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To Chuck Manoli, who got our minds moving


Every American is eaten up with a longing to rise.

—ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE, DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA

There are roughly three New Yorks. There is, first, the New York of the man or woman who was born here. . . . Second, there is the New York of the commuter. . . . Third, there is the New York of the person who was born somewhere else and came to New York in quest of something. Of these three trembling cities the greatest is the last—the city of final destination, the city that is a goal. It is this third city that accounts for New York’s high-strung disposition, its poetical deportment, its dedication to the arts, and its incomparable achievements.

—E. B. WHITE, HERE IS NEW YORK


PREFACE

[image: Images]

This book began as a vastly larger enterprise: a history of New York City—all five boroughs—in the years between World War I and World War II. Not long into the research, however, I was strongly drawn to a story within the larger story I had set out to tell—the transformation of Midtown Manhattan in the 1920s from a commercial backwater with one consequential skyscraper, the twenty-five-story Times Tower on Times Square at Forty-second Street and Broadway, into the entertainment and communications center of New York—and America—and a business district that rivaled Wall Street in power and consequence. This transformation began in earnest with the completion of Grand Central Terminal in 1913, the magnet project for the reconstruction of Midtown, and reached its apogee in 1927, the year David Sarnoff’s new NBC radio network went national, the Roxy and Ziegfeld Theatres opened, and real estate prince Fred F. French completed his Art Deco skyscraper on Fifth Avenue, one of the first terrifically tall buildings north of Forty-second Street.

In 1927, the year of Charles Lindbergh’s solo flight from New York to Paris, “the tempo of the city had changed sharply . . .” recalled F. Scott Fitzgerald. “The parties were bigger and the buildings were higher, the morals were looser and the liquor was cheaper. . . . The Jazz Age now raced along under its own power, served by great filling stations full of money.”

I try to reimagine the city as it was then, to describe the lives of my characters—most of them from places other than New York—as they lived them, unsure of what lay ahead or of posterity’s judgment. In 1927, it seemed unimaginable that the greatest urban building boom in modern history would soon collapse with shocking suddenness, and that stylish, high-living Jimmy Walker, the city’s immensely popular mayor, would be brought low by charges of corruption and forced to resign.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

(With Place of Origin)
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	Othmar Ammann

	Designer & Engineer, GW Bridge

	Schaffhausen, Switzerland




	Elizabeth Arden

	Cosmetics Entrepreneur

	Ontario, Canada




	Hattie Carnegie

	Fashion Entrepreneur

	Vienna, Austria




	Irwin S. Chanin

	Architect/Builder

	Brooklyn, NYC




	Walter P. Chrysler

	Founder, Chrysler Motors

	Wamego, KS




	Frank Costello

	Bootlegger/Mobster

	Calabria, Italy




	Jack Dempsey

	Heavyweight Boxer

	Manassa, CO




	William “Big Bill” Dwyer

	Bootlegger

	Hell’s Kitchen, NYC




	Duke Ellington

	Jazz Musician & Composer

	Washington, DC




	Fred F. French

	Builder

	Manhattan, NYC




	Adam Gimbel

	President, Saks Fifth Avenue

	Philadelphia, PA*




	Edwin Goodman

	Department Store Mogul

	Rochester, NY




	“Texas” Guinan

	Night Club Hostess

	Waco, TX




	Clifford M. Holland

	Chief Engineer, Holland Tunnel

	Somerset, MA




	Raymond M. Hood

	Architect

	Pawtucket, RI




	Abraham E. Lefcourt

	Real Estate Developer

	Birmingham, England




	Horace Liveright

	Publisher & Broadway Producer

	Philadelphia, PA




	Lois Long

	Writer, The New Yorker

	Stamford, CT




	Owney Madden

	Bootlegger/Mobster

	Leeds, England




	William S. Paley

	Founder, CBS

	Chicago, IL




	Joseph Medill Patterson

	Founder, New York Daily News

	Chicago, IL




	George “Tex” Rickard

	Boxing Promoter

	Sherman, TX**




	Emery Roth

	Builder

	Gálszécs, Slovakia




	Samuel “Roxy” Rothafel

	Theatrical Impresario

	Bromberg, Germany***




	Helena Rubinstein

	Cosmetics Entrepreneur

	Kraków, Poland




	Babe Ruth

	New York Yankee

	Baltimore, MD




	David Sarnoff

	Founder, NBC

	Uzlyany, Belarus




	Ruth Snyder

	Executed Murderer

	Queens, NYC




	Gene Tunney

	Heavyweight Boxer

	Greenwich Village, NYC




	Anne Harriman Vanderbilt

	Philanthropist

	Manhattan, NYC




	James J. Walker

	Mayor, NYC

	Greenwich Village, NYC




	William J. Wilgus

	Engineer

	Buffalo, NY




	Florenz Ziegfeld, Jr.

	Broadway Impresario

	Chicago, IL







*Gimbel was born in Milwaukee and raised in Philadelphia.

**Rickard was born in Kansas City, Missouri, and moved to Sherman, Texas, with his parents when he was four.

***Roxy’s birthplace remains a mystery, but he was probably born in Bromberg, Germany.




PROLOGUE

THE JIMMY WALKER ERA
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Jimmy Walker somehow or other seemed to be New York brought to life in one person.

ED SULLIVAN

New York paid its final tribute to Jimmy Walker on November 21, 1946. The flags of civic buildings stood at half-staff, the business of the city was suspended, and a Solemn High Requiem Mass was celebrated at St. Patrick’s Cathedral on Fifth Avenue, the street the former mayor “loved so well.” In the year of the mayor’s death, Fifth Avenue between Fiftieth and Fifty-first Streets, where the cathedral faces Rockefeller Center, was in the heart of Midtown Manhattan, the city’s transportation, communications, cultural, entertainment, and fashion center. But when the cornerstone of St. Patrick’s was laid in 1858 this slice of the city was a remote outpost of settlement, a long, wearying carriage ride from New York’s port and population center on the southern rim of Manhattan Island. Mayor Walker had been born and raised down there, near the Hudson River piers, and had boldly promoted the explosive growth of Midtown, the city’s main engine of entrepreneurial opportunity.

The Great Altar of St. Patrick’s was resplendent with bouquets of autumn flowers—asters and goldenrod—that November morning when the mayor’s mahogany coffin was carried down the central aisle at 10:25 A.M. Four thousand five hundred mourners, twice the cathedral’s normal capacity, packed the pews and every open space in the massive nave and its side altars. Another ten thousand New Yorkers, most of them middle-aged and older, stood outside on the sidewalks and street corners to give a proper send-off to the most beloved, if hardly the greatest of the city’s mayors, Beau James, who lived for the night, moving gaily from one glittering party to another in his long, chauffer-driven Duesenberg with chromium-plated wheels and doeskin upholstery.

Those attending the service “were people of importance in the three fields of [Walker’s] pre-eminence, politics, the theatre and sports,” reported The New York Times. There was current Mayor William O’Dwyer; former Mayor Fiorello La Guardia, one year out of office; and New York’s senior senator, Robert F. Wagner, Sr., Walker’s friend since their days together as young Albany legislators. New York Yankee center fielder Joe DiMaggio and former Yankee pitching ace Vernon “Lefty” Gomez, close friends of Jimmy’s, arrived together. Founder and owner Tim Mara and his entire New York Giants football team created a stir when they marched into the church as a solid phalanx moments before the Mass began. Walker had followed both the Yankees and the Giants with fervor. He had his own box at the Polo Grounds, right on the field, behind the Giants’ bench, and he rarely missed a big game at Yankee Stadium, especially when Babe Ruth, now old and broken-down, was still swinging for the seats. Two of the mayor’s proudest accomplishments as an Albany lawmaker were the Walker Act of 1920, legalizing boxing in New York state, and a bill—passed at the same time—permitting professional baseball games on Sundays. “New York is the hub of the athletic wheel,” wrote New York Times sportswriter Arthur Daley. “Unless it spins quickly and surely here, it doesn’t spin anywhere. And Jimmy made it spin here.”

Sitting in one of the front pews, his eyes filled with tears, was Bernard “Toots” Shor, the loud, backslapping owner and host of the legendary Midtown restaurant where Jimmy Walker had gathered with his cronies after Friday night fights at Madison Square Garden, then at Fiftieth Street and Eighth Avenue, lighting up the room with his Gaelic charm and cutting wisecracks, always delivered with a devilish smile. Sitting near Toots was Mike Jacobs, a former ticket scalper at the Garden who was now the biggest boxing promoter in the country. When Walker was riding high in his first term as mayor, from 1926 to 1930, Jacobs would meet him at the doors of the Garden and pilot him to his seat with a full police escort. Jimmy was more fun to watch than the fight itself, his friends claimed. “He’d duck, counter-punch and gesticulate in restless fashion,” Arthur Daley described his antics. “Occasionally he’d finish up more wearied than the boxers.” Walker loved boxing, he said, because it’s “a sport in which you meet only one opponent at a time, and he is always in front of you.”

Grover Whalen, Mayor Walker’s official city greeter, had flown in from Los Angeles for the funeral. People smiled when they spotted him filing into a front pew. Still a smartly groomed fashion plate, he awakened memories of the lush years before the Crash of ’29, a time of soaring prosperity and city pride. When Walker was mayor, in the second half of the 1920s, there was a blaze of publicity and a tremendous ticker tape parade, organized by Whalen, whenever a luminary like Charles Lindbergh, conqueror of the Atlantic, arrived in town. Beginning in 1927, these parades through the city’s skyscraper canyons had become national celebrations after New York City was hooked up to the entire country by the coast-to-coast radio networks—NBC and CBS—formed by communications kings David Sarnoff and William Paley, friends of the mayor.

Largely unnoticed in the cathedral that gray morning were Al Smith, Jr., and William Randolph Hearst, Jr., sons of two of the titanic figures in Walker’s life—one his political mentor, the other his longtime political nemesis, the crusading newspaper mogul who had tried to prevent him from becoming mayor. Three of the chief ushers were Charles S. Hand, Edward L. Stanton, and Thomas F. McAndrews, the mayor’s secretaries. These hard-toiling loyalists had attended to the city’s day-to-day business during Walker’s scandalously frequent absences from City Hall—off on vacations in Havana or Palm Beach, or simply home in his bed nursing a hangover.

Standing in the back of the church was an old-time welterweight named Soldier Bartfield, one of dozens of pugs Walker had known in their prime and helped out on their way down. Jimmy Walker was the regular feature speaker at the Boxing Writers Dinner and “never did he deliver anything but a stirring address. He was the only man,” said Arthur Daley, “who could climb into the ring at the Garden and deliver a speech that would hold the impatient fight mob absolutely enthralled. . . . The proverbial pin could be heard dropping once his sonorous voice slid liquidly through the microphone.”

Daley remembered Jimmy Walker as a memorable phrasemaker, quicker on his feet than anyone he knew. In June 1938, Walker met Joe Louis, the black heavyweight champion, after Louis knocked out Max Schmeling, the big German hailed by the Nazis as evidence of the doctrine of Aryan supremacy after he beat Louis in their first fight. Shaking his hand, Walker said memorably, “Joe, you have laid a rose on Abraham Lincoln’s grave.”

City reporters had celebrated Jimmy Walker as the very expression of Jazz Age New York; and that’s how much of the country saw him. “[To] we hicks in the hinterland,” said New York Herald sports reporter Red Smith, “he was the symbol of his city and his era. . . . To us he was New York”—its virtues and vices, its sin and sophistication. “He was the debonair prophet of gaiety and extravagance and glitter. He was the embodiment of all the qualities which hicks like us resented and admired about New York.”

Walker’s “virtues,” wrote reporter Milton MacKaye, “were those of the time” and of the city he governed: moral tolerance, sympathy for the underdog, and an abhorrence of hypocrisy. “His vices were equally contemporary. He was glib, vain, prodigal, luxury-loving, and amazingly indifferent to the rules of common honesty. . . . He played all night and slept half the day, he drank too much and steamed out at health resorts, he praised his Church and ignored its commandments, he bought diamond bracelets at fifteen thousand dollars a crack and would not pay his bills. Yet the city loved him.” As The New York Times noted, “few men in public office stood as high in public regard when he began his second term as Mayor of New York in 1930.”



At 11:20 A.M., the body of James John Walker was carried out of the nave and down the marble steps from which he had regularly reviewed, with a boy’s delight, the St. Patrick’s Day Parade. People pressed in close to the coffin, a few reaching out to toss a flower, but were met by a solid wall of blue, part of a representation of three hundred of New York’s finest. A cortege was formed and moved up Fifth and Madison Avenues, into the Bronx and out to Westchester County for burial in the Gate of Heaven Cemetery at Valhalla, where, two years later, Walker’s ailing friend Babe Ruth would be put into the ground. Motorcycle patrolmen escorted the cortege all the way to the cemetery. With seven priests reciting the final prayers for the dead, the Jazz Age Mayor was lowered into a grave his family had only recently acquired.

Last to leave the burial site was Walker’s younger sister, Anna Burke. “Nan” the family called her. A widow, she was the only surviving member of Walker’s tight-knit Greenwich Village family; and she had been, at the end, the only woman in his life. Walker had never stopped loving his second wife, Betty Compton, after she divorced him in 1941 when he could no longer provide the excitement she craved. She was the apple-cheeked chorus girl turned actress he had openly cavorted with while he was married and mayor of the city, sneaking away with her to the penthouse apartments of discreet friends for weekend trysts. They had been married in Cannes, France, in 1933, just after Jimmy divorced Janet Allen Walker, his wife of twenty-one years. Betty Compton was the mother of Walker’s two adopted children, Mary Ann, age ten, and James John Walker, Jr., eleven. When Betty Compton succumbed to cancer in 1944, Nan Walker Burke and her two older boys moved in with “Uncle Jimmy” and his two children, filling to capacity Walker’s modest East Side apartment.

While he was mayor, Walker had received, under the table, over one million dollars in “beneficences,” as he cagily called these handouts from well-heeled friends, but his total worth had been reduced to $40,000, the consequence of his earlier extravagance, but also of his continuing generosity to friends and charities. In his last years, he supported his own and Nan’s family with a salary he received as president of Majestic Records, a largely ceremonial position he assumed after serving a four-year term as the impartial arbiter for the city’s garment industry. Mayor La Guardia had provided him with that $20,000-a-year sinecure, a kindness to an old political enemy in his time of need. Walker disliked La Guardia personally, seeing him as a parading moralist, closing down newsstands that sold sexually suggestive magazines. Yet he supported most of La Guardia’s reforms and proclaimed him “the greatest mayor New York ever had.”

In his fading years, Walker had become, once again, “toastmaster to [the] town,” the most popular after-dinner speaker in the city. When New York Times reporter S. J. Woolf met him for an interview in 1945, he had not seen him for fifteen years and was surprised how good he looked. “He is still slim, almost as young-looking as he was, still wisecracking one minute and sentimentalizing the next. Age has not withered New York’s Peter Pan, nor have setbacks soured him.”

But this was not the Jimmy Walker of old. He had drastically cut back his drinking and found his greatest enjoyment in speaking to Catholic groups. For most of his public life, his behavior had been, by his own admission, “in direct denial of the faith in which I believed,” but lately he had returned to the Church, finding solace in prayer and the sacraments. Every night at bedtime he read a book of the saints to his children. “The glamour of other days I have found to be worthless tinsel, and all the allure of the world just so much seduction and deception,” he told a gathering at a Communion breakfast.

Though his hair had not gone gray and his cheeks were still ruddy, he was in declining health, assaulted by paralyzing headaches that caused him to retire, alone, to a darkened bedroom for hours at a time. When he collapsed at home after a speech before a boys group in early November 1946, Nan summoned his doctor, and then a priest when he fell into a coma after a blood clot formed in his brain. He was rushed to the hospital and never regained consciousness. He left this world on November 18, 1946, at age sixty-five. Nan was at his side, holding his hand. He would have liked that. She was the living link to the days he had remembered most fondly: growing up in a lively, working-class neighborhood, protected and encouraged by a strong father and an indulgent mother, and feeling in his bones the energy and urgency of the larger city—its call to bigger things.

His youthful dream was to be a songwriter, a player on the Broadway scene, but the father he worshipped, a force in the local Democratic organization, had pushed him into law and politics. With Manhattan’s Tammany Hall machine solidly behind him, the slim young dandy made a rocketlike ascent, becoming, in quick succession, a state assemblyman, a state senator, and president pro tempore of the Albany Senate, where he guided into law Governor Al Smith’s progressive reforms.

When sworn in as the city’s ninety-seventh mayor on January 1, 1926, he was one of the most popular figures ever to rise to that office; even some of Tammany’s fiercest critics expected solid things from him. A little over six years later, on September 1, 1932, he was forced to resign, pushed out of office on suspicion of rank corruption by members of his own party, led by his political sponsor, ex-Governor Al Smith and current Governor Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Party leaders had no choice. A sweeping investigation launched by Republicans in the New York legislature, and conducted by Judge Samuel Seabury, counsel of a joint legislative committee formed to investigate corruption in New York City government, had unearthed massive graft and incompetence in the Walker administration and in the municipal courts it oversaw.

Yet even in his hour of disgrace, Walker had a large and loyal following in the city. Though emphatically competent, Seabury was a frigid inquisitor, pompous and forbiddingly distant, and under his scorching cross-examination, Walker had handled himself, if not with candor, with his usual wit and style. “You tell him Jimmy,” supporters shouted the morning the smartly dressed mayor stepped out of a black city sedan to enter Seabury’s packed hearing room. The feeling among many New Yorkers, including some hard-eyed pols like Edward J. Flynn, political boss of the Bronx and later a confidant of President Franklin Roosevelt, was that Walker “was never personally dishonest,” that he had been done in by some of his more “superficial and rapacious” friends, rich and well-connected men he had unwisely trusted. In time, this became Walker’s own professed version of reality. “No one can buy or sell me but friends sometimes have made a fool of me.”

It is doubtful that Walker himself truly believed this. Years after Governor Roosevelt’s own investigation made it impossible for him to stay in office, Walker confided to Gene Fowler, the city newsman who became his first biographer: “I knew how to say ‘no,’ but seldom could bring myself to say it. A woman and politician must say that word often, and mean it—or else.” While Seabury had failed to trace a single “wrong dollar to Walker’s pocket,” Walker was too bright and knowing—contra Flynn—to be duped repeatedly by those close to him. He needed money, lots of it, to live the high life, and though there may never have been explicit quid pro quos—this gift for that favor from the city—he had egregiously violated the public trust. He did this through his moral carelessness and inattention to the details of governance—and his lack of vigilance over his own life and the lives of those officials he appointed or retained to do the city’s business honestly and efficiently. This was inexcusable if not unlawful behavior. In the end, Mayor Walker slid his neck into a noose of his own making. The writer Ben Hecht had it right: “No man could have held life so carelessly without falling down a manhole before he was done.”

Walker’s amorality also prevented him from making the quick comeback his political friends had begun to plot on the eve of his resignation, just before he left with Betty Compton for Europe, where they were married. His die-hard supporters counted greatly on the fact that Walker had not been officially charged with a single crime. After returning from abroad, Walker should, they advised, call in reporters, insist he had received an unfair hearing from Roosevelt, and announce his candidacy for mayor in a special November election called to fill his vacated seat. He should leave it to the people of New York to decide if he had violated their trust.

It was an audacious gamble that might have worked. Walker had lost some of his luster but was still electable; in fact, he remained electable until the day he died. In a 1945 New York Daily News straw poll, 38 percent of New Yorkers wanted him to be the next mayor. He received more support than any other potential candidate, including La Guardia, who received only 25 percent of the votes cast. And Walker won in all five boroughs. This was a reprise of the 1929 election, when he defeated Congressman La Guardia’s bid to unseat him, winning every election district in the city, an unprecedented feat.

Walker’s style was undeniably a source of his popularity but in the month he resigned, many New Yorkers remembered the substance, as well. Jimmy Walker had gotten things done.

The sensationalism that has substituted for serious scholarship about Walker has obscured some of his solid accomplishments. While not a pugnacious reformer in the La Guardia mold, Walker made greatly needed improvements in the city’s hospitals, struck down restrictions against African American doctors at Harlem Hospital, built new schools, parks, and playgrounds, established New York’s first municipal sanitation department and the city’s first planning commission, and pushed through tunnel, bridge, and highway projects to relieve vehicular congestion. He started or laid the groundwork for the West Side Highway, the FDR Drive, the Triborough Bridge, the Queens-Midtown Tunnel, and hundreds of miles of new subway lines. New York voters also associated him with two great civic accomplishments that he had nothing to do with: the completion of the Holland Tunnel—The Highway Under the Hudson, as it was called—in 1927, and the construction, beginning that same year, of the George Washington Bridge, spanning the Hudson a few miles north of the city’s first automobile tunnel. To millions of city voters, he remained in 1932 “the living symbol of a glittering chapter in city history,” said The New York Times.

The city never built more ambitiously or aggressively than it did during Walker’s administration. Manhattan was turned into a gigantic construction site, with steel girders climbing into the clouds, rivet guns hammering away, and mud-caked laborers digging up the streets and moving entire buildings to make way for more underground trains. Most of the activity was in Midtown, which experienced an epochal rebuilding process that began just before World War I and reached full momentum in 1927, Walker’s second year in office. The changes were everywhere. The New York Central Railroad’s hideously unsightly train yard, a scar on the land extending for entire city blocks north of West Forty-second Street, was made over into an arrow-straight boulevard of regal apartment houses: Park Avenue, “Street of Dreams.” On Fifth Avenue, the castellated mansions of the descendants of Gilded Age tycoons—the Vanderbilts, Huntingtons, and others—were torn down and replaced by fashionable shops and department stores, among them Saks Fifth Avenue and Bergdorf Goodman, making Fifth Avenue just below Central Park a Parisian-like shopping emporium. Much of this was the work of Jewish real estate kings, up from the ghetto. Jewish entrepreneurs also moved the city’s garment industry from near Madison Square to just south of Times Square in Midtown, to be closer to the out-of-town buyers of women’s fashions who came streaming into the city by train, debarking at one of its imperial rail stations—Grand Central Terminal or Pennsylvania Station—and staying at new, fashionably tall Midtown hotels. In an astonishingly short span of time, the entire area around Grand Central Terminal was turned into a new skyscraper city, a city within a city, Terminal City, many of its office towers and hotels connected to one another, and to the terminal, by underground passageways lined with smart shops and restaurants.

These seismic changes in the cityscape were inspired and engineered by businessmen of towering ambition, a number of whom, including Irwin S. Chanin, Walter P. Chrysler, and Fred F. French, had risen from meager circumstances. But they could not have been carried out without the active encouragement of city government. Mayor Walker never tired of reminding voters of this. He ran himself ragged attending the groundbreaking and ribbon cutting of almost every major civic improvement in his nearly seven years in office, even the installation of traffic lights on Park Avenue. He was perpetually upbeat, reminding New Yorkers that they were living in the greatest city in the world, at its maximum moment. “The great basis of Walker’s popularity was his passion for making everybody happy,” wrote reporter Alva Johnston. “In spurts he handled the city’s business impressively, but his chief task was that of spreading sunshine in the metropolis.”

At cornerstone ceremonies and black-tie banquets, Walker displayed his unerring ability to make people he had never seen before feel that there was a special bond between them and him, a “bond of sympathy.” Listening to Walker, whether at a B’nai B’rith convention or a quilting party, people felt he was speaking directing to them, “Hundreds of thousands, if not millions of New Yorkers, firmly believe that they are among Jimmy’s closest friends,” Alva Johnston noted in the year of Walker’s resignation.

New Yorkers also remembered that Walker had been one of the only New York politicians to demand the repeal of Prohibition the very year it went into effect. In Albany, he had led the fight against the Eighteenth Amendment, and as mayor he became “the embodiment of New York’s, and to some extent of the nation’s dislike of Prohibition and Puritanism,” wrote Johnston. “He became the foremost American champion of a man’s right to be himself. His life was an antiseptic against hypocrisy; it was a standing rebuke to the Anti-Saloon League and the Methodist Board of Temperance, Prohibition and Public Morals; it was holy water to the devils of intolerance and persecution.”

Thirty-three years after Walker’s death a cabbie told the writer Thomas J. Fleming, “This town ain’t been the same since we lost Jimmy Walker.”



But in 1932, Walker had too much going against him to be given a second chance. Seabury’s revelations, Smith’s and Roosevelt’s opposition, along with the Great Depression, which ended the biggest construction boom in the city’s history, mortally wounded him. The Church finished him off.

The Catholic Church in New York City had for years been outraged by Walker’s sexual escapades with actresses and chorus girls. During Walker’s first term, the archbishop of New York, Patrick Joseph Cardinal Hayes, son of sternly orthodox immigrants from County Kerry, Ireland, sent a prominent layman to censure Walker for “bringing shame” on both his wife and the church of his ancestors. Walker—forever his own man, giving orders, rarely taking them—would not be lectured to; he named two esteemed Catholics, benefactors of the church, whose sexual conduct was no better than his own. “You go back and tell the cardinal to take care of his two altar boys and I’ll take care of myself.”

That was all Walker heard from the Church until late September 1932, when word got back to the cardinal that Walker was planning a political comeback. Not long after this, Monsignor John P. Chidwick, a representative of Cardinal Hayes, preached the funeral oration for Martin G. McCue, an East Side Tammany leader, at Manhattan’s St. Agnes Church. Everyone of consequence in the city’s Democratic Party was in the church that morning, including John McCooey, Brooklyn’s political boss, and John Francis Curry, head of Tammany Hall—the two Democratic powerhouses behind the effort to reelect Walker. Curry, a devout Catholic who “would no more think of missing Mass in the morning than he would think of missing the race track in the afternoon,” was a close friend of Monsignor Chidwick, who had performed his marriage ceremony.

In his funeral oration, the monsignor lauded McCue’s deep religious faith and personal morality, offering his life as an example for all political officials. “Not only in official life, but in private life, should a man be clean and pure.” To the Democratic chieftains in the pews that morning these words were “charged with meaning,” wrote New York Times reporter William R. Conklin, who would write the inside story of Walker’s failed comeback. It was high drama, “the spiritual government of the city arrayed against its temporal government.” And it was virtually unprecedented. The Catholic Church of New York rarely intruded in politics.

Monsignor Chidwick spoke with cool deliberateness. He personally knew most of the Democratic district leaders who were at the funeral Mass, and settled his eyes on several of them as he preached. They knew he spoke for the cardinal, and that going against the Church was an unwinnable cause.

John Curry had an idea of what was coming even before he entered the church that morning. He had had dinner with Monsignor Chidwick earlier in the week. When he raised the prospect of Walker’s bid for reelection, Chidwick told him that if that happened the Church would go after Walker hard. That meant a public rebuke of Walker’s personal morality and an ecclesiastical censure of his relationship with Betty Compton.

Word may have reached Walker, who was still abroad when the Democrats met at Madison Square Garden to choose a candidate. His name was put into nomination as a formality, and he cabled the convention, declining the honor. Tammany’s new choice was Surrogate Judge John P. O’Brien, a clean but colorless candidate. He won the special election for mayor in 1932, defeating Acting Mayor Joseph V. McKee, a write-in candidate. La Guardia, a Republican Party–City Fusion candidate, crushed O’Brien and third party candidate McKee the following year.

It was the end of the Jimmy Walker Era.


PART ONE



POWER AND POLITICS


CHAPTER ONE

A TEST FOR TAMMANY
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Tammany today stands higher in the respect of the community than it has ever stood before.

NEW YORK WORLD, JANUARY 1, 1926

The Labors of Hercules

On the brisk Manhattan morning of his inauguration, New Year’s Day 1926, Jimmy Walker arrived at City Hall exactly on time, shocking nearly everyone who had gathered to greet him. As he stepped out of his sleek gray town car, he waved to the crowd, “a noisy, joyous gathering,” many of the celebrators old friends from his Greenwich Village neighborhood. Some of his loyalists had just finished bringing in the New Year, the women’s evening gowns showing beneath their winter wraps. When the mayor-elect came into view, they blew whistles and party horns, and some of them held up hip flasks to salute their trim debonair hero as he swept past them and up the marble steps, acknowledging a few old friends with a nod and a quick pull on the brim of his silk hat. Shoulders hunched forward, eyes staring straight ahead, he spoke to no one in the crowd. “Let me in. I want to work,” he said to the policemen who opened a wedge for him through a solid wall of reporters and photographers.

Every corridor and room in the stately building, the oldest city hall in continuous use in the country, was packed with Walker enthusiasts. Graybeards at City Hall judged it the largest crowd ever to attend the swearing in of a New York mayor. Nearly eight hundred people elbowed their way into the chambers of the Board of Estimate, the principal governing body of the city, to witness Jimmy Walker take the oath of office.

When Walker entered the chambers around noon the crowd broke into wild applause, cheering him as if he were a “matinee idol.” He was dressed like a Broadway sport, in a tight-fitting double-breasted suit and black pointed patent leather shoes—“tooth-pick shoes”—shined to a gleam and encased in gray spats. As he approached the dais, he bowed to his wife, Janet, to other members of his family, and to the assembled leadership of Tammany Hall. After being sworn in by Justice Robert F. Wagner, Sr., an old friend, Walker approached the podium and adjusted the special microphone. This was the first inauguration of a New York City mayor to be broadcast on the new medium of radio.

In a brief, businesslike address, Walker vowed to rid city government of corruption and political favoritism and deliver greatly needed urban services—more schools, playgrounds, parks, and hospitals. He would ask the state legislature to increase the city’s debt limit so that he could borrow money to build new subways, highways, tunnels, and bridges—and modern expressways along Manhattan’s waterfront—to relieve mounting traffic congestion caused by the tremendous increase in the number of automobiles and trucks on city streets. Walker pledged as well to establish the city’s first municipal bus line and its first garbage and sewage disposal system, the initial step in a long-overdue effort to clean up New York’s dangerously polluted rivers, pestilence-breeding recipients of most of the city’s raw sewage.

But the issues of most immediate importance to the new mayor were the expansion of the municipal subway system and the retention of the nickel subway fare, measures of immense consequence to hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers who commuted to their jobs on the city’s scandalously overcrowded underground system, the world’s largest rapid transit system. Walker had been swept into office on the promise to prevail against the two private corporations that operated the subway trains under a long-term lease with the city. These companies—the Interborough Rapid Transit Company (IRT) and the Brooklyn-Manhattan Transit Company (BMT)—were lobbying strenuously to raise the price of a ticket, which, by law, could not be increased except by mutual agreement between the city and the operators. Walker said he would “cut off his right arm” rather then increase the five-cent fare.I

Along with a number of prominent urban progressives, Walker saw subway construction as a form of urban planning. The expansion of the system would accelerate the exodus from the dismal tenements and rookeries of lower Manhattan, providing convenient linkages to downtown centers of employment and amusement for upward-bound families who could finally, in the prosperous 1920s, afford to move to green spaces in Queens, the Bronx, and the outer reaches of Brooklyn, where new housing was being built with furious energy by private contractors. Most of the great problems facing the City of New York, Walker insisted, arose from overcrowding at the center—the twenty-three-square-mile island of Manhattan, whose nearly two million residents made it one of the most congested urban places on earth. Once the slums of Manhattan’s Lower East Side were thinned out, Walker believed the value of vacated real estate would fall, inducing private builders to construct affordable modern apartments for those residents who chose not to move. As a further inducement for developers, he proposed generous tax incentives and city assistance in tearing down disgracefully maintained tenement housing.

The mayor went further, sounding, unexpectedly, like a visionary. He would end the “haphazard and piecemeal” methods of dealing with city problems. “In the future,” he said, “we must proceed to deal with them on a city-wide, comprehensive scale,” recognizing that problems like congestion and substandard housing were closely interlinked. Before his administration could vigorously attack these problems, however, there would have to be “an accurate, scientific survey of the city.” Walker pledged to assemble a team of experts from government and the private sector to identify New York’s most pressing problems and suggest ways to deal with them in an integrated fashion. When the survey was completed, his administration would fashion a “City Plan”—the first in Gotham’s history—to guide Greater New York’s future development.

This was an audacious program of urban rehabilitation, yet Walker pledged to work for “the lowest tax rate possible.” Could he balance his aggressive municipal agenda with fiscal restraint? “The labors of Hercules,” said a skeptical New York Times, “would be nothing by comparison.”



Walker had already made many of his municipal appointments. His administration would be “Tammany through and through,” he openly admitted. Almost every appointed city official, including twenty of Walker’s twenty-five city commissioners, was beholden to Tammany. A product of Tammany’s political culture, Walker saw patronage and the merit system—what some considered fire and ice—perfectly compatible. He would reward loyal Democrats, but only those clearly qualified for their positions.

Walker was proud to be part of Tammany, proud of all it had done for his tribe—Irish Catholics who had begun arriving in the city in successive waves in the 1840s, escaping the ruinous Potato Famine. The Society of St. Tammany—named after Tamanend, a legendary chief of the Lenni-Lenape nation—had been formed in 1789 as a fraternal and patriotic organization with a set of pseudo–Native American rituals and titles. Headquarters was the “Wigwam,” Tammany members were “braves,” members of the governing board were “sachems,” and the head of Tammany was the “grand sachem.” The organization quickly evolved into the most powerful urban political machine in the country. Its sharp-witted early leaders, among them Aaron Burr and Martin Van Buren, went after the working man’s vote, supporting universal male suffrage and the abolition of imprisonment for debt. With no effective city organization for public relief, Irish immigrants turned to Tammany’s attentive ward leaders, who helped them find work and gain citizenship, and rallied to the relief of destitute and disoriented families, providing milk for their babies, coal to warm their rooms, and dollars to bury their dead with dignity.

The Irish were also drawn to Tammany out of sheer self-defense. It was a shield against the virulently anti-Catholic and nativist movements of the time, whose street gangs attacked their churches and assaulted their priests, and whose hate-filled demagogues lumped together all Irishman as “paddies”—coarse, loud, hard-drinking, and clannish, smelling of whiskey and boiled cabbage. The Irish found protection inside Tammany and eventually took it over. In the years after the Civil War, an organization that had originally excluded Catholics and the foreign-born became a disciplined political army dominated by first- and second-generation sons of Erin. Beginning in 1872 with John Kelly, the first of ten successive Irish American bosses, they turned Tammany into an instrument of Irish advancement, filling the police and fire departments with the children of the Famine Generation and elevating young countrymen of promise to political positions.

Tammany fished for votes among almost every ethnic group, opening opportunities on the bench and in city government for Germans and Russian Jews; but tens of thousands of Jewish voters in the city’s Garment District remained loyal to their socialist parties and trade unions. Thousands of Italian immigrants, blocked by the Irish from holding positions of even small consequence in Tammany, turned in frustration to the Republican Party. New York’s expanding African American population did not vote in great numbers until the 1930s; most of those who did vote remained loyal to the party of Lincoln and emancipation. The handful of Tammany clubhouses that recruited African American members maintained separate recreational facilities for them, with blacks in the basement and whites upstairs.

At times, Tammany ruled New York, but Tammany rule was never continuous. When Tammany went too far, when it stuffed too many ballot boxes, when its leaders stole from the city with reckless abandon, reform movements rose up and tossed it out of office. The election of Jimmy Walker was the first time Tammany “ruled supreme” since the thieving administration of Robert A. Van Wyck, defeated at the polls in 1901 by Republican reformer Seth Low. This ended the long rule of arrogantly corrupt Richard Croker as headman of Tammany Hall.

Walker’s predecessor as mayor, John F. Hylan, a Brooklyn Democrat, had been backed initially by Tammany, out of expediency, but no one at the Wigwam considered him a blood brother. As mayor he had taken orders, not from Tammany, but from wily Brooklyn political boss John McCooey, whose allegiance to Tammany was never complete. Hylan was also closely aligned with newspaper publisher William Randolph Hearst, a sworn enemy of Tammany. An independent Democrat, active in New York politics for over two decades, Hearst owned two big New York dailies, the American and its evening edition, the Journal, papers that relentlessly attacked Governor Al Smith, a Tammany man to the core of his being.

Going back to the middle of the nineteenth century, to the scandalous rule of Boss William Magear Tweed, Tammany Hall had been linked in the public mind with colossal corruption. At the time of Jimmy Walker’s inauguration, however, reporters, including prestigious Walter Lippmann, began writing about “A New Tammany,” a chastened political organization led by clean-government progressives like Governor Smith, Justice Robert F. Wagner, Sr., and State Senator Jimmy Walker. These were new men who “have ideas of their own . . . and are not of the Old Tammany brew of hacks and tools of the boss,” observed the New York Post. A number of them, including coolly self-possessed Edward J. Flynn, the boss of the Bronx, had been to college and law school and were “as much at home in dinner coats and plus-fours as their grandfathers were in red undershirts.” In the years before World War I, these young insurgents had begun advancing an ambitious agenda of social and labor legislation at the state level, measures that were backed by Charles Francis Murphy, the shrewdest and most powerful overlord in Tammany history.

When Murphy died of a heart attack in 1924, Governor Smith stepped into the power vacuum at the Wigwam and handpicked Murphy’s successor, Judge George Washington Olvany, a graduate of New York University Law School. The first Tammany leader to complete college, Olvany pledged to commit the organization—which was preeminently a municipal, not a statewide machine—to the reforms the governor was instituting in Albany.

The press was eager to give Tammany a chance. The New York Herald Tribune, the most respected Republican organ in the city, saw Walker’s election as Tammany’s “greatest opportunity in its history.” Mayor Walker “takes office with the good will of the entire people.” The more liberal New York World, a longtime Tammany nemesis, was equally hopeful. “Tammany today stands higher in the respect of the community than it has ever stood before. . . . If it governs well it will deserve and will receive full credit. If it fails, it . . . will have no excuses.” The Walker administration would tell if there was truly a New Tammany.

Walker did not shrink from the challenge. “I have determined to be the best mayor this city ever had,” he told reporters who covered City Hall. But there were skeptics in the room. Everyone knew that Jimmy Walker had not been Al Smith’s original choice for mayor, that the governor had questioned whether his old friend and political acolyte was suited for the job.

The Battle of the Boroughs

During the run-up to the city’s 1925 Democratic mayoralty race all attention had been on Alfred Emanuel Smith. He had just begun his third term as governor and had come close to securing his party’s nomination for president at its bitterly divided 1924 convention in Madison Square Garden. Smith was feeling his power, moving purposefully to prepare the ground for 1928, when he hoped to become America’s first Roman Catholic president. Part of his plan, worked out in secret with George Olvany, was to prevent the renomination of Mayor John Hylan for a third term. Smith considered Hylan monumentally incompetent; just as critical, Smith could not control Hylan, a political creature of Hearst and McCooey, powerbrokers not known for their civic integrity. He wanted a confidant he could trust to govern honorably and competently. With anti-Tammany sentiment running strong in the rural districts of the country, a city scandal could ruin his run for the presidential nomination.



The Hylan-Hearst combination would be hard to beat. Cagey John McCooey was one of the toughest political in-fighters in urban politics; and he was gearing up for a fight. Brooklyn had recently overtaken Manhattan as the most populous borough in New York City, and a third Hylan term would make its political machine more powerful perhaps than Tammany and establish McCooey as the rightful political ruler of the city’s Democratic Party. Tammany Hall had historically controlled only the Democratic politics of Manhattan, but during the twenty-two-year-long reign of Boss Murphy, from 1902 to 1924, it extended its sway over the Democratic organizations of the other four New York boroughs—Bronx, Queens, Brooklyn, and Staten Island whose leaders resented the encroachment of Tammany under imperious Boss Murphy.II

After Murphy’s death, however, Tammany was reduced to controlling only Manhattan and the Bronx, and New York City returned to what it has been ever since, “not a city but a league of cities,” each nearly autonomous city or borough having its own elected president, who governed like a “minor mayor.” All the while, Queens, Brooklyn, and the Bronx—and even thinly populated Staten Island—were exploding with growth, making them stronger politically and more independent of Tammany. In the Bronx, Edward J. Flynn remained a staunch Tammany man out of an admixture of loyalty and self-interest. With Murphy’s backing, he had recently become the Democratic boss of the Bronx, and he was a close friend of Al Smith, whom he vowed to stand behind in the approaching showdown with McCooey. But Maurice Connolly, the longtime borough president of Queens, and David S. Rendt, Staten Island’s Democratic boss, aligned with Hylan and McCooey. So when Al Smith left Albany and decamped in New York City in the summer of 1925 to unseat John Hylan he ran into a firestorm of opposition from three of New York’s boroughs.

To prevail, Smith needed a masterful campaigner. After being turned down by his first two choices, Surrogate James A. Foley and State Supreme Court Justice Robert Wagner, he settled on Walker, the choice of Olvany and Flynn.

Forty-three-year-old Jimmy Walker was charming, fast on his feet, and a supremely skilled communicator. But he was a dangerous gamble—his careless personal life was an open book. Flynn and Olvany believed he could be reined in. Smith did not—at least not initially. The governor had other concerns. At a meeting of Democratic leaders in Smith’s Albany office, Robert Moses, one of the governor’s most trusted confidants, claimed that Walker was “incapable of sustained effort.” That struck a chord with Smith, whose career was a pure product of sustained effort. On the other hand, everything seemed to come easily for light-spirited Jimmy Walker.

Jimmy and Al

No one in New York politics knew Senator Walker better than Al Smith. They first met on New Year’s Eve 1895, at a party at the Walker home on St. Luke’s Place, in Greenwich Village. Walker was only fifteen at the time, and Smith was a twenty-three-year-old politician of promise from a Lower East Side Tammany ward who had come to visit Jimmy’s father, a former Tammany alderman. A bachelor who supported his widowed mother, Catherine Mulvihill Smith, the daughter of Irish immigrants, Smith lived with her in a railroad flat near the Manhattan anchorage tower of the Brooklyn Bridge. Though a pious Catholic, Smith had a racy vocabulary and was known to lift a glass or two.

They next met in 1910, just after Walker was elected to the Albany Assembly with the backing of the local Tammany boss. “My father went with me to Grand Central the day I was leaving, and Al was there to meet us,” Walker recalled years later. “He practically took me aboard the train by the hand, and our rooms were in readiness for us when we reached Albany. He introduced me to all the people he thought I should know—and kept me away from those he thought I shouldn’t.”

This was Smith’s sixth year in the Assembly and he and Walker were roommates for a time—part of the Tammany “buddy system”—at the Ten Eyck Hotel, the unofficial headquarters of Albany’s insiders. Smith and Walker took the train to Albany together every Monday morning and returned to New York as seatmates on Friday afternoons. On Sunday evenings, Walker and his fiancée, Janet “Allie” Allen, a vaudeville performer, visited Al and his wife of nine years, Catherine “Katie” Dunn, at their new home at 25 Oliver Street, not far from where Smith was born. Allie sang and Jimmy played the piano for her.

The two young assemblymen shared a passion for theater and popular music, and Smith used these social occasions to school Walker in the intricacies of Albany politics. Al Smith was built for politics; from an early age he was determined to follow into power his Tammany sponsor and surrogate father, Thomas F. Foley. “Big Tom” Foley, an enormous red-faced Irishman with a black handlebar mustache and arms of iron, looked after the Democratic neighborhoods of his district “as English squires looked after the welfare of their country villages.”

Foley’s saloon at Water Street and James Slip was not far from where Smith was born, and Smith would spend his free evenings there, running errands for the organization and watching with pride as his mentor handed out coins to kids on the block and discreetly supported indigent Irish widows. In 1903, Foley pronounced Smith, a rapid riser in the organization, ready for the State Assembly, a nomination that guaranteed his election.



Jimmy Walker had also grown up in a Tammany neighborhood, one his father presided over; but from an early age he had set his sights on Broadway, not Albany, hoping to become a songwriter and a composer of musical comedies. An indifferent student, he spent his Saturdays at the vaudeville houses on Union Square, often lingering from eleven in the morning until closing at midnight. His father wanted him home, hitting the books, preparing for a career in law and politics. To appease him, Jimmy attended New York Law School, barely graduating. Then, claiming he was not yet ready for politics, he took a job writing lyrics for a music publishing house and began hanging around West Twenty-eighth Street, between Broadway and Sixth Avenue. This was New York’s famous Tin Pan Alley, named for the cacophony of sounds—like the banging on tin pans—which dozens of song “pluggers” made on their upright pianos. Each plugger was squeezed into a cubbyhole in a music publisher’s building, where he pounded away all day, trying out new tunes for vaudeville and the sensationally successful sheet music business.

Here on the street where American popular music was born, Walker met Jimmy Durante and Irving Berlin; and here, in 1908, at age twenty-eight, he made his first breakthrough as a songwriter with a sentimental ballad, “Will You Love Me in December as You Do in May?” Thousands of copies of sheet music were sold, bringing in royalties of over $10,000. Walker spent part of the windfall on a dozen custom-tailored suits, a stack of handmade silk shirts, three fedoras, and a walking stick—something no Broadway swell would be seen without. But there were no successful encores as a songwriter, and the following year Walker bowed to his father’s wishes and ran for the State Assembly. He won handily and celebrated by buying an engagement ring for Allie, his steady date since his law school days.

Al Smith had started out slowly in Albany and urged Walker to do the same. On instructions from Foley, Smith had sat in the last row of the Assembly chamber and didn’t utter a single word on the floor in his first year in office. He took orders from Tammany until he was powerful enough to give them.

Al Smith learned to be an effective legislator through painstaking research. After a simple dinner of corned beef and cabbage, he would head to the Capitol library, where he would pore over every bill that had been introduced that day in the legislature. In time, he became the most accomplished bill writer in the Assembly. Walker, by contrast, was a natural. “There’s no smarter man I ever knew,” said Joseph Proskauer, a Smith associate notoriously stingy with praise. Walker prepared for debates in the Assembly as he had studied for exams in law school: not by reading—he claimed to have read only six books from the time he entered law school until the year he ran for mayor—but by what he called aural intake. A classmate read aloud to him from the textbooks, recitations Walker put to memory. In Albany, an aide would read the essentials of a bill to him minutes before he was to appear on the floor of the Assembly. Walker would then stride into the chamber and argue for or against it with effortless ease. He was so good that New York producer David Belasco sent young actors to Albany to “learn something from the little master.”

Walker became a force in the Assembly in his very first year, a self-assured speaker and a gifted debater. He advanced rapidly, becoming a senator in 1915 and floor leader of his party in 1920. His wit was so devastating he once helped kill an opposition measure with a wisecrack, a Clean Books Bill that would have censored sexually suggestive literary works on the argument that they offended young women’s sensibilities. “No woman,” Walker said, “has ever been ruined by a book.”

Walker transformed politics into theater, becoming eventually a “gallery god.” When he “was scheduled to speak the galleries were crowded and applause was almost continuous as he walked swiftly up and down the broad center aisle of the Assembly chamber, a slim, excited figure with his dark hair in disorder, dressed like a Broadway actor, relishing the laughter that his sallies earned,” wrote reporter Henry Pringle.

Walker had real political courage. He took on the Ku Klux Klan when it was a force in the early 1920s in upstate New York, “unmasking” the organization by securing the passage of a bill, the Walker Law, that required it to file sworn copies of its constitution, membership rosters, oaths, and list of officers. “We see men of the mask attempting to dictate how we shall worship God, regardless of the conviction of our own consciences,” he spoke with angry eloquence, glaring at senators known to be sympathetic to the Klan. “We see the immigrant excluded. We see everything and everybody threatened with censorship. We thank God that these are the characteristics of only a comparatively few fanatics but, few though they be, they are a menace to the Republic, and they must be obliterated.”

Murphy’s Young Men

Early in his Albany career Walker caught the eye of Boss Murphy, who saw him as a “comer,” a young reformer who could help him change Tammany’s public image in the aftermath of the public scandals that had undone Richard Croker. Politics had made Murphy immeasurably rich, master of a magnificent seaside hideaway on Long Island with its own private nine-hole golf course. But he coveted power even more than money. After defeating several challengers for his position, he vowed “to remain the leader of Tammany Hall as long as I live.” He then gained near complete control of the entire state Democratic Party, becoming the first and last Tammany leader to accomplish this. Virtually invulnerable, Murphy called a halt to the strong-arm methods of the past—voter fraud and intimidation—methods he himself had used to climb to the top. In the future, Tammany would prevail by ballots, not bullying.

It was Murphy’s pursuit of power—not just to have it but also to hold it in perpetuity—that turned him into a supporter of real political reform. Long before he secured Walker’s election to the State Senate in 1915, he had begun working closely with Walker, Smith, and Wagner, progressives who were introducing legislation that would redound to Tammany’s benefit, rehabilitating its image and broadening its electoral reach. The press called them Murphy’s Young Men and they met with the boss on weekends at Delmonico’s, Murphy’s favorite Manhattan restaurant, where his private table in the opulent Scarlet Room rested on four carved Bengal Tigers, the mascot of Tammany. In Murphy’s private salon on the second floor of Delmonico’s, even convivial Jimmy Walker was reduced to silence in the boss’s sphinxlike presence.

Murphy spoke only when necessary and then in short “jerky” sentences, punctuated by periods of silence that sometimes lasted for over a minute. “He looks dense,” the reporter Lincoln Steffens described Murphy, “but he acts with force, decision, and skill.” And he was a pillar of support for his Albany boys, whose reforms “make us many votes,” he told social worker Frances Perkins, later President Franklin Roosevelt’s secretary of labor. “Give the people everything they want,” Murphy is said to have told Walker, his “boy.”



But Al Smith, who know him better, saw a troublesome side of Jimmy Walker. The governor, a faithful husband and the solicitous father of five children, was worried about the midweek pleasure excursions Walker made from Albany to Manhattan, where he was seen conspicuously with Broadway actresses, bootleggers, and gold-digging chorus girls. Walker had also begun to drift apart from Smith. At informal social events he seemed embarrassed to be in the governor’s company. It happened all too often. Jimmy would be sipping champagne and chatting amiably with a small circle of intimate friends when Al would roar in and take over the room, a cigar in one hand, a glass of beer in the other, wearing an outrageous tie, bright red suspenders, and a garish vest that didn’t entirely cover his prominent paunch. Smith didn’t speak—he shouted—his gravelly voice as loud as his clothing.

Now the leader of the Democrats in the State Senate, with a thriving Manhattan law office to support his lifestyle, Walker no longer jumped to Smith’s commands and started seeing less of him socially. When Big Tom Foley died in January 1925, Smith took Walker aside at the funeral and lectured him for attending the opening performance of a Broadway show the previous evening, when the rest of Tammany was in full mourning. “Listen Al,” Walker said sharply. “You’re confused. It was Tom Foley who died, not I.”

This sustained Smith’s suspicion that Walker was not completely committed to politics. The governor was not mistaken. Long after he was forced from office, Walker would confide to his friend and biographer Gene Fowler: “The excitement of politics got into my veins. I had happy years in the Senate, but always my heart was in the theatre and in songs. I really was moving against my own desires most of the time, and the inner conflicts were great.”

In the summer of 1925, on the eve of the Democratic primary for mayor, Al Smith saw his careless friend about to be consumed by a catastrophe of his own creation. Walker was being seen around town with Yvonne “Vonnie” Shelton, a sleek-bodied French-Canadian singer and dancer he had spotted years before in the Ziegfeld Follies. His wife, Allie, had put on weight, and although the couple had no children the former showgirl preferred to stay at home at night and wanted her husband beside her.

Walker may have been a time bomb, but with the fight with John Hylan fast approaching, and with Flynn and Olvany pressing for Walker, Al Smith, almost against reason, began to hope for a conversion, telling his Tammany golfing buddies that “if Walker . . . would rid himself of that certain party he has been going around with—which he won’t—and go back to Mrs. Walker, then things might be different.”

Word got back to Walker and for the next few weeks he was not seen at any of his favorite Manhattan nightspots. It was a ruse, however. Walker was partying in a penthouse rented by a friend from a dowager who was on holiday. In his complimentary biography of Walker, Gene Fowler makes light of this charade, but it is, in fact, a deeply revealing indicator of Walker’s character. Jimmy Walker had a casual way of blurring the distinction between right and wrong, legal and illegal. For Walker, it “was a question of convenience rather than morality,” the writer Peter Quinn shrewdly notes. “The unforgivable offense was to be boring or colorless.”

In late July, Al Smith summoned Walker to the Half Moon Hotel on Coney Island, where he was spending the weekend with his family. When Walker arrived, the governor greeted him cordially and then cut straight to the point: How had he managed to keep away from Vonnie and the clubs? “We all grow up sometime,” Walker reputedly replied. When Smith offered him a drink, Walker, suppressing a smile, asked for soda water. At the end of the conversation, Smith placed his hand on Walker’s shoulder and told him he was his man to beat John Hylan. Later, Joseph Proskauer asked the governor incredulously, “Al, you believed him?” Smith replied, shaking his head, “Joe, the man swore to me on the memory of his sainted mother.”

The following week, after an uninvited visit from several Tammany envoys, Vonnie Shelton left for Cuba. Her “vacation” lasted through the primary season.

It would be one of the most bruising political battles in the city’s history. Smith’s decision to back Walker split the Democratic Party along borough lines, Manhattan and the Bronx against Queens, Brooklyn, and Staten Island. This was more than a mayoralty election; it was a war for control of the future of the city’s Democratic Party. The stakes were enormous. New York City had the biggest municipal patronage pot in the country.

What a Candidate!

On August 20, 1925, Jimmy Walker launched his campaign “among his own,” in the Greenwich Village neighborhood he had never left, either physically or emotionally. He had been living there with Allie since their wedding day, April 11, 1912, in the house he had been raised in at 6 St. Luke’s Place. In an emotional speech at a local schoolhouse, Walker paid tribute to his deceased parents, Ellen Ida Roon, the high-spirited daughter of a local saloonkeeper, and William Henry Walker, an immigrant carpenter from Castlecomer, County Kilkenny. William Walker had arrived in “The Village” at age eighteen, on his own, fresh off the boat, carrying a carpenter’s toolbox on his back and a prayer book in his pocket. He rose to become the owner of a thriving lumberyard and the district’s Tammany alderman. He served four terms and then a term in the State Assembly, from 1892 to 1893, before closing out his life in politics as superintendent of public buildings in Manhattan. Jimmy remembered him that evening as his old friends did, as provider of parks
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