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    INTRODUCTION


    The greatest bank robbery in American history took place in October of 1878, when thieves broke into the Manhattan Savings Institution at Bleecker Street and Broadway and stole nearly $3 million in cash and securities. Based on economic calculations conducted through the Economic History Service, the Manhattan bank heist amounts to approximately $50 million by today’s currency standards. This far surpasses the 1950 Brink’s armored car robbery in Boston, Massachusetts, that netted thieves approximately $3 million (approximately $21 million today), or the great train robbery in London, England, in 1963, where thieves made off with $4 million (about $22 million today). Neither of these twentieth-century bank heists can compare to the Manhattan bank robbery of 1878, and no bank robbery since has equaled it.


    According to bank examiners, the exact amount the robbers stole was $2,747,700, nearly $2.5 million of which was in stocks and bonds. It was an incredible amount of money by nineteenth-century standards. The New York Times hailed it as “. . . the most sensational in the history of bank robberies in this country.”


    The robbery was planned down to the minutest detail by criminal mastermind George L. Leslie, dubbed “the King of Bank Robbers” by New York City police, newspaper reporters, and underworld figures. According to police reports, Leslie was responsible for more than 80 percent of all the bank robberies in the country from 1869 through 1878. Despite his reputation, Leslie was never apprehended and never spent a day of his life in jail.


    What made the robbery of the Manhattan Savings Institution more incredible than just the amount taken in the heist was that the bank itself was one of the largest and most imposing in the world. The Manhattan Savings Institution was not just a bank; it was also a depository for the money, jewelry, securities, and other valuables of some of the most prominent, wealthy citizens of New York City. The building was a ponderous labyrinth of bolts, locks, and steel doors, making it an almost impregnable fortress. Using George L. Leslie’s intricate plans, which took him three years to devise, his gang was able to pull off the almost impossible feat of cleaning out the Titanic of American financial institutions.


    This book narrates the incredible double life of George L. Leslie leading up to the Manhattan Savings Institution robbery. Leslie arrived in New York City in 1869. The son of a prosperous Cincinnati brewer, a graduate of the University of Cincinnati, and a successful architect, he ingratiated himself with many of New York City’s social, cultural, and financial elite, choosing a life of crime as his means to fame and fortune. Known as a ladies’ man, Leslie engaged in a slew of romantic liaisons with several of the wives of his criminal cohorts. Ultimately, it was Leslie’s roving eye—not his criminal behavior or the robbery of the Manhattan Savings Institution—that led to his downfall.


    It took Leslie three years to plan the robbery. He began by posing as a customer and depositing a substantial sum of his own money in the bank. This allowed him to frequent the building whenever he wanted. He then carefully surveyed the premises until every inch of it was familiar to him, using his training and talent as an architect to build a replica of the bank in an abandoned warehouse. Leslie rehearsed the well-planned robbery with his handpicked gang for months, right down to the split-second timing.


    Leslie found a bank vault fabricator and learned how to duplicate the combination of the Manhattan bank vault. He bribed a night watchman and was able to break into the bank whenever he liked in order to try his various vault combinations. Leslie worked tirelessly to find the secret to the vault’s tumblers until he finally cracked the combination. The Manhattan Savings Institution was his for the taking. All in all, Leslie broke into the Manhattan Savings Institution three times before his gang actually robbed it.


    One of the largest investigations in New York City police annals began immediately following the heist, and slowly, one by one, the men who robbed the Manhattan Savings Institution were tracked down and brought to justice—all except George Leslie. A different fate lay in store for him.


    This story about George Leslie and the greatest bank robbery in American history is set in a period of great economic and social contrast—the opulent lifestyle of the wealthy alongside that of the poor and working class during the notorious “Gilded Age” in New York City—which echoes our current times. The phrase The Gilded Age was coined by Mark Twain, and served as the title of one of his books, published in 1873. According to Twain, the Gilded Age was a period of great wealth, greed, and poverty, and New York City—where much of this story takes place—was the hub.


    The Gilded Age was also a period of tremendous industrial growth and invention. With dramatic increases in the production of iron, oil, and steel, great fortunes were made by enterprising businessmen like Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, Jay Gould, James Fisk Jr., and Cornelius Vanderbilt. Dubbed robber barons by historian Matthew Josephson, these great business leaders and industrialists were able to accumulate great wealth through often ruthless and sometimes illegal business practices. According to national economic trends of the period, 1 percent of the population owned 99 percent of the wealth during the Gilded Age. Unfortunately, the Gilded Age was also a period marked by massive immigration, unemployment, dire poverty, unsanitary tenement housing, and violent crime. George Leslie was part of this complex era in our country’s history, although he did not amass his fortune through business or industry; he simply stole it.


    King of Heists is set against the historic backdrop of New York City, intertwined with a host of memorable real-life Gilded Age characters, including Fredericka “Marm” Mandelbaum, the greatest “fence” in the country, and her reign in New York City as queen of the criminals; John D. Rockefeller, president of Standard Oil; Cornelius Vanderbilt, American steamship and railroad builder; Andrew Carnegie, steel magnate; Jay Gould, owner of much of the country’s means of communications, including Western Union; and John Roebling and his quest to build the greatest bridge in the world—the Brooklyn Bridge.


    This story is about financial wizard “Jubilee” Jim Fisk, owner of the largest brokerage house in New York City and the man responsible for the “Black Friday” stock market crash in 1869; Boss Tweed, corrupt leader of New York City’s political machine; Samuel Tilden, the man who lost the most-disputed presidential election in the United States in 1876; President Ulysses S. Grant, and corrupt officials in his administration; Josie Mans-field, New York City showgirl and Fisk’s mistress; and Thomas Nast, the political cartoonist who helped bring down Boss Tweed and his cronies. It is about the gangs of criminals who robbed banks, ran whorehouses, gambling dens, barrooms, and saloons, and carried out any and all sorts of criminal offenses. It is about the dichotomy between the rich and the poor, the powerful and powerless, the haves and have-nots.


    But mostly, King of Heists is about three of the greatest bank robberies in America during this era: the robbery of the Ocean National Bank in 1869; the Northampton Bank robbery in 1876; and the Manhattan Savings Institution heist in 1878, each a record-setting robbery and each carried out under the direction of George Leslie.


    Many contemporary economists and pundits have dubbed our current era “The New Gilded Age.” With the recent collapse of the financial and housing markets sending the American economy into a dismal recession, the comparison to this previous age seems complete. David Francis in the March 6, 2006, edition of The Christian Science Monitor wrote, “The richest 1 percent of Americans now get about 15 percent of total U.S. income, close to the 18 percent the same small group had in 1913. In a way, the days of the robber barons, the tycoons, and the Gilded Age are back . . .” Harvard economist Benjamin Friedman, writing about contemporary times, said, “Inequality by some measures is very high by historical standards.”


    Currently many corporate CEOs are being paid exorbitant salaries. According to one recent report, the CEO of one major oil company was paid a salary of $55 million a year, while the poverty level in America is $18,000 for a family of four. Recent national economic trends indicate that 43 percent of the nation’s 37 million poor people are in deep poverty. Home foreclosures are at an all-time high, hundreds of thousands of people remain out of work, and retirement funds have been lost in the collapse of the financial markets.


    We are living today in a period of unparalleled greed and an expanding entrepreneurial era, contemporary economic times uniquely similar to the Gilded Age of the late 1800s. The parallels are astounding, and extend even to politics, and the contested presidential election between Samuel Tilden and Rutherford B. Hayes, which many American voters maintained was stolen by Hayes—similar to public sentiment regarding President George W. Bush’s “stolen election” in 2000.


    I have made every attempt to not portray Leslie as heroic in any way. Nor have I tried to cast aspersions upon any of the multitude of characters that inhabit this book, rich or poor. I am not trying to judge them, nor am I trying to tell the reader to judge them. I have simply tried to tell you as good a story about George Leslie as I could possibly tell. I have modeled this book, as I have modeled almost every one of my books, after one of my favorite authors, John Dos Passos. He is the author of the U.S.A. trilogy, made up of The 42nd Parallel (1930), Nineteen Nineteen (1932), and The Big Money (1936).


    Dos Passos used an assortment of techniques in writing these books, including providing the reader with actual newspaper clippings, songs, radio broadcasts, and a degree of what is referred to as fictional realism in order to tell his stories. I have attempted to do the same. Wherever I have included quotation marks, these represent the actual words of the person speaking. In other places I have used strictly a chronological narrative. In many instances, I have provided the reader with actual newspaper headlines, news stories, and actual quotes relating to some aspect of the story as it unfolded. I have provided these in order to paint a vast and lively landscape of society and culture during this period in American history.


    Some of this story seems hard to believe, but I assure the reader it is all true, as all of the actual newspaper clippings will attest. Even the story about the “cheese and crackers” bank robbers and murders is true. Two notorious criminals were apprehended because a grocery store clerk found their behavior highly suspicious: They came into his general store and bought cheese and crackers just before a bank was robbed and the cashier murdered. The store clerk reported to police that he knew the two men were the culprits because they didn’t bother to have the cheese and crackers wrapped up. (Indisputable evidence, if you ask me.) However absurd it may all seem, it is nonetheless true, as are all of the astounding exploits of George Leslie, Marm Mandelbaum, and a host of other real-life characters that inhabit this book. Thank you for your attention.
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 DELMONICO’S—NEW YORK CITY, 1869


    What is the chief end of man?—to get rich. In what way?—dishonestly if we can; honestly if we must.


    —MARK TWAIN, AMERICAN HUMORIST AND AUTHOR (THE GILDED AGE, 1873)


 Some things never change.


    Good looks, nice clothes, and fine manners will take you far, and George Leslie knew that these and other qualities he possessed would take him exactly where he wanted to go. Life had been pretty much a la carte for twenty-seven-year-old George Leslie. He could afford to pick and choose what he wanted depending upon his appetite. Now, he was hungry for a tasty slice of New York City, with a side of easy money.


    In 1869, Leslie had just arrived in New York City from Cincinnati. Most of his possessions were still in transit. He set up residency, at least for the time being, at the exclusive Fifth Avenue Hotel. He only knew a handful of people in New York, and one of them was civil engineer John Roebling. Not long after settling in, Roebling invited him to dinner at the exclusive Delmonico’s restaurant.

   [image: dec]

     The war was never far from George Leslie’s mind. How could it be? The bloodiest conflict in the country’s history had come to an end just four years ago, and the wounds were still fresh, for both North and South. Close to three and a half million men had fought in the Civil War, and nearly 700,000, both Union and Confederate troops, had died. A million more were maimed or wounded. Although George Leslie wasn’t one of them, it wasn’t luck that had saved him.


    The specter of the war he had not fought in plagued him, followed him everywhere, weighing him down like a great albatross hung around his neck. It drove him from his comfortable home in Cincinnati and his successful architectural business, even from the woman he was once engaged to marry. It followed him everywhere, even to New York City, where Leslie hoped to lose himself in the anonymity of the great burgeoning metropolis. But the ghosts of the war were everywhere, a constant reminder for him—not of what he had done during the war, but of what he hadn’t.


    On every New York City street corner he saw them: tragic young men and boys, begging on the streets, wearing their tattered Union army coats, some sporting medals hanging from faded ribbons on their lapels, a constant reminder of his own imperfection. Their gaunt faces and hollow eyes were grim souvenirs of the horror of the past conflagration. Some wore black patches where an eye had once been, or had a folded coat sleeve tacked to their shoulder where there had once been an arm. Some hobbled on makeshift crutches to support themselves, a leg missing, a foot gone. Others were mere shells of their former selves, lying in the gutter holding out tin cups. Their bodies, minds, and hearts were scarred forever. These horrific casualties proliferated the city’s landscape, bearing witness for all to see of the costs of this Great War to preserve the Union. Leslie could not escape them, not even on the busy, crowded streets of New York City.


    The Civil War had taken a terrible toll on the country’s psyche as well as its people. Men and women, fathers and sons, brothers and sisters, women and children—all had suffered through the four bloodiest years in American history. Even four years after the war’s end, the deep wounds inflicted on the country and its people had not healed.


    Leslie’s home state, Ohio, had provided a quarter-million able-bodied men as soldiers and military officers during the war; only the states of New York and Pennsylvania had provided more troops. His own hometown of Cincinnati had been a major source of supplies and troops for the Union Army. Several leading generals hailed from the Buckeye State, including President Ulysses S. Grant, William Sherman, and Phil Sheridan. Grant, the “Hero of Appomattox,” born in Point Pleasant, Ohio (not far from where Leslie had grown up), had been elected President of the United States in a landslide victory in 1868. At the outset of the war in 1861, thousands of young men from Cincinnati had flocked to military service, but Leslie wasn’t one of them. His father had seen to that, buying Leslie’s way out of the draft.


    Even tucked away at the University of Cincinnati, where he had studied architecture and graduated as an honors student, Leslie wasn’t able to escape the scandal that swirled around him. In 1863, at the height of the war, George Leslie was twenty-one years old, a prime candidate for the draft. Hundreds of young men from his hometown were either being drafted to fight in the Union cause or signing up to serve. The Union Conscription Act of 1863, drastically unpopular and a source of riots across the country, called for all able-bodied males between the ages of twenty and forty-five to be drafted into military service. However, it included a provision that allowed wealthy men to pay $300 to buy their way out of service, or to hire a substitute soldier to go in their place.


    Leslie’s father had paid the $300 outright for George’s release from military service—and George had been paying for it ever since. It was a perfectly legal but a highly unpopular course of action, and one that many did not forget after the war ended. Wealthy young men like George Leslie could not have been thought less of; they were considered worse than deserters. Although deserting during wartime was punishable by death, people could at least understand it. The horrors of war could make a young man do just about anything. At the very least, being a deserter meant a man had at least served, at least faced the enemy, even if he chose to run away . . . whereas young men like Leslie were thought to have run away before the first shot had even been fired.


    After the war was over, Leslie found himself in the unpopular position of facing ridicule and scorn from many in Cincinnati despite his lofty social standing. There was open hostility toward him, and he was ostracized by many Cincinnati families and former friends who had served or lost someone dear in battle. Their resentment overwhelmed him.

     He wanted to start over.


    After graduating from the University of Cincinnati, Leslie had been engaged to marry a fragile, beautiful young woman who came from a prosperous Cincinnati family. She was a shy, quiet young woman who wrote poetry, read books, pressed flowers for a hobby, and taught Sunday school. Her father had made a fortune during the war, supplying shovels to the Union Army. After the war, his business continued to flourish when he was contracted to provide shovels for the building of the country’s transcontinental railroad. They had their whole life before them.


    Her father was a Lincoln Republican and his brother served as a major general during the war. The brother was best known for ordering the raid that became famous as the Great Locomotive Chase. The Chase, sometimes known as Andrews’s Raid, was a Union military raid in northern Georgia in 1862. Twenty-two volunteers from Ohio regiments stole a Confederate train, trying to disrupt rail service that ran from Atlanta, Georgia, to Chattanooga, Tennessee. They hoped to burn bridges and dynamite train tunnels along the way. After infiltrating Confederate lines and hijacking a train, they were pursued by other locomotives before finally being captured and imprisoned. Several of them were executed as spies. Some managed to escape back to their regiment. Several of the surviving members of Andrews’s Raiders became the first recipients of the Medal of Honor.


    It was with a certain degree of trepidation that her father gave his blessing for his daughter’s marriage to Leslie. Leslie did, after all, come from a well-to-do family. His father was a successful brewer in Toledo, Ohio. He was well educated, independently wealthy, and ran his own successful architectural firm in Cincinnati. Still, despite his many attributes, there were reservations, mostly because Leslie had bought his way out of the draft. Ohioans did not look kindly on men who paid their way out of the army—not when so many of their young men had died while trying to preserve the Union. Her father was somewhat inclined to overlook it, for the most part, although there remained a nagging doubt about the character of his soon-to-be son-in-law.


    Everything was going as planned and would have culminated in a grand wedding and reception sometime in May of 1867, if it were not for the return of Jacob Parrot, a former suitor. At the outbreak of the war, Parrot had volunteered as a private in the 33rd Ohio Infantry, and had also volunteered to take part in the daring train raid in Georgia. He had been one of the lucky ones. He and fourteen others managed to escape, but only six, including Parrot, reached their regiment safely. In 1863, Jacob Parrot became the first recipient of the Union War Department’s Medal of Honor. He was a hero, and his return to Cincinnati spelled an end to George Leslie’s upcoming nuptials. Within months of Parrot’s return, the engagement was broken off and Leslie was banished from his fiancée’s household. She ended up marrying Parrot, the war hero.


    Leslie knew he could never escape his past transgressions—at least, not while living in Cincinnati. After the death of both his parents in 1867, he sold the family home, closed his architectural firm, packed up everything, and fled to the anonymity that he believed New York City would afford him.


    Leslie was twenty-seven years old when he arrived in New York City in the winter of 1869. New York was a bustling metropolis, bursting at the seams with opportunities. Fortunes were being made in oil, banking, railroads, and communications. Important and exciting things were happening. Leslie wanted to shake off his old life and become part of it all. He was not interested in reestablishing his architectural career. For reasons that were not clear to him at the time, he had set his sights on becoming something and someone entirely different. This much he did know: Whatever he ended up pursuing, he wanted no part of his past interfering with his future there in New York City. And he knew he wanted a chance to make what he called “easy money.” For George Leslie, there was no easier way of making money than stealing it.


    All the respectable things of the world—position, education, and wealth—didn’t mean a thing to him anymore. They had all come easily to him and had ultimately gotten him nowhere. What he wanted now was what he’d never had in his life—mystery and adventure. He could never have found them in Cincinnati, and decided he would look for them in New York City.


    [image: dec]


    Delmonico’s smelled of charcoal and smoke. The aroma of sizzling beef and boiling potatoes filled up the dining room. A thick cloud of cigar smoke hung like an incoming storm cloud over the noisy patrons. There was the clink of wineglasses and the clatter of plates and silverware. A steady din of modulated conversation was sporadically interrupted by the occasional shriek of laughter. Waiters dressed in white waistcoats and equally white gloves moved like choreographed dancers through the noisy, smoke-filled restaurant, balancing trays filled with food and expensive bottles of wine.


    The prices of the famed cuisine at Delmonico’s restaurant were sufficiently high to discourage anyone but the very wealthy from patronizing it. It was New York City’s most renowned culinary spot. Located in a converted mansion at the corner of Fifth Avenue and Fourteenth Street, a block from Union Square, it was the most luxurious restaurant in the city. It had a café and an elaborate dining room on the first floor. Upstairs was a spacious and lavish ballroom and a score of private dining rooms where many select social functions and private dinners were held. It catered to the city’s wealthy upper classes, indulging every culinary whim of its affluent patrons.


    The restaurant was started by Giovanni and Pietro Delmonico (John and Peter) in 1837 and soon became known as the country’s first fine dining establishment. After Giovanni’s death, his son, Lorenzo, joined his uncle in managing the operation. After moving its location several times throughout the city, Delmonico’s moved to a refurbished Union Square mansion in 1862. It was the first four-star restaurant in the country, and a gathering place for most of New York City’s fashionable elite, from politicians (including the infamous Boss Tweed and his archrival Samuel Tilden) and writers (such as Mark Twain and Ambrose Pierce) to wealthy businessmen, including Wall Street speculator “Jubilee” Jim Fisk and international banker, August Belmont.


    It was one of the first stops on George Leslie’s New York City itinerary.
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    . . . members of the Delmonico family of restaurateurs . . . were found at their . . . rendezvous of gastronomes on Fifth Avenue . . . A steady stream of celebrities—social, plutocratic, artistic, journalistic, legal and every other shade of professional gentlemen . . . poured through the door of the café, a salon of almost Saracenic splendor and sauntered in and out . . . all over the beautiful building . . . There is now no restaurant in Paris, or London or Vienna which can compete with our Delmonico’s in the excellence and variety of its fare . . .


    — New York Tribune (1869)



 

    [image: dec]


    Leslie had been the sharpshooting champion of the University of Cincinnati, but the recognition meant very little to him. He had never truly cared for guns. He was not a Union sharpshooter during the war, which might have earned him some modicum of respect and admiration. If he had been, he could have justifiably placed his medals for bravery or sharpshooting, if he had earned them, right next to his university sharpshooting trophy. Then all of it might have meant something.


    It was his father’s idea for him to join the rifle club at school, and with the help of a private tutor (hired by his father), George learned to shoot both pistols and rifles expertly. Despite all the drudgery of it and the lack of any meaningful recognition, it produced a certain undeniable inner confidence, knowing he could shoot the lights out of anything or anyone, at practically any reasonable distance, with either hand, if he needed to. This skill might have served him well if he had been in the Wild West, but he wasn’t. He had lived in Cincinnati, and now, New York City, and it was 1869. Things were more civilized, at least among the more respectable denizens of the great metropolis—or at least they appeared to be. Leslie had little reason to use this acquired skill. Perhaps it was the mere knowledge of this hidden talent that gave him a sense of superiority.


    George Leslie was a tall, handsome man—lean, fit, and muscular. Some might have called him rugged were it not for his exquisite taste in clothes. He wore the finest suits money could buy. Since coming to New York, he had purchased several frock coats, vests, and trousers from Brooks Brothers, where everyone who was anyone bought their apparel. He was clean-shaven, with a cleft in his strong chin. His complexion was clear and genial, his wide brown eyes, sincere and bright. With his dashing good looks and dress, impeccable manners, and outgoing personality, Leslie had very little trouble ingratiating himself with New York City’s social elite.


    There was an apparent air of superiority that emanated from him. It was not the expensive clothes he wore, or his education, or his personal wealth that gave off this initial impression to others. It was something about the way he cocked his head back and to one side, appearing to look down his nose through his spectacles that made him appear judgmental, if not downright superior. He had started wearing glasses after graduating because the close, meticulous work at his drafting table had taken a toll on his otherwise perfect eyesight. He might not have had good eyesight, but George knew he had vision. He saw everything, including his future, clear as a bell.


    His propensity to cock his head and, with a penetrating stare through his glasses, appear to weigh someone’s every word made him appear to be judging whether the speaker truly had anything worthwhile to say. This was unnerving for some, who likely misconstrued it as arrogance or conceit. It wasn’t. It was an overt mannerism that was initially unnerving but was soon forgotten and forgiven within the continuum of Leslie’s all-encompassing persona of exquisite charm, astonishing good looks, and impeccable manners. There wasn’t the slightest bit of etiquette that escaped him, from the gentlemanly habit of bowing slightly when introduced, to waiting until everyone else was seated before seating himself. He lit cigarettes and cigars for companions and guests, and poured wine for tasting. He opened doors and held chairs for ladies, and he would rise from his seat when anyone (except, of course, the help) joined his company. He was gracious and charming to everyone he came in contact with.


    Leslie was a voracious reader and could converse easily on almost every subject, from current affairs to history. He had brought a dozen crates of his favorite books from Cincinnati, along with four crates of his best furniture, six chests of fine china and silverware, and ten trunks of clothes and other personal provisions. He had packed and shipped only a single photograph of his parents, and none of himself. Everything was in transit, due to arrive shortly at Penn Central train station, having been shipped from Cincinnati. He took up temporary residency at the exclusive Fifth Avenue Hotel, renting a suite to accommodate his soon-to-arrive belongings.
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    At Delmonico’s that evening, Leslie unfolded his napkin and placed it carefully on his lap. He had ordered the classic Delmonico steak, a twenty-ounce boneless rib eye cooked to perfection, baked oysters with bacon, tomato, and hollandaise, and a glass of Cabernet. He surveyed the lush dining room with its ornate oak furniture and tiger-wood tables, the marble and carpeted floors, the frescoed walls, the glimmering silver chandeliers, and the stained-glass windows. He took an admiring and careful inventory of the table set before him. The linen tablecloths glistened with engraved glassware, crystal stemware, porcelain service, Haviland china, and hand-painted Limoges orchid plates. Although the plates didn’t match, the patterns complemented each other in a distinct Delmonico’s tradition.


    An array of silverware was spread out before him, nontraditionally, from the right of the plate, rather than the left—polished forks for dinner, salad, sardine, fish, and dessert courses. These weapons of class distinction were made of delicately etched sterling, and Leslie used each and every one with deft accomplishment. George Leslie was nothing if not precise, paying special attention to the small and intricate cut-glass salt and pepper shakers with their sterling silver caps. The minuscule shakers could fit into the palm of his hand.


    John Roebling was seated nearby. The eminent engineer was tall, over six feet. He was well proportioned, his chest broad and his frame muscular. He had a long face with a broad forehead and a curved, longish nose with flaring nostrils. He had bushy eyebrows, and his thick, dark beard was longer than what was typical for the day. He had a huge down-curling mustache and luxuriant muttonchop whiskers. Confident and poised, Roebling cut a dashing figure. His eyes, dark and squinting, darted to and fro with enthusiasm as he spoke. His face had the stamp of authority.


    Leslie knew Roebling by reputation. New to the city and without many social contacts, Leslie drew on his architectural background to make acquaintances. Roebling had ties to Leslie’s hometown of Cincinnati, having built the Cincinnati Suspension Bridge, a landmark since its completion in 1866. The 1,057-foot main span of the Cincinnati Bridge was, at the time of its completion, the longest in the world. It was also the first suspension bridge to employ both vertical suspenders and diagonal stays crossing from either tower to support it. It was an engineering marvel that Roebling intended to improve upon in his next big project, the building of the Brooklyn Bridge, which he projected would far surpass the Cincinnati Suspension Bridge in length, making it an unparalleled engineering feat.


    Roebling had recently been named chief engineer for the building of the Brooklyn Bridge. The plans he submitted for building the enormous structure called for a crossing between the city of Brooklyn and lower Manhattan. It was viewed as a solution to the overpopulation of the city, which in 1869, was made up of only the borough of Manhattan. Roebling claimed that when he completed the proposed Brooklyn Bridge, it would not only be the greatest bridge ever built in America—it would also be the greatest engineering achievement of the century. According to Roebling, the great towers he planned to build to support the bridge would be worthy of being designated as national monuments. Leslie had no reason to doubt him. Roebling’s conversation seldom strayed from his relentless talk of his much-heralded project. He invited Leslie down to the wharf along the East River to view the proposed site for himself. It was the last thing in the world Leslie was interested in doing, here in majestic and mysterious New York City. Still, charming as ever, he graciously accepted the invitation.


    John Roebling had first proposed building a suspension bridge over the East River in 1855, as an alternative to the slow and cumbersome Atlantic Avenue–Fulton Street Ferry. He was by then the wealthy owner of a successful wire-rope company and already a famous bridge engineer. He had worked out every detail of the planned bridge, from its proposed gigantic stone towers to its mighty steel cables. His plan was initially met with skepticism by New York and Brooklyn politicians, but Roebling countered the opposition with some political clout of his own. He enlisted the support of William Kingsley, a Brooklyn businessman with vast political connections, and the publisher of the highly influential newspaper, the Brooklyn Daily Eagle.


    Kingsley then solicited the cooperation of Henry Murphy, a New York state senator and the former mayor of Brooklyn. Murphy crafted a legislative bill that he submitted to the New York State Legislature that would permit a private company to build a bridge connecting the two cities of Manhattan and Brooklyn. By 1867, a group of prominent political and businessmen had formed the New York Bridge Company, whose sole purpose was to build and maintain a bridge across the East River. The Brooklyn council pledged $3 million of the capital stock, while the city of New York subscribed to half that amount, $1.5 million. The New York Bridge Company was allowed to fix toll rates for pedestrians and vehicles for which they would receive a profit of 15 percent per year.


    To convince those who still doubted the necessity of the bridge, Roebling predicted that the projected population and business growth in the cities of New York and Brooklyn would require the construction of even more bridges in the future. In addition to the Brooklyn Bridge, Roebling proposed building additional bridges, including the Williamsburg and Queensboro bridges. In 1869, the New York City Council and the Army Corps of Engineers approved Roebling’s plan to build the much-touted Brooklyn Bridge.


    Roebling had come to America from Prussia in 1831, where he led a group of friends to Saxonburg, Pennsylvania. There they established a successful farming community. He went on to invent wire cable to replace the hemp ropes used in towing. The success of his wire business led him to ultimately buy a three-acre tract of land in Trenton, New Jersey, where he established his first wire-manufacturing factory. His first contract was to build a bridge over the Monongahela River. It was completed in 1846. But the bridge that ultimately established Roebling’s reputation as a master bridge builder was the suspension bridge he constructed over Niagara Falls, finished in 1855. This was followed by the construction of the Cincinnati Bridge over the Ohio River, and, finally, to his beloved Brooklyn Bridge proposal.


    But Roebling was not the only one whose dreams were coming true. George Leslie’s dream of establishing himself in New York high society was coming to fruition as well. While Roebling prattled on about the bridge, Leslie surveyed his surroundings, feeling smugly confident and self-satisfied, immersed in Delmonico’s atmosphere of gaiety, surrounded by the city’s social elite, knowing full well how easily he fit in. The conversations swirling around him were glib and flattering, sometimes subtly sexual, and always profoundly engrossing. He had finally arrived.
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    After the Civil War, New York City had become the hub of commerce and industry in the United States. It was home to many of the country’s wealthiest families—the Astors, Carnegies, Vanderbilts, and Rockefellers—and, accordingly, home to the largest banking and financial institutions as well. It was one of the world’s largest cities, with a population of a million and a half people. But along with its opportunities and opulence, New York also had a darker side. It was one of the poorest and most corrupt metropolitan centers in the world. The city was riddled with waterfront slums and overflowing with poor immigrant families who were crowded into filthy tenement housing, trying desperately to survive in an environment of hunger, poverty, ignorance, and crime. Although the city’s movers and shakers who lived in the lap of luxury in upper Manhattan were aware of the woes of the immigrant population, they were kept at a comfortable distance. New York’s financial and social elite were content to let the police and crime lords reign over this ugly part of city life.


    For New York City and the rest of the country, it was the beginning of the Gilded Age, an era in American history marked by lavish wealth, greed, corruption, and a socioeconomic divide between the haves and have-nots greater than had ever been experienced before. The Gilded Age was a term coined by the country’s preeminent humorist, Mark Twain. In their novel, The Gilded Age: A Tale of Today (1873), Twain and his co-author, Charles Dudley Warner, ridiculed the excess of the country’s rich, painting a portrait of an American society steeped in corruption and scandal. According to Twain and Warner, America was divided not into the North and South, but into the ultra-rich and the devastatingly poor—a society that placed no limits on luxuries for the rich, with no hope in sight for the poor immigrants who flooded into urban areas like New York City looking to fulfill the American Dream.


    Twain summed up this period in American history (1870–1900) simply enough: “What is the chief end of man?—to get rich. In what way?—dishonestly if we can; honestly if we must.”


    It was an era of great industry and invention. The Standard Oil Company was incorporated by John D. Rockefeller. Andrew Carnegie founded Carnegie Steel, which would later become U.S. Steel. Companies as varied as the Sherwin-Williams Paint Company, Pillsbury, B. F. Goodrich, and Liggett & Myers Tobacco Company were created. The telephone was invented by Alexander Graham Bell. Thomas Edison invented the phonograph and the lightbulb, and established Edison Electric Light Company, which became General Electric. Central Park in New York City was completed, and the Brooklyn Bridge was built.


    With the dramatic increase in the production of iron, oil, and steel during this period, vast fortunes were made by businessmen like Rockefeller, Vanderbilt, Carnegie, and others. Their great wealth supported their opulent lifestyles, the likes of which had never been seen in the country before. Families such as the Vanderbilts and Astors built mansions in New York and luxurious summer homes in places such as Newport, Rhode Island, emulating European aristocracy. They lived like royalty, pursuing hobbies such as sailing, horse breeding and racing, fox hunting, and polo. They spent excessive sums of money on furnishing their homes with stunning European art and exquisite furniture. The Vanderbilts’ Hyde Park mansion, built in 1898, was considered the most palatial mansion ever built in the United States.


    Vernon Louis Parrington, a Washington University professor and winner of the 1928 Pulitzer Prize in history for his work, Main Currents in American Thought, said of the era, “Exploitation was the business of the times.” Still others would condemn the period as one that lacked an ethical or moral compass. Historian Matthew Josephson reinforced Parrington’s opinion, noting that America in the Gilded Age was formed by the “exploitation of many by the few.” It was Josephson who coined the term robber barons to depict the likes of Rockefeller, Vanderbilt, Carnegie, J. P. Morgan, and others—men who amassed their great fortunes at the expense of the poor and lowly, through illegal means and ruthless business practices.


    The vast corruption and greed that proliferated throughout America during the Gilded Age reached all the way to the highest office in the land. During Ulysses S. Grant’s presidency (1869–1877), Grant and most of his cabinet were tainted by a series of spectacular scandals that rocked the country. The Credit Mobilier affair was perhaps the worst, an intricate scheme involving the building of the transcontinental railway. Building the railroad was considered one of the principal American engineering feats of the nineteenth century. Ceremonially completed in the spring of 1869, it served as an integral network for American commerce and travel, connecting the eastern and western halves of the country. The railroad was financed with substantial amounts of money provided by the government. The board of directors of the Union Pacific Railroad formed a fake company called Credit Mobilier of America, awarding themselves huge construction contracts and funneling millions of dollars into the pockets of the directors and their friends. Congressmen, members of Grant’s cabinet, and even his vice president, Schuyler Colfax, were caught up in the scandal. Many accepted bribes in exchange for not investigating the scheme. Colfax accepted railroad stock as a bribe, and his involvement in the scandal led to the end of his political career.


    Along with the great strides in industrialization during the Gilded Age, the country was also experiencing a tremendous growth in population, with thousands of immigrants flocking to urban areas such as New York City. Many came carrying all they owned on their backs, looking for work and their piece of the American Dream. What they found instead was poverty, sickness, crime, and open hostility. The population of the United States had reached nearly 50 million people, of which almost 7 million were immigrants. Slums and dilapidated tenements spread across city landscapes, creating neighborhoods that teemed with crime and filth. Most Americans, the “many” that Josephson alluded to, labored in sheer poverty.


    During the dubiously named Gilded Age, New York City was the most corrupt metropolitan area in the world. Politicians were easily and readily bribed, graft was an accepted political procedure, the police force was on the take, and crime, at the hands of hundreds of disparate gangs, ran the city. Few if any politicians or law enforcement officials tried to control the corruption. According to one report, New York City during this era harbored more than 30,000 known criminals, ranging from murderers to pickpockets, 20,000 prostitutes, 3,000 drinking houses
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