Stage 2 Modern History: Essay
How did Alphonse Capone come to be the greatest organised crime gangster of the early 1920s and to what extent did he affect the Chicago crime scene of this time? 

Al Capone had an extremely influential childhood, which inevitably shaped his future association with the Chicago crime scene.  His close relationship with his fellow criminals, namely Johnny Torrio and ‘Big Jim’ Colosimo, further contributed to his destined criminal future.  It is evident that Capone possessed an inner drive to become respected and gain authority, which consequently drove him to lead a severe life of crime.  However, even without the constant tutelage of his criminal mentors, Capone was able to maintain and develop his criminal lifestyle, suggesting the he himself had a criminal instinct, second to none.  The effect of Capone’s influence was truly appreciated when crime levels heavily declined after his arrest.  However, it was during the 1920s that Capone truly left his mark on the United States. 
When Laurence Bergreen attempted to answer the question, “How did Alphonse Capone come to be the greatest organised crime gangster of the century?” he felt it necessary to first analyse Capone’s childhood and early life. “…nothing about the Capone family was inherently disturbed, violent or dishonest.  The children were close to their parents.  They were law abiding people …(who) never hit their kids.  They talked to their children and the children listened to their parents” (‘Capone: The Man and the Era’).  Al Capone’s family was amongst the forty three thousand Italian migrants to move to the United States.  Despite the gangster reputation that came with being Italian, Al’s parents, Gabriele and Teresa were highly conservative people, and Alphonse was brought up in a normal Catholic, Italian home in Brooklyn.  Brooklyn, during the 1920s could be compared to a multi-cultural slum.  To a large extent Capone’s neighbourhood could be classified as one of the major reasons for his ultimate destiny.  Capone was able to meet and associate with, not only other Italian children, but also children with broad cultural backgrounds.  His childhood exposure to such cultural diversity has been thought to be what many would attribute Capone’s success as the head of the Chicago criminal empire.  However, may have investigated Capone’s life and come to the conclusion that without certain influencing characters, Capone would not have become what he did.  Capone was a straight B student at the local high school, until he was expelled for hitting a teacher.  Capone never attended school again, and almost immediately after this incident, became involved in organised criminal activity.  It is hard to determine what changed Alphonse Capone so suddenly, but whatever it was, he did not return to the peace keeping child that he once had been.
The extent to which Alphonse Capone influenced the Chicago crime scene was heavily dependent on his relationship with Johnny Torrio.  Johnny Torrio not only contributed to Capone’s establishment as head of the criminal underworld, but also became one of the reasons why Capone strived to achieve what he did.  Torrio was a significant criminal figure, working the Brooklyn area whilst Capone was living in the neighbourhood.  Torrio was a typical racketeer of the time.  He saw the smooth running of many gambling and whore houses across the area, whilst managing to uphold a bold façade of respectability to high society and a low profile to the authorities.  Johnny Torrio saw the importance of superimposing a corporate structure onto all of his criminal activities.  However, unlike many other gangsters at the time, Torrio’s most important priority was maintaining a seemingly respectable lifestyle to the outside world, and segregating his career from his home life.  

To a great extent, the reason for Capone’s interest in organised crime and his personal dealings with the gang world were due to the close mentoring of his boss and friend, Johnny Torrio.  Capone, like many other young and ambitious boys in the area, began his criminal life at a very young age, running errands for Torrio.  Whilst working for Torrio as a teenager, Capone watched and learnt many invaluable lessons which would help him later in life.  However, it was not only the calm and collected antics of Torrio which helped Capone to become the legend that he did.  In 1909 Torrio moved to Chicago, leaving Capone, to fall under the influence of other gangster figures.  Frankie Yale, a man of Calabrian descent, opened a bar in Coney Island called the Harvard Inn.  At age eighteen, a young impressionable Capone went to work as a bartender for Yale.  Frankie Yale became a significant role model for Capone.  Yale’s ideals, however, involving gangster protocol were far different to those of Johnny Torrio.  Yale believed that brute force and aggression were the only ways to earn respect  (crimelibrary.com).  Capone quickly inherited Yale’s notions, and, to a large extent, Yale became the reason why Capone grew the way he did in the gangster world.  It was not long before Capone was confronted with violence.  Whilst bartending at the Harvard Inn Capone got himself into a fight and was cut three times across the face with a knife.  Though Capone gained the nickname, ‘Scarface’ he lost the respect of many in the criminal underworld.  Capone would have to leave Coney Island and Brooklyn behind him, and settle down to a legitimate lifestyle. 

To a great extent, Al Capone’s criminal career can be attributed both to Capone wanting to give his family a happy and comfortable life and Alphonse himself wanting to gain the respect of the people he himself admired.  However, the extent of Capone’s influence on the criminal work was dampened for some time during the first few year’s of his son’s life when Capone chose to live a legitimate life.  Capone worked for two years as a bookkeeper for a Baltimore construction company.  However, after the death of Capone’s father, it was thought that Alphonse felt free of fatherly judgement, and could therefore pursue a racketeering career in Chicago. (crimelibrary.com)  Torrio had been waiting in Chicago for half a decade, beckoning Capone to join his enterprises and prosper in the new opportunities that he felt awaited them.  To a large extent, moving to Chicago and becoming partners with Torrio was what fuelled Capone’s urges to follow the ‘gangster dream’.  ‘Big Jim’ Colosimo was a well-known, highly successful gangster.  He was heavily into the organised crime scene and was one of the first to combine large commercial whore houses with facilities for heavy gamblers.  It was the perfect mix during Prohibition.  Sex and money were the two major social interests in Chicago at that time, and the new high social class of the area craved sudden success rather than ‘old money’ and snobbery (gambino.com).  Capone recognized this, and planned to harness his knowledge of both criminal enterprise and business strategy, to create a new illegitimate, yet socially respected empire.

‘Big Jim’ Colisomo fit in well, and soon brought both Johnny Torrio and Al Capone into the upper class scene.  Colosimo’s success influenced Capone immediately and to a large extent, it was Colosimo’s reputation and status in society that urged Capone to achieve what he wanted.  Soon Torrio and Capone were partners running clubs for Colosimo, and after Colosimo’s unexpected assassination, the two men were forced into the empire ‘Big Jim’ had left behind.  Soon Capone was successful, rich, powerful and well respected, but he refused to have his unconventional lifestyle revealed by the media.  It seemed as though Capone was always struggling for redemption.  (“Capone: The Man and the Era”).  Not only for himself, but for his family also.  Though the papers stated otherwise, Capone maintained that he was a second-hand furniture dealer and he often donated money to different charities and his church, in the hope that he would redeem himself through the generosity and service he added to the community.  For a man who preyed on other people’s weaknesses, it was as though he tried to display his kindness through his generosity and his family. (“Capone: The Man and the Era”).  However, the years leading up to Capone taking over the gangster underworld were relatively quiet compared to the years to come.  Capone still planned to destroy all other competition and become chief of what he felt should become his own empire.  

Capone’s effect on Chicago’s crime scene was gargantuan.  However, it did not come into effect until Torrio returned to Italy.  With his partner out of the picture, Capone felt it necessary to rise and become ‘the greatest’ (crime library.com).  With Prohibition came a sudden explosion of organized crime all over Chicago and Capone knew that to be the best he would have to make himself known.  He moved his headquarters to the luxurious Metropole Hotel, where he rented out five suites, costing fifteen hundred dollars per day.  “He went from near obscurity to cultivated visibility.” (alcatrazhistory.com).  He immediately came out of hiding, becoming a regular at the opera and at all of his own clubs.  He supplied generous amounts of free alcohol to his customers, during a time when alcohol was very rare and highly illegal.  His generosity made him well known, and soon enough, he was recognized, not as a low life gangster, but as a philanthropist.  This was a perfect cover for the authorities to see legitimacy in.  “Capone’s political flair, his urge to be seen in public, was unique among racketeers, who as a rule abhorred publicity.” (‘Capone: The Man and the Era.’)  To a large extent, the departure of Torrio made it possible for Capone to expand his enterprises and become the man he did.
Capone knew that he was fast becoming the lord of the gang lands in Chicago, and was prepared to do anything to uphold his reputation.  In December 1925, Capone organized the importation of whiskey from Canada to New York.  He then found a way to smuggle the alcohol into Chicago.  Whilst in New York, Capone felt it necessary to re-establish old relationships.  This led him to join Frankie Yale, his old boss at the Harvard Inn, for a Christmas Party and celebration of the year’s prosperity.  However, Yale tipped off that a rival gang leader would crash the party.  In order to show off Chicago’s gangland superiority, Capone insisted that the party went ahead, whilst he planned his own surprise.  The well orchestrated attack on rival Richard ‘Peg Leg’ Lonergan and his gang was named the ‘Adonis Club Massacre’ and would put Chicago on the map, along with Capone.  Capone’s true character was revealed.  He was now known as a man who craved both fear and respect.  “Chicago is the imperial city of the gang world, and… (Capone) the greatest gang land leader in history.” (New Yorker) Capone was thrilled.  Not only had he made his mark in New York, but his whisky transportation enterprise was running very smoothly.  Men with a thirst for adventure or a need for money made a very good living working for Capone as one of his truck drivers.  (crimelibrary.com) He became a living legend in every state affected by the Prohibition.  However, it was not until Capone was sentenced and sent to Alcatraz in 1934 that the organized crime world began to decline.  The numbers of gangs multiplied but they were weak in contrast to Capone’s empire.  This sudden downturn, throughout the USA criminal underworld, is a definite indication that Capone’s influence on crime was, to a very large extent, overpowering to both authorities and other criminals.
It is possible to make the assumption that Capone, as a child, may not have entirely focused on becoming involved with organized crime.  Many believe that Capone was not an evil man, but instead was heavily influenced by mentor figures in his early life.  His close association with Johnny Torrio, during his impressionable youth, and his exposure to ‘Big Jim’ Colosimo presented him with a life of respect and authority that he evidently craved.  It is evident that Capone went to great lengths to fulfil his life goals, and to a large degree, he succeeded.  However, his magnitude was not truly evident until he was jailed.  The amount of crime, not only in Chicago, but throughout the entire United States decreased considerably, thereby suggesting that Alphonse Capone’s influence on the criminal underworld was powerful. 
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Performance Standards for Stage 2 Modern History

	
	Knowledge and Understanding
	Inquiry and Analysis
	Reflection and Evaluation
	Communication

	A
	Comprehensive and relevant knowledge and understanding of people, places, events, and ideas in history.

Astute formulation of hypotheses and/or focusing questions, and their application in explaining historical concepts.
	Perceptive application of the skills of historical inquiry, including critical analysis.

Astute and thorough construction of reasoned historical arguments based on a critical understanding of evidence from sources.
	Perceptive reflection on the short-term and long-term impacts of individuals, events, and phenomena.

Comprehensive and insightful evaluation of why individuals and groups acted in certain ways at particular times.
	Well-structured and coherent communication of well-informed and relevant arguments.

Consistent, clear, and appropriate use of subject-specific language and conventions.

	B
	Well-considered and relevant knowledge and understanding of people, places, events, and ideas in history.

Clear and effective formulation of hypotheses and/or focusing questions, and their application in explaining historical concepts.
	Well-considered application of the skills of historical inquiry, including critical analysis.

Well-conceived and well-developed construction of reasoned historical arguments based on a critical understanding of evidence from sources.
	Well-informed reflection on the short-term and long-term impacts of individuals, events, and phenomena.

Well-considered evaluation of why individuals and groups acted in certain ways at particular times.
	Structured and mostly coherent communication of informed and relevant arguments.

Clear and appropriate use of subject-specific language and conventions.

	C
	Considered and relevant knowledge and understanding of people, places, events, and ideas in history.
Mostly clear formulation of hypotheses and/or focusing questions, and their application in explaining historical concepts.
	Considered application of the skills of historical inquiry, including some critical analysis.

Organised construction of reasoned historical arguments based on a critical understanding of evidence from sources.
	Informed reflection on the short-term and long-term impacts of individuals, events, and phenomena.
Considered evaluation of why individuals and groups acted in certain ways at particular times.
	Generally coherent communication of informed and relevant arguments.
Mostly appropriate use of subject-specific language and conventions.

	D
	Recognition and basic understanding of people, places, events, and ideas in history.

Formulation of one or more focusing questions and description of one or more related historical concepts.
	Basic application of some skills of historical inquiry, including some superficial analysis.
Some basic construction of a historical argument based on some understanding of evidence from sources.
	Some superficial reflection on one or more short-term or long-term impacts of individuals, events, and/or phenomena.

Superficial consideration of why individuals and groups acted in certain ways at particular times.
	Some basic communication of aspects of an argument.

Some appropriate use of subject-specific language and conventions, with inaccuracies.

	E
	Limited awareness of people, places, events, or ideas in history.

Attempted formulation of one or more focusing questions and attempted description of a related historical concept.
	Limited application of one or more skills of historical inquiry.

Attempted description of a historical event based on a limited understanding of evidence from sources.
	Limited description of a short-term or long-term impact of an individual, event, and/or phenomenon.

Description of the actions of individuals and groups at particular times.
	Attempted communication of one or more aspects of an argument.

Limited use of any appropriate subject-specific language and conventions.


Knowledge and Understanding


Demonstrates mostly clear formulation of a focusing question although the first part (e.g. How did..?) invites a narrative rather than a historical argument. The focus is broad (e.g. greatest organised crime gangster of the early 1920s) and could be clearer with a specified location.








Communication


Provides generally coherent communication of informed and relevant arguments in the introduction, identifying Capone’s childhood, relationships with mentors and personal qualities as factors in his success. Attempts to address the extent of his influence on the crime scene but generalises to the United States rather than Chicago.





Inquiry and Analysis


Provides evidence of construction of a reasoned historical argument relating to Capone’s rise, but relies on narrative rather than analysis. Evidence from sources is understood but not used to support or build the argument.





Reflection and Evaluation


Attempts to consider why individuals act in certain ways at certain times.








Inquiry and Analysis


Uses some historical sources, without critical analysis. Demonstrates some understanding of the evidence from the sources but not all ideas are attributed.





Reflection and Evaluation


Some considered evaluation of why individuals acted in certain ways at certain times (e.g. Capone was influenced by Johnny Torrio to become a criminal).





Communication


Demonstrates mostly appropriate use of conventions such as a bibliography.





Additional comments


A review of the student’s work provides evidence of their ability to:


demonstrate knowledge and understanding that is mostly relevant to the argument but not always considered (Knowledge and Understanding)


apply some basic skills of historical inquiry, including some superficial analysis (Inquiry and Analysis)


communicate the argument in a coherent manner using appropriate formal language (Communication)





Communication


Demonstrates generally coherent communication of informed and relevant arguments by using a clear topic sentence. The evidence provided in the rest of the paragraph does not develop this argument or illustrate the ’gargantuan effect on Chicago’s crime scene’.
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