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Praise for American Scoundrel


“A fixer even as a high schooler, a 1940s draft dodger, the twenty-seven-year-old ‘Boy Rasputin’ of the Army-McCarthy hearings, lawyer to the mob, racist, promiscuous, self-aggrandizing flimflammer, and four-times-indicted fraudster—what’s not to dislike? Kai Bird pins this alternate moral universe to the page brilliantly and evenhandedly.”

—Stacy Schiff, Pulitzer Prize winner and bestselling author of Cleopatra: A Life

“In American Scoundrel, Kai Bird does the impossible. He tells the story of one of America’s archvillains, with new evidence of his mendacity, contempt for the law, megalomania, and cruelty, but does so without descending into caricature. The portrait he paints is not pretty, but one we cannot ignore if we want to understand the linkage between past and present and how one American scoundrel paved the way for another.”

—David Nasaw, two-time Pulitzer Prize finalist and bestselling author of The Patriarch

“To understand the president who has hurled this country into chaos, we must tap the root—get to the source. American Scoundrel does just that by detailing the life of Roy Cohn. It is, in the end, a thorough and poignant account of a moral monster. A must read for these dark days.”

—Eddie S. Glaude Jr., author of America, U.S.A.: How Race Shadows the Nation’s Anniversaries

“If you want to understand America today, you (sadly!) need to understand Donald Trump. And if you want to understand Trump, you need to understand Roy Cohn. This book is invaluable for that task. And it’s a gripping tale to boot.”

—William Kristol, former chief of staff to the vice president of the United States, cofounder of The Weekly Standard, and currently editor-at-large of The Bulwark
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Preface
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What a dull world it would be for us honest men if it weren’t for the sinners.

H. L. Mencken



As a young man, he was not unattractive. Just not handsome. Translucent blue eyes, slicked-back, ink-dark hair. Standing just five feet eight inches, he was of average stature with thin lips and a misshapen nose featuring a distinctive, spindly red scar running down the bridge. A childhood sports injury? But he was never an athlete. Too physically awkward for that. No, the scar was the result of a botched surgery for the removal of a cyst when he was a boy. His eyes, not his scarred nose, were the most prominent feature of his face. They bulged under hooded eyelids. As he aged the heavy lids drooped even more, making him seem malevolent even when he smiled. The scar on his nose became redder. By middle age he was decidedly unattractive—but not so you had to turn away. His face possessed the kind of ugliness that made you take a second look. Time magazine quipped that Roy Cohn “has the kind of face that makes you want to take out a life insurance policy.” He spoke with a slight Bronx nasal accent. All in all, he was an unforgettable presence.

Roy Cohn (1927–1986) was always a player, a nefarious actor in one unseemly drama after another from the dark side of the American Century. In his twenties, he became the baby-faced symbol of McCarthyism. He was the young prosecutor who sent Julius and Ethel Rosenberg to the electric chair on June 19, 1953. He was known as the book-burner, McCarthy’s aide who in 1953 forced U.S. Information Agency libraries in Europe to purge thirty thousand books, including the works of W. H. Auden, Stephen Vincent Benét, John Dewey, and Arthur Schlesinger Jr., ostensibly on the grounds that these authors were communists or at least unwitting Soviet apologists.

By his thirties, he was known in New York City as the Mafia’s most reliable legal gun. In his forties, he was friendly with Richard Nixon and mentored the young Donald Trump. He called Trump his “best friend,” claiming the real estate developer called him a dozen times a day. He hung out with the glamour crowd at Studio 54 in the 1970s. In his fifties, Cohn was invited into the Oval Office in the Reagan White House. Nancy Reagan called him often for advice and chitchat. Cohn had “an almost insatiable interest in gossip.” Indeed, the source of much of his influence over the years came from his transactional relationships with columnists like Walter Winchell, George Sokolsky, Cindy Adams, and Liz Smith. New York’s most important politicians and judges celebrated his birthdays.

His friends included Roger Stone, George Steinbrenner, Aristotle Onassis, Bill Casey, William F. Buckley Jr., and Barbara Walters, all of whom thought of Roy as a lovable rogue. He was ubiquitous, a self-promoting hustler, a scheming con man, and yet somehow a consequential player in the American drama. A streetfighter, Roy Cohn thought of himself as the one lawyer in town who could always escape the consequences. Indicted by the Feds on three occasions for bribery, perjury, extortion, and other white-collar crimes, Cohn was always acquitted. All three cases were prosecuted by Robert Morgenthau, U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New York. Cohn called the indictments a vendetta orchestrated by Bobby Kennedy, a friend of the DA. “When you survive something like that,” he later said, “you come out stronger for it.… I have to see that big, wide establishment out there closing in on somebody and I have to want to show them that they’re not going to close in on me.” Years after his death from AIDS in 1986, Cohn came back to haunt us in Tony Kushner’s 1991–92 smash hit drama, Angels in America: A Gay Fantasia on National Themes. He was parodied on a popular syndicated cartoon show and Hollywood made two feature films about his life. Cohn’s feistiness, his surly defiance—and yes, his insouciance and labored charm—suggest that the man harbored vast insecurities, particularly about his sexuality.

Roy’s flamboyant life, however, hides his real significance. He possessed an intuitive brilliance, both as a trial lawyer and a raconteur. He was a power broker unlike any fixer in American life. His influence crossed all boundaries. As the New York Daily News observed in 1979, “He has emerged as the city’s preeminent manipulator. A one-man network of contacts that has reached into City Hall, the mob, the press, the Archdiocese, the disco-jet-set, the courts and the backrooms of the Bronx and Brooklyn, where judges are made and political contributions arranged.” Before Roy Cohn, America had a bipartisan establishment that adjudicated the rough edges of the country’s raucous democracy. Cohn used his entire career to subvert the establishment, breaking all the rules and creating a divisive, highly partisan political culture that has reinforced the legacy of Senator Joe McCarthy. Cohn’s right-wing, anti-intellectual spirit haunts us from his Queens mausoleum. “Where’s my Roy Cohn?” cried out Donald Trump during his first term in the White House. He is right here beside us, the ghoul of our nightmares, a man whose personal immorality planted the seeds of America’s descent into the political folly of the twenty-first century.





Chapter One Boy Wunderkind
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I now perceive myself as a kid who had no real childhood.

Roy Cohn, 1980



Picture a Passover Seder in an elegant Park Avenue apartment. The date is Monday, April 15, 1957. Roy Cohn is thirty years old and already famous across America for what he has done in his twenties. As Senator Joseph McCarthy’s chief counsel, he’d interrogated ordinary Americans—civil servants, schoolteachers, low-ranking army officers; badgering them on national television to name the names of their alleged communist comrades; destroying numerous lives in what would be remembered as one of America’s most brutal political witch hunts. Young as he was, he was feared by everyone. By 1957, he was back in New York City, practicing law and making powerful friends in the world’s most vibrant metropolis; but he was still living at home at 1165 Park Avenue with his mother. Dora was then sixty-four years old. “He was her crown prince,” said a relative, “and she was the queen.” He was royalty in his mother’s eyes, and she taught him from an early age that rules were for commoners.

On this evening in 1957, Dora presided at her elegant seder table. To be sure, her husband, a New York judge since 1929, was present, along with several other judges and lawyers. But it was Dora who presided. Justice Albert Cohn might as well have been one of the guests. Also present were numerous relatives, including a cousin, Gary Marcus, age seven, and his sister Lauren, age ten. And Roy.

As Dora began to read aloud the traditional Passover Haggadah, some of the guests noticed that the hired help were visibly nervous. One of the waiter’s hands was shaking as he attempted to pour the Passover wine. And then, when the youngest child at the table recited from the Haggadah the critical question, “Why is this night different from all other nights?” Dora interrupted to answer the question herself with the stunning revelation, “Because the Schvartze [Yiddish slur for a Black person] is dead in the kitchen!”

Dora explained that shortly before the seder commenced, the hired maid, a Black woman, had suddenly died of heart failure. By one account, Dora had instructed her servants to lay the poor woman out under the kitchen table. Yes, the police were called, but a New York medical examiner had to inspect the body before it could be removed. Several policemen were already standing in the foyer, awaiting his arrival. In the meantime, Dora had decided the seder must proceed. Tradition could not be interrupted.

Dora was that kind of woman, that kind of mother. When the medical examiner finally arrived, Dora momentarily objected to the body being placed on her bed. But then she apparently relented. The official was allowed to perform his duty, and the body was finally whisked away.

Roy would never speak of this most memorable seder, and he would live with his mother until her death in 1967, long after Al’s passing in 1959.

Roy’s parents were opposites. Al was aloof, reserved, and serious about his work. Some thought him boring. Others described him as “sweet” and “dreamy… such a nice man.” Dora was flamboyant, demanding, and eager to impose herself on high society. “Dora was a bit dour and always self-absorbed,” said Gary Marcus. “She had a hard time around other people.”

Born in 1885, Albert Cohn came from a poor family on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. His father Sigmund emigrated from Poland and worked as a pushcart peddler. Albert learned Pitman-style shorthand, taught school during the day, and worked his way through law school at night, graduating in 1907. These were the years of the great Jewish migration from the shtetels of Eastern Europe, prompted by the Russian pogroms. New York’s Jewish population grew from 175,000 in 1890 to 1.6 million by 1920—or 28 percent of the city’s total population.

Dora’s father, Joseph Solomon Marcus, was a self-made wealthy banker. Joseph had been born in Telšiai, then part of Russia, in 1862. By the time he was twelve he had quit school to work as a store clerk, and at the age of nineteen he emigrated to New York where he opened a small tailoring shop on Canal Street. The cloth trade was a traditional occupation for such immigrants. Over the years, Joseph won the loyalty and trust of his neighbors, mostly Slavic immigrants like himself. Everyone was poor; cramped tenement apartments often housed more than one family; there was limited privacy, poor plumbing, and little heat. But the doors to opportunity sometimes cracked open. Joseph noticed that his Jewish immigrant neighbors on the Lower East Side lacked a secure place to store their meager savings, so one day he bought a store safe, and gradually some of his customers began entrusting him with their money. At the time, most banks catered to the rich and to industry, spurning small depositors. Joseph’s daughter-in-law, Libby Marcus, later described how his neighbors would stop by with tiny sums of cash and say, “ ‘Mr. Marcus, will you please put this in your vaults for me?’ And before you know it, he had such an enormous amount of money—that’s when he opened a bank.”

In 1906, Joseph established the Public Bank on Delancey Street, and in July 1913 he founded yet another bank, cleverly naming it the Bank of United States. Chartered with a capital investment of $100,000, the new bank served Jewish immigrants. The bearded bank tellers behind the counter all wore yarmulkes and spoke Yiddish. The name of the bank suggested to these illiterate immigrants that it had the backing of the government. The new bank thrived. On opening day the Brooklyn Eagle reported, “People on the East Side rushed in such numbers to place their money in Joseph Marcus’s new Bank of United States that the police reserves had to be called out to keep them in order.”

Joseph did more than prosper: he became a very rich man. His marriage to Rachel Cohen (born in Poland in 1865) produced four children: Charles, Bernard, Dora, and Jesse. The youngest son was born mentally impaired and spent much of his life institutionalized in Vermont. Dora was the last to marry.

Dora had been raised in affluent circumstances. By contrast, her husband Albert Cohn had always had to struggle. Al had managed to work his way through City College, earning a bachelor’s degree in 1905 and later a law degree from New York Law School. Admitted to the bar in 1908, he moved to the Bronx, where he became active in the local Democratic Party clubhouse. His contacts there earned him a patronage job as an assistant district attorney for Bronx County. He served for more than a decade as a lowly prosecutor until one day he happened to walk into a branch of the Bank of United States. By 1923, when Al Cohn arrived at the bank, it had resources of more than $45 million ($810 million in 2025 dollars). Family lore has it that Joseph Marcus struck up a conversation with the younger man, who confessed that his ambition in life was to become a judge. Evidently taking a liking to Al, Joseph invited him to meet his daughter Dora, then thirty-one years old.

Born in 1892, Dora was no beauty. She was short, dumpy, and bulbous. A relative, the writer Anne Roth Roiphe, described her as “small, hunched, grouchy, green… she looked like a gnome from some German cutout.” Roiphe wrote in her memoirs, “Dora was the ugliest woman I had ever seen, her face pushed in and her lip too close to her nose and her small eyes beady and her skin was gray and mottled and she seemed slightly humped and her voice cackled and cracked. Her teeth were dark and when she smiled, I shivered.”

James Marcus (the son of Bernie Marcus, Dora’s brother) had a similar view. “She was mean, vicious, ugly, and foul-mouthed. Her parents wanted her out of the house. In desperation and through political connections, they offered a judgeship to any attorney who would take Dora off their hands. But potential bridegrooms, once they’d met Dora, remained untempted by that judicial carrot. Albert Cohn took the bait.” Al courted Dora, and on January 11, 1924, the couple were married by Rabbi Israel Goldstein in a ceremony at the Hotel Astor. The groom was forty-one years old, the bride thirty-two. The New York Times reported that “bench and bar were well represented.” The next day they set sail on the Majestic for a five-week honeymoon abroad. In Paris they stayed at the luxurious Hôtel de Crillon and in Nice at the equally expensive Negresco. The bills were paid by the Marcuses.

Al had made a calculated transaction. Just one year later, on January 1, 1925, he was appointed a Bronx County judge by Governor Alfred E. Smith. That same year, he was elected to the judgeship. Even in those years a judgeship normally cost $20,000 to $50,000, typically in the form of campaign contributions to the Democratic Party’s machine. Al’s rich father-in-law covered this cost. Al and Dora’s marriage was loveless, the product of a calculation. Dora got Al’s respectability and Al got Dora’s wealth. According to one friend, Dora and Al had “a miserable marriage,” adding that they “absolutely hated each other.” Dick Morris, a cousin and later a well-known political consultant, recalled that his mother described Dora as “the nastiest person she ever met, and she would make people wait on her, dominate them, and use her power ruthlessly.” None of Roy’s relatives liked Dora, but many expressed sympathy for his long-suffering father. “Roy Cohn’s father makes one compromise in his life,” observed Roiphe, whose mother Blanche Phillips was Roy’s aunt. “He marries a woman for the help that he can receive getting a judgeship and for money. And, after that, the child of that compromise is already compromised, morally.” Perhaps that is overly judgmental. Roiphe despised her cousin. In any case, it would be fair to say that Roy, the focus of Dora’s pampering, grew up in a fractured household.



Roy was born in Manhattan on February 20, 1927, and from the start Dora made it clear that she was in charge of the child’s rearing. Early on, she became obsessed with a spur, a minor blemish, that appeared on the boy’s nose. Over Al’s objections, Dora persuaded a doctor to surgically remove the spur. “You’re crazy,” Al told her. “Leave him alone, it doesn’t deform him.” The surgeon botched the operation, leaving Roy with the faint red scar that ran down his nose. It left a psychological scar as well. Dora had obviously wanted her only son to be perfect; but he was short and somewhat unattractive, and her intervention had made things worse.

Roy spent his early childhood in a nine-room apartment at 975 Walton Avenue, just a block away from the Bronx Supreme Court and Yankee Stadium. It may have been a solid middle-class neighborhood, but Dora wanted to live in Manhattan. Dora’s sister-in-law Libby Phillips Marcus, the wife of Dora’s brother Bernie, remembered that Dora was desperate to get out of the Bronx: “Al was determined not to live in… Manhattan… He had a very close feeling for the Bronx, and the people he knew in the courtroom.” That was his political base, where he was being mentored by Ed Flynn, the elected sheriff of the Bronx in the early 1920s. Before he became a judge, and while serving as an assistant district attorney, Al Cohn was the leader of the Pondiac Democratic Club in the South Bronx. In 1922, Cohn persuaded the Pondiac clubhouse to back Flynn to become chairman of the executive committee of the Bronx Democratic Committee—making Flynn one of New York’s most influential political bosses. “My father,” Roy later explained, “supported Flynn’s electoral bid.” Three years later, “Ed Flynn launched my father’s judicial career.”

“Sheriff Flynn,” as he was known in the Bronx, eventually became the national Democratic Party chairman, a powerful member of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s inner circle. Al Cohn was known as the leader of the Jewish wing of Flynn’s Bronx political machine. Al was soon in charge of doling out patronage for the sheriff. In March 1929, the newly elected governor Franklin Roosevelt appointed Cohn as a justice of the New York Supreme Court, First District.

One day in 1935, Judge Cohn came home to Walton Avenue and found a note from Dora pinned on the apartment door: “Dear Al, I have moved to 1165 Park Avenue. Your furniture is there. Your supper is there. If you want to eat, go there tonight.” Roy was eight years old. Park Avenue was another universe. Built in 1925, 1165 Park was a fine brick building with fifty-four apartments on fifteen floors. It sat on top of Carnegie Hill, an upscale neighborhood. White-gloved, uniformed doormen guarded the main entrance and there was a separate entrance for servants.

In those years, Jews were rarely permitted to rent on Park Avenue. But during the Depression this taboo was slowly breaking down. 1165 Park stood between 92nd and 93rd Streets, just south of Harlem. “This was the closest you could get to not being in Harlem,” recalled Roiphe, “and that’s why Jews were permitted.” The Cohns were not the only Jews living there, but no Black people were permitted to rent. Dora felt like she was finally back where she belonged, living with the right sort of people in upper-class Manhattan. She furnished the three-bedroom apartment with ornate mahogany furniture and French Louis XV style chairs upholstered in blue satin. A decorative Louis XV grand piano with carved, gilt wood paintings on the sides dominated the living room. Satin drapes covered the windows. The apartment had a spacious living room and dining room and a large old-fashioned kitchen, as well as two small maid’s bedrooms. Dora covered the wooden floors with Persian Kerman carpets, decorated with green, pink, and gold floral patterns on a blue background. The residence occupied the entire floor.

As the daughter of a millionaire, Dora had extravagant tastes in clothes and jewelry. She owned jewelry worth $24,000, including one 35-carat diamond necklace appraised at $6,500 ($60,000 in 2025 dollars). Although she had no more than a high school education and never read books, she loved to drop French phrases like entre nous into her conversation. She referred to her husband not by his name but only as “the judge.” “I was very sorry for her,” Aunt Libby said, “because she was a very—I wouldn’t say unhappy—but there was no natural joy in this woman.”

Aunt Libby saw how as an only child Roy learned to play his parents against each other. “Roy was never said no to,” she observed. “He could always find one person on his side, and that’s the one he would use. I was sorry for the way he was raised, because I just believe in some little discipline… but I don’t think there was any between Roy and his mother. It was always in a direction of power, influence, recognition, and there was no chance of Roy ever being stymied because he always got his way.… It was not a normal relationship. It was much, much too much—Roy was her life.”

“Dora made Roy a spoiled brat,” recalled cousin Gary Marcus. “He was an only child, and she just let him do whatever he wanted, and I think because of that he became somewhat obnoxious.”

When he was around his mother, Roy was often demanding and even rude. Taken to Reuben’s deli, he would order a sandwich and then loudly proclaim, “I can’t eat this, send it back.” Dora enabled such behavior in her little boy. Aunt Libby observed that he was on good behavior only when he was not with his mother. “He was very easy to be with,” she said. “I had him one summer in New Hampshire when his mother and father went to Europe, and he was absolutely no trouble at all. He ate everything you gave him, did whatever everybody else did. The minute his mother walks in the house when they came back from Europe, he starts to cut up.”

Roy was an odd little boy. “He was raised as a miniature adult,” quipped the writer Tom Wolfe. Dora never went anywhere without dragging Roy along, whether it was socializing with her bridge-playing friends or dinner parties where Roy would be the only child at a table of adults. Roy learned to play bridge, and as a teenager he played it incessantly. Bridge was his only pastime, a game that taught him the subtle psychological dynamics of transactional deals. He was bright and worked hard to impress the adults around him. By the age of five he could recite from memory the Preamble to the U.S. Constitution. Years later, he told his friend and journalist Peter Manso, “I now perceive myself as a kid who had no real childhood. I don’t say that complainingly at all—I was oriented in a way in which I wanted to be oriented. In other words, I have no fault to find with either of my parents, to the contrary I think they were both great.” He once insisted to a reporter that he had always had a “fantastically great relationship with my mother my entire life.” This was a bit of malarkey. Roy understood that his mother was a difficult, overbearing woman—but she was always on his side.

Albert Cohn was Roy’s role model. “I was preordained to be a lawyer by virtue of my association with my own father,” Roy said. “When other kids were out playing football, I would go down to the night court on weekends when I was nine or ten.” Roy was always trying to follow in his father’s path. He knew the names of prominent lawyers and New York columnists. He understood from watching his father interact with these men that who you knew in town was important. He also learned the value of loyalty. As a teenager, he joined his father’s dinner parties, chatting with politicians like Bronx boss Ed Flynn and Tammany Hall’s Carmine DeSapio. He learned this at his father’s table, where “every hitter in politics, law, the judiciary made it to our apartment while I was growing up. Looking back on it now, I guess I always took it for granted that I’d be around powerful people.” He always managed to attend the annual dinner dances of the Bronx Democratic Party.

Roy was very perceptive about his parents. “My mother was a gregarious person, my father was not a gregarious person. My father was a loner… he was a total introvert.” At the same time, Albert was “a smiling person. I don’t know of anyone he ever antagonized… everybody really respected and liked my father.” Still, Dora was the head of the family. “Dora called the shots.” Roy called her “Muddy”—slang for the German “mutti” or mother.

Roy claims that when he was only eight years old, he got into the habit after dinner of sitting down and reading some of his father’s court briefs. Al would routinely ask his son for his opinion. Roy insists that when he was ten he persuaded his father that “eyewitness” testimony was unreliable. “We got beyond the case itself, into a philosophical discussion regarding eyewitness, and I wouldn’t be moved because it seemed crazy and unfair to convict a person based on a flash sighting, generally in extreme circumstances.” Roy claimed that Judge Cohn never again upheld a conviction based solely on eyewitness testimony. Perhaps this story is a stretch, but the memory was important for Roy: “My father took my mind seriously; he didn’t treat me like a little boy, he discussed things with me as if I were his colleague.” Roy always respected his father. “He had everything I don’t have,” Roy later said. “He could control his temper. He didn’t hate people’s guts.”

When he was about eleven years old Roy recalled, “all of a sudden, I found out something about my father. I found out that my father was a very deep person; deep, deep in likes and dislikes.” The patient judge who never lost his temper also turned out to be a man capable of playing hardball with his judicial colleagues. In April 1937, Governor Herbert Lehman had elevated Judge Cohn to New York’s appellate court. Judge Francis Martin had played a key role in helping Al get this promotion. A few months later, Al received a frantic call from Judge Martin, who claimed that his son had killed a girl in a car accident. Roy heard his father say, “I’ll take care of it, Frank. Be calm, Frank. It’s going to be all right.” Al got dressed and went down to the police station and talked to a detective about the case. “There won’t be any trouble,” he told Roy the next day. Al explained to his son, “By virtue of being a client, he’s not guilty.” Roy later told his New York Times reporter friend Sidney Zion, “My father settled all markers with Justice Martin that night.”

Sometime in 1939, Judge Martin pressured Al to change his vote on a case in which they disagreed. Al quietly refused and thereafter the two judges were never on speaking terms. Judge Martin went so far as to refuse to attend Roy’s bar mitzvah in March 1940. Al apparently thought he had cleared his debt to Judge Martin and he wasn’t going to compromise his views. Al might seem self-effacing, but he had spine.



For young Roy life was a game where he was always on the lookout for new deals. One day when he was on a school field trip to the Museum of Natural History, he spotted a counter at the entrance with a bowl of free pencils stamped with the name of the museum and its logo. Roy grabbed a handful and then ran back to the younger kids on the school trip and sold the pencils for five cents apiece.

In the spring of 1937, Judge Cohn took ten-year-old Roy on a trip down to Washington, D.C., where they visited Justice Benjamin M. Cardozo, an old friend. Roy remembered that the visit with Justice Cardozo was “the highlight” of the trip for his father. But they also had a brief meeting in the Oval Office with President Franklin Roosevelt, who as governor had appointed Albert Cohn to the New York bench. That spring President Roosevelt had just introduced legislation to expand the number of sitting Supreme Court justices. The “court-packing” plan was highly controversial. Upon greeting Judge Cohn’s son, Roosevelt casually asked Roy if he had heard about the court reform bill. To the president’s surprise, Roy replied, “I’ve heard my father talk about it, and I think it is great because I think it’s wrong to have nine really old men who don’t understand what is going on in the country, trying to run the country instead of you.” Young Roy was an ardent New Dealer like his father.

Politics was the number one topic in the Cohn household. Roy was the kind of kid who collected campaign buttons instead of baseball cards. By age thirteen, he occasionally contributed gossip items to the local tabloid, the Bronx Home News. He had few friends his own age. The only exceptions were two young boys, Eddie Weisl Jr. and Generoso Pope Jr. Both would become lifelong friends. (Weisl became a powerful New York lawyer and political operative for President Lyndon Johnson, while Pope grew up to become a media mogul, founding the National Enquirer.) Dora was constantly hosting dinner parties, inviting adults who she thought could be useful contacts for her son. Roy attended all these dinner parties. “He learned how to entertain from his mother,” said one family friend.

Dora had some charitable instincts, at least for her relatives. Jules Feiffer, the political cartoonist, was her distant cousin. “We were the poor Bronx relatives,” said Feiffer. “I remember as a child that every few months a limo would come by and the chauffeur would get out and deliver a package of hand-me-downs; it was Roy’s clothing that he had outgrown. I don’t know if I ever went around dressed in Roy’s clothes, but it is possible.” Feiffer recalled using a collapsible tin water cup that bore Roy’s name.

Roy grew up knowing he was comparatively privileged. His father the judge taught him that life was a transactional game, and his mother taught him that if he wanted something he could demand it.





Chapter Two Uncle Bernie’s Legacy
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In the great tradition of anti-Semitism, a Jew was put to catch a Jew.

Roy Cohn



All the pretensions and insecurities in Dora’s life were heightened in 1933 when her brother Bernie was sent to prison for bank fraud. Bernard K. Marcus, forty-two, arrived at Sing Sing prison in Ossining, New York, in the late afternoon of March 21, 1933. He spent 25 cents on a taxi from the Ossining train station to the gates of the prison. As darkness fell, he exchanged his dark pinstripe banker’s suit for a gray prison uniform and turned over his wallet containing $22.55. Prison rules prohibited inmates from wearing any jewelry. When he had trouble sliding a large gold signet ring off his pinkie, the prison clerk arranged to have the ring filed off that night. The clerk then asked him the traditional question posed to all new inmates: “To what do you attribute your criminal act?” Bernie replied, “I do not care to discuss my case. I am here to do my time.”

Nearly two years earlier, Bernie had been convicted of “misapplication of the funds of the Bank of United States,” the bank founded by his late father. Bernie had become president after his father Joseph’s death in 1927 and had promptly leveraged the bank’s funds to build luxury real estate in Manhattan. Brilliant and headstrong, he splurged on a campaign to pump up his bank’s stock value to make it possible to buy rival banks at a discount. By May 1929, Uncle Bernie had established fifty-seven bank branches throughout Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, and the Bronx. The Bank of United States boasted more than 440,000 depositors with deposits of $220 million, making it one of the largest banks in the nation. Most of his customers were Yiddish-speaking immigrants who had opened small thrift and savings accounts.

Uncle Bernie’s investments were high-end. He wanted to build luxury housing for his fellow Jews who were not welcome in New York’s tonier addresses. He spent $5 million ($91 million in 2025 dollars) building a stunning twenty-story apartment house on Central Park West at 81st Street. The Beresford was completed in October 1929, just as the stock market crashed. Bernie found it impossible to rent out its 172 elegant, spacious apartments. Unfortunately, he had invested tens of millions of dollars in similar real estate all over Manhattan. His banking syndicate built the renowned San Remo Towers, the Squibb Building on Fifth Avenue, and many other architectural landmarks. By August 1929, Uncle Bernie’s bank had more than $70 million ($1.2 billion in 2025 dollars) in real estate holdings.

Bernie’s fortunes were closely tied to his family. “When Al married Dora,” recalled a cousin, “everybody in the family started to buy stock in the bank. Al [Cohn] himself spent a lot of money buying stock in the bank and so did a lot of our other relatives.”

By 1929, the Bank of United States was one of the country’s major financial institutions. But in December 1930, rumors started a run on the bank. Bernie asked a number of prominent bankers for short-term financial help and they all declined to come to his rescue. Wealthy “Our Crowd” German Jewish bankers—the Loebs, the Kuhns, and the Lehmans—also refused, perhaps out of disdain for their East European brethren. The bank collapsed, unable to cover more than $200 million in deposits—at the time, the largest such commercial bank failure in the history of the country. Frantic crowds gathered outside the bank’s branches all over the city. One branch attracted a crowd of fifteen thousand angry depositors. Some were beaten by squads of mounted policemen. The writer Irving Howe, whose parents were both Jewish immigrants from Bessarabia, later wrote, “We heard that the Bank of United States—Jewish-owned!—had failed, and I sat in our apartment listening to my aunt and grandmother wailing over the loss of the few hundred dollars they had scraped together.… Things had gone profoundly wrong.”

On the surface, Bernie’s investments were rock solid—until the Wall Street crash. Most of his assets were locked up in Manhattan real estate. And when depositors demanded access to their assets, his bank was cash-poor. On June 23, 1931, he was convicted of fraud and sentenced to serve three to six years in Sing Sing. The judge explained his sentence, saying, “I believe it was greed on the part of Marcus and Singer [his business partner] that led them to their difficulties.” Irate depositors gathered at the courthouse and booed and jeered Bernie as he was taken into custody, handcuffed to Hugh Bumberry, a Puerto Rican convicted of burglary—a public humiliation for the once powerful and wealthy banker.

Dora was devastated by the scandal and disheartened by the loss of much of the Marcus family fortune. She still owned property in Manhattan, and the family was never broke. After all, Al was making $25,000 a year ($450,000 in 2025 dollars) as a state judge—a substantial income in the Depression. But Dora complained it was never enough.

She remained loyal to her disgraced brother. Each month she drove up to Sing Sing to visit Bernie, dragging six- and then seven-year-old Roy along for the ride. Visiting his Uncle Bernie in prison would remain an indelible memory. Roy liked his uncle and sympathized with his plight. As a boy, Roy kept a scrapbook with all the pictures of his uncle. Decades later, he would remark bitterly, “The only real loser was Uncle Bernie, the kindest, most unpretentious man I ever knew. His lovely, easygoing style, his lack of bitterness, made those visits to the Big House on the Hudson seem like a picnic to a little boy. It was hardly a picnic to my mother and to his wife, my Aunt Libby.… But I remember those Saturdays, which lasted almost two years, with almost as much fondness as I remember Uncle Bernie.” Decades later, Roy would insist that Bernie would never have served a day in prison had he been represented by Roy.

Bernard Marcus’s case was a major national scandal in the early days of the Depression. Newspapers across the country ran cartoons of fat, Jewish, large-nosed men with dollar signs on their chest to illustrate stories about the collapse of his bank. “It was really a terrible scandal,” said Anne Roiphe, “and I’m sure it affected Roy in some way.”

Roy grew up believing that his uncle had been unfairly convicted. Dora always said that her brother’s bank had been singled out by banking regulators precisely because it was Jewish owned. “It was a dirty anti-Semitic cabal,” Dora said. Indeed, there is some evidence that the bank could have been rescued. Months before the collapse, Joseph A. Broderick, the New York State superintendent of banks, had proposed a bank merger and reorganization that would have saved the institution. But at the last minute the rescue plan was scuttled when a rival group of bankers, including J. P. Morgan, refused to subscribe $30 million in new capital. J. P. Morgan’s Thomas William Lamont was quoted as saying that few of his colleagues wanted to bail out a bank that “catered to immigrants” and particularly one that was run by “those Jews.”

Broderick warned that the Bank of United States “financed small merchants, especially Jewish merchants, and that its closing might and probably would result in widespread bankruptcy.” He prophesied that its closing would precipitate the failure of at least ten other banks. The contagion of bankruptcies might well spread across the nation. Broderick’s arguments failed to persuade Jackson Reynolds, president of the First National Bank and of the Clearing House Association of private, largely non-Jewish bankers. “I considered the bank solvent as a going concern,” Broderick later complained, “and I was at a loss to understand the attitude of askance which the Clearing House banks had adopted toward the real estate holdings of the Bank of United States.”

The bank was allowed to fail, and young Roy Cohn was always told by his mother that the decision was a result of anti-Jewish animus on the part of New York’s White Anglo-Saxon Protestant establishment. The Bank of United States was certainly viewed as a Jewish venture. Many of its branches were in Jewish neighborhoods and many of its depositors were recent Jewish immigrants. The bank advertised itself in Jewish publications like the Yiddish-language Forward. “Hence its failure,” wrote the economist Milton Friedman, “constituted more of a blow to confidence than would have been administered by the fall of a bank with a less distinctive name.”

The banking scandal loomed large in Marcus family lore. In the view of Dora and other family members, Uncle Bernie was a scapegoat, a man who was unfairly blamed for the general banking failures that followed in 1931–33. But interestingly, young Roy was also told that some of his fellow Jews helped to precipitate the run on his uncle’s bank—specifically, Jewish members of the Communist Party of America, who had agitated against the bank. Bernie was vilified by crowds of working-class men who had lost their deposits. The New York Times reported in late 1930, “Red Plot to Start Bank Run.” The Times even reported “suspicions” that “short-selling operations are being financed, in part at least, by Soviet money.” Soon after the bank went under, the Red-baiting New York congressman Hamilton Fish Jr. told The New York Times that “Communist propaganda has been responsible for runs on banks.”

Roy’s beloved uncle was certainly responsible for having rashly overextended his investments in real estate, but Roy believed his mother when she said communists and anti-Semites were to blame for his Sing Sing imprisonment. He harbored this grudge into adulthood. “The WASP establishment,” Roy later told Sidney Zion, “went after the Bank of United States with a vengeance that was pure in its anti-Semitism.” Roy pointed out that it was a Jew, Max D. Steuer, a legendary trial lawyer, who prosecuted Bernie. “In the great tradition of anti-Semitism,” Roy bitterly observed, “a Jew was put to catch a Jew.” (Steuer was Tammany Hall’s principal legal counsel, a high-priced legal gun.)

In reality, Bernie and his partner, Saul Singer, were guilty of much more than mere “technical violations”—as Roy characterized them—or misguided speculation. In the two years prior to the bank’s collapse, they had set up a maze of more than twenty dummy companies with dummy directors. One such entity, the Bankus Corporation, was set up with no capital. Its director, when asked if the Bankus Corporation was a “figment of the imagination,” replied, “It seems that way now.” Bernie himself testified in court that his bank had loaned more than $17 million “on straight unsecured real estate paper.” Worse, the bank had cooked its books to make it appear “that a debt of $8.0 million owed by two affiliates had been paid.”

When the bank closed its doors, it had outstanding loans to its directors of $2.5 million. These loans were unsecured by any collateral. Bernie had been using the bank’s deposits to self-deal, earning $290,000 on one deal alone. And when the bank’s stocks began to decline in the summer of 1929, Bernie used funds from affiliated corporations to buy Bank of United States stock, making the public think that the bank was still a good investment. Facing a run on the bank, Bernie crossed an ethical and legal line when he then wrote a letter on July 6, 1929, to all 420,000 depositors, urging them to buy stock in the bank. Ignorant depositors were being asked to buy bank stock at a price of $198 when the market value was actually only $62 a share.

In the words of one bank examiner, “these men were crooks.” That’s not how young Roy would see things. In his eyes, Uncle Bernie was an admirable man who had become the victim of an unholy alliance of anti-Semites and Jewish Communists. That was not true. But it is true that when the Bank of United States was finally liquidated, it paid its depositors 83.5 cents on the dollar, which suggests that if the New York Federal Reserve and other banks had stepped in with a rescue plan, no one would have lost a penny. The rest of New York heard a quite different story—a narrative of fraud, greed, and real estate speculation.

Just two weeks before Bernie arrived at Sing Sing, The New York Times published a brief book review of an investigation of the scandal by Morris Robert Werner, a journalist and later a biographer. Werner’s book, Little Napoleons and Dummy Directors, laid out the facts of the case based on the banking regulators’ reports and Bernie’s trial. Werner’s account of what happened to the Bank of United States persuaded the newly inaugurated administration of President Franklin Roosevelt to create the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) in 1933. Small depositors would be insured against the business ethics of bankers like Bernard Marcus. Governor Herbert Lehman pardoned Marcus after he had served twenty-seven months in prison. But the family’s humiliation was long-lasting. The Marcuses lost their membership in the storied Harmonie Club, founded in 1852 for wealthy Jewish Manhattanites.



When Bernie got out of prison in 1935 his wife’s family took care of him. His father-in-law, Isaac Phillips, owned the Phillips-Van Heusen shirt company, a highly profitable venture. Aunt Libby’s family provided him a sinecure in the family business. The Phillipses had real money, earned through their ventures in the rising Jewish manufacturing class. Isaac’s father, Moses Phillips, had begun selling flannel shirts out of his pushcart in the 1880s, and by 1920 the Phillips-Jones Company, incorporated in 1914, was manufacturing the first “collar-attached” men’s dress shirt. By 1917 it had ten thousand employees in thirty-four factories, and by the end of the 1920s the shirt company was making some $1.2 million in annual profits. Bernie was made president of a Van Heusen subsidiary, the Frackville Manufacturing Company. It made pajamas. This was quite a comedown from being president of the Bank of United States. Bernie earned a solid salary, but apparently it was not enough, since according to Anne Roiphe he was later caught embezzling funds from the pajama factory. “My uncle and my mother, who was my uncle’s adviser, decided to bury that fact because they didn’t want to embarrass their sister [Aunt Libby].” Bernie died in 1954. At the funeral, when the rabbi spoke of burying “an honest man,” subdued laughter rippled through the audience. Roy, nevertheless, always admired his uncle.

Unlike Dora, who became embittered and obsessed with the case, Bernie’s wife Libby took the family scandal in stride. She was a sensible and intelligent woman. Roy liked her so much so that she almost became a second mother to him—“a lifelong influence.” After he grew powerful and was surrounded by celebrities and millionaires, he continued to host an annual party for his beloved aunt.





Chapter Three The Education of a Fixer
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Horace Mann classmates Roy Cohn, Generoso Pope Jr., (1944) and Si Newhouse.

Horace Mann “Mannikin” Class Yearbook



Roy was raised in an upper-class New York milieu drenched in turn-of-the-century Jewish culture. But that Jewish world was in transition. Roy’s immediate relatives were quite traditional. Aunt Libby’s grandfather, Moses Phillips, was both a peddler and a schochet—a butcher who practiced ritual slaughter. He was also a cantor in his synagogue and a practicing mohel, performing ritual circumcisions. Joseph Marcus was an observant Jew, and even his son Bernie used to rise each morning and lay tefillin—the black leather prayer boxes used in morning prayers by Orthodox Jews. But Bernie abandoned the morning prayer rituals as a young man. Early in his marriage, the family kept kosher at home until the day their children started eating bacon. After that, no one in Bernie’s family kept kosher.

But the Cohns and Marcuses remained Jewish, and even in New York City they encountered social anti-Semitism. As a sixteen-year-old, Libby noted in her diary, “It has come to my mind of late what a prejudice the world bears to the Jews. Today I heard someone say in a sarcastic tone ‘Jew money’… What a fierce fifteenth-century sound there is to those two words. How quick one is to lift this horrible sentiment out of the cruel and ignorant past for use in the land of the free and the home of the brave.” Roy himself said he remembered only a couple of minor incidents, specifically a kid at his summer camp making an offensive remark. “There was nothing that bothered me at all,” he recalled. “Anti-Semitism has never been a factor, really, in my life.”

Roy’s parents occasionally attended the Conservative Park Avenue Synagogue on East 87th Street, but as the years passed, they became “twice a year Jews,” who only showed up for the high holidays of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. On March 2, 1940, Roy had his bar mitzvah and celebrated the event at a Waldorf Astoria reception. Bronx Democratic Party chairman Ed Flynn was there, along with numerous judicial figures and a congressman. (The only children invited were Eddie Weisl Jr. and Generoso Pope Jr., Roy’s schoolmates and, as adults, influential friends.) As an adult Roy claimed to believe in God and like his parents he attended the high holiday services twice a year. “So, I am the average bad Jew.”

Significantly, Dora and Al initially enrolled their son in the Fieldston School, run by the Ethical Culture Society, a strictly secular institution. Founded in 1876 by Dr. Felix Adler, the Ethical Culture Society, an offshoot of Reform Judaism, was an essentially secular religion that taught its members to embrace progressive values, science, and egalitarian principles. Adler exhorted his students to use their “ethical imagination” to see “things not as they are, but as they might be.”

Both the society and its elite school appealed to the social sensibilities of New York’s turn-of-the-century Jewish professional class. (J. Robert Oppenheimer was a 1922 graduate.) Perhaps Dora and Al were initially attracted by the school’s social cachet. It occupied an imposing granite and brick mansion on West 64th Street facing Central Park. According to a 1952 FBI profile, Cohn was regarded as “a remarkably intelligent student of very good conduct.” His few friends at the school included Harriet Berg, the daughter of Gertrude Berg, who later played the early sitcom television character Molly Goldberg. “She [Harriet] was the first girl who had a crush on me when I was about ten years old.” Roy attended the Fieldston School from October 1933 to June 1938, at which time his father abruptly pulled him out. “My father came up one day on Father’s Day, and found me in a knitting class,” Roy recalled, “whereupon I was promptly yanked out of the Ethical Culture School.” Al thought his son should be taught “the three R’s and not how to knit and sew or draw abstract circles.” Decades later, Roy concluded that the Ethical Culture ethos was “an anathema to everything I stand for today.”



In September 1938, Roy enrolled at the Horace Mann School, an all-boys prep school in the upper Bronx. Horace Mann was a good fit for this privileged eleven-year-old. “I spent five years at Horace Mann,” Roy told Sidney Zion, “and they rank with the best years of my life. I made good friendships there—not many, I wasn’t gregarious. I wasn’t a mingler—but quality friendships.” His friends included Samuel Irving Newhouse—always known as “Si”—who like his friend Gene Pope became a wealthy media mogul. He was also friendly with Allard K. Lowenstein, later a prominent liberal political activist and a one-term congressman who originated the successful “Dump LBJ” protest movement in 1968. “I had no closer buddy than Tony Lewis, yes, the very Anthony Lewis who won two Pulitzers, who covered the United States Supreme Court and ran the London Bureau for the New York Times.” Tony lived four blocks away, at 88th and Park Avenue, and Roy was also a frequent guest at the Lewis country home in Norwalk, Connecticut. Tony and Roy had lengthy conversations about everything from politics to sex. Roy claimed that Tony often baited him as “obsessively liberal.” They remained friends for decades but drifted apart when Tony’s politics became far more liberal in the 1960s.

Founded in 1887, the Horace Mann School for Boys was a much more conventional and conservative institution than the Ethical Culture School. Its headmaster for thirty years, Charles Tillinghast, was a critic of liberal Deweyism and the fashionable tenets of New Education. He disparaged the “child-centered” educational philosophy of progressive schools as an “extension of the kindergarten methods into the upper grades.” Horace Mann focused on teaching the basics; its ethos was “essentialist” rather than “progressive.”

The curriculum focused on the classics. Although Roy enjoyed Latin, English literature, and American history, he never shone academically. Nor does his name appear prominently in any of his class yearbooks. By contrast, his buddy Tony Lewis excelled in his classes and was also active in many of the school’s social clubs. Lewis was repeatedly elected class president, but Roy was the student who managed his campaigns. Tony was a member of both the Glee Club and the school orchestra. He was also the manager of the varsity basketball team, a cheerleader, an editor of the school paper, a Science Clubber, and head of the library committee. Roy was none of these things. He tended to stay in the shadows. He was not athletic, nor did he participate in any of the school’s extracurricular clubs. His class yearbook notes, “Roy’s chief interest is politics, and he made good use of this bent at Horace Mann, becoming H.M.’s ‘man behind the scenes.’ ”

All four hundred boys wore dark jackets, white shirts, and ties to the classroom. They addressed their teachers as “Sir.” Unlike many other private schools of the era, Horace Mann had no quotas limiting the number of Jewish students and nearly 80 percent of the student body was Jewish. They were the sons of Jewish lawyers, doctors, and bankers. Nevertheless, the boys, Jewish or not, attended compulsory chapel every Wednesday morning, where they listened to the headmaster deliver what one student later described as “non-denominational moral pep-talks.” Headmaster Tillinghast emphasized “manliness.” The leafy campus was located in a bucolic Riverdale neighborhood in the upper Bronx. Most boys took the subway, but Roy was driven to Horace Mann every day by his English teacher, Alfred Baruth, who ran a private car service as a side business. Also in the car were Si Newhouse, Gene Pope, and Tony Lewis. Newhouse was the richest boy in Roy’s class; he would later become one of New York’s most powerful media barons. Roy and Si became very close. Si was the silent type. In contrast, Roy was pushy and argumentative. But their long car rides to Riverdale planted the seeds of a lifelong friendship.

Roy traveled in the company of all sorts of well-connected adolescent boys. Mayor Fiorello La Guardia’s adopted son, Eric, attended Horace Mann and occasionally rode in the Baruth car service. Jack Kerouac, the future beat poet and novelist, attended Horace Mann in 1939–40. Other Horace Mann alumni over the years included Orvil Dryfoos, publisher of The New York Times; Morris Ernst, a prominent attorney for the American Civil Liberties Union; E. J. Kahn, the New Yorker writer; Edward Koren, the New Yorker cartoonist; Tom Lehrer, the political satirist and mathematician; Daniel Rose, the New York City real estate developer; biographer Robert Caro; James Schlesinger, the secretary of defense and secretary of energy; Arthur Hays Sulzberger, publisher of The New York Times; the poet William Carlos Williams—and many more members of New York’s intelligentsia and ruling establishment. Roy Cohn was in elite company.

Roy was known in those years as an ardent New Deal liberal. Some of his teachers were outspoken liberals, like Harold Clurman, who taught drama, founded New York City’s famous Group Theatre in 1931, and later became a well-known theater critic for The Nation magazine. Roy’s history teacher, by contrast, was Harry Martin, a cantankerous old gentleman who openly shared his distaste for Negroes, Jews, and Franklin Roosevelt. According to one classmate, Martin thought Blacks were stupid, and Jews dishonest: “He was an all-American bigot of a type I had not met before.” Roy routinely argued with Martin, challenging the man’s reactionary views on race, religion, and the New Deal.

Roy was obsessed with politics and sex. As a teenager he’d come home after school, go to his bedroom, discard his blue suit, put on pajamas, and crawl into bed. Propped up by a mountain of pillows, he’d start in on his homework. “I’d get done in an hour what other kids needed three or four hours to do,” Roy said. “I’d stay in bed and think. When I finished my homework, I would lie in bed without any clothes on and I would just think about politics. I had already met Roosevelt. I would think about the law, because sometimes later in the evening I would go down to my father’s chambers or I would sit in court, and I would think.” And then Roy nonchalantly added, “Sometimes I’d jerk off.” Roy himself discussed his early sexuality rather cavalierly in his autobiography (written by Sidney Zion): “I picked up such zero knowledge of sex from the streets that the first time I whacked off I couldn’t wait to tell my parents about it because I was sure I had some kind of fatal disease.”

We do know that when Roy was about twelve years old, he was hospitalized with a bad case of the mumps. He ran an extremely high fever. Dora was hysterical and screamed at the doctors. Roy survived the crisis, but not without a permanent consequence. In rare cases, mumps can cause testicular atrophy in young boys. Dora later told a relative, Blanche Phillips, that one of Roy’s testicles withered away, leaving his scrotum with only one testicle. Some men with this condition experience a drop in their sperm count, but this does not usually impair sexual activity.

In any case, Roy was sexually active at a young age. “I always thought that kid was a little fag,” said Peter Bonan, a Columbia University student who was hired by Dora in 1936 as a part-time, live-in caretaker. Roy allegedly had his first sexual experience when he was sixteen years old. As related by his doctor, “Roy’s active homosexual life began in his freshman year at Columbia.” We don’t know anything more than that.

By one account, Roy had a capacity for real cruelty as a young adolescent. Dora had hired a French tutor to help Roy with the language. He didn’t like the man or didn’t want to study French. So one morning he told Dora that the tutor had made a sexual pass at him. “My father told me the story,” recalled cousin Dick Morris. His father Eugene Morris told his son that Roy’s accusation was “a complete fabrication.” But naturally, Dora fired the tutor. Perhaps it was Roy’s first consequential lie. He got away with it and that was a lesson.



Roy learned to be a fixer as a teenager. A Horace Mann classmate recalled that Roy, aged sixteen, walked into a teacher’s office and picked up the telephone. “Roy, what are you doing?” asked the teacher. Roy replied, “I have to make this call. I’ll only be a minute.” A moment later Roy was overheard saying, “Is this the Twelfth Precinct? I want to talk to the officer in charge… Lieutenant O’Malley, my name is Roy Cohn. I’m the son of Judge Cohn. I’m sure you know who my father is. If you don’t now, you certainly will. One of your officers gave a traffic ticket to one of my teachers on the West Side Highway. My teacher was going forty-two miles an hour in a forty-mile-an-hour speed zone and that ticket has got to be quashed, torn up, and thrown away. Nothing less will do.”

In 1942, when he was fifteen years old, Roy negotiated his first substantial business deal. Gene Pope Jr. had introduced Roy to his father, Generoso Pope Sr., a major construction and media mogul in New York in those years. Born in Italy in 1891, Pope Sr. had landed in New York in 1906, age fifteen, with only a few lira in his pocket. He spent his first night in New York on a park bench. But he soon found work in construction and by 1912 he had established Pope Foods, a company to import Italian food. By 1916, he was also an owner of Colonial Sand and Stone, which soon became the largest seller of sand and gravel in America. The company provided the concrete for such iconic buildings as the Empire State Building and Rockefeller Center. In 1928, he bought Il Progresso Italo-Americano, an Italian-language newspaper, for more than $2 million. His media empire quickly expanded, giving him political clout with Tammany Hall. By the 1930s, Generoso was having tea with Franklin Roosevelt in the White House. But he was also a public supporter of Italy’s fascist dictator, Mussolini—raising $800,000 for Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia and visiting Rome in 1937 where Il Duce awarded him the title of Grand Officer of the Crown of Italy. He was photographed on this occasion giving the fascist raised-arm salute. He didn’t repudiate Mussolini until 1941, on the eve of America’s entry into the war.

Pope Sr. later emerged as the prime suspect in the contract murder of Carlo Tresca, a left-wing editor of a rival Italian-language newspaper. Tresca was gunned down in Manhattan one night in 1943. The suspected gunman, Carmine Galante, was later the boss of the Bonanno crime family and a client of Roy’s in the 1970s. Galante was detained and held on parole violations, but the courts failed to pin the murder on him. Nevertheless, Roger Baldwin, the founder of the American Civil Liberties Union and a friend of Tresca’s, wrote to the novelist John Dos Passos in 1945, “I think they got the right man in Galante.… But Galante, a hired gunman, could not be made to talk.… The trail through him would lead directly to Pope and he is, as you know, a powerful Tammany figure.”

Roy was surely unaware of these allegations at the time. All he knew when he met Pope Sr. was that his classmate Gene was living in a luxurious twenty-two-room apartment on the top two floors of an elegant building at 1040 Fifth Avenue, just ten blocks from Roy’s Park Avenue home. “Virtually every Saturday night,” Roy later said, “we would go out to dinner or have dinner at 1040 Fifth and then Mr. and Mrs. Pope, Gene and I would go see a new Broadway show.” Broadway shows would become a lifelong passion.

Roy ingratiated himself with Generoso, and he frequently phoned the fifty-one-year-old tycoon in the evenings. “We didn’t talk about the weather,” Roy explained. “These conversations roamed from politics to business to intimate personal things. In that way, at least—on the personal stuff—he was closer to me than my father, who was not one to share his innermost thoughts.” One night at dinner in the Pope household, the tycoon mentioned that he was thinking of buying a New York radio station, WHOM. It might be worth $400,000, but he was afraid if the owners knew Pope was bidding the price would go up.

“What’s the highest price you’ll pay?” asked the fifteen-year-old Roy.

When Generoso asked why, Roy replied, “I’d like to take a crack at getting it for you.”

Generoso laughed and said, “If you can buy it for $350,000, you’ve got ten grand.”

Roy then nailed the deal with the help of his Uncle Bernie, who served as the front man in the negotiations. The radio station was sold for $350,000 and Roy got his ten grand, though Pope asked him to kick back a portion of his commission to a Federal Communications Commission lawyer. Greasing the palms of a federal regulator was just another element in the art of the deal. Roy invested his profits in shares of American Telephone and Telegraph stock—his first investment in the stock market.

Generoso Pope Sr.’s influence over Roy was critical to the younger man’s development. “I learned an awful lot about practical politics,” Roy said. “Gene’s father had more to do with my incipient political career than any other single person.” The Italian businessman had direct connections to New York’s underworld. Generoso’s son grew up knowing that his godfather—literally, in the Catholic sense of the word—was Frank Costello, the mob boss who had helped Pope build his sand and gravel business. Gene called Costello “Uncle Frank.” New Yorkers knew him as the “prime minister” of the underworld. In the 1920s, Costello was a lieutenant, along with “Lucky” Luciano, in the Italian bootlegging ring operated by Joe “The Boss” Masseria. When Prohibition ended, Costello went into the slot machine business, and by 1934 his “one-armed bandits” were grossing an estimated $50 million a year. By the late 1930s, his political influence reached deep into Tammany Hall. A New York Times profile of Costello in 1949 labeled him the “real boss of the Democratic machine in New York.” He had numerous New York judges in his pocket. In 1943, to take a specific instance, wiretap evidence showed that Costello had sealed the Democratic nomination of Magistrate Thomas A. Aurelio for a seat on the New York Supreme Court, the lowest criminal court. In gratitude, Justice Aurelio was heard to pledge “Francesco” his “undying loyalty.”

In 1952, Costello reportedly loaned Gene Pope Jr. about half of the money he needed to buy what became the National Enquirer. The other half came from his Horace Mann buddy Roy Cohn. The paper had previously been known for its isolationist and even pro-fascist stance; in 1942 a grand jury indicted the previous owners for subverting the morale of U.S. Army troops. Circulation had plummeted to seventeen thousand when Pope bought it. He struggled to keep the paper in business until about 1957, when he transformed it into a sensationalized gossip sheet sold at supermarket checkout counters. Circulation and profits soared. Roy later complained that he should have taken a share in the lucrative business instead of giving Pope a loan. On May 2, 1957, Gene had dinner with “Uncle Frank,” celebrating his recent release from prison; later that evening, Costello was shot in the head by Vincent Gigante, a member of the Genovese mob, just as he was walking into the foyer of his apartment building. He survived.

Roy knew Costello through his friendship with Generoso Pope Sr. Hanging out in this world reinforced the notion that most everyone was corrupt and that what mattered were your connections. In just a few short years Roy would draw on his connections with Generoso to jump-start his legal career. While Roy went to law school, his classmate Gene studied engineering at MIT and then his father appointed him editor and publisher of Il Progresso, vice president of Colonial Sand and Stone, and general manager of WHOM. The two young men remained close. They both admired the cynical, hyper-macho world of “connected” men like Costello. “I did nothing but wheel and deal,” Gene later said of his subsequent career. Roy would be his teacher in that realm. And Gene would give Roy access to the world of tabloid gossip. By November 1951, Roy was serving as Gene’s personal lawyer. Gene Pope would remain a lifelong friend.



Roy was precocious; he could be charming but also obnoxious. Much later, one of his law partners remarked that “his doting mother created a person who was totally free of the rules that you and I or most people go by. What will people think, what’s the right thing, what does my religion say about this? Roy played by his own set of rules. Whatever he wanted at any given moment was the right thing.”

After five years at Horace Mann, Roy went to headmaster Dr. Tillinghast and asked permission to accelerate his graduation. He was still a junior, a fifth former in the Horace Mann lexicon. But in the spring of 1943, “I decided I had gotten all there was for me to get out of Horace Mann. I was antsy.” Tillinghast listened to Roy’s pitch and finally said he’d let him skip his senior year if he’d take private tutoring over the summer in chemistry, math, and Spanish. “I was delighted.” He thus graduated one year early and moved on to Columbia College. In addition to sheer chutzpah, a summer of intensive tutoring was also required. World War II was still raging, but Roy was just sixteen and therefore not yet subject to the draft. Over the next three and half years, due to the university’s wartime accelerated schedule, he obtained both his bachelor’s degree and a law degree, graduating on October 10, 1947. He was only able to do this by taking summer courses and because in those years Columbia was allowing students to combine the first year of graduate school with the last year of college.

His undergraduate years were unremarkable. Most boys of his generation were serving in the military, fighting the German Nazis and the Japanese empire. Classes were small, but this meant that Roy could have his pick of Columbia’s best professors. He studied under the noted Shakespeare scholar Mark Van Doren, took a history class with Jacques Barzun, and English literature with the prominent literary critic Lionel Trilling. Roy persuaded the dean to give him a waiver on two compulsory classes, mathematics and gym. “But what’s compulsory,” Roy later boasted, “if you have friends?”

His overall academic record was nothing stellar; as a result, he was rejected when he applied to Columbia Law School. Roy appealed, and guided by his father got an appointment with Judge Bernard Shientag, a family friend who had a seat on the law school board. Shientag pulled some strings and Roy was admitted.

“I was bored silly by law school,” Roy later said. A classmate said, “Roy had a B-minus approach to his work. He just didn’t care much about the law.” Roy confirmed, “I didn’t burn up the academic lights at Columbia Law. Half the time I was down at Tammany Hall helping manage political campaigns for friends running for judgeships.” He campaigned for Stanley H. Fuld, who later sat on New York’s Court of Appeals along with Roy’s father. Fuld was a friend of Al’s. But Roy insisted, “It’s never simply family ties or contacts, that’s just
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