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OVERVIEW
The last days of the "roaring twenties" were awash in illegal alcohol and crime. Frederick
Lewis Allen wrote about the famous gang leader Al Capone in Only Yesterday, and excerpts
from his 1931 book follow.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• How did prohibition play a part in the rise of gang violence in Chicago?
• How and why did Al Capone gain so much power?

I

1920, WHEN PROHIBITION was very young, Johnny Torrio of Chicago
had an inspiration. Torrio was a formidable figure in the Chicago
underworld. He had discovered that there was big money in the newly
outlawed liquor business. He was fired with the hope of getting control of the
dispensation of booze to the whole city of Chicago. At the moment there was a
great deal too much competition; but possibly a well-disciplined gang of men
handy with their fists and their guns could take care of that, by intimidating
rival bootleggers and persuading speakeasy proprietors that life might not be
wholly comfortable for them unless they bought Torrio liquor. What Torrio
needed was a lieutenant who could mobilize and lead his shock troops.
. . . He picked for the job a bullet-headed twenty-three-year-old
Neapolitan roughneck of the Five Points gang in [New York], and offered him
a generous income and half the profits of the bootleg trade if he would come
to Chicago and take care of the competition. The young hoodlum came,
established himself at Torrio’s gambling place, the Four Deuces, opened by
way of plausible stage setting as innocent-looking office which contained
among its properties a family Bible, and had a set of business cards printed:
N

ALPHONSE CAPONE
Second Hand Furniture Dealer
2220 South Wabash Avenue
Torrio had guessed right—in fact, he had guessed right three times. The
profits of bootlegging in Chicago proved to be prodigious, allowing an ample
margin for the mollification of the forces of the law. The competition proved
to be exacting: every now and then Torrio would discover that his rivals had
approached a speakeasy proprietor with the suggestion that he buy their beer
instead of the Torrio-Capone brand, and on receipt of an unfavorable answer
had beaten the proprietor senseless and smashed up his place of business. But
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Al Capone had been an excellent choice as leader of the Torrio offensives;
Capone was learning how to deal with such emergencies.
Within three years it was said that the boy from the Five Points had 700
men at his disposal, many of them adept in the use of the sawed-off shotgun
and the Thompson submachine gun. As the profits from beer and "alkycooking" (illicit distilling) rolled in, young Capone acquired more finesse—
particularly finesse in the management of politics and politicians. By the
middle of the decade he had gained complete control of the suburb of Cicero,
had installed his own mayor in office, had posted his agents in the wide-open
gambling-resorts and in each of the 161 bars, and had established his personal
headquarters in the Hawthorne Hotel. He was taking in millions now. Torrio
was fading into the background; Capone was becoming the Big Shot. But his
conquest of power did not come without bloodshed. As the rival gangs—the
O'Banions, the Gennas, the Aiellos—disputed his growing domination,
Chicago was afflicted with such an epidemic of killings as no civilized modern
city had ever before seen, and a new technic of wholesale murder was
developed.
One of the standard methods of disposing of a rival in this warfare of the
gangs was to pursue his car with a stolen automobile full of men armed with
sawed-off shotguns and submachine guns; to draw up beside it, forcing it to
the curb, open fire upon it—and then disappear into the traffic, later
abandoning the stolen car at a safe distance. Another favorite method was to
take the victim "for a ride": in other words, to lure him into a supposedly
friendly car, shoot him at leisure, drive to some distant and deserted part of
the city, and quietly throw his body overboard. Still another was to lease an
apartment or a room overlooking his front door, station a couple of hired
assassins at the window, and as the victim emerged from the house some
sunny afternoon, to spray him with a few dozen machine-gun bullets from
behind drawn curtains. . . .
The war continued, one gangster after another crumpling under a rain of
bullets; not until St. Valentine's Day of 1929 did it reach its climax in a
massacre which outdid all that had preceded it in ingenuity and brutality. At
half-past ten on the morning of February 14, 1929, seven of the O'Banions
were sitting in the garage which went by the name of the S. M. C. Cartage
Company, on North Clark Street, waiting for a promised consignment of
hijacked liquor. A Cadillac touring car slid to the curb, and three men dressed
as policemen got out, followed by two others in civilian dress. The three
supposed policemen entered the garage alone, disarmed the seven O'Banions,
and told them to stand in a row against the wall. The victims readily
submitted; they were used to police raids and thought nothing of them; they
would get off easily enough, they expected. But thereupon the two men in
civilian clothes emerged from the corridor and calmly mowed all seven
O'Banions with submachine gunfire as they stood with hands upraised against
the wall. The little drama was completed when the three supposed policemen
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solemnly marched the two plainclothes killers across the sidewalk to the
waiting car, and all five got in and drove off—having given to those in the
wintry street a perfect tableau of an arrest satisfactorily made by the forces of
the law!
. . . There were over 500 gang murders in all. Few of the murderers were
apprehended; careful planning, money, influence, the intimidation of
witnesses, and the refusal of any gangster to testify against any other, no
matter how treacherous the murder, met that danger. The city of Chicago was
giving the whole country, and indeed the whole world, an astonishing object
lesson in violent and unpunished crime. How and why could such a thing
happen?
To say that prohibition—or, if you prefer, the refusal of the public to abide
by prohibition—caused the rise of the gangs to lawless power would be
altogether too easy an explanation. There were other causes: the automobile,
which made escape easy, as the officers of robbed banks had discovered; the
adaptation to peacetime use of a new arsenal of handy and deadly weapons;
the murderous traditions of the Mafuia, imported by Sicilian gangsters; the
inclination of a wet community to wink at the byproducts of a trade which
provided them with beer and gin; the sheer size and unwieldiness of the
modern metropolitas community, which prevented the focusing of public
opinion upon any depredation which did not immediately concern the average
individual citizen; and, of course, the easy-going political apathy of the times.
But the immediate occasion of the rise of gangs was undoubtedly
prohibition—or, to be more precise, beer-running. . . .
There was vast profit in the manufacture, transportation, and sale of beer.
In 1927, according to Fred D. Pasley, Al Capone's biographer, federal agents
estimated that the Capone gang controlled the sources of a revenue from
booze of something like $60 million a year, and much of this—perhaps most
of it—came from beer. . . .
The young thug from the Five Points, New York, had traveled fast and far
since 1920. . . . Not only did he largely control the sale of liquor to Chicago's
10,000 speakeasies; he controlled the sources of supply, it was said, as far as
Canada and the Florida coast. He had amassed, and concealed, a fortune the
extent of which nobody knew; it was said by federal agents to amount to $20
million. He was arrested and imprisoned once in Philadelphia for carrying a
gun, but otherwise he seemed above the law. He rode about Chicago in an
armored car, a traveling fortress, with another car to patrol the way ahead and
a third car full of his armed henchmen following behind; he went to the
theater attended by a bodyguard of eighteen young men in dinner coats, with
guns doubtless slung under their left armpits in approved gangster fashion;
when his sister was married, thousands milled about the church in the snow,
and he presented the bride with a nine-foot wedding cake and a special
honeymoon car; he had a fine estate at Miami where he sometimes entertained
seventy-five guests at a time; and high politicians—and even, it has been said,
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judges—took orders from him over the telephone from his headquarters in a
downtown Chicago hotel. And still he was only thirty-two years old. . . .
Meanwhile gang rule and gang violence were quickly penetrating other
American cities. Toledo had felt them, and Detroit, and New York, and many
another. Chicago was not alone. Chicago had merely led the way.
Source: Allen, Frederick Lewis. Only Yesterday. New York, 1931.
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