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AUTHOR’S NOTE

THROUGHOUT THE BOOK, all dialogue in quotation marks is taken from court transcripts, police statements, newspaper accounts, or interviews. Any scene or dialogue not containing direct quotation is nevertheless derived from multiple source materials.


 
PROLOGUE

Sing Sing Correctional Facility, Ossining, New York
April 14, 2003

IN THE CHILL OF AN early spring dawn, Sing Sing prison gathers to honor its dead.

I am standing in the narrow parking lot in front of the prison’s Administration Building, where a small crowd has assembled. The color guard, wearing tartan kilts and starched white shirts, tune their bagpipes. Nearby, the honor guard ready their AR-15 assault rifles for a twenty-one-gun salute. Several officials, including the prison superintendent, first deputy superintendent, and an Ossining police representative, are already seated around a podium on the building’s concrete steps. Uniformed staff (corrections officers nowadays—not guards) line up rank and file at the parking lot’s south end near the old stockade gate. The memorial service is a tradition. Every spring for the past sixty-two years, Sing Sing pauses to remember the officers killed during the worst break in the prison’s 178-year history, on Easter night 1941.

A few weeks before the memorial service, I had telephoned the first deputy superintendent and politely requested an invitation. I mentioned my brother, who had recently retired as a lieutenant after thirty years working Sing Sing, and added that I was writing a book about the escape. The first dep said he’d get back to me.

What I didn’t elaborate on over the phone was that I had grown up in a prison guard family—the grandson, son, and brother of Sing Sing officers. I’d been going to Sing Sing since I was four years old, accompanying my father when he’d drive over to pick up his paycheck. His father had been summoned from sleep to help search for the fugitives the night of the break. Even my mother’s side boasted pedigree. Her uncle was assistant principal keeper under Sing Sing’s famed warden Lewis Lawes. Like it or not, this place was in my blood. When I called back again a few days later, the first dep said, simply, “Yeah, you can come. Dress warm.”

That was good advice. The sun barely clears the massive gray walls, and the breeze off the Hudson River is cutting. But that’s April in Ossining—more promise than gift. I look around; little seems to have changed since my childhood. I spot the guard tower where I used to deliver sandwiches to my older brother Ken. Since he couldn’t leave his post even to come downstairs, he’d lower a metal bucket on a rope. Down by the river is the old Death House. My grandfather used to tell horror stories of an executed prisoner he’d lifted from the electric chair, whose knee tendons were so hot they left burn marks on my grandfather’s forearms. The two-story Administration Building is seventy years old and looks exactly as it did when I climbed its steps as a kid, tightly holding my father’s hand.

Warden Lawes constructed the limestone building in 1928, a grand headquarters from which he could manage the most infamous prison in America and also write his bestselling books. On the hill behind the Administration Building you can see the upper floors of the old hospital—another Lawes creation, at the time a state-of-the-art facility. The escape that killed the officers we’ve come to remember began in the hospital, triggering the disgraceful end to Lawes’s twenty-year career at Sing Sing.

That morning, the convicts are not mentioned by name; their ignominy is obvious to everyone present. But for me, the fugitives are there, too, haunting the event, shadows behind the somber reverence. I see them fleeing while the rank and file musters by the old stockade gate, stopping just yards from the rusting trestlework that carries utility lines across the railroad tracks below—Sing Sing is probably the only prison in the world to be cut in half by busy commuter and freight lines. That peculiarity worked to the killers’ advantage, after the murder in the hospital.

Directly across the Hudson, light from the rising sun spreads across the wooded Palisades, igniting the basalt cliffs that drop to the river. The Hudson is a mile wide at this point, four miles at a northwest diagonal past Croton Point toward Haverstraw Bay. Men locked in cellblocks A, B, and 5 have spectacular, frustratingly open views through the bars. If you wanted out (and there isn’t a man imprisoned in Sing Sing who doesn’t), you might imagine coasting unobserved, west across the river. The killers did.

The rifle shots echoing off the walls startle me—three volleys, like a firing squad perfecting aim. Then the flag is lowered to half-staff, and the bugler plays taps. The officials make brief speeches about sacrifice. The ceremony disperses. The families leave for home; the officers go back to work. Sing Sing returns to the business of mass incarceration, just in time for the morning count.

Perhaps murderous outlaws don’t deserve memorials, but their lives cry out for a closer look. The convicts whose actions shadow this April tradition tell a larger story—of Depression-era New York and of a gang of immigrant sons bonded by Hell’s Kitchen loyalties rooted in a firm waterfront faith. First-generation Irish mostly, but also English, Greek, Jewish, and Italian, they planned carefully and worked hard for their alternative version of the American good life. They might have been factory workers raising families, or even policemen. But something else drove them through 1930s New York, when everyone was looking for a way out. Even once behind Sing Sing’s walls, they kept dreaming. Their common ties lasted short lifetimes and made them buckets of money when most people struggled for a dollar. Toward the end of the thirties, before the Second World War erased their names, their exploits were inked in bold black headlines, and their infamy was confirmed in the predawn hours of Easter Monday 1941.

The story begins, then, in the final spring of an endless decade, at the peak of a holdup gang’s white-hot celebrity, with a group of West Side boys who transcended their wildest dreams, only to find themselves backed to the edge of a wide dark river.


 
P         A         R         T                  O         N         E

THE SHOPPING BAG GANG

There must be something wrong with society if we have so many prisoners.

—MAYOR FIORELLO LAGUARDIA, 1935
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CHAPTER ONE

ROBBERS

May 15, 1939

JOSEPH “WHITEY” RIORDAN, convicted thief, strong-arm, and current hiring boss on New York’s waterfront, stepped outside his family’s Isham Street apartment at dawn like it was any other workday. The Monday morning sky was clear, turning blue, with the night still close to the pavement. On spring days like this, Whitey could smell the new leaves in the breeze drifting down from Inwood Hill Park up the street—damp woods skirting the tidal flats on Manhattan’s northern tip. The city’s wildest park remained almost unchanged since the time of the American Revolution. You could still catch sight of deer, even fox, in the deeper groves. But now the year-old, gleaming steel Henry Hudson Bridge, spearing out of that wilderness into pricey Riverdale, gave New Yorkers another way out—an escape route north to the suburbs.

Whitey Riordan saw limitless possibility, too. But right here in Manhattan. By six that evening, he could be richer by a thousand dollars, maybe two thousand. Across Isham Street, Good Shepherd Church rose in thick granite blocks, lights from an early Mass sparkling through the stained-glass windows. When the Riordans moved uptown, Whitey’s mother, Elizabeth, loved the thought of living across from the church. A lifelong Catholic, she must have hoped the cross and steeple right outside the front door would influence her wayward sons. Whitey probably shrugged it off—his money had helped their move, and his mother hadn’t kicked then.

To the east, radio antennas on apartment rooftops etched the sky above Broadway. A few blocks beyond those buildings, on the Harlem River shore at 212th Street, Manhattan’s last working farm prepared fields for the produce they’d send down to markets on Ninth Avenue, in Whitey’s old neighborhood of Hell’s Kitchen. A city boy at heart, the thought would have made him smile—Inwood seemed a continent, a whole lifetime away from the brick tenements and back alleys of his childhood.

Whitey often caught a car ride down to the docks with some other longshoremen from the neighborhood. Today, though, he preferred the IND subway. He could easily afford the nickel fare, and the fewer people with knowledge of his routine that Monday, the better. Only recently had the A train tunneled this far north, following the crowds of mostly Irish New Yorkers like the Riordans, escaping Hell’s Kitchen’s trash-strewn confines for Inwood’s leafy air. For Whitey, though, the future was still rooted downtown on the West Side waterfront.

As hiring boss, or stevedore, Whitey shaped crews at Pier 90 on the North River, as the Hudson was then called, at the end of West Fiftieth Street. The job was one of the best on the docks. Out of the hundreds of men who gathered at the pier gates for the shape-up at 7:55 every morning and 12:55 every afternoon, Whitey chose crews of twenty or so to load and unload the passenger liners that steamed into port. Then he spent the rest of the afternoon playing cards or shooting the breeze in the dock office or union hall on Twelfth Avenue. Today, though, he’d have to hotfoot it right after the noon shape. His partner, John “Patches” Waters, and the gang were meeting at Little Joe’s around two thirty, and Whitey didn’t want to be late.

The boys were on a roll. In the past seven months, they had pulled half a dozen armed heists and swiped riches far beyond their imaginations. Just the thought could make a thief’s adrenaline surge. But the gang—Whitey, Patches, Willie the Greek, Lulu, Rusty, and Mac—all understood by now that precision timing was the key to their success. Anyone sloppy enough to be late to a job lost out.

Quick exits from dockside weren’t a problem, not for Whitey, anyway. If he had to go, he went. He didn’t need to punch a time clock—he was an inside man and lived by other rules. A husky young tough with thick blond hair that inspired his nickname, Whitey put rough longshoremen to work and took no lip about it. Besides, dock boss David “The Beetle” Beadle, who ran the loading for the Cunard White Star Line, was a reasonable man. So long as Whitey cleared it first with the Beetle—no details whatsoever—and kicked back a percentage from any unnamed outside interests, the young stevedore could do as he pleased. Their arrangement was nearly as old as the shipping industry itself. Though the target of numerous probes throughout the 1930s, most recently by the New York Police Department’s Riverfront Squad and the city’s district attorney, Thomas E. Dewey, waterfront rackets were as deeply entrenched in the West Side as the pilings that anchored the tarred wood piers in the muddy Hudson.

That May morning, the train racing downtown underneath Eighth Avenue, Whitey could only have wondered at the straight-johns crowded around him, red-faced in their neckties, Daily Mirrors under their arms. How did they do it? Locked in office jobs if they were lucky—in the unemployment office if not—and saddled with hungry kids, they had nothing to look forward to. Certainly not living life on their own terms, that was for sure. Despite his gutter beginnings, Whitey had it made over them. He had found his own way, was playing another angle, as Patches put it. Thanks to Patches, Whitey was looking at another big score, more than enough to spend and still pad things for quite a while. Add that to his plum dock job, and twenty-four-year-old Whitey Riordan was on top of the world.

The bartender at the Yankee Tavern on Ninth Avenue wouldn’t have been surprised to see Patches Waters that Monday noon, squinting around a cigarette and penciling figures on a sheet of paper. The elevated IRT—fifty-five feet above the street and right outside the door—thundered past regularly, rattling the bottles against the mirror behind the bar. But it took a lot more than that to distract Patches from his accounts. He frequently took in over $80 a week—more than sixteen hundred nickels converted to bills—from the two pinball machines he leased to the tavern. Combine that with the other machines that Patches had running in bars and candy shops around the West Side, and he stood to make over 250 bucks gross a week. Not fantastic, but not bad, either—twenty-eight-year-old Patches was just starting out with this pinball racket, after all.

Back in 1933, Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia had cracked down on gambling. While the flashbulbs popped, LaGuardia took a sledgehammer to a pile of slot machines, then ordered his men to dump the ruins into Long Island Sound. But the “Little Flower,” as the mayor was nicknamed, probably hadn’t figured on a kid’s game like pinball taking the place of the slot machines so quickly. Patches Waters, his associates, and hundreds of other enterprising businessmen (as Patches thought of himself) rushed to fill the barroom corners left empty by the busted slots, many signing leasing deals with Amalgamated Vending, a shady distributor on Broadway. Now pinball gaming was a favorite of drinkers and school kids alike, and the mayor’s office estimated that the racket took in more than $20 million a year citywide. Patches wasn’t seeing that kind of cash, but he was doing all right. Certainly he could afford $2 for a cheeseburger and a very good tip. Besides, he had other means.

The job later this afternoon—the Harlem branch of the Consolidated Edison Company—would be another big score. The take could be as much as two grand per man. Definitely the rewards of a misspent youth. As for his past, Patches wouldn’t have had trouble putting a dollar figure to that, either. Some nickel-and-dime stuff when he was a kid, charges dropped. Fourteen months at the Catholic Protectory for attempted burglary when he was fifteen—didn’t get a cent from that job. Two years at Elmira Reformatory for a $6 holdup when he was seventeen. All told, his entire childhood probably came in under $10. Penny-ante. While Tammany Hall and Mayor Jimmy Walker were fleecing the city for millions all through the twenties—everybody from the mayor to the neighborhood cop to the borough dogcatcher had his hand out—teenage Patches was stealing his share, too. The only difference was that Patches, and thousands of other young goons breaking midnight windows, were marched before judges as crooked as themselves. The street thugs were sent away, while the official looters were rewarded with titles, became “Your Honor” and “Esquire.” Well, nobody ever said life was fair. That’s why you had to live for today.

By the time he was of legal age, Patches was seeing real money. Over $2,000 for his part in a Westchester bank holdup four years ago, when he was twenty-five. The good times didn’t last, though (they hardly ever did), and he served forty-five months at Sing Sing on a subsequent gun charge. When he got out a year and a half ago, he was determined to set himself up nicely. And now here he was with a flush, nearly legitimate business, and a very profitable racket on the side. His quick prosperity could be glimpsed in the bar-back mirror—the stylish sharkskin suit, the white shirt collar flared across the lapels—the sharp appearance a Daily News photographer would snap in a few weeks’ time. Patches’s life was finally clicking along, cherries straight across, and tonight looked to be just as sweet.

Patches needed to meet the boys at Little Joe’s apartment on East Twenty-fifth by two thirty. If a similar caper—the Con Ed office on Audubon Avenue in Washington Heights the previous December—was any indication, today’s job would call for a celebration. Maybe he’d stop by Gert’s house afterward, take his girlfriend out to dinner and dancing, make a night of it. Perhaps a movie, too—the sunlight outside flickered through the El tracks like a picture show projector. Like most crooks, Patches must have craved a stickup’s razor thrill, the adrenaline edge when an impending job would rev inside him all of a sudden, thudding against his chest. This was the way of the world.

If you didn’t play an angle, somebody would play it for you.

The target would be packed. Twelve tellers, plus about five managers, clerks, and other floorwalkers, not to mention a hundred pencil pushers manning the desks in the brick building’s second floor, and who knew how many customers. The Consolidated Edison Harlem branch office, its plate-glass display windows fronting one hundred feet of busy sidewalk on West 125th Street, seemed no simple knockover. But that depended on where you got your information.

Jake the Butch, a gem burglar with an eye trained for perfect setups, had cased the branch for the gang. It looked to him to be a prime touch worth the risk. According to Jake, the local utility company’s combined operations could work to the gang’s advantage. It was a cash business. A dozen tellers’ cages lined the west wall, and a spacious floor area showcased electrical appliances for sale. Customers could mail in their utility bills, if they wanted to. But Con Ed enticed the strapped and busy New York consumer with a convenient shopping experience—pay while browsing the latest GE “Flat Top” electric refrigerators (such an advance over the old-fashioned, domed Monitor Top). See something you like, all shining chrome and porcelain, you could tack on payments to your monthly bill.

Depending on how the gang played the crowd, the showroom could provide the ideal diversion for a quick heist. The merchandise piled high in the front windows blocked the passerby’s view, and the showroom’s rear exit opened onto a small weedy lot on a quiet residential street, across from Mount Morris Park—perfect for idling a getaway car. The gang could slip in and out, hidden in plain sight the whole time. It seemed too good to be true, but Jake’s intelligence was usually sound. Though not a holdup man himself, Jake had sold the gang his slant on the December job, and that had come off like silk. His information wasn’t cheap. Three hundred bucks, nearly $4,000 to a twenty-first-century crook. But if Jake was right, his take would be worth the investment.

There was no reason to notice the large Buick sedan with Massachusetts plates as it eased out of the afternoon rush-hour traffic and coasted to a stop at the curb outside the office at 32 West 125th Street. The block between Fifth and Lenox Avenues was bustling. A mixed crowd of pedestrians—Caucasian shoppers from Morningside Heights and Manhattanville and African American employees done working for the day in the strip’s Italian and Jewish-owned restaurants and stores—browsed the shop windows as the dinner hour approached. Some stopped to buy popcorn, peanuts, or steaming sweet potatoes from the pushcarts that teetered up and down the sidewalk on squeaky, cast-off baby carriage wheels, thickening the air with a mixture of grease and kerosene smoke. The sedan’s doors swung open and five men climbed out. The lively crowds swarmed around the men as they gathered for a moment on the sidewalk. If anyone did observe them, no one mentioned it to police afterward.

The late afternoon sun, hazy behind a southerly flow that had raised the temperature all day, slanted across the street and fell on the opposite sidewalk. Just outside the Con Ed office, though, the shade was cool, and you could smell the Atlantic Ocean in the breeze. Above the main entrance, a blue and orange 1939 New York World’s Fair flag flapped idly. As the Buick drove off into the honking traffic and disappeared around the corner of Fifth, the men, dressed neatly if anonymously in browns, grays, and blues, exchanged glances. They shifted the paper bags folded under their arms but said nothing. One last quick look left and right to check for cops. Then they shouldered their way through the pedestrians and entered the office as a group.

Office manager James F. Kane sat at his street-side desk in the northeast corner, forms spread before him and a fountain pen in hand, trying to explain a billing change to a frustrated customer. Like many New Yorkers that third Monday in May, Kane had hoped to get off work with enough energy to take the wife out to Flushing and the newly opened World’s Fair. Lately all the major dailies, most prominently the New York Times and the Herald Tribune, had devoted pages and pages to scheduled events and detailed stories about the many exhibits. The publicity was working, and the whole city was abuzz. None other than First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt was being honored at a luncheon that very day, her appearance putting the presidential imprimatur on the event. The busy First Lady still had time to write a popular syndicated column, “My Day,” which was a must-read for any conscientious hostess. If she could make time for the fair, certainly anyone else could. Kane likely hated to disappoint his wife, but the increasingly baffled customer at his desk was wearing him down. All of a sudden, an evening at a damp, crowded fairground probably seemed more of a chore than a stirring night out.

Built on a thousand-acre wasteland in Queens, the $155 million World’s Fair extravaganza was three times as expensive as Chicago’s Century of Progress Exposition in 1933. As if to justify such expenditure in a time of slender means, the fair’s planners tried to strike up patriotic appeal, timing the opening for April 30, 1939—the 150th anniversary of George Washington’s inauguration. Patriotic or not, a lot of good Americans sweating at day jobs like Kane wanted to see what that kind of money could buy.

The fair’s board of directors—a who’s who of local corporate interests, including Kane’s own top boss, Consolidated Edison Company’s Floyd L. Carlisle—predicted that entrance turnstiles would click four times a second, 60 million spins for the ’39 season. The start was modest but admittance steadily picked up, and three weeks in, the fair was easily the biggest thing in town if not in the nation. Just the day before, three hundred thousand people—the largest crowd to date—had shelled out 75¢ apiece (a quarter for kids under twelve) to crane their necks for a glimpse of the World of Tomorrow, where curious wonders like the television set, white fluorescent street lighting, and a seven-foot-tall performing robot named “Elektro” were making their official American debuts. These visitors to Flushing could view the accomplishments exhibited by a record sixty nations, with the exception of Hitler’s Nazi Germany.

Manager Kane, though, like many Con Ed employees, would have been eager to see his company’s own spectacular exhibit: the “New York City of Light,” a block-long, three-story-high animated model, where a full urban day blinked on and off in a twelve-minute panorama of snaking trains and buzzing factories, culminating in a thunderous electrical storm that illuminated a miniature metropolitan area stretching from Westchester County in the north all the way down to Coney Island. The Kodak snapshots coworkers passed around the branch office didn’t do it justice, those who had seen it said.

But the red-faced customer sitting before Kane came first. The small clock on the manager’s desk showed 4:43—seventeen minutes until a police officer would arrive to escort Kane and the day’s receipts down the street to the bank. For now, though, there was work to finish. That late in the afternoon, as all accounts would later indicate, the office was still crowded with perhaps a hundred people. Customers were in line paying utility bills, opening accounts, or conversing with clerks at desks scattered across the floor space—enough to make any sagging worker sigh. A fast exit to the World of Tomorrow would have to wait for another day.

Meanwhile, just inside the front door, Herbert J. Davis, the branch office’s floor man assigned to direct customers, turned to answer another question. A short, stocky fellow scowled from beneath a charcoal fedora. He reached into his navy blue suit coat pocket and mumbled something Davis couldn’t quite make out. As Davis leaned in to listen, he saw the thick, short-barreled revolver held low in the man’s hand. The gun was pointing at Davis’s stomach.

“I said, don’t move and don’t let anybody out,” the man growled.

Davis froze, watching helplessly as his assailant’s partners flowed around them and were swallowed up in the sea of patrons. The men moved fast, not at all like customers coming to shop or pay bills. Too late, Davis remembered the company memo months ago notifying the Harlem office of an assault and robbery at the Audubon branch the previous December. As floor man, Davis was the first defense. Though unarmed, he could have said something, called out to wait or stop. But the gun pressed into him hard, and he couldn’t find the breath.

With the floor man incapacitated, the gang threaded around the salesmen’s desks in the middle of the big room. One man stopped near the front of the customers waiting in the tellers’ line. His face, mild as a banker’s but for a busted nose, was partly shaded by a brown fedora. He brandished no weapon but stuffed both hands deep in the pockets of his dark gray suit, standing casually with his legs apart. The customers barely gave him a second glance.

One of the remaining three men (though some eyewitnesses would later swear they saw only two—it was hard to say for sure with the crowd) reached through and clicked the switch on the waist-high gate to the tellers’ cage, as Jake the Butch had instructed. The three slipped inside. Veteran teller Edna Wisker, sitting before her open cash drawer, heard footsteps rushing down the line of stations and felt movement behind her. The hard barrel of a handgun pressed into her ribs, and she looked up to see a man in a brown nylon windbreaker standing very close, close enough to smell the Lux detergent he used on his clothes. His pockmarked face looked warm to the touch.

“This isn’t the time to scream,” he whispered.

Even the most levelheaded person cannot predict how she will react during an armed robbery. A teller through the most lawless days of the thirties, Mrs. Wisker had luckily never been a victim herself. But she must have imagined various scenarios a hundred times. After the robbery on Audubon Avenue, while commuting to work from her home in the Kingsbridge section of the Bronx, she had to wonder what she would do if today were the day.

Yet when it actually, unbelievably, did happen to her, logical thought came to a stop. Later, in her breathless statement to the police, she would explain how she just could not make sense of the situation. She had wanted to ask the man what he thought he was doing in the cashier’s cage, where he clearly did not belong. But the gun in her back paralyzed her, made her lips numb.

And in a flash he reached into her drawer and scooped the cash into a green striped paper shopping bag looped around his gun hand. Edna looked up along the row of tellers and saw another young man, with a shock of blond hair and in a similar brown windbreaker, moving methodically, doing the same to Jessie’s and then to Mary’s cash drawers. Edna turned back to her own station, but it was now empty and the man gone, down at Helen’s station and then to Eleanor’s. Behind them all stood yet another fellow, thickset and with a swarthy complexion. He wore a brown suede jacket and held two pistols close to his belt. From where in the world had they all come? Her head felt light, she really could have used a drink of water, and then everything went black.

At that moment, Herbert Davis, still waylaid at the entrance by the stranger close to his side, couldn’t quite see what was going on through the crowd. He couldn’t hear anything above the office’s typical late afternoon buzz, either. To your average New Yorker it probably looked like business as usual—a phone ringing somewhere, dozens of customers milling around the floor displays, others standing in line with their noses buried in afternoon editions of the New York Journal and American or the New York World-Telegram. To Davis, aware of a danger no one else seemed to notice, it must have felt like a nightmare. During last December’s holdup, the robbers had slugged a male cashier. The thug beside him appeared capable of worse than that. But the need to do something, and the impotence, would shame anyone. Where the devil was Kane? Davis started to crane his neck toward his boss’s desk but gasped instead when the gun muzzle jabbed harder into his ribs.

No, was all the man said.

And then they were gone. Davis sensed the gunman brush around him, saw him disappear toward the rear of the office, past the customers. Other figures darted through the crowd after him. Davis watched the rear exit door open wide for what seemed like minutes, as if a stream of people were leaving. Then someone, it sounded like one of the cashiers, started to scream.

Down on the fringe of the old Gashouse District, Emilio Spagniolo—known to his friends, and to the police, by his alias “Little Joe Salvatore”—spent most of that Monday afternoon perched at a small table by the front windows of his first-floor, one-bedroom apartment. He flipped through the Journal and American sports pages and peeked out at East Twenty-fifth Street through the lace curtains his wife tried so hard to keep clean—the gas tanks towering at the end of the block put Rose Angela in grumbling competition with the fumes and soot. The Yankees were in Philadelphia shellacking the Athletics, but Little Joe could hardly listen to the game. The guys had said to wait for them, that they’d be back, but they didn’t say when.

Short and slight, with dark good looks and a generous disposition of which people often took advantage, Little Joe was feeling aggrieved. As he’d later tell police, it was bad enough that he’d let his old friend Thomas “Lulu” Gentles, whom he’d known since grade school on the Lower East Side, talk him into keeping all the guns at the apartment—about a dozen revolvers, plus that goddamn shotgun. The agreement meant Little Joe had to be at the gang’s beck and call every time they wanted to pull a job. Today, for example, he’d had to set aside the whole afternoon, give Rose Angela some dough and tell her to get lost, see a double feature or something, because the guys were coming over. She was about the only thing Little Joe had any control of anymore.

Waiting at home all afternoon cut into the lucrative numbers operation he worked for. It meant that Joe couldn’t spend the afternoon taking bets up at the pool hall on Thirty-fourth Street, his informal office. As a numbers runner, Joe earned a fixed percentage of the nickel and quarter bets he collected, anywhere from 20 to 24 percent. Joe held on to the wagers before running the money and the bets over to his controller. The bettor’s odds were long, about 1,000 to 1, but that didn’t dampen interest. The payoff was 600 to 1, so when your number hit, you took home $30 on a nickel bet. With that kind of action, Joe didn’t like missing out. Of course the guys would pay him for his time, but that was almost beside the point. Thirty-three-year-old Little Joe had responsibilities to a large, well-managed—and well-connected—organization; he wasn’t just a simple gun “drop.”

Furthermore, the arrangement had begun to cause problems with Rose Angela. The guns in a blue briefcase, the shotgun in a long cardboard box like a florist’s, and then some bulletproof vests that Lulu had brought over (yet never seemed to find any use for) were all hidden away in the bedroom closet. Little Joe sweated whenever his wife put away the laundry. If she took too long, or got too close, he’d say something to distract her, she’d answer back, and then they’d fight. It wore down a man’s nerves. As he’d later testify, he had never wanted anything to do with the guns. And he told that to Lulu’s face last November, when Lulu showed up out of nowhere at Little Joe’s door one cold evening after supper.

“I want you to meet a friend of mine,” Lulu had smiled. “This is a fellow I did six months with. Willie, this is Joe.”

They shook hands. William Athalias was a stocky young guy, tall with dark, heavy-lidded eyes and curly black hair bright with Vitalis. Joe pegged him as a fellow paisano or perhaps a Greek. Little Joe knew, of course, that Lulu had been convicted of extortion along with a couple of other men, but Joe had never met any of the partners. The job—shaking down a West Side bookie—had piqued Little Joe’s sense of irony, given his own line of work.

And here was Lulu with that irresistible glint in his tapered brown eyes, which meant a favor was in the asking. The clatter of dishes ceased. Rose Angela came to the entryway to say hello. With his dimpled chin and wavy hair, Lulu was probably about the only friend of Joe’s she could stand. Lulu fancied himself a chef and kept meticulous notes from Good Housekeeping, always writing down ingredients in his careful script. And swapping recipes didn’t hurt when smoothing things over with his cronies’ wives.

Lulu told Rose Angela that he had to borrow her husband, and he mentioned taking a drive. Joe suggested they head up to the poolroom; he was on his way there, anyway. Joe was going to walk, but the men had a car, the cracked upholstery musty from too many cigarettes. In the backseat, Little Joe watched the lighted storefronts on Second Avenue glitter past.

“Joe, would you want to hold something for me?” Lulu, in the passenger seat, rested an elbow on the seat back, his chin couched in the crook of his arm.

“What is it?” Little Joe asked, no doubt suspicious of the answer.

“It’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“I don’t want to take any chances. After all, I am taking numbers and I don’t want to be fooling around.”

“There’s nothing to be worried about.” A slight note of exasperation had crept into Lulu’s voice, a cold edge Joe had heard before.

“What is it?” Joe asked at last.

“Pistols.”

“I don’t want any pistols!”

“Do me a favor,” Lulu coaxed in that familiar tone he used to close a deal.

Guns, for Christ’s sake—a favor that carried real weight, heavy enough to pin him. Worse than that, Lulu acted as if Little Joe wouldn’t say no. Generous Joe hated feeling put-upon like that. He’d remember it, too, the way Lulu counted on Joe agreeing, even before the subject was broached. Later on, bent over their pool cues playing eight ball, cigarette smoke curling into the green-shaded lamps above the tables, Lulu seemed to have forgotten the matter. He was all bluff and laughs, first beating Little Joe, then Willie. But Joe knew the topic would return again and again until he finally said yes.

Yet despite this initial reluctance, Little Joe’s role would have been exciting at first, especially when the gang started making the news. For seven months, the boys slowly muscled their way through the inside pages to command front-page banner headlines. Sharing column space with Hitler’s march into Prague and District Attorney Dewey’s racketeering prosecution of Tammany boss James J. Hines, the boys had made the big time. Reporters dubbed them the “Shopping Bag Gang” and the “Paper Bag Bandits” for their method of disguising their guns and loot in nondescript paper sacks. The guys may have groaned about the pansy sound of their moniker, but who really cared? They were making too much money to kick hard about a thing like that. A nickname in the newspapers meant recognition, a professional trademark.

The glamour had really started to shine the previous December. The evening newsboys were broadcasting the story, shouting the Journal and American headline: “FIVE EDISON BANDITS VANISH LIKE MAGIC.” Joe only had to press 2¢ into the kid’s palm to feel his own pulse pick up as he read the story. Twelve thousand dollars was taken, about what he saw the guys divvy up that afternoon; a sawed-off shotgun was used, just like the one in his closet. By all accounts, the Shopping Bag Gang was making the grade. And Little Joe was right there with them.

After that, Little Joe joined in the tense solemnity when the men dropped by to grab weapons for a job. This was big work, and Joe’s role was important. That was maybe the most thrilling part—his position as the drop was so essential to the gang. The men, wanted by police, refused to walk around armed and run the risk of arrest for violating the Sullivan Act, the state’s gun law. Yet they needed iron on a moment’s notice. By willingly providing this service, Joe elevated his standing in Lulu’s eyes and proved his loyalty. But lately, with all the demands this undercover responsibility made on his time, and the pressures on his marriage, Little Joe’s life often didn’t seem like his own.

The plastic clock above the sofa inched toward five twenty—Rose Angela would be home anytime after six. The last thing Little Joe wanted was a big introduction scene. No, this was it, the fun and games were over: he’d pull Lulu aside tonight and tell him he had to find another place for the guns.

A car door slammed outside. Joe drew back the curtains. A cab was pulling away, and Lulu and Willie were climbing the stoop to the brownstone. Little Joe got up to let them in. Clearly the job had been a success. Willie’s color was up, his speech fast. Lulu, chain-smoking cigarettes, kept setting up straight lines for Willie and then wheezed with laughter as he knocked them down one after another. Little Joe retreated to the kitchen and took his time with some cold bottles of beer from the icebox.

From the first, Willie seemed to have an easiness with Lulu that Joe never felt. Joe always tried to be Lulu’s equal, offering betting tips, doing what he could to help out. When Lulu considered you a pal, after all, you were introduced around, an arm draped across your shoulder like a yoke. And once you were in, you were needed—and expected to provide. But it was hard to strike a balance with Lulu; the more you gave, the more he took.

But Lulu and Willie looked to be real partners. Unlikely that Little Joe had ever felt that way about anybody he’d done time with. Those two years in the Virginia State Penitentiary at Richmond when he was a kid—a trumped-up charge that elevated a drunken teenage prank into a felony attempt to wreck a train—had convinced Little Joe that prison was not a place where you met pals. Small guys had it tough behind the walls, and friends weren’t what they seemed. But Lulu was different. A New York City policeman for five years before his arrest, his confidence was overpowering. Lulu wasn’t big, but he was convincing—and like all cops, he liked to control. People responded to his toughness and helped him get his way.

Little Joe came back from the kitchen, handed out the beer, and sat down in the armchair opposite the sofa. On the radio, relief pitcher Jawn Murphy was completing the Yankees’ third no-hitter in their series against the Philadelphia Athletics, an operation begun by right-hander Wes Farrell. Announcer Clem McCarthy called the score at 3–0, against a subdued hometown crowd. It would have been a reflex for Little Joe to calculate an idea of the action on that spread. Tough to do under the scrutiny of Willie and Lulu, but in any case, the take would have been more if he’d been able to hang around the poolroom longer. They listened in silence as the Yankees won. Finally, a knock on the door jarred Little Joe out of his chair.

Through the peephole, Eugene “Rusty” Mello peered back from under his gray fedora. Thuggish as a B-picture extra, Rusty sidled in, a paper bag stuffed under his arm, a smile cracking his face. It didn’t improve his looks at all. Rusty lived all the way over on the west end of Twenty-fifth Street, in Chelsea, close to the docks. That tough a neighborhood—maybe it accounted for Rusty’s permanent scowl.

Rusty had been the bagman after the December score. Joe was up at the pool hall around eleven that night when the manager waved him over to the phone. Rusty’s gruff voice told him to come over to the Yankee Tavern, Ninth and Twenty-ninth in Chelsea. The guys had some money for him.

The place was narrow and dim, stinking of sawdust and spilled beer. Rusty was the only one around, tucked into a back booth along the wall, hidden in the smoke. Little Joe sat down and ordered a whiskey.

“Here’s some money,” Rusty slid a wad across the tabletop. “For you.”

Little Joe counted out $385—$200 for holding the guns, the rest money he’d loaned the guys for expenses.

“Take this, too.” Rusty reached under the table and slid a long cardboard box onto Joe’s lap. It was the shotgun.

Little Joe thought it was a joke, but the frown on Rusty’s face wasn’t funny. Joe’s smile faded. How was he supposed to get all the way back home, nearly to Second Avenue, with a sawed-off shotgun and almost $400 in his pocket, at midnight no less? Better not to ask. Joe didn’t wait to finish his drink—he just wanted to get the trip over with. On the corner, he hailed a cab, the long box under his arm, maybe a grin plastered to his face, like he was surprising the wife with flowers. From that moment on, Little Joe realized now, the whole arrangement had seemed lousy with risks.

John “Mac” Hanley arrived at the apartment next. Lulu and Willie started up with the wisecracks again, and Rusty grumbled a greeting. Mac slumped in the only other chair, at the table by the window. He held a brown fedora in his lap, his sandy hair brushed vainly over his balding pate, two mild blue eyes staring flat before him from behind his busted nose. The hands on the kitchen clock edged past five thirty.

There were more footsteps in the hallway and another knock at the door. Joe let in the last two gang members, Joseph “Whitey” Riordan and John “Patches” Waters, who clasped a paper bag under his arm. Lulu, Willie, Rusty, Mac, Patches, and Whitey—the gang had all made it back safe, and they got right to the point.

The seven of them crowded into the bedroom at the rear of the apartment, the claustrophobia relieved only by one window looking onto the alley. Little Joe turned on the overhead bulb. Rusty and Patches tossed their bundles down on the white bedspread. The men took the guns out of their pockets and placed them on the bed, too.

“Keep these here until we come back,” Lulu said.

It was a perfect opening. All Little Joe had to do was open his mouth and tell them he didn’t want the guns anymore. But then he looked at the half dozen weapons, the men shoulder to shoulder around his bed about to divide a pile of stolen loot. He let the moment pass. He pressed around Rusty and Mac, retrieved the blue briefcase from the closet, gathered up the guns, and stowed them away again. Patches and Rusty opened their paper bags and dumped cash onto the bed. Meticulous as bank tellers, they separated the bills into denominations, then added up each stack. The total came to about $11,000. The guys started to laugh.

Lulu counted off the top, folded a thick wad, and held it out over the bed to Little Joe. “Here’s two hundred dollars.”

In singles. Little Joe put the lump in his pocket. It looked as if he had an orange in his pants. Lulu, Willie, and Mac then peeled bills off their take and handed them to Joe, payback for money he’d loaned them. It was just like them—every time they needed cash, Little Joe was forthcoming without complaint. He never questioned, of course, where all the swag went. But when it came time to settle, they paid him in small, hard-to-conceal bills.

The men took the remaining $9,800 and figured their cut at $1,550 apiece (over $20,000 in twenty-first-century coin). That left $500 to cover expenses: Jake the Butch’s surveillance fee, plus a percentage for what was known as a street tax—a $200 slice for the Katz brothers, the local crime bosses, whose Harlem neighborhood housed the scene of the robbery. Their work over, Lulu folded up the paper bags and handed them to Joe. The men filed out as Joe stuffed the bags behind the briefcase in the closet. In the living room, nobody took a seat. It was time to go, after six o’clock; Rose Angela could come in anytime.

With business complete, the men left as they’d come, in pairs, a few minutes apart. Lulu and Willie, Mac and Rusty; finally, Little Joe was alone with the last two, Whitey and Patches. These two unnerved him most.

Whitey and Patches had the easy familiarity of a natural pair, like Lulu and Willie. But unlike those loudmouths, these two communicated in more than just words. Physically different, they seemed to fit together. Where Whitey was all brawn and rough around the edges, Patches was thin, with the cold polish of a hungry businessman. Whitey had a sullen diffidence and didn’t seem particularly bright, but Patches was direct and smart, with a high forehead that looked packed with brains. Despite a weather-beaten face, Whitey was still a kid, his blond hair always in his eyes, his hands pushing it back into shape—this part of himself that wouldn’t listen. Patches was the adult—economical, in control—his pale blue eyes fixed in a thousand-yard stare and slightly off-center, as though focused at different levels, gauging different perspectives for the best advantage.

Discussing the details of a job was off-limits, especially with the tight-lipped West Side Irish like Patches and Whitey. And of course Little Joe didn’t want to know more than he already did. Too dangerous. But he could guess. He figured them for the brains behind the February job, for instance, when Willie had come over practically at dawn for four revolvers. Later that evening, Joe read in the Journal and American about a Cunard Line dock teller being robbed on a Brooklyn street. Four guns meant four guys, and since Whitey and Patches worked the piers, it must have been their scheme. Different from the gang’s usual holdup, certainly; in fact, there was no comparison—one victim, as opposed to a hundred or so.

Finally, Whitey and Patches must have figured that enough time had passed since the others had left, and moved to the door. Nods all around, and then they were gone. Little Joe took the lump of cash out of his pocket, put it away in his bedroom bureau. He still hadn’t extricated himself from his responsibilities—the guns were still in the closet; in fact, he was in just as deep as ever. And it might be a while before he saw the guys again—he never really knew, that was the thing. Maybe he should call Lulu, the next day or so. But he was feeling easier now—the gang was gone, he’d avoided a scene with his wife, and he had $350 in cash; that was some relief.

The bedside clock read six twenty. The evening editions would be coming out soon, with a real banner headline for sure. Joe’s little secret—possessing gritty inside details that the reading public would never know.

Whitey and Patches split up outside. Partners, maybe they discussed a drink; but Patches would have had other plans. Whitey would have been used to that, Patches with about a dozen irons in the fire. Anyway, it probably wasn’t a good idea to be seen together. They’d know that without a word. Best to get to where they were going and lay low for the night. They’d talk tomorrow, most likely, maybe grab a beer then. Patches waved down a cab. Whitey headed west.

Cars honked their way west across East Twenty-fifth Street, go-getters finally making their way home from the office. Neon light spilling across the sidewalks, turning faces vivid red and pink. Food stands on the corners were always two and three deep at this time, the smells of coffee, pizza, hotdogs with sauerkraut—dinner a weird goulash for the poor drudges. When you’re hungry, though, it all smells good, and Whitey hadn’t eaten in hours. Whatever his mother had made for supper, there might not be anything left—his brothers, Andrew and John, still lived at home, too. He’d have to hurry if he wanted a meal. He hailed a cab at Broadway and settled back for the long ride up to Inwood. Robbery was grueling—the tension building for hours, then draining away. It wore a man out. He had an unbelievable fifteen hundred dollars, though, right in his front pants pocket. Yes, Whitey Riordan had come quite a way from the old days in Hell’s Kitchen, even if his mother might not see it that way.


 
CHAPTER TWO

COPS

 

AS WHITEY RIORDAN CABBED it uptown to his mother’s home-cooked meal, a manhunt was already gathering on his trail. The police radio alarm shortly before five on that May evening in 1939 alerted all cruisers to “watch for six men in a car, all heavily armed. Use precaution.” Assistant Chief Inspector John J. Ryan fought his way to Harlem, his driver weaving around the rush-hour traffic snarls on Eighth Avenue. Once on 125th Street, Ryan faced a familiar scene. Patrolmen on the sidewalk barricaded the Con Ed office from a growing crowd. A pack of reporters, pushing against the locked arms of police, recognized Inspector Ryan’s sharp nose and silver widow’s peak and shouted questions about likely suspects.

Ryan wouldn’t have been at all surprised by the commotion—cops and robbers always attracted crowds. Enterprising reporters scanned the police bandwidth and raced the cops to the scene. Sirens, flashing lights, yelling reporters—all drew pedestrians, neighbors, and the smoking pushcarts that trawled the fringes of the crowd. Whitey Riordan likely would have been drawn, too, if he’d been passing by, and hadn’t been the cause of the disturbance. Growing up downtown in Hell’s Kitchen, he would have jostled with other neighborhood kids when the cops brought out the hangdog husband for knifing the wife. The circus atmosphere around a crime scene livened up tenement lives, cast neighbors as players in the story unfolding in the flashbulbs’ glare. Fame was catching.

No doubt about it, crime was a spectator sport. Lately the public seemed obsessed with gangsters of all stripes—from street-level gunmen to crooked politicians in mahogany-paneled rooms. All that spring, New Yorkers had mobbed the courthouse steps in Manhattan’s Foley Square, itching for news of the racketeering trial of Tammany boss James J. Hines, pitted against famed District Attorney Thomas E. Dewey. In one corner stood Hines, a Harlem native with wide popular appeal, who was a feared political leader tied to mobster “Dutch” Schultz’s criminal empire. In the other corner was Dewey, a fiercely ambitious Michigan transplant, with picture-star good looks, mustachioed like Errol Flynn. A partisan Republican, Dewey saw smashing New York City’s corrupt Democratic machine as the high road to political office. His first action against the Tammany leader had ended in a disastrous mistrial two years before. But the district attorney was undeterred. Dutch Schultz had been dead from assassins’ bullets since ’35, and his current gangster heirs were unwilling to talk, but Dewey kept the case file open. The second action against Hines finally ended in his conviction in March ’39; Tammany supporters hissed D.A. Dewey’s victorious exit from the courthouse, but cheered when the defeated Hines appeared. Still, the district attorney got his wish, and within four years climbed his career ladder straight to the governor’s chair, while Hines went off to Sing Sing.

A juicy trial and a local heist weren’t the only newsworthy attractions. Even the most mundane aspects of police work were guaranteed draws. Just a few months earlier, in February, all the New York papers had detailed John Ryan’s recent promotion to the rank of assistant chief inspector. Thirty-six years on the force, eight citations for “meritorious service,” as Police Commissioner Lewis J. Valentine told reporters, Ryan was an honest, capable policeman. Newly situated directly under the commissioner, Ryan was the top cop’s crime scene representative, with command over the entire Harlem district. The Journal and American, and the Daily Mirror even ran the story with pictures. The old cop couldn’t have been crazy about his grainy depiction, but what could he do? The flashbulbs bursting in his face announced that publicity was part of the job.

An officer held open the branch office’s door, and Ryan stepped through. Inside, the police had a firmer hand than they did on the noisy street; a methodical investigation was underway. Witnesses to the robbery were separated into small manageable groups and questioned. An ambulance had been summoned for the only casualty, cashier Edna Wisker, who by then had been revived from her faint. She was sitting at the manager’s desk with a glass of water and a man’s handkerchief pressed to her cheeks, talking in gasps to plainclothes detectives. Ryan surveyed the scene. He already suspected a connection between this heist and one the previous December. That, too, was a Con Ed branch, up on Audubon Avenue, and the suspects were still at large with their $12,000 loot. Initially, though, Ryan likely worried that this investigation might prove just as fruitless. Hard to believe, but most witnesses, including office manager Kane, claimed to be unaware that anything had even occurred.

But by nightfall, some promising leads had emerged. Floor man Herbert Davis and tellers Helen Del Monte and Eleanor Pavelka all agreed in their descriptions of the assailants and the attack. Reviewing detectives’ notes, Ryan saw the accounts closely matched those taken from witnesses to the Audubon raid. The Assistant Chief Inspector was becoming convinced that the afternoon holdup was indeed the work of the same gutsy, lightning-fast gang whom the newspapers had variously nicknamed the Paper Bag Bandits or Shopping Bag Gang.

But even Ryan had to admit that if the Shopping Bag Gang was in fact responsible, this time they had outdone themselves in nerve. They struck just fifteen minutes before a regularly scheduled patrolman arrived to escort the manager to the bank with the day’s receipts. As a matter of fact, Ryan wouldn’t be surprised if the robbery had been coordinated with this rendezvous in mind, just for kicks—he put nothing past the perversity of crooks. But the gang also got lucky. The neighborhood beat cop who passed by at about the same time each day—4:35 P.M.—had coincidentally been called over to Madison Avenue to investigate a traffic accident. Ryan had to admit that a certain amount of dumb luck often accompanied this kind
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