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recalls the rise and fall of an underworld culture that bred some of America’s most infa-
mous racketeers, bootleggers, gamblers, and professional killers, spawned by a culture
of vice and criminality on New York's Lower East Side and similar environments in
Chicago, Cleveland, Boston, Detroit, Newark, and Philadelphia. The author adds an
important dimension to this story as he discusses the Italian gangs that teamed up with
their Jewish counterparts to form multicultural syndicates.

The careers of such high-profile figures as Meyer Lansky, Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel,
and “Dutch” Schultz demonstrate how these gangsters passed from early manhood to
old age, marketed illicit goods and services after the repeal of Prohibition, improved their
system of mutual cooperation and self-governance, and grew to resemble modem busi-
ness entrepreneurs.

A new afterword brings to a close the careers of the Jewish gangsters and discusses
how their image is addressed in selected books since the 1980s. Fried also examines
the impact of films such as The Godfather series, Once Upon a Time in America, and
Bugsy.

Albert Fried teaches American Studies at SUNY Purchase. He is the editor of Socialism
in America: From the Shakers to the Third International, and with Ronald Sanders edited
a revised edition of Socialist Thought: A Documentary History. Both are available from
Columbia University Press.
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Poolrooms and gangsters, brothels and cadets.
Dancing academies, beckoning and ealling to tired
and lonesome souls sweating their flower and
youth away to the time of spindles and belts and
foot-powered machines.

Benjamin Anfin

The criminals are themselves part of the commu-
nity, in its deeper sense, and are as much its prod-
ucts as are its philosophers, poets, inventors,
businessmen and scientists, reformers and saints.

Frank Tannenbawm

You see, studying human nature I eame to the
conclusion people prefer to be righteous at home
and a so-called sinner someplace else. As for my-
self I stick to this saying: When you lose vour
money you lose nothing; when you lose your char-
acter you lose everything.

Meyer Lansky
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INTRODUCTION

SOME QUESTIONS OF
MOTIVE AND METHOD

n the fall of 1966 I first read Mi-
chael Gold's Jews Withou! Money, a novel-memoir about a lad ETOw-
ing up on New York's Lower East Side before World War . To
be more accurate, it is about the suffering he sees all around him—
unrelieved suffering, hopeless suffering, suffering that calls forth ev-
ery horror and perversion. The streets and tenements reek with
whores and pimps. Gangsters are a lurking presence: his best friend
Nigger becomes a gangster, killing Louis One Eve after Louis turns
Nigger's sister into a prostitute. Throughout, Gold makes no moral
distinction between his underworld and upperworld characters. They
are all vietims of a remorseless machine; all submit to the same dely-
sion, the false hope that 2 miracle will somehow release them from
their thralldom.

As I read Jews Without Money | kept asking myself: Was the
Lower East Side anything like Gold's description? Or does he present
a caricature of the old neighborhood, driving eertain indisputable
truths to their extreme as a corrective to the romanticized image of
the past? The title itself sugpests bitter irony.

[ was reminded of these questions a few weeks later, during a
visit to New York's Jewish Museum. Featured was an exhibit of
paintings, drawings, and photographs, especially photographs, of the
Lower East Side when it served as the “Portal to America” {the ex-
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hibit's title) for most of the nearly two million Eastern European
Jews who emigrated to the United States between 1870 and 1925,
And a splendid exhibit it was. Many of the pictures were already fa-
miliar to me, but hanging there on the walls, free of surrounding
text and considerably enlarged, they conveyed something new; and
all of us (for the place was packed that Sunday afternoon) undoubt-
edly saw the squalid tenements, the noisome streets, the sweatshops,
the children in school and at work and play—the overwhelming pov-
erty and the overwhelming will to endure—with fresh understand-
ing. [ also came to appreciate more foreibly than before the artistic
genius, not to say heroism (who else but a hero would have gone into
such unspeakable slums in order to report the truth to America?)
of those pioneer photographers, chief among them Jacob Riis and
Lewis W. Hine and Alice Ansten.

Still, nothing in the exhibit conveyed Michael Gold's Lower East
Side, the seamy underworld part of the immigrant experience, [ won-
dered if anyone had ever photographed pimps and prostitutes and
gangsters—and, if so, where such pictures might be found, I real-
ized, of course, that the exhibit was hardly intended to be exhaustive,
and that even if the curators had wanted to include such pictures, as-
suming they existed, they might not have been available. All the
same, my curiosity was awakened.

What I found out in the courge of desultory reading over the
next several years fairly astonished me. T discovered thal an enor-
mously complex, richly endowed eulture of viee and criminality,
made up mainly of young people, thrived on the Lower East Side,
that most outziders regarded it as a running sore of corruption and
mayhem, and, not accidentally, as Tammany Hall's bastion of power,
that the Jews themselves eventually came to look upon it as an in-
sufferable burden of shame and embarrassment, and that this under-
world eulture, finally, did not begin to decline until World War [ and
then only becanse Lower East Siders were escaping to better neigh-
borhoods thanks to the burgeoning prosperity, especially in the gar-
ment trades. As far as 1 was concerned, Michael Gold had been
justified; his Lower East Side rested on solid fact,

[ dizscovered, further, that the Lower East Side could not be iso-
lated as a moment in time, a single habitation. Many of the children
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who had been nurtured by its underworld culture came into their
own—inscribed their names in history—only after they had fled its
precinets. So, goaded by curiosity, T enlarged my inguiry to take in
some of America’s greatest racketeers and bootleggers and gam-
blers and professional killers., Which meant finding out about Jewish
neighborhoods in other eities, about the underworld cultures of Chi-
cago, Philadelphia, Cleveland, Boston, Detroit, Newark, each a vari-
ant of the Lower East Side, but each possessing its own distinetive
character, each contributing its own share of ganpgsters to the na-
tional pool. By the same token I had to learn about the Italian pangs,
products of their ghettos, their neighborhood underworlds; more spe-
cifically, about those Italian gangsters who had teamed up with their
Jewish counterparts to form the multi-ethnic syndicates of modern
times.

[ continued to follow the careers of these pangster-capitalists,
Jewish and non-Jewish, as they passed from early manhood to middle
and old age, as they went on to market other illicit goods and ser-
vices (primarily gambling) after Prohibition ended, as they kept im-
proving their svstem of mutual eooperation and self-governance and
assumed more and more the aspect of modern business enterprises,
Jewish gangsters, meanwhile, were growing less visible. There were
fewer and fewer of them, and those who remained tended inereasing-
Iy to oceupy the strictly commereial and finaneial stratum of the
eriminal hierarchy, So that by now, entering the 1980s, all that is left
is the intimation of a Jewish underworld, the residue of an obliterat-
ed past,

Four vears ago | decided to resurrect that past. I decided to
study the Jewish underworld from its inception to the present: from
the vice-mongers of the 1880s to the last of the bhreed today, At first [
thought I would take a single person—Meyer Lansky was my favor
ite candidate—who had grown up on the Lower East Side and gained
prominence in the decades since as a leader of organized crime, and
make him the focus of my study. But this approach, 1 finally conelud-
ed, was too limiting: it would mean neglecting the worst of the racke-
teers—Lepke and Gurrah and their murderous warriors, for
example, the recitation of whose deeds still makes one shudder. 1
then thought of econcentrifting on a particular generation of erimi-

i
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nals, those who had reached manhood in the underworld cultures of
America at the time Prohibition came along and conferred high pro-
fessional status upon them, That generation, born around 1900, has
had no notable suceeszors, and its passing marks the passing of the
Jewish underworld in America. ([talian-American eriminals, by way
of eontrast, have tended to keep their voeation going inside their
families, often marrying into similar families, thus perpetuating the
institution generation after generation, much as skilled craftsmen
onee did through guilds.)

Too many falzse starts persuaded me to abandon my single-gen-
eration approach as well. [t would have forced me to slight the Low-
er Bast Side experience in all its rich sgualor; T would not have been
able to do justice to the earlier background of vice and erime—prosti-
tution and gambling and street gangs—{from which the argonants of
that exceptional generation emerged, So, in the end, I have chosen to
trace the evolution of the Jewish underworld in its various social and
economic and political settings, moving from the early Eastern Euro-
pean immigrant settlements to the present-day era of multinational
corporations and high finance epilomized by Meyer Lansky,

One might argue that T have, at least on the face of it, only am-
plified or explicated a point often made by sociologists and historians
of American ethnicity. Tt should be pointed out that the two best
hooks on the Lower East Side mention the underworld but make lit-
tle of it. Moses Rischin's The Prowmised City, a fine synoptic account,
devotes only two pages to the subject of viee and crime. “Jewish
eriminals,” Rischin weites, “regularly made newspaper headlines,
The appearance of an ungovernable youth after the turn of the cen-
tury was undeniable and exeited apprehension.” Questions immedi-
ately spring to mind. Why did so many Jewish children appear before
Juvenile Court? What newspaper headlines, and referring to what
stories” Who exeited the apprehension, and why? How disappointing
that Rischin writes not another word on the subject.

Then there iz Irving Howe's vast and magisterial World of Ouwr
Fathers, No work has caught so abundantly the suffering and cour-
age and genius of the Eastern European immigrants and their chil-
dren and the civilization they wrought. After informing us briefly,
tantalizingly, of such notorious characters as Mother Mandelbaum

lfraduction

and Monk Eastman and Arnold Rothstein, Howe sums up the under-
world culture in a gentence: “But in the life of the immigrant commu-
nity as a whole, erime was a marginal phenomenon, a pathology
dizscoloring the process of eollective assertion and adjustment.” Ab-
sent from World of Our Fothers is a discussion of the vice—prosti-
tution and gambling mostly—or the great pangs, Kid Twist's, Big
Jack Zelig's, and Dopey Benny's among others, whose misdeeds out-
raged the Jewish cormmunity and, indeed, the city and the entire na-
tion. And while eloquently reminding us of the Lower East Side’s
remarkable legacy, its writers, artists, compozers, labor leaders, and
so forth, Howe neplects to mention that other legacy, the dark one
left by its underworld culture, He does touch on the racketeering evil
that afficted the needle trades, manufacturers and unions both, in
the 1920s, bul he vefers to Lepke and Gurrah and Little Augie and
company only in passing, as though they were just another marginal
phenomenon, & mere discoloration. And the Jewish bootleggers es-
cape his notice altogether, a singular omission.

It is no secret that Jewish eriminals did what others did hefore
ther and have continued to do, that they all have used erime as an-
other way of moving upward and onward in the American manner.
First the Irish (and to a much lesser extent the Germans); then the
Jews and the Italians; and now, presumably, the Blacks and the His-
panica and the Chinese too have successively climbed the same
“queer ladder.” True enough. But in itself the point remains a stale
generalization, a platitude, The significant question is what kind of
underworld each ethnie group established in response to the unigue
experiences it encountered, who its underworld dromatis personae
were, and what, specifically, they aceomplished. This book attempts
to address and answer that very question: to show in detail how
some Jews followed an undying American tradition,
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THE RISE AND FALL OF THE
JEWISH GANGSTER IN AMERICA



ONE

THE OLD
NEIGHBORHOOD

be Shoenfeld could not have
been completely surprised that day in August 1912 when a group of
influential New York City German-American Jews called on him to
undertake an important and highly confidential assignment. They
wanted him to head a team of private investigators who would check
out and report on the eriminals and viee lords of the city's great Jew-
ish quarter, the Lower East Side. The incidence of erime and vice
down there had gotten out of hand, had indeed reached scandalous
dimensions—so scandalous the newspapers were reporting them dai-
ly, featuring them in one headline story after another; so scandalous
they threatened to bring all New York Jews, even the most respect-
able (the Germans), into disrepute. The crisis demanded an extreme
response.

That Shoenfeld had been selected to carry out this grave enter-
prigse could not have surprised him either. He had grown up on the
Lower East Side—his father had been active in the trade union move-
ment—spoke Yiddish fluently, and knew every aspect of the commu-
nity's life, its upper and nether worlds both. And he had recently
done investigative work of this sort, for a commission (financed by
John D). Rockefeller, Jr.) looking into New York’s malignant “social
evil,” prostitution. That work had taken Shoenfeld into the seamiest
depths of the Lower East Side. He bore the best of credentials.
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One of his first reports, written only days after he was on the
job, discussed a place named Segal's Cafe, located on Second Ave-
nue, a broad houlevard filled with theaters and restaurants and
dance halls and new apartment buildings and stores, the neighbor-
hood's entertainment and social and commereial center. Segal's cus-
tomers, however, were not drawn from the erowds who walked along
the great thoroughfare, They usually came to Segal’s when everyone
else slept, when Second Avenue itself was quiet as a tomb, and there
they talked and drank and gambled a little; they relaxed after their
day's labor was done, for their work schedules differed from other
people’s: they all belonged to the Lower East Side underworld.

Months later Shoenfeld sent to his employers a list of the
“habitues” of Segal's Cafe. It is presented here exactly as he wrote
it:

Patsye Keegaon—pgun—pipe fiend—mack.

Sadie Chink—ex-prostitute—owner disorderly house,

Aaron Hovlig alias Big Aleck—5b0% owner.

Lowis Segal alias Little Segal—5H0% owner.,

Charlie Awerbach—mack—satrike breaker—life taker,

Little Carl—right name Car! Hudis alias Harry Cohen—gun-
mack.

Boekso—gun,

Charles Peavistein alias Kopki—mack—strike breaker—door-
ITLLEL,

Keever alias Little Keever—mack-gun—pgunman-strongarm.

MeKinley—gun and mack,

Mendel—gun,

Lhulli—gun,

Whitey Lewis —indicted and convieted—Rosenthal Affair.

Lefty Louis—indicted and conviected—Rosenthal Affair.

Jack Zelig—recently murderad,

Dopey Benny—pguerilla—life taker.

Benny—yguerilla—lite taker.

Valinsky—gun—brother to Harry Vallon of Rosenthal Fame.

Little Mikie Newman—gangster,

The Od Nedghborkood

Lowis Cruller—alias Litile Cruller—gun and mack,

Candy Kid Phil—gun,

Sam  Boston—pambler—owner—former  fagin—{ence
mission better. His wile a pickpocket.

Meyer Boston—same as his brother Smm—their right names
are Meyer & Swm Solowion.

Crazy Joke—gun,

Bennde Greenie—gun,

Hurry Goldberg—gun,

Markey English—egun,

Bobby Mendelsohn—mack,

Litile Natie—(not the one from Broome St.}—gun, Right family
name is Lubin being related to Lubin the Philadelphia Mov-
ing ilm Company.

Chardie Whitey—mack and strike breaker.

Dinah Hudis—prostitute, Her mack is Little Carl.

Jennie Morris alias Jennie The Faectory—former prostitute and
at present disorderly house owner, Her mack is Harry Morris.
Owner 249 Broome Street.

Besste London-—right name is Mrs. Meyer Solomon—her hus-
band is Meyer Boston—Dbest gun-mol in the world.

Tillte Gold—right name Mys, Sam Solomon—her husband is
Sam Boston—a gun-mol from Bessie London's School,

Tilfte Finkelstein—pun-mol from Bessie London's School—
married to Candy Aid Phil—do not know his family name,
Birdie Pomerantz—gun-mol—married to Philly Furst, a gun,
now out of town working the rattlers and shorts and towns

out west,

CoIm-

And other women of their calibre and men also,

At this address people of the underworld from out of town pay
visits when they come here, as for instance Celia Minsky and
Pawline alias Powline The Horse Cor—hboth disorderly house
madams of Philadelphia, At this address Gold the actor plays pi-
nochle, and Greenberg a city employee also, Zelig was "framed
up” in here, Red Phil was in here 20 minutes before he killed
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Jack Zelig. Other habitues are not yet on my lists, and whom [
can think of just now are:

Eig Noge Willie—gun,

Herman Scheiner—alias Chaim The Mummey—gun,
Yanish—gun.

Sehorr—gun,

Tutsie—worker in & pool room or erap house.
Monahickey—gun,

Dawn The Stud Dealer

Willie Berkowiiz—gambler.”

Shoenfeld was very thorough. He wrote colorful, densely de-
tailed and sharply opinionated sketches of many of these characters.
(One example, taken at random, will suffice—his account of the
Solomon brothers, alias the Bostons (after the eity of their birth),
Samuel and Meyer, and their wives or gun-mols, Tillie and Bessie.
Sam, at twenty-eight, three years older than Meyer, was short and
pudgy (five feet four, one hundred sixty-five pounds) and had “rosy
stout cheeks" and “a heavy underlip showing his innate lustful char-
aeter,” How lustful is proved by the faet that he once had been "not-
ed for his propensities as a seducer” and deadly “maiden taker.”
Also, he had been a “full fledged pickpocket and fagin” who stole
barrels, the zine steps of tenement buildings, and the purses of moth-
ers wheeling baby carviages. He had met Tillie Gold about six vears
earlier, when she hardly spoke English, But Tillie happened to be the
friend, or rather protégée, of Bessie London who was then going
with Meyer and had already established hersell as “the cleverest
booster gun-mol in the world"” (boosfer meaning a female specialist
in pilfering from department-store counters). By the time Sam mar-

Some explanation of unfamiliar terms is in order, Gun (derived probably Trom the
Yiddish word gonif) stood for pickpocket and all-arcund thief; sack stood for pimp;
pipe fiend for opium smoker; doorman for someone who warns gamblers, brothel-
keepers, ete., of trouble; guerifla for strong-armer or enforeer; gangster for member
of a eriminal gang; fgin for organizer of young pickpockets; and gaes-mol Tor woman
pickpocket {working usually in eollaboration with a man).

The Ol Netghhorkood

ried Tillie she had become an expert thief in her own right, enabling
him to retive from "the gun craft” and go into a vocation worthier of
his abilities, gambling. Tillie iz quite a woman: “about & ft. 5 inches—
medium ecolor hair—good-looking—nice mannered—iz conzidered
clever—is a wise talker—walks up and down Second Avenue with
thieving girls—kept women and prostitutes, ...

Meyer and Bessie had a roughly gimilar arrangement, though
apparently a more sueeessful one. Meyer, who was slim, handsome,
well-dressed, and soft-spoken {(Sam had “a loud mouth—nobody
knows as much as he does—he contradicts everybody™), took fewer
chanees and played the odds more shrewdly, “Today he is a big Sec-
ond Avenue Man," a “wise guy” (big shot) who “can play pinochle
for $500 a game.” What iz more, Mever had Bessie, queen of the gun-
mols, who lavished huge sums of money on him, beginning with an
$18,000 dowry. Shoenfeld cannot help admiring her: “She is guick
and elever—and had an auspicious manner—is very ladylike—has a
good heart and is a good kid." Yet Shoenfeld finds on balance that
“Meyer and Bessie do not live as happily as Sam and Tillie do. Sam
cares somewhat for Tillie aside of [sie] her money stealings—and
Meyer only wants money, money, money from Bessie,”

Such, then, were the Bostons, typical habitués of Segal's Cafe,

Druring his investigation, which went on for years, Shoenfeld dis-
covered many similar “hangouts” in the neighborhood: Gluckow's
Odessa Tea Housze on Broome Street; the University Cafe and Sim-
mie Tischler's hangout on Rivington; Max Himmel's and Harry Blin-
derman’s notorious establishments on Delancey; Blattberg's Saloon,
the Onyx, Sam Boske's Hop Joint, all on Stanton; Dora Gold's candy
store on First Street; Gueker's Saloon on Second Street; and Sam
Paul’s place on Seventh Street, to name a few. All of these had their
own list of hahitués, each of whose life stories Shoenfeld carefully
recorded. He also inguired into their occupations and modus oper-
andi, catching them very nearly in the act itself. He compiled an end-
less quantity of material on whole families of prominent and long
entrenched madams and pimps and procurers: Rosie and Jacob
Hertz, the Rosenbachs and the Goldmans and countless others; on
drug dealers, the likes of Benny Silver, Hymie Fischel, Willie Gipson,
Diinny Slyfox, Little Archie~and their ilk who were “poisoning the

T
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mind and body of Jewry”; on strikebreakers and guerillas: Charlie
the Expressman, Charlie Auerbach and Dopey Benny (both habitués
of Segal's Cafe), Waxey Gordon, Pinchy Paul, Little Rothie, Billy
Lustig, and their companions; on out and out bandits like the “War-
shover Thieves"—who, as their title suggests, came originally from
Warsaw, Poland, and who now comprised a vicious little group of
pickpockets, their turf being the streetears on Delaneey, at the foot
of the Williamsburg Bridge; and 20 on and on. By the time his assign-
ment ended Shoenfeld had written biographical vignettes on some
1,900 of these people. And he had not come close to exhausting the
neighborhood's subterranean life,

Conscientions as he was in gathering the facts, Shoenfeld could
not help being a moralist, a =eathing judge of the evildoers who
broupht such shame on the Jews. At one point in his essay on Segal’'s
Cafe he recommends that a vigilante group “be formed in 4 hours
and regardless of the law and order of the day ... plant a 14 inch gun
and shoot the damn hasement and its hoard of carrion into perdi-
tion,” His animus iz understandable, implied as it is in the very terms
of his mission. He must raise as high as he can the moral barrier he-
tween the men and women he is tracking down and the rest of the
Lower Kast Side Jews, decent, hard-working, law-abiding, But this
approach, valuable and even necessary as it was, scarcely did justice
to the questions it called forth, If the numbers were so large, if thou-
gands of men and women belonged to the underworld, their legions
seattered throughout the neighborhood, and if they had their own
solidarities, voeations, institutions, what amounted to their own soci-
ety or eulture flourishing at once within and beneath the community
as a whole—if 20, then how could one speak of a simple moral dichot-
omy, the “good” people versus the “bad"” ones? Was it enough there-
fore to single out, isolate, apprehend, and punish the guilty
individuals, assuming this could be done? What had brought about
such a deep-rooted and pervasive underworld culture? And just how
was that culture bound up with—rather than distinguished from—
the community in general? These questions obviously require their
own inguiry and their own answers,

We are sayving that Segal’s Cafe and everything it signified was
the product of a history that had been germinating on the Lower

The (Md Neighborkood

Fast Side decades before Abe Bhoenfeld appeared on the scene in the
summer of 1912,

(2

i 1 nat some men among the first wave of Jews who set-
tled on the Lower East 3ide in the early 1880s turned to “disorderly
women,” as prostitutes were then called, is a reasonably safe as-
sumption. Many of these men were unmarried or had left their wives
(and children) behind; others went to prostitutes for occasional solace
from the endless tyranny of their workaday lives, It is also safe to
assume that they regarded their reliance on street women, however
infrequent, as a transgreasion of moral and holy writ. Yet what were
they to do? For married bachelors the only alternative short of self-
denial was to take a mistress, an alternative which might—and often
did—have unhappy consequences, As for unmarried young men, the
hest advice after all was to hold off marrving as long as possible, or
at least until they had aequired a modest competence. Prostitution,
then, had its uses, even its social virtues, on the Lower East Side as
it did in all the other ghettos and immigrant habitations across the
land.

Inevitably, the shame and the sense of guilt diminished, the mor-
al proseriptions lost much of their authority, and—for the homeless
and frustrated men so disposed—buying one's sexual pleasures be-
came more and more routine. Habit has its own justification,

The women who served the Jews in the first years of their arri-
val were experienced, well-trained professionals, Many were brought
to the Lower East Side from adjoining neighborhoods, “The Tender-
loin" to the north for instance, a district full of bawdyhouses. These
Irish and German and white and black American women who com-
prised the labor force usually charged fifty cents a trick, no small
sum in those days when six or seven dollars a week was a livable
wage, (The price, incidentally, remained conztant for deeades.) How
much the prostitutes kept for themselves iz another matter. It was
rarely more than half the amount earned, and often less, the “sur-
plus” going to the usual retinue, the pimps and landlords, along with
the local officials from the cop on the beat to the political boss. Still,






