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“There was probably never before as complete a gathering of criminals in one room in 
the United States as there was in the Green Lantern that night. There were escapees from 
every U.S. Penitentiary. I was dazzled.”  

— Alvin Karpis, a 1930s FBI Public Enemy #1, about New Year’s Eve, 1932 (102) 

 

Where was the Green Lantern? It was in a city labeled “poison spot of the nation, a haven for 

criminals, a citadel of crime”  by the U.S. Attorney General (Cummings); where citizens lived next door to 

the FBI’s most-wanted criminals; where the police were as corrupt as the crooks. It was in St. Paul, 

Minnesota. During the Prohibition era’s Roaring Twenties, St. Paul was one of the largest criminal 

centers, and at the root of its evil was Police Chief John J. O’Connor. In the early 1900s, O’Connor 

believed his responsibility to protect citizens gave him the right to make his own rules. He allowed 

criminals free reign if they behaved within city limits, and convinced citizens that this kept St. Paul safe. 

Instead, the “O’Connor System” brought disaster. It corrupted the police force and made St. Paul the 

underworld’s playground. When Prohibition and the illegal liquor trade died in 1933, gangsters began to 

victimize the city. Blasted out of apathy, St. Paulites realized fighting crime was their responsibility, and 

their rights were potent weapons. City newspapers exercised free-press rights to expose police graft, and 

informed voters elected honest city officials. To prevent future O’Connor Systems, St. Paul changed laws 

to select a police chief on merit, not political connections. The cleanup was thorough, so St. Paul’s 

notorious past is scarcely remembered, but it teaches a valuable lesson: rights can overcome corruption. 

St. Paul’s crime troubles began with Prohibition. In the late 1800s, the American temperance 

movement flooded the nation with parades and propaganda, promising a stronger economy, safer cities, 

stable families, and better health without alcohol (see Figure A) (Pelter 8–9). But Minnesotans were tough 

to convince. In 1890, 20% were German or 

Irish immigrants, many settling in St. Paul 

(Holmquist 2, 135, 155; Nelson 4). 

Germans balked at restrictions on their beer  

Figure A: Loyal Temperance Legion chant used at their meetings (Hendrix 4) 
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gardens and profitable breweries. The largest, St. Paul’s Hamm Brewing Company, produced one-third of 

Minnesota’s beer (Tweton 285–7). The Irish also had traditions. “ Irish wakes were quite a celebration,”  

remembers Cletus Dunn, an immigrant’s grandson. “ It was a common thing to have whiskey”  (45). 

At the turn of the century, however, opinions shifted. 

Minnesotans, like other Americans, saw liquor companies thrive 

while rampant alcohol abuse destroyed families. St. Paul alone 

had nearly 400 saloons (Pelter 3). Scandinavian immigrants 

pouring into Minnesota favored Progressivism, believing that 

society is easier to reform than individuals; therefore, 

temperance legislation could reform society’s alcohol woes 

(Haynes 362–4). The emerging class of educated working 

women evolved their temperance support into a compelling 

suffrage movement, and had gained political clout (Evans 119–

73). In 1915, Minnesota counties were given the right to vote 

themselves “dry”  and two-thirds did (see Figure B). Still, a 1918 

statewide Prohibition referendum failed. St. Paul soundly 

defeated it trying to protect its liquor industry. In 1919, 

Minnesota ratified National Prohibition anyway (Steenson 1; 

Legislative 624). 

One St. Paulite opposing Prohibition was Police Chief John J. O’Connor (see Figure C). Born in 

Kentucky in 1855, O’Connor came to St. Paul as a child. His father, an Irish immigrant, was a politician. 

John first tried a business career, then became a policeman at age 26. Within four years, O’Connor was 

Chief of Detectives, and was locally admired as “one of the shrewdest living detectives”  with “uncanny 

knowledge of the workings of the human mind”  (Souvenir 1919 6; “JJO Vet.” ). A biographer wrote “He is 

to St. Paul what Scotland Yard is to London”  (Hennessy 753). Nicknamed “Big Fellow,”  at 6’3” , he was a 

strong leader with intimidating mannerisms. If he thought someone was deceitful, he would “ throw up his 

 

Figure B: A campaign poster for county 
prohibition (For). 
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arms and exclaim: ‘Small pox, small pox’ ”  as if lies 

were a disease. He answered questions only if it 

suited him, and avoided barber shops: “Patrons 

always seem to feel that I am there to answer a lot of 

damn fool questions”  (Landmark; “JJO Former”  2).  

In this era, police posts were politically-

charged mayoral appointments. In 1896, the new 

mayor picked a different Chief Detective. O’Connor 

became a private detective, and carefully studied 

criminals of the time (Souvenir 1919 6). In 1900, 

another mayor appointed O’Connor Chief of Police. 

Within a day, O’Connor reorganized the Force, 

giving himself “one-man power.”  The mayor also appointed police commissioners; he chose Chief 

O’Connor’s brother Richard, an influential politician (see Figure D) (“Dastardly” ; Doran 45; Rogers 3). 

Criminal knowledge, police power, and political support empowered Chief O’Connor to devise his own 

style of law enforcement: The O’Connor System. 

First, O’Connor set his own definition of crime. Violent crimes and robbery were the only 

significant offenses. He reasoned anti-temperance St. Paulites would not complain if liquor laws were 

ignored — other vice crimes, such as gambling and 

prostitution, could be ignored, too. Second, to prevent violent 

crime, O’Connor offered criminals a deal: if they behaved in 

St. Paul, police would ignore them. Upon arrival in St. Paul, 

a criminal had to check in with O’Connor. He paid his 

respects (in cash!) and was warned of the consequences of 

crime in the city. Police even shielded crooks from out-of-

 

Figure C: John J. O’Connor (Souvenir 1904) 

 

Figure D: Richard O’Connor had a strong hold on 
St. Paul politics (Marshall) 
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town authorities. Criminals actually policed each other to avoid disrupting the System (Maccabee 9–12; 

Moley 3–4; High 18; Greer Crime). Protecting citizens is the Chief ’s responsibility, and O’Connor 

believed his System eliminated major crime; however, it endangered citizens by robbing them of their 

right to law enforcement. 

O’Connor’s methods violated his oath to enforce laws (Finney; Manual 8). How did he get away 

with it? He manipulated people with threats, but also with kindness. He owned a farm near St. Paul. City 

officials, businessmen, injured policemen, and “down-and-outers seeking a chance to make good were 

given a week at the beautiful lake shore property”  (“JJO Vet.”  2). O’Connor cemented his political power 

with friends in St. Paul’s boardrooms, city hall, police force, and underworld. Citizens accepted 

O’Connor’s System because St. Paul seemed safe, without noticing that it had been relatively peaceful 

before O’Connor’s reign (Best 248). Citizens also overlooked law enforcement weakening, criminals 

settling in, and O’Connor’s extravagance — with his $4,000 salary, he bet $1 million on horse-races 

during his lifetime (“Dastardly” ; Payroll 227; “JJO Former” ). 

Minnesota’s women’s clubs noticed. They took the responsibility to publicly criticize O’Connor 

in 1910. Mrs. Russell Dorr of St. Paul demanded an investigation of O’Connor, and that “steps be taken to 

secure rigid enforcement of these wise laws, in order that our children may be protected, may learn 

respect for authority, and become … law-abiding people”  (“Wink” ). “Let the women attend to their own 

business, in their homes,”  O’Connor responded. “ I am dealing with men’s associations, not women’s”  

(“Chief”  4). Women had no voting rights, so O’Connor ignored them. It was the support of men’s political 

and business groups that he needed. Another men’s association, the judiciary, exonerated O’Connor, 

finding no evidence to support the women’s charges (“Evidence”). 

Nevertheless, city politics turned against O’Connor. He resigned in 1912 (“Declares” ; “O’C. and 

Clark” ). In 1914, a new mayor, backed by Richard O’Connor, was elected. Once again, John O’Connor 

was appointed Police Chief. This time, he stayed until retiring in 1920 (“O’C. Gleeful”  3; JJO Photo; 

“O’C. Signs”). He died on July 4, 1924. Eulogized as “beloved of thousands in the city”  (“JJO Vet.” ), 

citizens were still unaware of the long-term consequences of O’Connor’s policies. 
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Through the 1920s, O’Connor’s System lived on. As illegal liquor sales boomed under 

Prohibition, the System’s major flaw surfaced: gangsters flocked to St. Paul’s protection. While O’Connor 

had been personally powerful enough to control criminals, his successors were not (High 18). Crooks 

studied St. Paul during their protected visits. The city, with brutal weather, valleys, cliffs, and haphazard 

streets, is challenging to patrol (Doran Intro.). Criminals learned the city’s layout and hideouts. They 

literally created an underworld for their liquor trade by building tunnels and using caves left by silica 

mining (Blair; Wabasha). They knew the city’s leaders: in politics, business, and law enforcement. 

As women’s clubs had warned, O’Connor’s System led to disrespect of the law, by both citizens 

and police. Prohibition confused Americans about what was right and wrong. People became law-

breakers for enjoying alcohol, and had to interact with criminals to obtain it. In St. Paul, over 1,000 

establishments sold alcohol; some offered other vices. Gamblers and bootleggers became folk-heroes for 

their ingenuity in escaping detection 

(High 18; Greer “Gangsters”  10; 

Pfleger 21). For a price, police 

overlooked illegal operations. “ It was 

just frightful. The bootleggers would 

give the cops whiskey!”  remembers 

Orlin Folwick, St. Paul citizen. “Some 

of them might pay $10,000 for a 

protection deal.”  

O’Connor’s System made St. 

Paul a bad neighbor. Surrounding 

cities and states fumed about criminals 

who ravaged their communities, then 

escaped to St. Paul. “The criminals  

Figure E. Political cartoon illustrates how hard it is to get justice. (Herblock) 
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ranged farther and farther away,”  noted a national magazine, “speeding back to St. Paul with their loot 

after depredations in the Dakotas, Iowa, Nebraska and beyond”  (Moley 4). News reports often ended: 

“The robbers’ car was last seen fleeing toward St. Paul”  (“Challenge”  3; Hage 308). 

O’Connor’s System also frustrated federal agents. Before 1934, they did not have the right to 

carry weapons or arrest criminals, relying instead on local police (Whitehead 14). St. Paul police were 

uncooperative. Even when criminals were apprehended, charges rarely stuck because city hall and the 

justice system were tainted (see Figure E) (High 18; Hoover 60). “You can’t have an underworld unless 

you have an overworld,”  explains Nate Bomberg, 1930s St. Paul reporter (23). 

But the System’s worst flaw was that St. Paul became a safe place for criminals to organize. 

Mobsters building coast-to-coast syndicates met in the city (Maccabee 50–7). The underworld grew 

strong in the O’Connor System’s nurturing environment. Citizens were shocked at its strength when 

Prohibition ended. 

Prohibition failed because its enforcement was impossible. At first, people secretly bought liquor, 

but by 1930, Prohibition was virtually ignored. In 1933, National Prohibition was repealed, leaving the 

issue up to individual states. Minnesota legalized liquor, and using the gangsters’ profitable idea, taxed it 

(Tice 40; Hintz 81; Elazar 340). While Minnesotans celebrated, gangsters worried. Prohibition had made 

them wealthy; its repeal ended their easy money. “Like any strong living being that starts to die,”  noted 

reporter Will Greer, “ they began to thrash around”  (11). Prohibition’s end triggered a national epidemic of 

kidnappings and bank robberies. 

St. Paul was ripe for a crime outburst. America’s worst criminals visited frequently: John 

Dillinger, Alvin Karpis, “Machine Gun”  Kelly, “Baby Face Nelson,”  and “Ma”  Barker and sons (Hoover 

10, 53; Moley 3–4, 23). Citizens were apathetic toward gangsters because they behaved in St. Paul, 

except for occasional in-fighting — until Prohibition collapsed. Then gangsters victimized the city that 

had protected them for three decades. In June 1933, the Barker-Karpis gang kidnapped William Hamm, 

Jr., Beer Company heir, for $100,000 ransom (“Hamm”). Six months later, they kidnapped banker 

Edward Bremer for $200,000 (“Edward”). Within a year, St. Paul had “ five gang murders, three large-
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scale gang robberies and two nationally publicized kidnappings”  (High 18). Shootouts between criminals 

and police were frequent and deadly. Bystanders also became causalities. Two uniformed aviators, 

mistaken for police, were shot by gangsters, and fleeing bank robbers killed a Christmas-tree seller 

(“Bandits” ; “St. Paul Man” ; “Comb”). Citizens now feared the criminals among them. 

One newspaper editor had had enough of 

the gangsters’ grisly crimes, and their influence 

over police and city hall. In January 1934, 

Howard Kahn of the St. Paul Daily News took 

responsibility for an anti-crime crusade (“Who” ; 

High 19). This “aroused the interest of the whole 

nation,”  as the other St. Paul newspapers joined 

the daily attacks on city corruption (“DN 

Assists” ; Kahn Various; “Pioneer Press”; Hage 

308). Relentless pressure finally yielded a Grand 

Jury investigation, but political interference 

“whitewashed”  the results (see Figure F) 

(“Arrests” ; Kahn “Does”). On March 31, 1934, the Jury found “no justification for any charges that an 

excess of crime exists here” nor any evidence of police corruption. Ironically, during this radio 

announcement, a few miles away in a quiet St. Paul neighborhood, John Dillinger was machine-gunning 

his way past federal agents (“Machine Guns” ; Bomberg 24). Later that day, Mayor William Mahoney 

issued campaign literature stating “St. Paul has had no epidemic of crime.”  Furthermore, he charged, “ If 

there are any gangsters here, it is because they have been invited by the newspapers”  (Kahn “Mayor” ).  

In April 1934, Mahoney was voted out of office, as his dominant Farmer-Labor party was upset 

by the conservative Mark Gehan, who had made crime a major issue. Gehan vowed to “stop the pussy-

footing and indecision” (“Pleas”  7; Kahn “Mark” ). Now that women had voting rights and political 

influence, they “ trudged the city streets”  campaigning against crime and for Gehan (“Both Sides”  3; 

 

Figure F. Cartoon illustrates how the St. Paul Daily News viewed 
the city’s crime cleanup efforts. (“ See” ) 
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Davis 17). Citizens, no longer apathetic about crime, nearly rioted at a Mahoney-Gehan debate when 

2,000 tried to squeeze into 250 seats. As a result, 74% of registered voters turned out, the highest in city 

history. Gehan won by 592 votes (“Says”  5; “DN Rec.” ; “Fever” ; “Gehan”; “Two”; Ramsey).  

Gehan’s first task, appointing a new police chief, was thwarted by the city council. They blocked 

his initial choices; then two chiefs selected from within the Force proved ineffective. The reasons would 

become evident later (“Block” ; “Cullen” ; “Disagreement” ; “New”). Frustrated by this, Gehan, Kahn and 

federal agents secretly planned to gather evidence of the city’s corruption themselves. Funded by the 

News and prominent citizens, Wallace Jamie, an FBI electronics wizard, wiretapped conversations from a 

small locked room in police headquarters. Although today a court must authorize wiretaps, there were no 

restrictions at the time (Larson). “Microphones, which were concealed in telephone bases, in ventilating 

shafts, in lamps and other unnoticed places, 

carried the conversations to dictograph 

machines”  (see Figure G). Jamie recorded 

2,500 police conversations; 90% were 

incriminating (“Wallace”  2; High 19).  

On July 24, 1935, the News broke the 

story with a sordid list of police crimes, 

ranging from raid tip-offs to illegal 

interactions with criminal lawyers (see 

Appendix A). The News also featured 

embarrassing transcripts of wiretapped 

conversations (St. Paul). Convictions and jail 

sentences resulted, including the current and 

several former Police Chiefs, Chief of 

Detectives, and Kidnap Squad leader. Some of 

 
Figure G: Wiretapping equipment and Wallace Jamie. (“ Sweeping” ) 
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these men had served under O’Connor (“Mayor”  1; High 20).  

Gustave Barfuss, a reputable police force veteran, became Acting Chief (see Figure H). The laws 

would be enforced; that was his responsibility. He terminated deals with crooks and dishonest police, and 

cooperated with federal agents to root out gangsters. The O’Connor System was dead — St. Paul would 

no longer protect criminals. The Chicago Daily News praised St. Paul for its cleanup: “The chief broom 

wielder has been, and is Gus Barfuss”  (qtd. in Maccabee 259). Barfuss, however, refused the official chief 

post because it was too political — the mayor still chose the chief. 

Instead, Barfuss helped implement a merit-based selection process 

(“Veteran”; Stutz C4). As a result, officers today are tested on law 

enforcement skills, and only the top five are candidates for chief. 

The mayor and city council appoint one to a six-year term (Finney). 

When St. Paul’s citizens, newspapers, administration, and 

police force finally accepted their responsibility for tackling 

corruption, it abruptly ended. Within two years, St. Paul’s crime rate 

fell to 30% below the national average for a city of its size (“St. 

Paul No”; High 20). The cleanup was so complete that few people 

know of St. Paul’s underworld past; even Minnesota’s History Center has no display about it.  

Prohibition clouded people’s perception of what their rights and responsibilities should be. 

Despite its promised benefits, taking away the right to liquor threatened St. Paul’s economy and 

traditions. Many citizens, including John J. O’Connor, felt it was their responsibility to thwart Prohibition. 

O’Connor, however, overstepped his rights as a public official by ignoring laws and criminals, claiming 

he was fulfilling his responsibility to keep St. Paul free of violence. In fact, his actions attracted criminals 

and resulted in decades of irresponsible and inept law enforcement, eventually robbing citizens of their 

right to a safe community. Citizens battled back. Voting rights and free-press rights allowed them to 

wrestle control from criminals and corrupt police. Today, St. Paul’s police force knows its responsibility 

— to serve and protect citizens according to the laws. 

 

Figure H: Gus Barfuss, an honest Police Chief 
(Gus) 
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Appendix A: The St. Paul Daily News trumpets the results of wiretapping police headquarters. 
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Paul. 8 Nov. 1985. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. Audiotape no. 30. 
This interview occurred during an MPR program about the gangster era in St. Paul. Mr. Folwick 
lived in St. Paul during Prohibition, and his remarks about police corruption are further evidence 
of the damage caused by the O’Connor System. 

For the Sake of our Boys and Girls. Poster. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. Location K4.2 a5, 
neg 51374. 
This poster is an illustration of the campaigns that took place when Minnesota counties were 
trying to decide whether to be “wet”  or “dry.”  It is used in this paper. 

Gehan, Mark H. Papers. 1911–1952. Scrapbooks 1–7. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. Box 1: 
144.D.4.2 (F). 
This was one of the most important resources about St. Paul’s crime cleanup because Mayor 
Gehan’s secretary had clipped every news article about his career. The articles on the 1934 
election and the police shakeup are used throughout this paper. It was interesting to see the events 
in the order that they happened, as they were viewed by the people in that era, instead of 
historical interpretations. 

“Gehan Wins by 255 Votes: Mayoralty Race is Closest in City’s History.”  St. Paul Daily News 25 Apr. 
1934: 1+. 
The 1934 mayoral election results show not only a close race, but also the largest voter turnout in 
St. Paul’s history. The well-organized Farmer-Labor party (Mahoney’s) was upset by the 
conservatives (Gehan). This demonstrates that the major issues of this election — crime and 
police corruption were some of them— were very important to St. Paulites. Note: a recount of the 
votes later changed the margin to 592 votes. 

Greer, Will. “Gangsters: an Interview with Will Greer.”  Scattered Seeds St. Paul: Central High School, 
vol. 8, no. 6, 1976: 2–11. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. 
This is an interview of a former police reporter, conducted by high school students. He shares 
many stories of the gangster era. Especially interesting is the understanding between police and 
criminals. They both knew which illegal activities were to be ignored, and which ones were not. 
A quote about gangsters activity at the end of Prohibition is used. 
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- - -. Radio Interview. Crime, Criminals, and Corruption. Minnesota Public Radio. KSJN, St. Paul. 8 Nov. 
1985. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. Audiotape no. 30. 
This interview occurred during an MPR program about the gangster era in St. Paul. Mr. Greer 
was a police reporter for St. Paul during the gangster era. He tells about criminal activity in St. 
Paul, and how the O’Connor System operated. He knew many of the police officers and 
gangsters. His first-hand accounts are important to this paper. 

Gus Barfuss. Photograph. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. Location por 14036 p1, neg 76360. 
This photograph of Chief Barfuss was used in the paper. 

“Hamm Kidnap ‘Contact’ Seen as Second Note is Received.”  St. Paul Daily News 17 June 1933: 1+. 
This describes the first major kidnapping in St. Paul. It happened when gangsters were desperate 
for new sources of money because Prohibition was certain to be repealed. This is important 
because it signals the end of the O’Connor System’s benefits for St. Paul — major criminals had 
begun to commit crimes in the city that used to protect them. 

Hendrix, Rozette. “Loyal Temperance Legion.”  Minnesota White Ribbon Montevideo, MN: Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union, Feb. 1911: 4. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. 
This periodical is “ the official organ of the WCTU.”  The organization was very active in 
promoting Prohibition in many states, including Minnesota. The newsletter gives information 
about their activities. A clever Minnesota campaign song illustrates this paper.  

Hennessy, William B. Past and Present of St. Paul, Minnesota. Chicago: S. J. Clarke Publishing, 1906. 
An article about John O’Connor (pages 753–4) uses many superlatives to describe his talents as a 
police detective and Chief of St. Paul Police. Biographical data about his early career, and an 
excerpt that illustrates O’Connor©s powerful hold on the police department are used. An article 
about John’s brother Richard (pages 579–81) describes him as a person that people either admire 
or hate. Information about his political dominance is important to this paper. 

Herblock. “What is This — A Game?”  Editorial cartoon. St. Paul Daily News 18 Mar. 1934: 4. 
This shows what a game criminals and law enforcement made out of justice system, and 
illustrates exactly what happened in St. Paul, so it appears in this paper. 

High, Stanley. “St. Paul Wins a War.”  Current History Sep. 1938: 18–20. 
This article summarizes the St. Paul gangster era, and O’Connor’s role in starting it and Howard 
Kahn’s role in bringing that era to an end. This was an important resource because of its clear 
history of the people and events in St. Paul during the crime war. It was written only four years 
after the height of the crime era, and speaks of St. Paul as a reformed city. This shows how 
quickly St. Paul was cleaned up. Several excerpts are used in this paper.  

Hoover, J. Edgar. Persons in Hiding. Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1938. 
Hoover acknowledges that criminals would commit crimes in other cities, and then run to St. 
Paul’s protection; this supports the thesis that O’Connor’s “System” attracted criminals. 

“Howard Kahn, Columnist, Services To Be Thursday.”  St. Paul Dispatch 28 Mar. 1951: 25. 
This obituary gives background information on the former editor of the St. Paul Daily News who 
initiated the newspapers’ crusade against crime, which used free-press rights to fight corruption. 
City Hall and Court House flags were ordered to half-mast until after his funeral to honor his 
cleanup efforts. This illustrates how important Kahn’s contributions were to St. Paul. 
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“John J. O’Connor, Former Police Chief, Dies At Coast.”  St. Paul Dispatch 4 July 1924: 1–2. 
Note: abbreviated “JJO Former”  in citations. 
This announces O’Connor’s death, and describes his career, character, and quirks. His dislike of 
barbershops and his methods of intimidating people are used in this paper to show O’Connor’s 
personality. It also tells about his $1 million horse racing bets; that is a lot for his $4,000 salary 
(see Payroll). An interesting coincidence: On the same page as O’Connor’s obituary is a 
humorous article about Gus Barfuss (Traffic Inspector) and his cow’s refusal to give milk on the 
4th of July. Barfuss became acting police chief when FBI wire-tapping exposed the corrupt police 
in 1935. Barfuss played a major role in stopping the police corruption caused by O’Connor. 

John J. O’Connor Photograph. St. Paul Pioneer Press 25 May 1914: 1. 
Note: abbreviated “JJO Photo”  in citations. 
This article is simply a full length photograph of O’Connor wearing his typical bowler hat, 
overcoat, and bow tie with a short caption about his re-appointment to his “old place.”  This shows 
that O’Connor is so familiar that no other details are necessary. He resigned over differences with 
the previous mayor in 1912 (see “Declares” ). This illustrates how political the Chief post was. 

“John J. O’Connor, Veteran Police Chief, Dies.”  St. Paul Daily News 4 July 1924: 1+. 
Note: abbreviated “JJO Vet.”  in citations. 
Various biographical details from this death announcement are used in this paper, as well as an 
excerpt about his understanding of the human mind. A quote is also used about his generosity in 
sharing his farm with city officials and criminals; it demonstrates his ability to manipulate people. 
This article is very complimentary; no hint of the controversy or corruption that surrounded 
O’Connor. This shows St. Paulites initial apathy toward the O’Connor System. 

Kahn, Howard. “Does Grand Jury Doubt Kidnappings, Murders and Machine Gun Outrages?”  St. Paul 
Daily News 4 Apr. 1934: 1. 
Editor Kahn is outraged at the whitewashed grand jury findings and hints that jurors were 
politically influenced. This is important because it shows how corrupt city officials have become. 

- - -. “Mark H. Gehan Pledges Elimination of Police Politics and Favoritism.”  St. Paul Daily News 7 Apr. 
1934: 1. 
This question and answer session allows mayoral candidate Gehan to say he will be tough on 
crime and police corruption if he is elected. Mayor Mahoney was also asked to respond to the 
questions, but he did not. This is another example of the News campaign to cleanup St. Paul, and 
that crime was a major issue of the 1934 campaign.  

- - -. “Mayor Mahoney Expresses Satisfaction with St. Paul Police Conditions.”  St. Paul Daily News 6 
Apr. 1934: 1. 
Editor Kahn is angry that Mayor Mahoney (who is running for re-election) claimed there are no 
gangsters in St. Paul except those invited by the newspapers. Kahn reminds readers that Mahoney 
was elected because he promised to drive gangsters out of St. Paul, yet he has done nothing. This 
is another example of the News campaign to cleanup St. Paul. 

- - -. Various articles. Saint Paul Daily News Mar. 1934: 1. 
Nearly every day in March 1934 (during the Grand Jury investigation), above the banner, the 
News featured a story of police or city administration corruption, such as: police letting a captured 
armed criminal go free; Grand Jury witnesses mysteriously disappearing just as they are supposed 
to appear in court; and police ignoring obvious vice crimes. This is interesting because even 
though the mayor (see “Mayor Mahoney”) and Grand Jury (see “Machine Guns”) denied that 
there was excess crime, every allegation featured by the Daily News was backed up with 
evidence, often from police files. 
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- - -. “Who Shot Roy McCord?”  Saint Paul Daily News 17 Jan. 1934: 1. 
This article announces the beginning of a crusade against crime in St. Paul by the News. It is 
important because it shows that free-press rights had much to do with the cleanup of the city. 

Karpis, Alvin. Public Enemy No. 1: The Alvin Karpis Story. Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1971. 
Al Karpis was one of the worst gangsters of this crime era. His memoirs describe St. Paul as a 
favorite hangout for him and many other gangsters; this paper’s opening quote is from Karpis. 
This illustrates the disastrous results of the “O’Connor System.”  

Landmark Center Visit. Self- and guide-directed. 6 Mar. 2003. 
St. Paul’s Landmark Center was the Federal Courthouse during the 1930s. Gangster trials were 
held here, in particular, the Alvin Karpis trial (J. Edgar Hoover personally escorted him there). 
Today, gangster era artifacts, such as the judge’s bench and gavel, are in a tucked in a small 
museum in the building’s basement. A tour guide, Mrs. Edna Reasoner, who studies the gangster 
era, shared her extensive and helpful clippings file. 

Larson, Scott. FBI Supervising Special Agent. Telephone Interview. 17 May 2003. 
Agent Larson (in Chicago, yet he had heard about St. Paul’s gangster past) discussed how the FBI 
has changed since the 1930s. For example, the FBI may wiretap a public agency (like police) but 
judicial permission is now required; Kahn didn’t need it. This was used in this paper. Also, local 
police now cooperate with the FBI, unlike the St. Paul Police under the O’Connor System. 

The Legislative Manual of the State of Minnesota: 1919. Minneapolis: Harrison and Smith, 1919. 
The manual lists the statewide prohibition amendment results during the general election on Nov. 
5, 1918. It shows it was defeated in Ramsey (St. Paul’s) county, 55% to 45%. In fact, 24 counties 
rejected the amendment, and it was close in many others. The small margin it won by (15,949) 
was less than the number of men who went to the voting booth and decided not to vote on it 
(17,225). This shows how reluctant Minnesota (especially St. Paul) was about Prohibition. 

Maccabee, Paul. An Inventory of his St. Paul Gangster History. N. pag. Minnesota Historical Society 
Collections. 143.J9.10(F). 
Note: for Maccabee citations with a page number, see Secondary Sources. 
These are the files of the author of John Dillinger Slept Here (see Secondary Sources). Most 
useful was the information about the O’Connor brothers (copies of newspaper clippings, articles) 
and other research information some of which came from the National Archives and FBI files. I 
contacted Mr. Maccabee (who lives in St. Paul), and he suggested other helpful resources. 

“Machine Guns Blaze as Jury Whitewashes Police.”  St. Paul Daily News 31 Mar. 1934: 1–2. 
This details the ironic coincidence of Dillinger’s shoot-out at the same time as the Grand Jury’s 
announcement that it found no excess crime in St. Paul. The Grand Jury criticizes the News for 
inaccuracy; in spite of all the evidence they provided (see Kahn Various articles). These are very 
important events because they opened the public’s eyes to the corruption, and acted as a catalyst 
for Kahn (News editor) to devise a plan to get definite evidence (wiretappings) about corruption. 
A quote from the Grand Jury’s findings is used in this paper. 

Mahoney, William. Campaign pamphlet. William Mahoney Papers: 1890 – 1952. Box 2. Minnesota 
Historical Society Collections. 
This reelection campaign pamphlet for Mayor Mahoney states on its cover that “Saint Paul has 
had no epidemic of crime.”  This was the only stand taken by Mahoney during the campaign, 
which he lost. This showed that St. Paulites considered crime an important issue in 1934.  
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- - -. Speech typescripts. William Mahoney Papers: 1890 – 1952. Box 1, Folder: Correspondence and 
Misc. Papers, 1890 – 1929. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. 
These are speeches that Mahoney gave before his 1932 election as mayor of St. Paul. He 
discusses how the corrupt O’Connor “machine” controls the city government and how criminals 
infest St. Paul. Surprisingly, two years later when he runs for reelection, he says there is no crime 
problem, even though he had done nothing significant to combat it. 

Manual of the Police Department of the City of St. Paul, State of Minnesota. St. Paul: Pioneer Press 
Company, 1901. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. 
This book lists all the rules and regulations of the St. Paul Police when O’Connor was Chief. Rule 
#13 (page 8) states that the Chief cannot issue orders inconsistent with the laws. This shows that 
O’Connor did not uphold his oath. 

Marshall, [?]. Political cartoon. St. Paul Daily News 14 Jan. 1933: 3. 
This cartoon about Richard O’Connor illustrates his political control of two of St. Paul’s largest 
immigrant groups: the German and the Irish. This is an important reason why his brother, the 
Police Chief, also had great support, especially for his “O’Connor System” from these groups. 

“Mayor Promises to Ask Jury Probe of Police Dept. Graft.”  St. Paul Daily News 24 June 1935: 1+. 
This appears on the front page of the newspaper on the day the findings of the wiretaps were 
announced. The text of H. E. Warren’s (St. Paul Public Safety Commissioner) letter to Mayor 
Gehan, which describes the wiretapping findings, is given in this article. It contains important 
details about the police crimes and the names and ranks of the officers involved. 

Minnesota History Center visit. Self guided. 1 Mar. 2003. 
Looking through the exhibits at the History Center, there was not a single artifact or mention of 
the gangster era in St. Paul (or Minnesota). This is important because it supports how completely 
St. Paul was restored to law and order. Except for the work of a few local historians which have 
been publicized lately, it is a nearly forgotten part of St. Paul’s history. Of course, the History 
Center’s library has many resources on the topic. 

Moley, Raymond and Edgar Sisson. “Crime Marches On: St. Paul — Gangster’s Paradise.”  Today: An 
Independent Journal of Public Affairs 23 Jun. 1934: 3+. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. 
This article gives many useful details about Prohibition, the O’Connor System, and gangsters in 
St. Paul. The author believes that the O’Connor System led to St. Paul’s crime problem. 

Morton, Ian. Telephone Interview. 16 Mar. 2003. 
Mr. Morton, 90 years old, is a lifelong St. Paul resident. He was too young to visit “blind-pigs”  
but he remembers the gangster kidnappings. “ It was a terrible era for St. Paul,”  he said, which 
supports this paper’s thesis. 

“New Police Shakeup Charted.”  St. Paul Dispatch 18 Oct. 1934: 2. 
This is an organization chart of the police department showing new Police Chief Culligan’s force. 
Culligan was the second Chief of Mayor Gehan’s administration. This is interesting because even 
though Barfuss, an honest cop, has been made the head of uniformed division, other officers 
(most later found to be corrupt) head the departments that directly deal with the criminal 
investigations, such as Purity (vice), Pawnshop, and Crime. In fact, it was later shown that Chief 
Culligan was corrupt, too. This highlights the difficulties facing Gehan in the cleanup the Force. 
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“O’Connor and Clark Resign.”  St. Paul Dispatch 29 Feb. 1912: 1. 
Note: abbreviated “O’C. and Clark”  in citations. 
This provides information about the 1912 O’Connor resignation; he resigned because the mayor 
wanted him to crack down on gambling (see “Dastardly” ). Ironically, O’Connor says he is 
resigning because the position is too political, but O’Connor thrives on politics. St. Paul would be 
overrun with crime without him, he says, so people should appreciate his “System”. 

“O’Connor Gleeful Over the Outcome.”  St. Paul Pioneer Press 6 May 1914: 3. 
Note: abbreviated “O’C. Gleeful”  in citations. 
Richard O’Connor, and the success of his party’s (Democratic) mayoral candidate in the election 
is the subject of this article. John O’Connor also benefits because he resigned in 1912 due to 
disagreements with the previous mayor; see “John J. O’Connor Photograph”  about his re-
appointment. This demonstrates the political power of the O’Connors in St. Paul. 

“O’Connor Obituary — hold for release.”  Paul Maccabee. An Inventory of his St. Paul Gangster History. 
143.J9.10(F). folder: John and Richard O’Connor File. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. 
This is an unnamed newspaper’s preview copy of Richard O’Connor’s obituary, which contains 
useful background information about this locally and nationally powerful politician. See “Dick 
O’Connor”  for the actual obituary.  

“O’Connor Signs His Resignation.”  St. Paul Pioneer Press 29 May 1920: 1. 
Note: abbreviated “O’C. Signs”  in citations. 
This announces John J. O’Connor’s retirement from the St. Paul police force after 40 years. Chief 
O’Connor gives no specific reason for leaving, but this article hints that changes in city 
administration and ill health may be factors. This article tells about his career and controversies, 
especially his impatience with women meddling in public affairs. 

Payroll of the Police Department, City of St. Paul. Handwritten ledger. St. Paul: City Comptroller, Oct. 
1911: 227. Box 108.F.7.3(B) Minnesota Historical Society Collections. 
This payroll ledger shows salaries for the police force. Each employee signed after receiving a 
monthly paycheck, including Chief O’Connor. His $4,000 salary (highest of any city dept. head) 
isn’t enough to account for his million dollar betting habits, which suggests that the O’Connor 
System protection dues might have landed in his pocket. Interestingly, 20 years later, the Chief ’s 
salary was still $4,000 (see “Disagreement); this shows that O’Connor had a very generous salary. 

Pelter, A. Ivan. Facts That Should Make Minnesota Dry. St. Paul: Ramsey Dry Committee, Sep. 1918. 
Minnesota Historical Society Collections. 
This pamphlet supports Prohibition, promoting the improvements it would bring to Minnesota. 
These are used to illustrate the Temperance Movement. This pamphlet was produced just before 
Nov. 5, 1918, a voting day to make Minnesota dry. It includes a sample ballot. 

Pfleger, Helen Warren. “Volstead and Prohibition: A Roaring ’20’s memoir.”  Ramsey County History 
Spring / Summer 1975: 19–22. 
Ms. Pfleger was a clerk / receptionist in the St. Paul Prohibition Office and had personal contact 
with Andrew J. Volstead, the Minnesota Representative for whom the national Prohibition 
amendment was nicknamed the Volstead Act. She tells about various ingenious bootleggers in St. 
Paul during Prohibition. This shows the attitude of the citizens during this time. 

“Pioneer Press Invites U.S. Crime Inquiry Here.”  St. Paul Pioneer Press 17 Feb. 1934: 1. 
The publisher of the two major St. Paul newspapers announces that its resources are available to 
the Senate vice committee’s investigation of St. Paul, showing that they have joined the News’s 
crusade. This demonstrates that newspapers used their free-press rights to help battle crime. 
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“Pleas by Mayoral Aspirants Mark Primary Battle Windup.”  St. Paul Daily News 4 Mar. 1934: 1+. 
This article features views by three mayoral candidates, Mahoney, Gehan and Ingerson. All 
except Mayor Mahoney claim that crime is rampant in St. Paul and action is needed instead of 
passing the responsibility to a Grand Jury. Mayor Mahoney himself says nothing about crime in 
this article, and he lost the election. This shows crime was an important issue in the 1934 election. 
A quote from Gehan appears in this paper. 

Prescription Records. Blue Earth Country, District CT, Liquor Purchases and Sellers Record: 1921–1933. 
Minnesota Historical Society Collections. 126.C.16.4F–1. 
These are records books for prescriptions written for alcohol for medicinal purposes. There are 
many entries. This demonstrates that people found a way to get liquor during Prohibition. 

Public Safety Building (St. Paul Police Headquarters). Personal visit to Chief ’s office. 2 May 2003. 
Angie Stemberg, Chief Finney’s secretary, gave me an informative personal tour of the Chief ’s 
office (he was not available), as well as their collection of historic artifacts. Chief Finney’s office 
displayed a Thompson submachine taken in St. Paul from a 1930s gangster (it still works!). There 
were also many photographs of the force during the early 1900s, as well as artifacts, such as 
badges, uniforms, and equipment. 

Ramsey County Auditor’s Office. Telephone interview. 22 Apr. 2003. 
The clerk calculated the percentage of registered voters that went to the poll for St. Paul’s 
previous mayoral election (2001: 29%). This illustrates how high 1934’s percentage is (74%), 
which shows the great interest in the crime issue of the 1934 campaign. 

Rogers, George C. “The Life of Dick O’Connor.”  St. Paul Daily News Jan. – Feb. 1933. 
This series of newspaper articles (22 Chapters, usually on p. 3) is a critical study of Richard 
O’Connor. It also contains much about his brother, John. Among the topics interesting to this 
paper are the horse-race gambling business they ran together, and the O’Connor stronghold on St. 
Paul politics. A political cartoon from this series appears in this paper (see Marshall).  

St. Paul Daily News 26 June – 1 July 1935: 1. 
For a week after exposing the police corruption, the News featured transcripts of police 
headquarters wiretappings on the front page. These gave evidence of how criminals were warned 
when a police shakedown was headed their way, and of police involvement in illegal activities. 

“St. Paul Man Near Death, Second Shot as Machine Gun Rakes Car.”  St. Paul Daily News 13 Jan. 1934: 
1+. 
This describes how two uniformed Northwest Airlines radio operators were shot by gangsters 
(later found to be Al Karpis’s gang) who mistook them for police. This was used to show how 
gangster violence had spread into the St. Paul community. 

“St. Paul No Longer Gangster Haven, J. Edgar Hoover Admits to Gehan.”  St. Paul Pioneer Press 17 Jan. 
1935: 1. 
Hoover, FBI Chief, told Mayor Gehan that St. Paul had recovered its good standing with federal 
law enforcement. This was only 8 months after Gehan’s election so it shows the quick progress 
St. Paul had made, and that the federal government trusted the city once again.  

“Says Mayor Wants ‘Red’ School Books; Gehan Record Under Fire.”  St. Paul Daily News 17 Apr. 1934: 
1+. 
This discusses the hot issues of the St. Paul mayoral campaign in 1934, and crime is one of them. 
A near-riot at a Gehan-Mahoney debate is highlighted — 2,000 people wanted to attend but the 
room only fit 250. This shows that St. Paulites were finally interested in getting rid of the crooks. 
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“See Nothing; Hear Nothing; Do Nothing.”  Editorial cartoon. St. Paul Daily News 14 Apr. 1934: 1. 
This is part of the News campaign to cleanup St. Paul. This cartoon is an excellent illustration of 
the mayor, grand jury, and police covering up for the underworld, so it appears in this paper. 

Sites of the St. Paul Gangster Era tour. Self directed. Jan. – Apr. 2003. 
My parents drove me to the sites of important events mentioned in this paper, such as: Dillinger’s 
“shoot-out”  apartment, Barker and Karpis hideouts, kidnap sites, and various speakeasies 
(addresses are in Maccabee’s John Dillinger Slept Here). This was interesting because many of 
the sites are within walking distance of my home, and located in quiet, family-oriented 
neighborhoods. It would be frightening if the gangsters (and their machine guns) were still here. 

Souvenir Book of the Saint Paul Police Department: 1904. St. Paul: Perkins-Thomas Printing Co., 1904. 
N. pag. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. 
Produced as a fund-raiser for the St. Paul Police Benevolent Association, this book contains 
glowing reports of O’Connor and his force (his “System” is not mentioned). Details of 
O’Connor’s police work, and his appointment to Chief of Police appear in this paper. A 
photograph of O’Connor also is used. 

Souvenir Book of the Saint Paul Police Department: 1919. St. Paul: n. p., 1919. Minnesota Historical 
Society Collections. 
Produced as a fund-raiser for the St. Paul Police Benevolent Association, this book contains high 
praise of O’Connor and his force, and some is quoted in this paper. Information about 
O’Connor’s second term of Police Chief (1914-1920) is used. His “System” is not mentioned, but 
it does say that the police recognize and monitor crooks as they “ tarry a while”  in St. Paul. 

Steenson, J. G. Minnesota State Report to the Nineteenth National Convention of the Anti-Saloon League 
of America, June 3,4,5 and 6, Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen. Minnesota Historical Society 
Collections. 
This is a brief history of the fight for Prohibition in Minnesota from the point of view of a 
Prohibitionist. Information about why state Prohibition legislation failed is useful to this paper. 

Stutz, Charles F. “What Ever Happened to Gus Barfuss? 69, But Still ‘Young,’ Active.”  St. Paul Dispatch 
11 Jan. 1960: C4. 
Barfuss was interviewed by the author for this article. The biographical information about his 
police and city council service were useful to this paper. 

“Suspended Term Now Hangs Over Miller.”  St. Paul Daily News 26 June 1935: 1–2. 
This article is important because it lists the names of the police officers fired in the corruption 
cleanup and announces G. Barfuss as the acting Chief of Police. 

“Sweeping Police Shakeup Follows Graft Revelations.”  St. Paul Daily News 24 June 1935: 2. 
This article included a photograph of the wiretapping equipment used to expose police corruption 
in St. Paul. The photograph appears in this paper. 

Tice, D. J. Minnesota’s Twentieth Century: Stories of Extraordinary Everyday People. Minneapolis: 
University of MN Press, 1999. 
This is listed as a primary source because of the interview with Tom Hooten, a Prohibition era St. 
Paul cab driver. He talks about how freely liquor was available during Prohibition: “ I drank my 
share. Maybe I drank a couple of shares.”  
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“Trap Nine in Police Sift; 4 Ousted, Chief Suspended.”  St. Paul Daily News 24 June 1935: 1. 
Printed in 2-inch tall letters, this is the headline story that announced the results of the News’s 
wiretapping efforts. It is important because it marks the turning point of St. Paul’s crime era. It is 
so visually striking that it a copy of it appears in Appendix A. 

“Two Election Contests Here Appear Certain.”  St. Paul Pioneer Press 26 Apr. 1934: 1. 
This provides the final vote tallies for the 1934 election, which is used with the number of 
registered voters (see “Fever” ) to calculate the percent of voter participation. 

“Veteran Official Gus Barfuss Services Held.”  St. Paul Pioneer Press 15 Dec. 1965: 15. 
This is the obituary for Mr. Barfuss. It contains biographical details, including why he turned 
down the Chief of Police post, which were useful to this paper. 

Wabasha Cave Tour. Guide directed. 18 Apr. 2003. 
The former Castle Royale, a favorite gangster club located in caves along the Mississippi River 
bluffs in St. Paul was featured on this tour. These caves were created by silica mining, and used as 
storage areas because they are constantly cool. Photographs of people drinking a frothy beverage 
(beer?) during the 1920s were displayed, and stories of gangster meetings and shootings were 
told. These caves, which run along the River throughout the Twin Cities, were probably used for 
storage of illegal liquor. The Wabasha cave is the only one still open for public viewing. 

“Wallace Jamie, University-Trained Crime Expert, Obtained Police Corruption Evidence Under Noses of 
Accused Officers.”  St. Paul Daily News 27 June 1935: 2. 
This article describes how Mr. Jamie conducted the secret wiretapping of the St. Paul Police 
Headquarters, which was quoted in this paper. His methods were ingenious considering the 
newness of the technology. Also, there is an excellent picture of the equipment that was used.  

“Wink at Evils for Money Gains.”  St. Paul Pioneer Press 23 Feb. 1910: 1+. 
This reports on a recent meeting of the Minnesota State Federation of Women’s Clubs. The 
membership unanimously criticizes the “O’Connor System” and asks for support from state and 
municipal leaders to make law enforcement officers perform their duties. The clubs sound like 
prophets because they correctly predict the corruption that comes from O’Connor’s methods. 
Unfortunately, women don’t have enough power (especially voting rights) to take on O’Connor at 
this time. This is important because it shows opposition to O’Connor’s methods, and foreshadows 
the disaster ahead. See “Chief O’Connor’s Mistaken Notion”  for his response. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Secondary Sources: 
 
Altman, Linda Jacobs. The Decade that Roared: America During Prohibition. NY: Twenty-First Century 

Books, 1997. 
Through many interesting stories, this children’s book gives a view of the spirit of Americans 
during the Prohibition Era. This is excellent background information. 

Barry, James P. The Noble Experiment. NY: Franklin Watts, Inc., 1972. 
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