		So, who were these guys? They had left no solid clues. But Thomas Byrnes knew that there were only about six “yeggs,” or heist men, in the entire country capable of pulling off a theft of this complexity and magnitude. And he had some names in mind.
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		Professional criminals in the 1870s and 1880s formed a hierarchy. At the bottom were common, everyday thieves: shoplifters, pickpockets, highway robbers (street muggers), and house burglars, known as sneak and house thieves. Others on the lower end of the totem pole were the river thieves—desperate, brutish types who preyed upon immigrants or seamen just off the boat—and butcher cart thieves, who jumped off their horse-driven wagons to grab hogs in the street or carcasses in a butcher shop before making off with them.

		But most run-of-the-mill thieves aspired to what Byrnes called “the higher walks of predatory industry.” Criminal occupation, he explained, “is, like everything else, progressive.”

		Further up the chain were forgers and counterfeiters—skilled artisans who preferred to work in secret. Confidence men, or “con” men, used their wiles to swindle well-heeled and gullible tourists. Pretending to be an acquaintance or nephew of a friend from back home, the con man greeted his mark in the street and persuaded him to loan him some cash for a few minutes, after which he disappeared into the crowd. Or, he lured the dupe to a card or dice game of bunco (originally known as banco) in which the bettor is allowed to win successive rounds or draws with small amounts at risk until, told he must put up several hundred dollars more to save what he has already won, he draws the “blank” and loses all.

		Hotel and boardinghouse thieves were respectable-looking types who scanned the newspapers for the comings and goings of wealthy travelers. They would chat up the hotel desk clerk or landlady to gather as much information about the lodgers as possible. Then, while the fashionably attired guests were at breakfast or dinner, the thief would sneak into their room, having effortlessly picked the door’s lock.

		Bank sneak thieves were likewise well-dressed gentlemen and smooth and entertaining talkers. Working in pairs or threes, they diverted bank tellers and cashiers with interesting conversations while one of their number slipped behind the counter to capture the cash box or a bundle of bonds.

		Store and safe burglars, near the top grade of criminals, were expert at
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