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  It was always the eyes. Those wide, soft doelike eyes that hid the piracy and the murder that lurked behind them. This physical feature was the only thing about Louis “Lepke” Buchalter that distinguished him from any other legitimate businessman. At five feet, seven inches tall, he was not an imposing figure, and yet at the height of his power during the first half of the twentieth century, he ruled over a mob of almost three hundred men, all hardened criminals. These gangsters were specialists in union manipulation, extortion, labor racketeering, industrial sabotage, and murder.


  Evaluated in his childhood as an average student and with only an elementary-school education, Buchalter in his prime manipulated some 250 criminal ventures, kept his eye on at least 200 straw bosses, a corps of accountants and bookkeepers, and a staff of irresponsible triggermen, strong arms, and industrial saboteurs. Lepke’s personal staff was comprised of some of the most brutal professional assassins in the history of the New York underworld. These thugs included men such as Emanuel “Mendy” Weiss, Charles “the Bug” Workman, and Allie “Tick Tock” Tannenbaum. Legend has it that Tannenbaum was called “Tick Tock” because he dispatched his victims with the casual regularity of a wall clock’s beat.


  Lepke’s name was hardly known to the public in 1935 when he and his partner, Jacob “Gurrah” Shapiro, ruled over the New York garment industry as absolutely as Russian czars. This was an industry that at the time manufactured 75 percent of the clothing worn by Americans. In the underworld, it was a different story. “Lepke,” as Buchalter liked his friends to call him, was recognized by his fellow mob bosses as one of the most-powerful underworld leaders in the country. His advice was often sought by other gangsters on the make, and his decisions in intermob disputes were considered final. “I don’t ask questions,” said one Lepke associate. “I just obey. It would be more healthier.” He was sometimes referred to as Judge Louis by his underworld colleagues, who respected his advice and counsel.


  To his wife, Betty, and his stepson, Harold, he was a loving husband and a doting father. He seldom raised his voice or swore. He spent most nights at home with his family in their Central Park West apartment. He was the complete antithesis of the powerful mob boss. With an almost apologetic manner, Lepke ordered the murders of recalcitrant union officials or potential witnesses. This was some sixty to one hundred murders by the end of his career. “No witnesses, no indictments” was one of Buchalter’s favorite expressions.


  By the early 1930s, Buchalter had established a working arrangement with the Brooklyn underworld combination, later dubbed Murder Inc. This enforcement arm of the New York mob worked under the protection of the Mangano crime family in Brooklyn. Murder Inc. killers were put on a yearly retainer by Lepke to do some of the dirty work that he did not want his personal staff involved in.
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