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ABOUT THE BOOK

‘A smile can get you far, but a smile with a gun can get you further.’

- Al Capone

A man of singular influence in the American underworld, Johnny Rosselli’s career flourished for half a century, from the bloody years of bootlegging in the Twenties – the last protégé of Al Capone – to the modern era of organised crime as a dominant corporate power.

The Mob’s ‘Man in Hollywood’, Johnny introduced big-time crime to the movie industry, corrupting unions and robbing moguls in the boldest extortion plot in history. Meanwhile, he consolidated his empire by smoothly befriending studio bosses and seducing their biggest stars, including Marilyn Monroe.

In the 50s, Rosselli saw a new opportunity overseeing the birth and heyday of Las Vegas, and became the gambling mecca’s behind-the-scenes boss, enjoying the Rat Pack night life with pals Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin.

Then, in the 60s, incredibly, he became the central figure in a bizarre plot involving the Kennedy Whitehouse, the CIA and an attempt to assassinate Castro.

Based on years of research, this utterly compelling, richly detailed page-turner takes you inside American organised crime at the highest level. A story of extreme violence and superstar glamour – with Handsome Johnny in both roles.
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“Who shot him?”

“Somebody with a gun.”

—DASHIELL HAMMETT, RED HARVEST

“Remember, children, crime does not pay. Not like it used to.”

—JOE E. LEWIS, COMEDIAN




FLORIDA.

THIRTY - THREE YEARS LATER.

“All right if I turn on the tape recorder?”

“Yeah. It’s all right.”

“Can you tell me what you remember about that day and what you found?”

“Why are you talking to me anyway? Have you gone through the agency handling this?”

“Through the agency. In Miami?”

“This is still an open case.”

“Still an open case, yeah. Unsolved.”

“Never closed. And federal testimony was sealed. I haven’t discussed this case with anybody for some period of time. When was it, seventy-six?”

“Yes, seventy-six.”

“I don’t want to give you any information that isn’t correct. You’re welcome to ask.”

“Some guys found him … some young guys fishing in the bay.”

“Yeah.”

“They found an oil drum floating in the water. They said they could see through the holes in the drum what they thought were human remains.…”

“They saw something. They called it in. I went to the scene. We had the marine patrol boat come tow the drum up to the shore. We asked them to pull the drum up onto the back of their boat. But they weren’t going to put the damn thing on their boat. So they towed it to shore and we got a tow truck to take it out.”

“You knew right away there was a body inside the oil drum?

“There was a stink coming out of it. We were pretty sure this thing was going to the M.E. office.”

“To the medical examiner?”

“Yeah.”

“You opened the drum there?”

“It was opened at the scene. The tow driver helped us open it.”

“What did you see inside?”

“It was a big blob.”

“A blob?”

“Exactly.”

“It didn’t look human?”

“Gray-and-white blob. With a powerful smell.”

“The body was decomposed?”

“It was bloated. It was bloated as it could get inside of this drum. It was filled up with body gas and deterioration being in the water and salt water coming inside.”

“The legs were separated … chopped off—”

“Right. Jammed in there with the body. Along the side.”

“Not a pretty sight.”

“It was not something you saw every day. Then again …”

“The oil drum was never meant to be found, right? An anchor or something probably broke off and it floated up.”

“Yeah.”

“Somebody screwed up.”

“That’s an opinion. My opinion is that it was not meant to come back to the surface.”

“How long was it before you got an ID on the body?”

“Couple of days.”

“The report says it was tough getting prints from the fingers because they were so deteriorated. All they could print was part of one thumb.”

“Yeah?”

“Said he was shot in the gut, and then the bullet was dug out of the flesh. One of the stories in the paper said he was still alive when they put him in the oil drum.”

“Well, if I knew about that I probably wouldn’t say … because it’s still an open case. If some guy somewhere wants to confess, the policeman can know if the guy is for real or he’s full of it.”

“Murders were pretty common in that part of Florida.”

“They were shooting up half of Miami back then.”

“Cocaine wars.”

“Bodies were being found all the time. I think we came close to setting the world record for homicides.”

“But when you found out who was in the oil drum it became a big deal.”

“They all came down on us. Government. FBI. The press. The Central Intelligence Agency was interested in this guy. Senator Gary Hart runs down here and he wants to know all about it. Of course he was getting ready to run for president.”

“Did the government people try to control the investigation?”

“The whole city of Washington and the whole federal law enforcement that got involved with the Rosselli case were all full of shit. I firmly believe that they knew more than they were telling us.”

“Many people believe Rosselli’s murder was a result of his testimony at the hearings in Washington—that it was tied to all the talk about the CIA/Castro plot, the Kennedy assassination.”

“Johnny Rosselli had been talking way too much. We found out that he had pissed off a lot of people. He lived a charmed life for a long while. But he didn’t realize he had gotten old and the charm had worn off.”

“He kept saying that nobody was going to bother a retired old man.”

“Well. He got that wrong.”
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OUT OF THE PAST

Beverly Hills, California, May 6, 1966

JOHNNY ROSSELLI WALKED down Brighton Way. He was in no hurry, enjoying the warm spring weather and the streets full of pretty girls on their lunch break. Silver-haired and suntanned, groomed to perfection—he was fresh from his weekly visit to Drucker’s Barber Shop—in big dark glasses, custom-made suit, alligator shoes. A hard-looking, confident-looking man in late middle age, he appeared very much a part of that opulent neighborhood. Passersby might have taken him for a motion picture producer or a powerful agent, even an old movie star, one of those tough-guy actors from the days of black-and-white.

Nearing the corner of Brighton and Rodeo Drive he paused before crossing, and as he stood there he felt a sensation at his back, a sudden change in the atmosphere, like the chill from a dark cloud crossing the sun.

With a glance over his shoulder he saw two men in black suits coming up the sidewalk, coming up, flanking him at the corner.

One of the men said, “John. We need to talk to you.”

He gave no reaction and started across the street. They followed, and on the other side they moved ahead of him and blocked his way.

Staring through big dark lenses, Johnny Rosselli said, “You know how it goes, fellas. If you’ve got a problem, go talk to my attorney.”

The second man said, “You don’t want your attorney to know about this.”

The first said, “This is different, John. Something new. You need to take a look.…”

The second man held out a buff-colored envelope.

Johnny looked at the package but kept his hands at his sides.

“Listen. For your own good. The Bureau knows who you are.”

Johnny looked past him, as if no one were there and nothing had been said.

“Do you understand? We know everything.”

The first man held out a business card. It read “DuPar’s Restaurant,” with an address in Thousand Oaks.

“This is a place where we can meet. After you’ve had a look in the package.”

Johnny glanced at the card but did not take it, and he did not take the package, saying, “If you’ve got a subpoena give it to my attorney. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He started walking again.

“Have a nice day, John,” said the second man. “We’ll be seeing you.”

Halfway to the next corner he stopped and looked back. The two FBI agents were gone.

You have a nice day, too.

Vaffanculo.

In the ass.

He entered his place on the eighth floor of the Glen Towers Apartments, a large, modern, sleekly furnished apartment with a sweeping balcony view of western Beverly Hills. Slipped under the door was the envelope one of the men on the street had tried to give him.

He picked it up and dropped it on the glass-topped coffee table in his living room.

He went to the telephone and dialed his attorney’s office. He stopped. He put the phone down. He went to the bar and fixed himself a drink, took it to the couch by the coffee table.

He smoked most of a cigarette and then reached for the envelope and unsealed it. He withdrew the contents. There were two pieces of cardboard packing and between the cardboard two black-and-white photographs. He placed them faceup next to each other on the tabletop.

Both were newly made prints but the images themselves were vintage—two figures in the clothing and hairstyles of many years ago. They were formal portraits taken against plain backgrounds in a studio setting. One was of a dark-haired, dark-eyed woman in her thirties, the other a grim-faced schoolboy about ten years of age.

He leaned close to the photographs. He looked at one, and then the other. He had not seen these pictures in a very long time.

My mother.

And me.

He looked into the face of the boy staring out of the picture from long ago. Nearly fifty years had passed since he and that boy had gone their separate ways. Now they shared only a trace of physical resemblance, but once upon a time …

He sat in his living room and considered the meaning behind the arrival of these old photos, the two images that connected him to his former self. What purpose did they serve? “We know everything,” the agent on the street had said. He turned the claim over in his mind. To a man who held as many secrets as Johnny Rosselli, it was a statement of some concern.

He studied the old photographs on the table, the woeful look on his mother’s face, and the boy’s grim expression. For a few moments he found himself adrift in sad recollection.

He finished the vodka and lit another cigarette.

Only a handful of people in the world could have connected his present identity to this kid from the distant past and might have been willing to give that information to the law. One of them was going to wish he was dead.
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It was “Rosselli” with a double s and sometimes “Roselli” with just the one.

Somebody at the FBI thought that was a pretty funny thing. When a guy starts to write his name different ways in different years you wonder what is his problem. That was how things got started—you found a loose thread and you pulled on it until something opened up. Here was a little mistake that might lead to a bigger mistake and when you found the big mistake there was a good chance you were going to get your man. Agents started to sniff around. This was in the 1950s, after the Kefauver hearings on organized crime in America. What they learned at the hearings was big shocking stuff. Nobody before then had understood how much of the country was populated by gangsters all working together for the common bad. Johnny Rosselli had been among the many forced to testify. He told the senators his story, about being born in Chicago, losing his parents, and being raised by a kindly old uncle. It was a sad story, with little bits and pieces of the truth thrown in.

Someone at the FBI went to the Bureau of Vital Statistics in Chicago. They looked for the papers on Johnny Rosselli, and they found out something interesting: The document recording Johnny Rosselli’s birth had been filed thirty years after the fact; the document itself was a forgery, and there was no other evidence to be found that the person described therein had ever been born—in Chicago or anywhere else.

An investigation into the “facts” of Rosselli’s life was begun. In all parts of the country agents gathered evidence, examined files, followed leads, interrogated people from all known periods of the man’s life. It went on for years. They found little that wasn’t already known, or wasn’t what Johnny Rosselli allowed them to find.

He had covered his tracks well—his origins, his early years. The FBI was sure he was not who he said he was. But who was he? What was he hiding? For a guy whom everybody in law enforcement knew about for decades—one of Al Capone’s boy wonders, the Mob’s man in Hollywood, big wheel in Las Vegas, the hundreds of pages of police reports in which he figured, numerous arrests and trials, headlined convictions—he was a mystery.

Agents looked at the file and cursed. It nagged at them. There had to be some good reason he had gone to the trouble of falsifying his birth, covering up his past, when his known record was already so bad. Had he run away from a crime for which he could still be prosecuted? If they could solve the mystery, find out who he was, what he was hiding, they were sure they could nail him good, close the book on another major hoodlum.

One day they lucked out. An old soldier in the LA crime family—and a longtime associate of Johnny’s—had become an informant. His handlers in the Bureau kept the informant on a long leash so as not to expose him to his fellow gangsters, but they kept him under observation too. One day they followed him to the airport, saw him greet a stranger from across the country. The agents pulled him in. What was going on at the airport? He wouldn’t talk, which made them more interested. They told him the deal again: If he ever held anything back it was over and they would throw him in prison. The mobster tried to figure a way out, but he couldn’t. Fuck it, he decided. I’m a rat, I’m dead already. He told the agents he’d been doing a favor for his friend Johnny Rosselli. Rosselli? Keep talking, said the Feds. It was nothing, he said, a little errand. A little cash for the guy’s mama. He’d done it before, many times through the years. For Johnny’s mother back in Boston. The fella at the airport was Johnny’s kid brother.

His mother? the FBI agents said.

Johnny Rosselli had a mother? In Boston? A brother? The agents grinned like cats over a spilled bowl of goldfish.

Armed with the slight but crucial biographical information supplied by their informant, the Bureau refocused its long-running investigation of Rosselli—what it described as an “intensive discreet endeavor to develop the facts,” to “uncover some crime committed which would have caused him to change his identity.” As long as it was still under the statutes, an old crime was as good as a new one to the Feds. But the goal was not just to convict and punish the man for his individual crimes. The Feds were working to undermine and degrade the whole criminal system—La Cosa Nostra, the Mafia, the Syndicate, the Organization, whatever you called it. To blow it up from the inside. The goal was to get him, and then to “turn” him, to make him talk and to keep him talking.

As the FBI’s investigation advanced, moving deep inside Johnny Rosselli’s shadow world, on a quest to uncover his hidden past, a strange course of events was set in motion, one that would reach far beyond the investigators’ original intent, a Pandora’s box opened to unforeseeable consequences, to chaos and scandal, the exposure of dirty secrets and black lies in the corridors of American power, and, in the end, to sudden and ghastly death.
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His certificate of birth—the real one—is held in the house of records in the Italian provincial capital of Frosinone. The document indicates a male child, last name Sacco, given name Filippo (after his father’s father), born on July 4, 1905, to Vincenzo and Maria Antonia Sacco (née DiPasquale), the Comune di Esperia, Provinzia di Frosinone. There is no mention of Chicago.

Esperia rises along the slopes of Monte Cecubo in wooded land in the region known as the Campagna, 110 kilometers southeast of Rome. It is of ancient origin, with scattered remnants of a lost eminence—a medieval castle on the hilltop, a Baroque church, a crumbled monastery—though most of its long history is without distinction. In the early years of the twentieth century it was an isolated and backward settlement. There was no running water, no electricity, no resident doctor; carts and wagons were the only transportation, and workhorses and donkeys plodded the streets, leaving the cobblestones decorated with shit.

In the year of Filippo Sacco’s birth much of southern Italy was in the grip of a devastating depression, the result of decades-long cycles of human-made and natural disasters that had left half a nation in misery. It was an era of widespread emigration as millions of southern Italians left their homes, left their country, in search of a better life. The largest number of these traveled to the United States, l’America, to the expectant migrants a mythic land of opportunity. And for now America welcomed them, almost without restriction, eager to admit the needed workforce of a booming economy.

In Esperia, in good times, Vincenzo Sacco had made his living as a cobbler, a skilled and respected member of the community. Now the times were not good, and people had no money to buy new shoes or even to repair their old ones. Vincenzo’s father and his brother had both heard the siren call from overseas and gone to find their fortunes in the United States. From their assembly-line jobs in Massachusetts they urged Vincenzo to do the same. It was a troubling thing to leave a wife and a child on the way, but it seemed the best hope for the future, and by the time of Filippo’s birth his father was gone, another hopeful pilgrim. He joined his relatives in Boston’s large Italian population, found a job assembling shoes at a factory, a paycheck every Friday. He spent little on himself, put a little more away, and sent the rest to his wife and the son he had never seen.

Many of the heads of households who went abroad would send for their family or would return to Italy after two or three years of working and saving. But some did neither, and some were never heard from again, preferring to start their lives over without the responsibilities they had left behind. Years passed, and Vincenzo remained in Boston. Maria and the child lived on the small stipend from America. The boy grew up in cloistered Esperia, on the dirt paths and the cobblestone streets, in the shadow of the ancient knights’ castle on the hill.

It would be six years before he sent for them. What frustration and disappointment those years had meant to the mother and child were put away. The future was everything.

They departed Esperia late in the summer, traveling by wagon over the mountain paths to the city of Naples. They joined the crush of passengers at dockside, an apprehensive parade, assessed by a gauntlet of wary soldiers, customs agents, health inspectors, white-uniformed pursers. They boarded the great ocean liner (North German Lloyd’s 500-foot Koenig Albert, en route from Genoa), hurried through the noise and chaos, the crowded corridors, down to the teeming, dark, foul-smelling quarters they would share with the two thousand passengers in steerage. In the night the ship roared to life, and they moved out across the bay, headed west for America.

On September 10, 1911, the ship entered New York waters, moving north to the federal immigration station at Ellis Island. It was recorded that the number of settlers arriving from Europe that week was so large and the facilities on the island so overwhelmed—immigrants were subject to long waits, invasive health inspections, delousings—that it took three days before the last of the passengers was processed.

Setting off into the roaring center of the modern world, the mother and her boy found their way through glutted Manhattan streets to the station and the train that would take them to Boston. By evening after three weeks of travel from Italy, they reached their destination. Maria saw her husband for the first time in six years, and Filippo saw his father for the first time in his life.

In the 1900s, Boston was a densely populated center of commerce, manufacturing, and education. It was home to every layer of society, regal Brahmins and new-money tycoons at the top, slum-dwelling poor at the bottom. For more than a century it had drawn waves of immigrants from Europe, a new ethnic influx appearing with each generation. The Irish had come in the early 1800s, then the Germans, Poles, Russian Jews. The latest to arrive were the Italians. The southerners who had been coming in great numbers each year since the end of the last century were almost entirely from the peasant class, the contadini, uneducated laborers intended for unskilled and low-paid work. They now provided the majority of Boston’s pool of manual labor. They repaired roads and bridges, dug tunnels, built buildings, and filled the hundreds of factories and mills in the city and the surrounding towns.

Vincenzo Sacco had been living on North Street in the old red-light district; for his family he found more suitable quarters in East Boston. They traveled on the newly opened subway that ran beneath the harbor, connecting the North End and Boston proper to the annexed East. East Boston was the starting point for successive groups of newcomers to the country, and it claimed one of the two biggest Italian neighborhoods in the city. It was a poor and overpopulated neighborhood; men and families and extended families crowded into broken-down wooden boarding-houses and brick tenements.

On Maverick Street, Vincenzo had rented a small three-room cold-water flat. The windows looked out the back at a spiderweb of clotheslines, an unkempt yard, an outhouse. There was no time for acculturation. The Saccos’ new life began with the next sunrise—Vincenzo setting off at dawn for the shoe factory, Maria turning the shabby apartment into a home. On Sundays they went to mass at the small, crowded Roman Catholic church by the square. The six years of waiting were forgiven and forgotten, like a bright morning after a cold, stormy night, the natural order of things quickly restored. Maria Sacco became pregnant; they would have their first American child.

Late in September, Filippo entered the first grade at the Samuel Adams School in East Boston. No consideration was made for immigrant kids who did not speak English. They had to learn as they went, sink or swim. American-born boys taunted them. There were slurs and bullying for the foreigners. “Because of the beatings I received in the first three grades, having a name like Filippo,” Johnny remembered, “I used the name of Philip or Phil. I stopped talking Italian because of the beatings.” And he learned to fight back. By the time he reached the fourth grade, he would recall, “the tables were turned.”

Prejudice was not confined to the school grounds. Nativist animosity simmered in the city of Boston in those years. Italian workers did much to keep the city running, the factories thriving, the roads and bridges open, but the “real” Bostonians disdained them, the Irish cops abused them, called them dirty names. America was a tricky place. It needed its foreigners but it hated them too. The yellow press stirred the public’s suspicions with stories of secret societies and subversive politics. Immigrant crimes made for good tabloid headlines. The Italians were thieves, communists, nihilists; they belonged to a murder cult known as the Mafia. Police harassment was constant. The brutal “Red Squads” swept down on protesters and political activists, Italian-American labor groups their special focus. The radicalized immigrants responded with public confrontations and terrorist violence. The conflict would culminate in the controversial 1921 murder trial and eventual execution of Italian immigrants Nicola Sacco (no relation, though Nicola, like Vincenzo, was a shoemaker) and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, a seeming travesty of justice that provoked international attention and outrage.

In East Boston many in the Italian community kept their distance from the often oppressive and dangerous new world. They clung to the comforts and habits of the old. On many streets you were more likely to hear Italian spoken than English. The grocery stores featured the staples and treats of Italy. The men who worked in the factories likely stood at the assembly lines beside fellow immigrants. It was the children most of all who had to confront the challenges of their new home. For boys like Filippo/Phil Sacco, at once eager new Americans and distrusted aliens, life in the United States was like walking a razor’s edge, freedom and opportunity on one side, intolerance, humiliation, and violence on the other.

Maria gave birth to her second child in the summer of 1912. A boy, they gave him his father’s name. The senior Vincenzo worked hard and they saved, and in time they could afford a little more rent, a larger apartment on a better street. The family continued to grow, a third son—Alberto—two years after the second, then in 1915 a daughter, Concetta, and two years after that another girl, Ida Edith.

Phil left the Samuel Adams School late in 1916 and entered Austin Prevocational in January the following year, starting the seventh grade. He was no star in the classroom, but he learned to read and write, the first in his family to do so. At home, around his mother, he remained a bambino Italiano, but at school and in the streets he had become an American kid.

They moved again, leaving behind the overrun immigrant neighborhoods. They rented a house on Belmont Terrace in Somerville, a pleasant, quiet area. It was a happy home: young children, loving mother, a kind father with a steady job and a weekly paycheck.

In 1918 the Great War in Europe, in which the United States had been a participant for almost two years, was coming to an end. In that year there began to appear in many areas of the world a highly contagious and virulent strain of influenza. The exact origin and cause of the virus was never found, though many believed it was a by-product of the war and the impact of new chemical weapons on the soldiers’ immune systems, spread by the troops moving back and forth across continents. It would be called the Spanish Flu—a misnomer derived from early reports of the crisis in the Spanish press—and it would become the deadliest medical catastrophe since the Black Death of the fourteenth century.

In the late summer of 1918, a “second wave” mutation of the virus attacked the city of Boston. On August 27 sailors at the Commonwealth Pier were reported sick with flu symptoms. The Chelsea Naval Hospital where the sailors had been treated soon became filled with influenza patients. Within days the patients experienced rapid decline, overcome with pneumonia and fever, a breakdown of the immune system that in almost every case ended in death. By mid-September the influenza had spread to the city and throughout the state. The Massachusetts authorities had registered one hundred thousand cases by October 1; many more went unreported as all hospitals and medical facilities became dysfunctional, overflowing with the dying and the dead. In Boston and the surrounding area the authorities closed schools, public buildings, theaters, restaurants. Many fled the city, but many more stayed on, hoping to remain safe as the lethal germs swirled around them, and the death toll mounted. People shut themselves up in their homes when they could, the windows closed, rags and towels stuffed under the doors.

Even as the crisis in the city grew worse, Vincenzo Sacco, one of the many workers given no leave to stay home, continued to commute to his job at the shoe factory.

On the morning of October 5 he awoke in pain, running a high temperature. He stayed home in bed, the pain and fever growing worse. Maria covered him in heavy blankets, fed him hot soup. They could not find a doctor who would come to examine him. The hospitals were all in hopeless chaos, bodies filling the corridors, piled up in the alleys. Maria did what she could. She stayed at her husband’s bedside for days, without concern for her own safety, the children kept away, Filippo taking care of his young brothers and sisters.

The effects upon contracting the virus were swift and vicious, a kind of superpneumonia that overwhelmed the system, turned the skin black-and-blue and filled the lungs with choking thick mucus. Near the end, a victim lost control of body functions and would cough and vomit with such force that blood ran from the eyes.

Vincenzo Sacco died on October 13. He was thirty-three years old.

The flu slowed its fury by November. It vanished in the next year, after having killed an estimated 100 million people around the world. In Boston the aftereffects were devastating, a city of wrecked lives, everywhere the widowed and the orphaned.

He left them only his small savings. By midwinter there was almost nothing left. They could no longer afford to remain in Somerville, and so Maria with her five children went back to East Boston, back to the ghetto. They found inexpensive lodgings at 43 Haines Street. With small kids to care for, Mrs. Sacco could not look for work. They survived on small “relief” payments from the city, and charity offerings from the Church, out of the fund established to help the many families like theirs, with the head of the household killed in the pandemic. They lived on watery soups and scraps of meat sliced to feed six. On cold nights in the unheated apartment they slept together in the kitchen huddled around the burning stove.

Phil stopped going to school. “My mother thought I was attending because I would leave in the morning and not show up until after school hours. I learned later that she had gone to the school to find out if I was there. They told her I was absent … Massachusetts was the first state to adopt compulsory education [but] no truant officer ever looked for me nor did anyone inquire as to my whereabouts. I never returned to school.” He was thirteen years old.

He wandered the neighborhood looking for work, wanting to bring money and food to his family. “I did almost anything,” he’d remember. “Sold newspapers, shined shoes.” It was never much, never enough. He hated going home, seeing the misery. He stayed away more and more, wandering the streets. He “helled around” on Maverick Square, he remembered, “where all the wise guys were.”

The Maverick Square area was a gathering place for kids, many of them newly orphaned. It was another kind of school, open-air, where you learned everything they never taught in a classroom. On the square he met thieves, dope peddlers, prostitutes (he soon caught his first dose of gonorrhea). He learned all the things some people were willing to do to keep going. Crime was just another way—for some the only way—to stay alive.

Gangsters came around in their sharp clothes with plenty of cash in their pockets. They sometimes put the kids to work running errands or looking out for the cops. They were the local heroes. All the kids on the square wanted to be gangsters when they grew up.
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In America, on January 16, 1920, the Eighteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution went into effect. In conjunction with the Volstead Act of 1919, the amendment outlawed the creation, transportation, and sale of all intoxicating liquors, including beer and wine, and any other product containing greater than 0.5 percent alcohol.

The ban on alcohol had been decades in the making. Though never a popular movement, in the years before passage it had gathered an unexpected momentum. A sudden confluence of determined and influential enthusiasts—temperance cults, religious leaders, holier-than-thou politicians—were able to force the controversial legislation through Congress.

Prohibition did not stop Americans’ desire for alcohol. If anything the ban seemed to increase their thirst. Overnight a new industry was born to meet the frantic demand for the now-illegal product. Bootleggers imported the bottled stuff from Canada, Mexico, and the Caribbean islands. Vintage stocks were stolen whole from padlocked warehouses. Breweries were reconfigured as Mob-protected properties. Licensed stores of medicinal alcohol were obtained, one way or another, from pharmacies and hospitals. Pure alcohol was siphoned from chemical companies and made potable by a network of refiners. Other, less sophisticated concoctions came from basement vats and bathtubs. The liquid gold was peddled in every town and city, on every street corner. It was bought by people who had never touched a drop when it was legal.

The criminal gangs running this underground economy grew big, rich, and powerful beyond anyone’s imagining. It was one of the great industrial success stories of the age. Prohibition effectively subverted the “nation of laws.” In some parts of the country the level of power the gangs wielded soon made them a virtual shadow government, corrupting and controlling politicians, police, and courts, committing crimes and violent acts without fear of consequence. Previously tame middle-class Americans became lawbreakers, drawn into an underworld culture of speakeasies, gambling, prostitution, and jazz. Gangsters became the iconic antiheroes of the era, their alluring adventures chronicled in pulp stories, Broadway plays, and Hollywood movies. Politicians and do-gooders who had brought about the “noble experiment,” as it was often called, could only look upon its consequences with horror and awe. The irony kept on giving: Prohibition would barely make it through the decade, while its spawn—organized crime on a national level—would grow and thrive for the rest of the century and beyond.
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Maria struggled. It was hard keeping the family going without a husband’s help and comfort. Late in the year 1919, she moved the family again. They took a smaller, less expensive apartment at the front of 37 Everett Street. Widowed and alone for a year, she was happy and relieved to discover she had attracted the attention of a widower named Liberato Cianciulli. Liberato lived in a three-story house in the alley behind the Saccos, and had a butcher shop a block away on Cottage Street. Originally from Serino, Italy, he had lived in the United States off and on since the late 1880s, and had become a naturalized American citizen. Maria learned that he was twice a widower, losing his second wife to the Spanish flu in the same deadly month it had taken Vincenzo, and he was the father of five children.

He was fifty-eight, twenty years older than Maria. He was not an attractive man, unhandsome, short, and squat, and his business practices did not make him popular with customers (at election time, Johnny Rosselli recalled, he would crowd the whole shop with posters and banners for whichever candidates paid him two dollars). But with the widow Sacco he was kind and generous, giving her food for her family and helping with other expenses. Now the children always had something to eat, and for that she was very grateful. He called her Maria Antonia to keep from confusing her with his first wife, who had the same first name.

After they had been seeing each other for more than a year Liberato let Mrs. Sacco and her family move into his house on the alley. With Liberato’s five children—three young ones and two boys in their twenties—and Maria’s five, plus an eighty-year-old man boarding in the attic, it was a crowded home. Phil had to share the bedroom of the second-oldest son, Salvatore, known as “Toody.” Maria became pregnant. She felt shame and told Liberato they had to marry for the sake of the child. Liberato said he would do it, then changed his mind, dragged his heels. One day Phil came home and heard his mother crying out for him. She was in labor, she said, and told him to hurry to the butcher shop and tell Mr. Cianciulli. And he ran as fast as he could and Liberato closed the butcher shop and went to find the midwife. Phil’s half sister was born in the bedroom off the kitchen. It was the same room in which Liberato’s second wife had died of the influenza and he named the baby Carmela in her memory.

Maria continued to insist that Liberato do the right thing. Another six months went by before he agreed. On February 8, 1922, the couple was married by the East Boston justice of the peace.

Phil became pals with the two oldest Cianciulli boys. Toody and his brother Luigi taught him to play the guitar and mandolin. Toody worked as a milkman for the Hood Milk Company. Six days a week he went off in the middle of the night and worked till late morning, came home, and went back to bed right after dinner. Toody was encouraged to take Phil with him on the job, give him a few quarters to act as his assistant. It would be good to give him some responsibility, maybe he could be a milkman himself in a few years. All winter they would wake at one in the morning, walk in the dark across the empty and bitter-cold streets to the dairy, then drive around East Boston in a horse-drawn wagon delivering the orders. Phil loaded and unloaded the wagon, running bottles up to the stoops and front porches. His pals nicknamed him “Milky.”

The relationship between Maria and Liberato was no longer a happy one. Now that he had been forced to marry her he was not as nice as he had once been, and he was not kind to her children, yelling at them and hitting them for the smallest things. One day a neighbor came to talk to her, saying that Liberato was no good. The neighbor said that Maria and Liberato were not married, no matter what words they had spoken and what papers they had signed. She said that Liberato’s first wife, who was supposed to be dead, must have experienced a remarkable recovery because she was still alive back in Italy, and that that woman who was alive and Liberato were still husband and wife.

Maria asked her husband about this other woman, this wife: Was she alive or dead? He assured her again she was dead and buried, but Maria would ask many times until he admitted that she was maybe not that dead after all. Liberato told her to speak no more of this—“Non ti preoccupare, mia donna!” (“Don’t worry, my darling!”)—to leave it to him and he would make things right.

One night Phil’s stepfather said he needed to talk to him in private. They went in the back of the butcher shop after closing, and Liberato explained that they were having money problems. He was taking care of all of them now, and he had no money. He had some fire insurance, he said, and if they could cash in on that policy then all of their problems would be over. He said, Phil … mio figlio prediletto … my dear boy, you must help me with this for the good of the family. He said they had to have a fire in that place so they could collect on the insurance. So he could have money to take care of them all. He couldn’t set the fire himself, he said, because he had to have a damn good alibi when it happened or the insurance guys, those stronzi, would suspect something was up and not pay off. If Filippo wanted to be a good kid, make his mama and new papa proud, and help them all he would do this thing he asked.

It was what was known on the street as a “money fire,” or a “Jew bankruptcy,” and there were characters around you could hire for just such a job—they were called “heaters”—but what was the good of having a stepson if you couldn’t use him to save a few bucks when you wanted to burn your house down?

Liberato told him how it would go. “We had a cast-iron stove,” Johnny Rosselli recalled, “behind which there was always laundry and diapers hanging on a line. He told me how to start a fire, making it red-hot and make it appear that the rags had dropped onto the stove and accidentally started the fire.”

Phil did as his stepfather asked. Some time after the family had gone out and were safely away from the house, he set the fire, stoked it with the drying diapers. He stayed to make sure it kept burning and waited so long that flames rose up and smoke began to surround him. He rushed away, ran from the house. He stood outside in the shadows and watched it burn.

That spring, according to the records of the Immigration Service, Cianciulli, the butcher and bigamist and arsonist, applied for a renewed U.S. passport. On April 22, 1922, with his fire insurance money—he made $800 on the deal—and nothing and no one else, he disappeared.

“Liberato left me and the family,” Maria would remember. “He left his children in this country. Neighbors told me he went back to Italy to his wife. I never saw Liberato Cianciulli since that time.”

The place on Everett Street was to be foreclosed by the bank. The two families went their separate ways. Maria found some cheap lodging on Bremen Street and went back on public assistance. Cianciulli did not return to America. His children raised themselves and never heard from him again.

Maria no longer held sway over her oldest boy. He came and went as he pleased. He would drop by at odd hours, give her some money, disappear. She would wonder what would happen to him, but with her young children to mind, what could she do? She would sometimes see him with the gangs of kids on Maverick Square, panhandling, making mischief.

There was a local hood who had taken an interest in Phil. Sarro Vaccaro, a twenty-six-year-old from Pennsylvania, who went by the alias Cy Perry. Vaccaro had a long arrest record in a half-dozen states and a scar that ran from his forehead to his chin. Phil was running errands for him, delivering packages. Vaccaro was a narcotics pusher, connected to a small local gang. The bootlegging trade, expanding wildly since Prohibition had taken effect in early 1920, was the province of big, organized racketeers—in Boston, Gaspare Messina, Frankie Wallace, “King” Solomon. Drugs were an insignificant market by comparison to the booze trade. It was mostly left to the small-timers, who served a coterie of addicts, many of them ex-soldiers who picked up the habit recovering from battlefield wounds during the Great War. Illegal booze was a lot smarter business to get into than illegal drugs because everybody liked bootleggers—they were providing a popular national service—and nobody liked dope peddlers, not even the addicts who depended on them.

A man named Fisher, a neighborhood lowlife with a habit, was a regular customer of the peddlers. On September 14, Phil Sacco sold him one-quarter of an ounce of morphine. Fisher came back soon after looking to make another, larger buy, and Philip took him to see Sarro Vaccaro. It was a sting. Fisher had become a rat for the cops. Vaccaro was arrested by Boston police officers. Phil was picked up by three agents of the Narcotics Bureau the same day.

He was booked on a charge of violating Section 332 of the Criminal Code (the Harrison Narcotic Act), specified as “opium trafficking.” He was put in the Charles Street Jail, held on a day-to-day basis until the law decided what to do with him. In October he was transferred as a federal prisoner to the Billerica House of Corrections in Middlesex. A commitment card listed his name as Philip Sacco, aka “Milky”; his address as 8 Seaver Street, Boston; place of birth: Italy; height: five feet seven and a half inches; weight: 126 pounds; hair: brown; eyes: brown (they were in fact flecked with blue and silver, an effect some described as “chrome”); complexion: medium; age: seventeen; no fingerprints were taken.

On October 18 a federal grand jury indicted him on two counts of selling morphine. On October 20 he pled not guilty and was ordered released on recognizance. The one-hundred-dollar bail was provided by a woman named Mary Ferullo, of East Boston, who put up her apartment house as security. Investigators could find no connection between the accused and the sixty-three-year-old woman, and it was assumed that she had been made to front for other interests who preferred anonymity.

Fisher, the junkie police informant and key witness against Phil Sacco and Sarro Vaccarro, disappeared before the case could come to trial. Authorities suspected foul play. Fisher was never seen again.
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Tancredi Tortora was a drifter, a day laborer, a crook, and a murderer. His parents were southern Italians who had migrated to Marseilles, France, where he was born in 1903. The family moved to the United States in 1920. Tancredi went out on his own soon after. He became a road kid, wandering the Northeast and Midwest, taking odd jobs as he found them.

In the spring and summer of 1922 he lived in Chicago, Illinois. In April he was operating a soft-drink parlor on Blue Island Avenue. When police raided the place on the twenty-ninth of that month they discovered, in addition to the expected fizzy waters and syrups, a quantity of opium, cocaine, morphine, and moonshine whiskey. Tortora was arrested, along with a customer and two women suspected of prostitution.

In August, back on the street, he became caught up in a battle between the gangs of two feuding brothers, Antonio and Charles Charlando. Antonio, aka “Tony Charles,” was shot to death in the melee. The police sought several named and unnamed gang members for the murder, including Tancredi Tortora. He claimed to be an innocent bystander, but rather than argue his case he went on the run.

That autumn he was back in the East. In October, on a public street in Boston, he murdered a man named Annibale Stilo. He was caught, arrested, and held in the Charles Street Jail.

It was in the old jailhouse that Tortora saw Philip Sacco for the first time. They never spoke in the prison, but Tancredi had noticed him. The poised young Italian kid stood out among the typical roughnecks and derelicts locked up at Charles Street.

One day, a couple of months later at Christmastime, Tancredi was out on bond, kicking around East Boston, when he ran into his former fellow prisoner on Maverick Square. Phil recognized him too. They greeted each other and stopped to shoot the breeze. They were both looking for work, or whatever. They decided to pair up, make the rounds. They became friends, a team. It was good to have someone to back you up when you were a kid on your own on the streets. They had background and experiences in common. They looked at many things the same way, shared the same sense of humor.

They were together all that winter. Phil brought Tancredi home, introduced him to his mother and family of little brothers and sisters, let him sleep in his bed. The conditions Phil’s family lived in were very poor, Tancredi remembered, even poorer than those of his own people. The mother held them together, but by not more than a thread.

The two young friends looked for work in the local underworld. Bootleggers were always hiring for something. Tancredi thought Phil had the makings of a good hustler. He was not the usual street thug. Unlike most of the tough kids roaming around, he was more than a pair of fists. They wandered the city, just living for the day. They worked when they found work. Sometimes they brought money home for the family, and sometimes they didn’t. They spent many hours pursuing girls. Not Italian girls so much, that was a hard nut to crack. American girls. They were more emancipato, more curious. Phil was very successful in this pursuit. Tancredi said women found Phil very attractive, and he had a way with them. He was gallant, could say the right things. He could pick them up quick. He would drop them just as fast.

In May 1923 Philip got himself in trouble again. He was arrested, charged with burglary and theft of fifty dollars, and thrown in jail. It was true that he had stolen the money, but the victim had made up the circumstances. The man had given Phil the fifty to procure alcohol for him, and Phil had pocketed the money and procured nothing (looked at from a certain angle he was being charged with not selling alcohol). On May 4 he was released on three hundred dollars’ bail.

With three trials hanging over their heads—Tortora facing a murder rap, and Phil with two charges and the unresolved business of Fisher, the missing police snitch—who might turn up to testify or, more likely, turn up dead, which could be a much worse problem—the friends agreed it was a good time to skip town. Tancredi was an old hand at jumping bail, with bench warrants all over the place, and it had always worked out fine. Eventually the cops got bored and forgot all about you as long as you kept moving. They caught a freight train to New York, Phil leaving Greater Boston for the first time since the day he arrived from Italy and Ellis Island with his mother. If Maria Sacco—she had resumed her undisputed married name—knew anything about her son’s departure or destination, or had concerns for his future, she did not say. She was seldom heard to mention him again, even among her other kids, out of concern for causing him trouble. In those days life was not easy, and you learned to accept and not ask why or you suffered even more. Occhio che non vede, cuore che non duole. (What the eye does not see, the heart does not grieve.) He was like her late lamented husband, like her sort-of second husband, and, you could say, like Fisher the police informant: One day he was there and the next he was gone.
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They stayed with Tancredi’s cousin Maria in Brooklyn. They lazed around, rode the subway back and forth to Manhattan, seeing the sights. They chased young females, had a good time. After a few weeks they hit the road again. They wandered to the north. Sometime in the late summer they arrived in Buffalo, New York, the big upstate city on the eastern shore of Lake Erie. Facing Canada, where Prohibition did not exist, the border area was active in the import of illegal alcohol. Somebody gave them a guy to look up, a bootlegger and nightclub operator named Mike Moro who took the two young drifters in, gave them food and lodging. Tancredi mostly “loafed,” but Phil worked cleaning tables and pouring drinks in Moro’s speakeasy on Eagle Street. Moro liked Phil and might have brought him into the operation, but Moro was away a lot of the time, in Nova Scotia arranging liquor buys and seeing a young girl named Rosen-Crantz. (He later married and divorced her; then she was shot dead, the crime never solved.) Tancredi got restless in Buffalo and wanted to move on. They heard about jobs on the Pere Marquette Railroad, and they applied for the work and were hired as track hands.

Not wanting the Boston warrants to catch up with them, the two began using aliases. Tancredi became Joe Calcagnio. Phil tried a number of names before he found the one he liked. Somewhere there arose the glamorous notion that his assumed surname had been carefully chosen as a tribute to some great Italian of the past, a Florentine painter of the quattrocento. As he was known to use numerous variants and alternating spellings for a time, it seems doubtful there was a singular inspiration. More likely it came from out of the air, maybe off the side of a truck. In any case, Filippo—Philip—Sacco disappeared, and one day or other John Rosselli was born.

He also changed his nationality. Troublemakers who were not citizens were often deported without waiting for a trial. Especially Italians. There were too damn many of them. From how Phil remembered his place of birth, with the donkeys in the dusty streets and the priests watching your every move, he had no interest in going back to “the old country.” He had begun claiming the United States as his birthright while still in Massachusetts. Where in America he was born he had not yet made up his mind. He told Tancredi he came from East Boston and that the record of his birth was destroyed in a fire. At the time of his second arrest he declared he was from New York. On later documents his birthplace was recorded as Newark, New Jersey, then Boston again, and then, for the longest time, Chicago.

The two young men went to work on a maintenance-of-way gang, repairing damage to the tracks and clearing debris on the lines between Buffalo and Detroit. It was backbreaking work, and the wages were low. The gangs were comprised of misfits and foreigners. Bums and dagos, to the foremen in charge. They were shuttled around in work trains and housed by night in makeshift “flops,” mostly stripped old railcar bodies. They slept on the floor with the dirt and the rat turds. Johnny’s upper body filled out with muscle from the long days wielding a shovel and ax. After a couple of months he and Tancredi decided they’d had enough of the hard work and terrible conditions. They quit and traveled on. In Chicago, Tancredi had another relative, his uncle, Vincent La Morta, who let them stay with him at his place on May Street.

Uncle Vincent was a laborer, a straight citizen who did nothing but work and sleep, and the boys had to behave themselves around the man. They lived on their railroad savings, getting drunk at speaks and, always, looking for girls.

Johnny was awed by the city.

Chicago in 1923: not yet at the peak of its infamy but already unrivaled as a place of violence and corruption. The Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, prohibiting the manufacture, sale, and transportation of alcohol, had been for Chicago a kind of declaration of independence from law and order. The traffic in beer and liquor was immediately taken over by the local vice mongers and bandits, as it was in most other American cities, but nowhere did the rise of criminal enterprise reach the level of industrialization, mixed with anarchy and brutality, found in Chicago. Territories were divided among various rival and allied gangs, and the gangs defended and expanded their piece of the city with crazed enthusiasm.

It was a city increasingly controlled by the mobs, the police and politicians on the take, and everybody else trying to get through the day in one piece. Biggest of the gangsters was Terrible Johnny Torrio, a smart, ambitious strategist who first transformed scattered criminal fiefdoms into a citywide organization. Torrio commanded an army of some eight hundred gunmen, most of them immigrants from Sicily and southern Italy, a great many recruited out of New York.

Among Torrio’s imported hoodlums was an associate from one of the Brooklyn gangs, a young Italian American, a pudgy enforcer by the name of Alphonse Capone, known on the streets as Scarface Al Brown (nicknamed for the angry slash marks on his cheek, the result of a knife attack by an irate Siciliano who objected to Capone ass-grabbing his sister). A crude and brutal man but with a head for business and a rare talent for the illegal, Capone had distinguished himself within the organization, and in 1923 was Torrio’s valued right hand. Still greater chaos and bloodshed lay ahead for Chicago, a premature retirement for Torrio, and promotion, power, and worldwide fame for Capone.

Shortly after Christmas, Tancredi was ready to move on. Johnny was going with him, then he wasn’t. Tancredi got tired of waiting—to stay too long in one place was boring and risky—and he hit the road. He wasn’t sure where he was headed, and didn’t care. Johnny stayed behind in Chicago. He stayed a few weeks. By then his money was blown, and he needed to look for work and another place to stay. The icy winds of January made him miserable, and he thought about going someplace warm. He considered New Orleans and Florida, and so another future, a different life, would have lain ahead for him as easily as that. Fate came in a fifteen-cent tele gram.

While he was still in Chicago trying to make up his mind what to do, he heard at last from his departed friend. Tancredi had ended up thousands of miles away in Los Angeles, California. He told Johnny he must come join him. It was beautiful there. It was sunny and warm like the Mediterranean coast, Tancredi said, and full of opportunity. Plenty of work to be had for guys like them. He was in with some Italians who had connections. Tancredi told Johnny he had to come on out. He had talked him up to some big shots there, and he could even send him the money for train fare if he was broke.

Johnny tossed the idea around for a day. For all he knew about California it could have been in China, but his friend made it seem like paradise, with all the girls in bathing suits and sweet oranges hanging from every tree. It sounded like a good adventure.

He sent a message: Okay, amico, send the fare.

On a day early in February, ticket in hand, Johnny boarded the Los Angeles Limited, and the heavy black-and-Pullman-green train pulled out of the station on its journey west. For two days and nights they rolled. Plains, mountains, desert, big railheads and whistle-stops, Council Bluffs, Cheyenne, Salt Lake City, Las Vegas (the boomtown-to-be then a Nevada settlement barely twenty years old and comprising a few saloons, dice joints, and whorehouses). As they crossed the border to California and the desolate floor of the Mojave stretched in all directions, it looked like they had come to the end of the world.
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ONCE UPON A TIME IN LOS ANGELES

LOS ANGELES WAS the first city of the twentieth century. As a metropolis it was newly born. A generation before it had been a place of unpaved streets and low adobe houses, a down-at-the-heels rancho, one visitor sniffed, “here and there an indolent native hugging the inside of a blanket.” Lawlessness and rough justice prevailed, with incidents of lynchings, and racist rioting, like the 1871 massacre of the Chinese on Calle de los Negros (“Nigger Street,” the whites called it).

It was a place little known to the rest of the country, difficult and dangerous to reach until the extension of the transcontinental rail line from San Francisco late in 1876. Commerce had been of modest ambition in the area, freshwater sources scarce, and the agricultural possibilities barely exploited: Wine and bee-ranch honey were among the region’s few exports.

The new century brought a steady flow of settlers and sojourners, a great surge in Anglo population urged along by railroad promoters, land speculators, and other economically interested parties. The water shortage was relieved by the infamous Owens Valley Aqueduct (water diverted, that is, stolen, from rural land hundreds of miles away), which supplied enough for two million people. Streets were paved, neighborhoods were developed, multistory office buildings rose. The downtown business district grew as big and busy as any in the country.

Petroleum was discovered to the northeast of downtown—just in time for the invention of the automobile—and by 1900 there were more than five hundred oil wells pumping within the city limits; the nearby ocean ports were expanded to send black gold around the world. A quiet suburb called Hollywood became the iconic capital of a young motion picture industry that had fled the East Coast, bringing international attention and commerce to the city. Los Angeles was the new promised land, and the promises only grew larger and more alluring. In the decade of the 1920s the city’s population would increase by 1,300,000, a national record. Los Angeles grew so rapidly, the journalist Carey McWilliams wrote, it was as though it had been “conjured into existence.”

It was the new big American city, but it more resembled a frontier boomtown. A city lacking tradition, without roots, the population heavy with strangers. The past it did have—Hispanic—was mostly whitewashed over, and descendants of the earliest settlers disenfranchised, as if they were the last to arrive and not the first. Boardinghouses hung signs in the windows: “No Dogs or Mexicans.” The movie business in Los Angeles, being made up almost entirely of uprooted outsiders, New Yorkers, foreigners, theatrical gypsies, became equally suspect in the eyes of the native Angelenos (boardinghouse signs adjusted: “No Dogs or Actors”).

Lacking a history, Los Angeles was a place easy to mold, to manipulate, and to corrupt. Beneath the veneer of fresh air and freedom the city was run by darker forces, a shifting mix of rich businessmen, political machine, and racketeers. From time to time little insurgencies arose, and the city fell into the hands of the reformers, but such times seldom lasted for long, and soon enough things went back to normal. In any case, the righteous could be as bad as the outlaws.

For many years the most powerful behind-the-scenes boss of LA was Harry Chandler, a multimillionaire, real estate magnate, owner of the Los Angeles Times. Chandler picked political candidates and bought elections, worked to impose laws to serve his investments and ideology, and woe to anyone who crossed him. He used the police department to settle labor disputes and harass his political enemies—which often amounted to the same thing, when special police units were sent after labor organizers and protesting wage slaves.

Chandler was a pious reactionary and an active racist. He did what he could to shape the city—the “White Spot of America”—in his own image. He determined demographics through the marketing of his housing subdivisions to targeted buyers in the Midwest, those who would be philosophically like-minded, Christian, and white.

With the coming of Prohibition, the Jazz Age, the rise of the gangsters, righteous prigs like Harry Chandler began to fall out of step. New alliances were forged. In 1921 the newly elected mayor, George Cryer—whose shifty ethics and quirky populism would keep him in office for the rest of the decade—and his scheming chief of staff, Kent Kane Parrot, turned their backs on the Chandler cabal, going into business with some of the loosely allied big shots of the LA underworld, a mix of bootleggers, bookmakers, pimps, gambling kingpins, including Milton “Farmer” Page; Guy “String Bean” McAfee (late of the city’s police department); Zeke Caress, boss of the bookies; the Gans brothers, kings of the one-armed bandit business; Tyrolean vice man Albert Marco (aka Marco Albori); and the de facto leader of the criminal alliance, Charles Crawford.

Crawford—he was called “Good Time Charlie,” and “the Gray Wolf”—was a silver-haired Irish American, a burly man with a girlish voice and a frantic Adam’s apple, a dancehall keeper who’d become a vice king, formerly of Seattle, Washington, in the bustling years of the Klondike gold rush. Moving to Los Angeles a few steps ahead of a crackdown, he brought with him from Seattle some innovative ideas about big-city racketeering and methods of collaboration between lawbreakers and lawmakers—what came to be known as “the System” or “the Combination.”

The way the System worked, a chunk of the profits from vice funded a political machine. In return for money and other stimulants the wised-up officials let the racketeers get away with murder. It was a cozy mingling of interests, and everyone got what they wanted except the honest public. Politicians visited Crawford’s Maple Bar, a saloon and bordello downtown on 5th Street and Maple Avenue, more often than they did City Hall, while Crawford regularly hiked over to Kent Parrot’s apartment at the Biltmore Hotel to raise a glass and hand over envelopes stuffed with cash.

The Cryer-Parrot
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