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Introduction
THE LIFE AND TIMES OF THE GREAT AMERICAN DETECTIVE


Accounts of true crime have always been enormously popular among readers. The subgenre would seem to appeal to the highly educated as well as the barely educated, to women and men equally.

—JOYCE CAROL OATES



Why would anyone want to read about the exploits of New York City police detective Thomas Byrnes? Aside from being credited as the father of modern detective work, Byrnes was instrumental in solving some of the most sensational cases in the city during the latter part of the nineteenth century (1863–1894).

He tracked down and captured New York City’s “Jack the Ripper”; pursued the ghoulish grave robbers who reportedly stole the body of one of New York’s wealthiest merchants and held it for ransom; and solved the infamous Manhattan Savings Institution case, the largest bank heist in American history.

Thomas Byrnes “… shaped not just New York’s Detective Bureau but the template for detective work as it would come to be organized and practiced in every modern American metropolis,” according to noted social reformer and newspaper reporter Jacob A. Riis. Larger than life, Byrnes was a renowned investigator—a giant in the history of criminal justice. The press coverage of his often brutal methods of interrogation popularized the term the third degree. Some writers reported that Byrnes coined the phrase himself. The third degree as practiced by Byrnes included a combination of physical and psychological torture and led to the capture of some of New York City’s most heinous criminals.

After serving as a Union soldier during the Battle of Bull Run, Byrnes (1842–1910) began his career as a New York City police officer in 1863. He immediately distinguished himself that summer as a heroic law enforcement officer during the New York City draft riots, when an angry mob caused nearly $3 million of property damage, killed four police officers, and lynched a dozen African Americans in the streets. Byrnes rose quickly through the ranks and served as the head of the New York City Detective Bureau from 1880 to 1892. In 1892, he became the superintendent of the city’s police force.

Byrnes’s force of will and strength of character forever changed the detective bureau. According to Riis, Byrnes was the “… personification of the police department.” Riis, who covered most of Byrnes’s cases over the years, wrote that Byrnes was “… a czar, with all the autocrat’s irresponsible powers, and he exercised them as he saw fit. But he made the detective service great.”

Byrnes was instrumental in the Detective Bureau’s incorporation of intelligence gathering as a vital part of police work. He ordered detectives to keep and submit detailed notes of all their undercover activities and initiated the practice of photographing criminals when they were arrested. He was the first in American law enforcement to catalog criminal histories of felons in a central data bank, including photo albums of known criminals. Byrnes instituted the first “Rogues’ Gallery,” a photographic lineup of suspected criminals. He made sure that his detectives, nicknamed the immortals by the New York City press, kept up-to-date records on all known and suspected criminals, and he introduced pioneering forensic techniques into the detective department’s operations. A master self-publicist, Byrnes published Professional Criminals of America, which became a must-read for most police departments throughout the country.

Over his many years of service, Byrnes was able to gain wealthy and influential political support that allowed him to wield enormous and often unchecked power within the police force. His detectives were depicted in the press as all-knowing, all-seeing public avengers who lurked behind every corner. He was considered a master psychologist who knew just the right approach with each criminal brought before him for interrogation. Backed by his uncanny detection abilities, his all-encompassing files, and his shadowy detective force, Byrnes always seemed to get his man.

The truth of this fell far short. Byrnes did in fact modernize New York’s Detective Bureau, making it the model for every other big-city police department, but the aura of an omnipotent detective force was an illusion that Byrnes carefully crafted. The conclusions of the city’s “Jack the Ripper” case and the body-snatching case of A. T. Stewart would tarnish Byrnes’s gilded reputation.

Despite his many flaws and self-aggrandizement, Byrnes flourished as New York City’s premier police detective, endearing himself to law-and-order-minded citizens, especially wealthy bankers, merchants, and industrialists, whose money and valuables he pledged to protect—at a price. Byrnes was the first to open a police station on Wall Street in order to demonstrate his commitment to protect the fortunes of the city’s rich and well-to-do. Byrnes also dedicated himself to the cause of capitalism by breaking up union and socialist organizations. He was responsible for tracking down and arresting noted anarchist Emma Goldman in Philadelphia in 1893 on a violence-incitement charge arising from a speech she had made in New York.

But Byrnes’s rise to power and wealth didn’t go unnoticed by many of New York City’s reform-minded citizens. On a meager police superintendent’s salary of $5,000 a year, Byrnes amassed a personal fortune estimated at between $300,000 and $350,000. That money, how it was earned, and the reaction of New York City police commissioner Theodore Roosevelt are just as relevant as Byrnes’s innovations in crowning him “Father of the Modern Detective.”

The life and times of Thomas Byrnes is the compelling story of the rise and fall of the man who epitomized law and order a century before there was Law & Order.
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There is clearly a fine distinction between historians who write and writers who write history. It may be a fine line of distinction but it is a clear one. The aim of every writer, whether a historian who writes or a writer who writes history, is to enlighten and entertain the reader. Good for them. The difference between a historian who writes and a writer who writes history is that the historian usually enlightens and entertains the reader, while the writer who writes history entertains and then enlightens. Clearly, for me, as a writer who writes history, the litmus test is this: If you were to take away all the dates, times, and places—all the historical minutiae necessary in writing history— if you were to take all that away from a book written by a writer who writes history, the book would still stand because of the story. The story is at the heart of every book. At least that’s what E. M. Forster once said, and I believe him. Forster was no slouch when it came to storytelling. Writers write stories. That’s what we do. If we’re lucky, we can also fill in good stuff like dates, times, places, and historical minutiae. I’d like to think that this book passes that litmus test. I’d like to think that first and foremost, it is a good story. I hope you do too. I also hope it enlightens you.

Author’s Note: Newspaper headlines and articles are authentic reprints of the originals, including all capitalization and spelling; errors have not been corrected.



Our liberties are interfered with and curtailed in so many ways, that it is useless to attempt an enumeration. We are robbed and swindled right and left—by the wealthy corporation, which seizes upon our property with impunity and without remuneration, down, through all the various grades, to the thief with political influence who “snatches” your watch; while human life, as I have previously observed, can be taken with safety by the great millionaire or party leader.

—GEORGE WASHINGTON WALLING,
RECOLLECTIONS OF A NEW YORK CHIEF OF POLICE, 1887
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