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The term "Kosher Mafia" refers to the Jewish-American gangsters who rose to 
prominence in the early 20th century, playing a crucial role in the development of 
organized crime in the United States. Emerging from immigrant communities in 
cities like New York and Chicago, these mobsters turned to illegal enterprises such 
as bootlegging, gambling, and labor racketeering during times of economic 
hardship and discrimination. Figures like Meyer Lansky, Bugsy Siegel, and Arnold 
Rothstein became notorious for their business acumen, cunning, and ruthless 
ambition, helping to shape the broader landscape of American crime. Their 
influence extended beyond criminal networks, contributing to the growth of 
industries like Las Vegas' casino empire. This article explores the rise of the 
Jewish-American mob, their collaborations with other ethnic crime syndicates, 
and the lasting cultural impact they left behind. While many of these figures met 
violent or ignoble ends, their legacies continue to resonate in both history and 
popular culture, providing a complex narrative of ambition, crime, and identity. 

 

Keywords: Jewish mob, Kosher Mafia, Meyer Lansky, Bugsy Siegel, Arnold 
Rothstein, organized crime, bootlegging, gambling, labor racketeering, Las Vegas, 
National Crime Syndicate, Prohibition. 

mailto:doug@youvan.com


2 
 

I. Introduction 

The term "Kosher Mafia" is an informal label used to describe the involvement of 
Jewish-American gangsters in organized crime during the early 20th century. 
While the term draws attention to the Jewish heritage of these figures, it is not 
without controversy, as it ties religious and cultural identity to criminal activity. 
Nevertheless, the so-called "Kosher Mafia" refers to a group of Jewish mobsters 
who, like their Italian and Irish counterparts, played pivotal roles in shaping the 
landscape of organized crime in America. 

Origins of the Term 

The phrase "Kosher Mafia" combines the Jewish dietary laws of kashrut (kosher) 
with the well-established criminal organizations of the time, particularly the 
Italian Mafia. Jewish-Americans were not the first ethnic group to enter the world 
of organized crime in the U.S., but they became especially prominent during the 
Prohibition era (1920–1933) when the illegal production and distribution of 
alcohol created opportunities for vast profits. The term may have originated as an 
attempt to juxtapose the deeply religious and cultural aspects of Jewish life with 
the perceived betrayal of those values by criminals. 

However, the Jewish mobsters of the "Kosher Mafia" were not strictly religious or 
representative of Jewish communities. Rather, they were primarily individuals 
from poor immigrant backgrounds who found opportunities in criminal 
enterprises to escape the harsh economic conditions they faced. Their rise to 
power mirrored that of other ethnic groups, particularly Italian and Irish 
immigrants, who also found themselves marginalized in mainstream society and 
sought alternative means of upward mobility through illegal activities. 

Organized Crime in Early 20th-Century America 

During the early 20th century, organized crime in America was largely shaped by 
ethnic communities. The economic and social disenfranchisement of immigrant 
groups often forced them to develop tightly-knit communities that were both 
protective and insular. Within these communities, some individuals turned to 
criminal activity as a way to challenge the socio-economic barriers they faced. 

The growth of organized crime was accelerated by Prohibition, which was enacted 
with the 18th Amendment in 1920 and prohibited the manufacture, sale, and 
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distribution of alcohol. Rather than curbing alcohol consumption, Prohibition 
opened the door to a massive black market for bootlegging. Criminal syndicates—
many of them ethnic-based—capitalized on this demand by smuggling liquor, 
running speakeasies, and bribing law enforcement officials. 

Jewish-American gangsters, alongside Italian and Irish mobsters, were integral to 
the bootlegging business. Their ability to navigate legal loopholes, forge strategic 
alliances, and operate covertly in urban environments made them key players in 
organized crime. These Jewish criminals became infamous for their involvement 
in not just bootlegging, but also gambling, extortion, and later on, in the gambling 
industries of cities like Las Vegas. 

Jewish-Americans in the Broader Crime Syndicate 

In this landscape of ethnic gangs, Jewish-American criminals played significant 
roles in the larger crime syndicates. Many of the prominent Jewish mobsters, such 
as Meyer Lansky, Bugsy Siegel, and Arnold Rothstein, formed partnerships with 
Italian and Irish crime bosses. Together, they created a complex network of 
organized crime that spanned major cities like New York, Chicago, and Las Vegas. 
Jewish mobsters were particularly known for their intelligence and business 
acumen, which allowed them to influence both legal and illegal enterprises. 

The rise of the Jewish-American gangsters coincided with a period of immense 
growth in urban centers, where many immigrants were concentrated. With few 
opportunities available, some Jewish immigrants and their descendants turned to 
organized crime as a way to achieve financial success and power. They found 
ways to outmaneuver the legal system, running illicit operations behind a veneer 
of legitimate businesses. Figures like Rothstein were known for their involvement 
in fixing sports events (such as the infamous 1919 Black Sox scandal), while 
others, like Lansky and Siegel, were instrumental in developing gambling empires. 

The "Kosher Mafia" thrived in an environment where illegal opportunities 
abounded, particularly during Prohibition, and later in the expansion of gambling 
and racketeering. While their actions were far from representative of the broader 
Jewish community, they nonetheless became infamous figures in the criminal 
underworld, leaving a lasting impact on the history of organized crime in America. 
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This article will delve into the lives and legacies of eight prominent Jewish-
American gangsters, exploring their rise to power and influence within the 
context of 20th-century organized crime. 

 

II. Origins of the Jewish Mob 

The Migration of Jewish Communities to America 

The origins of the Jewish mob are deeply rooted in the waves of Jewish 
immigration to the United States, particularly during the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries. Fleeing persecution, poverty, and anti-Semitic pogroms in Eastern 
Europe, hundreds of thousands of Jewish immigrants sought a better life in 
America. Many of these immigrants settled in the densely populated urban areas 
of cities such as New York, Chicago, and Philadelphia, with New York’s Lower East 
Side becoming the largest Jewish immigrant enclave. 

While America offered greater freedom and opportunities than the homelands 
they had fled, Jewish immigrants—like many others—faced harsh socio-economic 
realities upon arrival. Jobs were scarce, and many Jewish immigrants, largely 
unskilled in labor-intensive work, found themselves trapped in poverty. They 
encountered discrimination in the workplace and limited upward mobility due to 
widespread anti-Semitism. For some, this environment of economic desperation, 
coupled with a lack of opportunities, led to involvement in illegal activities as a 
means of survival and financial success. 

In these tight-knit Jewish communities, criminal activity was often an extension of 
the informal "shadow economies" that existed to support families in need. Much 
like their Italian and Irish counterparts, Jewish gangsters emerged from 
impoverished neighborhoods, often starting with petty crime before moving on to 
more organized and sophisticated criminal enterprises. Over time, the Jewish 
mob would become a formidable force, capable of competing with and 
collaborating with other ethnic crime groups, such as the Italian Mafia and Irish 
gangs. 
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Early Involvement in Illegal Activities 

The earliest forms of Jewish criminal organizations revolved around small-scale 
activities such as gambling, pickpocketing, and theft. Street gangs dominated 
certain neighborhoods, including the Lower East Side, and many Jewish youths 
turned to these gangs as a way of making money in the absence of legal 
opportunities. As cities grew and developed, so did the scope of criminal 
enterprises, and Jewish mobsters became heavily involved in illegal gambling and 
labor racketeering. 

Gambling was one of the first major criminal enterprises for Jewish mobsters, 
with figures like Arnold Rothstein emerging as key players. Rothstein, in 
particular, is remembered for his involvement in gambling and for fixing the 
infamous 1919 World Series, which solidified his reputation as a criminal 
mastermind. Gambling dens operated covertly in Jewish neighborhoods, often in 
alliance with other criminal elements, and became a significant source of revenue 
for these gangs. 

Another critical area of early involvement was labor racketeering. Jewish 
gangsters quickly realized that controlling labor unions gave them leverage over 
entire industries. Figures like Louis "Lepke" Buchalter and Jacob Shapiro were 
instrumental in extorting businesses and manipulating labor strikes. Through 
labor racketeering, Jewish mobsters gained control over unions, ensuring that 
businesses would pay them for protection or face the threat of violent strikes and 
disruptions. Buchalter’s criminal enterprise would later evolve into Murder, Inc., a 
syndicate that became notorious for contract killings. 

Prohibition and the Jewish Mob 

The Prohibition era (1920–1933) was a turning point for organized crime in 
America, and Jewish mobsters seized the opportunity. The Volstead Act, which 
banned the manufacture, sale, and distribution of alcohol, created a booming 
black market for liquor. Jewish gangsters were quick to capitalize on bootlegging 
operations, and some, like Meyer Lansky and Abner Zwillman, built lucrative 
empires by smuggling alcohol across state lines, bribing law enforcement, and 
distributing illegal booze to speakeasies and private clubs. 
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Bootlegging during Prohibition allowed Jewish gangsters to work in tandem with 
other ethnic mobs. Meyer Lansky and Bugsy Siegel were particularly close to 
Italian-American mobsters like Charles "Lucky" Luciano, forming partnerships that 
would endure long after Prohibition ended. These alliances were based on mutual 
benefit: the Jewish mobsters had the smuggling routes and financial acumen, 
while the Italian Mafia provided muscle and territorial control. 

Jewish mobsters often operated behind a front of legitimate businesses to 
disguise their illegal activities, which was a practice honed during Prohibition. For 
example, Abner "Longie" Zwillman controlled bootlegging operations in New 
Jersey and became known as the "Al Capone of New Jersey" for his ability to 
outsmart law enforcement and rival gangs. He was known for his business savvy, 
maintaining a low profile even as he became one of the wealthiest bootleggers of 
the era. 

Relationship with Other Ethnic Mobs 

The success of the Jewish mob was in part due to its ability to collaborate with 
other ethnic criminal organizations, especially the Italian Mafia and Irish gangs. 
While competition between these groups did exist, the rise of Meyer Lansky and 
his partnership with Lucky Luciano led to the creation of the National Crime 
Syndicate, a coalition of criminal organizations that included both Jewish and 
Italian mobsters. 

This collaboration was highly pragmatic. Jewish and Italian crime figures worked 
together to monopolize the bootlegging business, fix gambling operations, and 
control various illicit industries. Lansky and Luciano are often credited with 
creating a national criminal empire that brought together Italian, Jewish, and Irish 
mobsters under a unified organization. The National Crime Syndicate created a 
structure that reduced violent turf wars between competing groups and increased 
profits for all involved. 

The relationship between Jewish and Italian crime figures was not just based on 
business but on mutual respect for each other’s strengths. Jewish mobsters like 
Lansky were often regarded for their intelligence and financial acumen, while 
Italian mobsters like Luciano were respected for their ability to maintain control 
through violence and intimidation. This division of labor helped cement the 
partnership between Jewish and Italian crime syndicates, with figures like Lansky 
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and Luciano managing to build criminal empires that lasted well into the mid-20th 
century. 

The Irish gangs also played a role, particularly in the early stages of Jewish mob 
development. In cities like New York, alliances were forged between Jewish and 
Irish street gangs, which helped them establish a foothold in labor racketeering 
and gambling. However, as the Italian Mafia rose to dominance, Irish gangs 
became less central to the Jewish mob's operations, though they remained key 
players in certain regions. 

Integration into the National Crime Landscape 

By the 1930s, Jewish gangsters had become integral to the broader American 
crime syndicate. Their ability to work alongside other ethnic gangs while 
maintaining their own criminal enterprises made them key figures in organized 
crime. The establishment of the National Crime Syndicate, which brought 
together the Italian Mafia, Jewish mobsters, and others, allowed Jewish criminals 
to rise to even greater power and influence. 

The Jewish mob became synonymous with business savvy, using their connections 
in politics, law enforcement, and legitimate industries to protect their illegal 
activities. In some cases, Jewish mobsters were able to transition into legitimate 
businesses, especially in the gambling industry, while maintaining their influence 
in organized crime. 

In this evolving landscape, Jewish gangsters like Meyer Lansky, Bugsy Siegel, and 
others would become household names, not only for their involvement in 
bootlegging and labor racketeering but also for their role in shaping the modern 
American gambling industry, particularly in cities like Las Vegas. Their 
contributions to the criminal underworld during the Prohibition era and beyond 
left an indelible mark on organized crime in America. 

This article will further explore how these Jewish mobsters rose to power, forged 
alliances with other ethnic crime syndicates, and ultimately shaped the criminal 
underworld in America. 
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III. Key Figures in the Kosher Mafia 

Arnold Rothstein: The "Godfather" of the Jewish Mob 

Arnold Rothstein is often considered the "Godfather" of the Jewish mob and one 
of the key architects of modern organized crime in America. Born in New York in 
1882 to a wealthy Jewish family, Rothstein turned to crime in his early adulthood, 
finding his niche in gambling. Known for his calm demeanor and brilliant mind, 
Rothstein revolutionized the criminal world by treating crime as a business. Unlike 
the violent street gangs of his day, Rothstein preferred strategy, manipulation, 
and bribery to achieve his goals. 

Rothstein is perhaps best known for his role in fixing the 1919 World Series, a 
scandal that shook the world of professional sports. Rothstein allegedly 
orchestrated a plot in which members of the Chicago White Sox were paid to 
deliberately lose the series, allowing Rothstein and others to profit from betting 
against the team. Although Rothstein was never convicted for his involvement in 
the scandal, the incident cemented his reputation as a criminal mastermind. 

Rothstein's influence extended far beyond sports. He was instrumental in the rise 
of illegal gambling dens across New York, financing bootlegging operations during 
Prohibition and investing in various criminal enterprises. His ability to use wealth, 
power, and influence to control politicians, police officers, and other criminals 
allowed him to expand his empire without facing significant legal repercussions 
for most of his life. Rothstein's assassination in 1928 left a power vacuum in the 
Jewish mob, but his legacy lived on through the criminals he mentored, including 
Meyer Lansky and Lucky Luciano. 

Meyer Lansky: The Brains Behind the National Crime Syndicate 

Meyer Lansky, often referred to as the financial genius of organized crime, is one 
of the most significant figures in the history of the Jewish mob. Born in 1902 in 
Poland, Lansky immigrated to the United States as a child and grew up on the 
streets of New York's Lower East Side. Lansky was known for his intelligence, 
business acumen, and foresight, which allowed him to become one of the most 
powerful mobsters of his time without ever spending significant time in prison. 

Lansky played a key role in the formation of the National Crime Syndicate, a 
coalition of Jewish, Italian, and Irish criminal organizations that dominated 
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organized crime in America. His partnership with Italian-American mobster Lucky 
Luciano helped bridge ethnic divides within the underworld, allowing for a more 
cooperative and efficient criminal network. Lansky is also credited with 
introducing the concept of "organized" crime, moving away from street violence 
and petty crime to a highly structured business model. 

Lansky's most famous contribution was in the world of gambling. He was a central 
figure in the expansion of legal and illegal gambling operations, particularly in Las 
Vegas, Cuba, and Florida. Lansky saw gambling as a massive opportunity for profit 
and invested heavily in casinos. His influence in the development of Las Vegas was 
profound, as he worked behind the scenes to finance and manage casinos, using 
his connections to protect these ventures from law enforcement and rival 
gangsters. 

Despite his deep involvement in organized crime, Lansky maintained a low profile 
throughout his life, avoiding the public attention that figures like Bugsy Siegel 
attracted. His financial empire and careful management of illicit funds made him 
one of the wealthiest and most influential mobsters in history. Lansky’s 
reputation as the "Mob’s Accountant" is legendary, as he pioneered money 
laundering techniques that allowed organized crime to flourish for decades. 

Bugsy Siegel: Visionary of Las Vegas 

Benjamin "Bugsy" Siegel is one of the most colorful and well-known figures of the 
Jewish mob, remembered for his violent tendencies and visionary role in the 
development of Las Vegas. Born in Brooklyn in 1906, Siegel started his criminal 
career early, engaging in activities like extortion and bootlegging. His partnership 
with Meyer Lansky during Prohibition elevated his status, as Siegel became the 
muscle behind their operations, while Lansky handled the business side. 

Siegel is best known for his role in the construction of the Flamingo Hotel and 
Casino in Las Vegas, which is often credited with transforming the city into a 
gambling mecca. In the mid-1940s, Siegel envisioned Las Vegas as a haven for 
high-rollers and tourists, and with backing from the mob, he invested in building 
the Flamingo. The project was plagued with cost overruns, and Siegel’s reckless 
spending angered his mob associates. Although the Flamingo eventually became a 
massive success, Siegel's mismanagement of the project’s finances led to his 
downfall. 
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In 1947, Bugsy Siegel was murdered in his Beverly Hills home, allegedly on the 
orders of his former partners. His death was seen as a response to the perceived 
squandering of mob money, although the exact circumstances remain a matter of 
speculation. Siegel’s legacy lives on in Las Vegas, where the Flamingo continues to 
operate, symbolizing the mob’s deep ties to the gambling industry. 

Abner "Longie" Zwillman: New Jersey’s Crime Kingpin 

Abner "Longie" Zwillman was a dominant figure in organized crime in New Jersey, 
often referred to as the "Al Capone of New Jersey." Born in 1904, Zwillman rose 
to power during Prohibition, where he controlled bootlegging operations in the 
state. Known for his business acumen and ability to forge alliances with other 
ethnic mobs, Zwillman became a bridge between the Italian Mafia and the Jewish 
mob. 

Zwillman’s operations extended beyond bootlegging. He had deep involvement in 
labor racketeering, gambling, and loan-sharking. His close relationship with Italian 
mobsters like Lucky Luciano and Frank Costello allowed him to become a 
powerful force within the National Crime Syndicate. Unlike many other mobsters, 
Zwillman worked hard to maintain a legitimate public image, using his wealth to 
invest in legitimate businesses and contribute to political campaigns. 

Zwillman’s influence declined in the 1950s as law enforcement increased pressure 
on organized crime. In 1959, facing a subpoena from the McClellan Committee 
(which investigated organized crime), Zwillman was found dead in his home, 
reportedly having committed suicide, though some suspect foul play. 

Louis "Lepke" Buchalter: Leader of Murder, Inc. 

Louis "Lepke" Buchalter was one of the most feared and notorious figures in 
organized crime, primarily known for his leadership of Murder, Inc., the mob’s 
enforcement arm responsible for contract killings. Born in 1897, Buchalter grew 
up in the tough streets of New York and quickly rose to prominence within the 
Jewish mob. 

Buchalter’s expertise was in labor racketeering, where he and his partner, Jacob 
Shapiro, extorted businesses and controlled labor unions. Through his control of 
labor unions, Buchalter gained significant influence in various industries, 



11 
 

particularly the garment industry. He enforced his power through intimidation 
and violence, earning a reputation as a ruthless mob boss. 

In the 1930s, Murder, Inc. was created as a syndicate-wide enforcement arm, 
providing contract killings for the Italian and Jewish mobs. Buchalter oversaw 
hundreds of murders during this period, using killers like Martin Goldstein and 
Abe "Kid Twist" Reles to eliminate threats to the syndicate’s interests. 

Buchalter’s downfall came when he became the first major mob boss to be 
executed by the federal government. After years of evading capture, he was 
convicted of murder and executed in the electric chair in 1944. He remains the 
only major organized crime figure in the U.S. to have been executed. 

Dutch Schultz: The New York Bootlegger 

Born Arthur Flegenheimer in 1902, Dutch Schultz was a notorious New York 
mobster best known for his bootlegging operations during Prohibition and his 
ruthless methods. Schultz started his career in crime by running numbers and 
quickly expanded into bootlegging, amassing a fortune during Prohibition by 
controlling the distribution of alcohol in parts of New York. 

Schultz was known for his violent nature and his willingness to use force to 
maintain control. His reign over the Harlem numbers racket made him a target for 
law enforcement, and he was a constant thorn in the side of New York District 
Attorney Thomas Dewey, whom Schultz reportedly attempted to assassinate. 

Schultz’s erratic behavior and his insistence on targeting Dewey led to his 
downfall. The National Crime Syndicate, worried that Schultz’s actions would 
bring unwanted attention to the entire organization, ordered his execution in 
1935. Schultz was gunned down in a New Jersey restaurant, marking the end of 
one of the most feared gangsters of the Prohibition era. 

Jacob Shapiro: The Right-Hand Man 

Jacob "Gurrah" Shapiro was the loyal and brutal partner of Louis Buchalter in 
labor racketeering and later Murder, Inc. Born in 1899, Shapiro worked alongside 
Buchalter to control labor unions and extort businesses. His role as an enforcer 
made him a feared figure in the underworld. 
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Shapiro was instrumental in the establishment of Murder, Inc., and he played a 
key role in the violent tactics used to maintain control over labor unions and 
industries. Shapiro’s loyalty to Buchalter and his penchant for violence helped 
cement their dominance in New York’s criminal landscape. 

Shapiro was eventually convicted of racketeering and sentenced to prison, where 
he died in 1947. His brutal methods and partnership with Buchalter left an 
enduring legacy in the history of organized crime. 

Martin Goldstein: Hitman for Murder, Inc. 

Martin "Buggsy" Goldstein was a feared hitman for Murder, Inc., known for his 
role in the syndicate’s contract killings. As a member of Murder, Inc., Goldstein 
was responsible for carrying out numerous assassinations ordered by organized 
crime bosses. His involvement in these murders made him one of the most 
dangerous men in the underworld. 

Goldstein was convicted of murder and sentenced to death, along with other 
members of Murder, Inc. His execution in 1941 marked the end of his violent 
career, but his role in the rise of organized crime’s enforcement arm is 
remembered as part of the brutal tactics that defined the era. 

These eight men were among the most powerful and notorious figures in the 
Jewish mob, each playing a pivotal role in the development of organized crime in 
America. From labor racketeering to bootlegging, gambling, and contract killings, 
they shaped the criminal landscape of the 20th century and left a lasting legacy 
that continues to influence American history and popular culture. 

 

IV. The Role of Prohibition and Labor Racketeering 

Prohibition’s Impact on Jewish-American Organized Crime 

The Prohibition era (1920–1933) was a watershed moment for organized crime in 
America, and Jewish-American gangsters were quick to exploit the opportunities 
it presented. The passing of the Volstead Act, which prohibited the manufacture, 
sale, and distribution of alcoholic beverages, created a thriving black market for 
liquor, and criminal syndicates stepped in to meet the public’s unquenchable 
demand for alcohol. Jewish-American mobsters played a pivotal role in the 
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growth of organized crime during this time, alongside their Italian and Irish 
counterparts. 

For many Jewish immigrants living in crowded urban environments, opportunities 
for legitimate employment were scarce. Facing anti-Semitic discrimination and 
economic hardship, some Jewish-Americans turned to the illicit trade as a means 
of survival and success. Prohibition provided the perfect opportunity to build 
powerful and profitable criminal empires, and Jewish-American gangsters such as 
Meyer Lansky, Bugsy Siegel, Arnold Rothstein, and Abner Zwillman took full 
advantage. 

Prohibition allowed these criminals to move from small-scale rackets to larger, 
more organized criminal enterprises. Bootlegging—the illegal production and 
distribution of alcohol—became one of the most lucrative criminal operations of 
the era. Jewish mobsters used their knowledge of smuggling routes, their 
business acumen, and their ability to collaborate with other ethnic criminal 
organizations to control much of the illegal alcohol trade in major cities such as 
New York, Chicago, and Newark. 

This period also allowed Jewish-American criminals to form closer alliances with 
the Italian Mafia, particularly in New York, where Meyer Lansky and Lucky Luciano 
developed a strategic partnership. These relationships would become the 
foundation for the National Crime Syndicate, a criminal organization that brought 
together various ethnic gangs under one network, facilitating cooperation rather 
than competition and violence. 

The Creation of Lucrative Opportunities for Bootlegging and Smuggling 

Bootlegging during Prohibition was a vast and sophisticated enterprise, and 
Jewish gangsters were key players in every part of the operation. From smuggling 
liquor across borders to running speakeasies in major cities, Jewish criminals were 
instrumental in ensuring that alcohol flowed freely despite government bans. 

One of the most famous Jewish-American bootleggers was Abner "Longie" 
Zwillman, who controlled much of the bootlegging operation in New Jersey. 
Known as the "Al Capone of New Jersey", Zwillman had a vast network of 
smuggling routes, which included partnerships with Canadian distillers and 
smugglers who transported alcohol across the U.S.-Canadian border. He also had 
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connections with the Italian Mafia, allowing him to move alcohol through their 
networks, ensuring that his bootlegging business ran smoothly. 

In New York, Arnold Rothstein, the "Godfather" of the Jewish mob, financed 
large-scale bootlegging operations, providing capital to smaller bootleggers and 
overseeing distribution networks. Rothstein’s influence extended to providing 
legal protection through bribery of law enforcement and politicians, a tactic that 
ensured the continued success of his operations. 

The smuggling of alcohol was particularly lucrative, as it allowed bootleggers to 
import high-quality liquor from countries such as Canada, the Caribbean, and 
Europe, while bypassing U.S. law enforcement. Jewish-American gangsters 
developed sophisticated smuggling routes using hidden compartments in ships, 
trucks, and cars. These routes stretched from coastal cities like New York and 
Miami to the interior of the country. Meyer Lansky and his associates were deeply 
involved in these operations, especially in smuggling operations that brought 
alcohol from Cuba into Florida. 

The profits from bootlegging were astronomical. Jewish gangsters, like their 
Italian and Irish counterparts, used these funds to expand their criminal empires, 
investing in legitimate businesses, such as nightclubs and hotels, as well as illegal 
ventures, such as gambling and narcotics trafficking. In many cases, the proceeds 
from bootlegging provided the capital to fund future criminal enterprises and 
maintain their influence in the underworld long after Prohibition ended in 1933. 

Jewish Gangsters’ Involvement in Labor Unions, Extortion, and Protection Rackets 

While bootlegging was the dominant criminal enterprise during Prohibition, 
Jewish mobsters were also heavily involved in labor racketeering, extortion, and 
protection rackets. These activities were particularly lucrative in urban areas like 
New York, where organized crime syndicates infiltrated labor unions to gain 
control over industries such as garment manufacturing, construction, and 
shipping. 

Jewish gangsters like Louis "Lepke" Buchalter and his partner Jacob Shapiro were 
especially notorious for their control over labor unions and their use of violence 
and intimidation to extort businesses. Buchalter, who led the infamous Murder, 
Inc., made a fortune by controlling labor unions, forcing companies to pay him 
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protection money to prevent strikes or disruptions. This tactic allowed Buchalter 
to dominate industries that relied on manual labor, particularly the garment 
industry in New York’s Lower East Side. 

The control of labor unions also gave Jewish gangsters tremendous political 
power, as they could manipulate strikes and labor disputes to their advantage. 
Buchalter and Shapiro, for example, used their control of labor unions to demand 
kickbacks from businesses in exchange for labor peace. Any company that refused 
to pay faced the threat of violent strikes, vandalism, or even murder. 

One of the most infamous aspects of Jewish-American organized crime was 
Murder, Inc., a group of contract killers led by Buchalter. Murder, Inc. was 
responsible for hundreds of assassinations on behalf of the National Crime 
Syndicate, enforcing mob rule and eliminating anyone who posed a threat to the 
organization. Martin Goldstein, one of the key hitmen for Murder, Inc., was 
directly involved in many of these killings. The rise of Murder, Inc. demonstrated 
the lengths to which Jewish gangsters were willing to go to protect their control 
over labor racketeering and other criminal enterprises. 

In addition to labor racketeering, Jewish gangsters were also involved in extortion 
and protection rackets. Business owners, particularly those in vulnerable 
industries like construction, transportation, and manufacturing, were often forced 
to pay protection money to mobsters to avoid violence or sabotage. These rackets 
extended into legitimate businesses as well, with Jewish mobsters infiltrating 
industries that included trucking, meatpacking, and even the entertainment 
industry. 

Meyer Lansky, while primarily known for his involvement in gambling, also had a 
hand in labor racketeering and extortion. Lansky’s ability to forge alliances with 
Italian mobsters like Lucky Luciano allowed him to expand his criminal network 
and influence into a variety of illicit enterprises, including the manipulation of 
labor unions. Lansky was also involved in protection rackets, using his reputation 
and connections to extract money from businesses in exchange for "protection" 
from violence or theft. 

These labor rackets were highly profitable and, like bootlegging, allowed Jewish 
gangsters to accumulate significant wealth and power. The control of labor unions 
also gave Jewish mobsters the ability to wield influence over political figures and 
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law enforcement officials, many of whom were either bribed or intimidated into 
turning a blind eye to their illegal activities. 

Post-Prohibition and the Lasting Legacy of Labor Racketeering 

After Prohibition ended in 1933, many Jewish gangsters continued their 
involvement in organized crime through labor racketeering and extortion. Louis 
Buchalter, for example, maintained his dominance in the garment industry long 
after the repeal of the Volstead Act, using his control of labor unions to extract 
money from businesses and politicians. His eventual downfall came not from his 
involvement in labor racketeering but from his leadership of Murder, Inc., which 
led to his conviction and execution in 1944. 

Meyer Lansky and other Jewish mobsters shifted their focus to gambling and 
legitimate business ventures after Prohibition, but their involvement in labor 
racketeering and extortion remained a key component of their criminal 
enterprises. Even as the government cracked down on organized crime in the 
mid-20th century, Jewish gangsters continued to wield significant influence in 
industries that relied on manual labor, allowing them to maintain their wealth 
and power. 

In many ways, the Jewish-American gangsters’ involvement in labor racketeering 
set the stage for future organized crime operations, particularly in industries 
where unions held significant power. The control of labor unions allowed Jewish 
gangsters to establish themselves as major players in organized crime, and their 
influence in the criminal underworld would continue to shape the landscape of 
American crime for decades to come. 

The role of Prohibition and labor racketeering in the rise of Jewish-American 
organized crime cannot be understated. Both provided Jewish mobsters with the 
financial resources and political power they needed to establish themselves as 
major forces in the underworld, forging alliances with other ethnic mobs and 
expanding their influence in both legitimate and illegal enterprises. The legacy of 
these criminal enterprises continues to influence organized crime and labor 
relations in America today. 

 

 



17 
 

V. The National Crime Syndicate 

The Formation of the National Crime Syndicate 

The National Crime Syndicate was one of the most significant developments in 
the history of organized crime in the United States, marking a shift from localized 
ethnic street gangs and rival factions to a more coordinated and businesslike 
approach to criminal enterprise. Established during the late 1920s and early 
1930s, this nationwide criminal organization was a collaboration of Jewish, Italian, 
and Irish mobsters who sought to create a structured, cooperative network of 
criminal activities across the country. 

The idea behind the National Crime Syndicate was to reduce violent turf wars, 
increase efficiency in illicit activities, and maximize profits. This syndicate was 
essentially an umbrella organization that united previously competing gangs 
under a centralized leadership, coordinating everything from bootlegging, labor 
racketeering, gambling, and extortion, to narcotics trafficking and contract 
killings. 

Before the Syndicate’s formation, organized crime in America had been 
dominated by ethnic rivalry and competition for territory and resources. Jewish-
American, Italian-American, and Irish-American gangs often clashed in bloody 
wars, as each group sought control over the lucrative underworld economies of 
major cities like New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Detroit. However, as crime 
became more profitable—particularly during Prohibition—there was a growing 
realization among crime leaders that cooperation would be more beneficial than 
competition. 

This realization was the foundation for the National Crime Syndicate, where 
leaders of various ethnic groups agreed to work together, pool their resources, 
and minimize violence between rival factions. The creation of this network 
marked a turning point, as organized crime became more of a nationwide 
“business,” governed by rules, structure, and a shared vision of profit, rather than 
a collection of individual gangs fighting for survival. 
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Lansky and Luciano’s Pivotal Roles in Forming This Nationwide Criminal 
Organization 

Two figures were instrumental in forming the National Crime Syndicate: Meyer 
Lansky and Charles “Lucky” Luciano. These two men, one Jewish and the other 
Italian, forged a partnership that revolutionized organized crime in the United 
States. 

Meyer Lansky, often referred to as the “Mob’s Accountant,” was one of the 
sharpest minds in organized crime. His focus was always on the financial aspects 
of the mob’s operations, which is why he advocated for efficiency and 
cooperation over senseless gang warfare. Lansky saw that ethnic divisions were 
limiting the potential of organized crime, and he envisioned a more unified 
syndicate where different ethnic gangs could work together rather than destroy 
each other. 

Lucky Luciano, meanwhile, was one of the most powerful leaders in the Italian 
Mafia. Luciano was pragmatic and forward-thinking, recognizing, like Lansky, that 
the future of organized crime lay in organization and cooperation. He was also 
keen to move away from the "Old World" traditions of the Sicilian Mafia, which 
relied on strict hierarchies and codes of conduct, and toward a more modern, 
profit-driven approach. 

The partnership between Lansky and Luciano was a defining moment in the 
history of the American underworld. They met in the tough streets of New York’s 
Lower East Side as young men and quickly formed a bond based on mutual 
respect and complementary skills—Lansky was the brains behind the operation, 
focusing on the finances, while Luciano was the muscle and strategic visionary 
who could keep rivals in check. 

The two men’s ability to look beyond ethnic rivalries allowed them to forge 
alliances between Jewish and Italian mobs, laying the groundwork for the creation 
of the National Crime Syndicate. They worked closely with other mobsters such as 
Frank Costello, Bugsy Siegel, and Dutch Schultz to bring various criminal 
organizations under one umbrella, establishing a structured network that 
stretched from New York to Chicago, Miami, Los Angeles, and beyond. 
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In 1931, Luciano and Lansky officially formed the National Crime Syndicate, which 
became the governing body of organized crime in the United States. The 
Syndicate operated like a board of directors, overseeing various criminal 
operations and ensuring that disputes between different factions were settled 
without unnecessary bloodshed. The Syndicate also enforced rules, managed 
territories, and divided profits among the participating gangs. 

A key feature of the Syndicate’s governance was the "Commission", a board of 
leading crime figures from different ethnic groups who would oversee decisions 
affecting the entire network. While the Italian Mafia still held the most power 
within the Commission, Jewish mobsters like Lansky were central to the 
Syndicate’s operations, ensuring that Jewish gangs had a prominent role in the 
broader structure of American organized crime. 

The Integration of Jewish Mobsters into the Broader Structure of American 
Organized Crime 

Jewish mobsters, thanks in large part to the efforts of Lansky, became integral to 
the National Crime Syndicate. They not only provided financial expertise but also 
controlled key aspects of the criminal network, including gambling operations, 
labor racketeering, and bootlegging. Lansky’s close ties with Luciano meant that 
Jewish gangsters were treated as equals within the Syndicate, ensuring that they 
could operate on a national level alongside their Italian and Irish counterparts. 

One of the most notable examples of Jewish integration into the Syndicate was 
the creation of Murder, Inc., an enforcement arm that carried out contract killings 
for the Syndicate. This group, led by Louis “Lepke” Buchalter and Jacob Shapiro, 
consisted of Jewish and Italian hitmen who enforced the Syndicate’s rules by 
eliminating threats and rivals. Murder, Inc. became infamous for its efficiency and 
ruthlessness, carrying out hundreds of killings at the Syndicate’s behest. 

The Jewish mob’s role in gambling was another key element of their integration 
into the Syndicate. Lansky, along with Bugsy Siegel, was instrumental in 
establishing Las Vegas as a gambling mecca. Lansky understood the potential for 
large-scale gambling operations, and he worked with the Syndicate to build and 
finance casinos not only in Las Vegas but also in Cuba and other Caribbean 
locations. Lansky’s vision of casinos as legal fronts for mob operations was a 
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major source of income for the Syndicate, and it allowed Jewish gangsters to play 
a central role in these lucrative enterprises. 

Labor racketeering was another area where Jewish mobsters made significant 
contributions to the Syndicate. Louis “Lepke” Buchalter controlled much of the 
labor racketeering on the East Coast, using his influence over labor unions to 
extort businesses and manipulate strikes for profit. Buchalter’s operations were 
closely tied to the Syndicate, as his labor racketeering empire provided a steady 
stream of revenue for the organization. Jewish mobsters’ involvement in 
industries such as the garment business and construction further integrated them 
into the broader structure of organized crime. 

The bootlegging operations that flourished during Prohibition were also a key part 
of Jewish mobsters’ integration into the Syndicate. Jewish bootleggers, like Abner 
“Longie” Zwillman in New Jersey, controlled large territories for alcohol smuggling 
and distribution. Their partnerships with Italian and Irish gangs allowed them to 
move liquor efficiently and profitably across the country. Even after Prohibition 
ended in 1933, many Jewish mobsters remained involved in the smuggling of 
alcohol and other contraband, continuing to collaborate with their Italian and 
Irish counterparts under the Syndicate's governance. 

Through the National Crime Syndicate, Jewish-American gangsters became fully 
integrated into the broader structure of American organized crime, working 
alongside Italian and Irish criminals to build an empire that dominated illegal 
activities across the country. Their involvement in labor racketeering, gambling, 
bootlegging, and contract killings made them indispensable to the Syndicate’s 
operations, and their influence helped shape the development of organized crime 
in the United States for decades. 

The National Crime Syndicate allowed organized crime in America to thrive in an 
era of increased law enforcement pressure, and the cooperation between Jewish, 
Italian, and Irish gangs proved to be one of the most successful partnerships in 
the history of organized crime. Jewish mobsters, thanks to their financial savvy 
and strategic alliances, were able to secure a lasting legacy in the underworld, 
playing a central role in the rise of the American Mafia and its various criminal 
enterprises. 
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VI. The Decline of the Kosher Mafia 

Government Crackdowns and the Dismantling of Organized Crime Networks in the 
Mid-20th Century 

The mid-20th century marked the beginning of the end for the "Kosher Mafia" 
and many of the Jewish-American gangsters who had played pivotal roles in 
shaping organized crime in America. Several factors contributed to this decline, 
with the most significant being the intensified government crackdowns on 
organized crime networks. In response to the increasing power of mobsters 
during the early part of the 20th century, federal law enforcement agencies began 
taking aggressive steps to dismantle the criminal empires built by figures like 
Meyer Lansky, Louis "Lepke" Buchalter, and Bugsy Siegel. 

The Prohibition era (1920–1933) had allowed Jewish and Italian organized crime 
figures to amass incredible wealth and power. However, after the repeal of 
Prohibition, government agencies began focusing their resources on curbing other 
illegal activities, such as gambling, racketeering, and narcotics trafficking. The 
formation of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) under J. Edgar Hoover, 
along with the establishment of special crime commissions, signaled a new era of 
law enforcement. 

One of the most significant developments during this period was the creation of 
the Kefauver Committee in the early 1950s, which investigated organized crime 
throughout the United States. The committee, led by Senator Estes Kefauver, held 
public hearings, exposing the inner workings of crime syndicates to the American 
public. Jewish mobsters, along with their Italian and Irish counterparts, were 
thrust into the spotlight. The hearings also drew public attention to the scale of 
corruption in law enforcement and politics, which had allowed organized crime to 
thrive for decades. As a result of these hearings, the federal government launched 
large-scale efforts to weaken the grip of organized crime on industries such as 
gambling, labor unions, and extortion. 

The development of new legal tools, such as the RICO Act (Racketeer Influenced 
and Corrupt Organizations Act) in 1970, also gave law enforcement agencies a 
powerful weapon in their fight against organized crime. The RICO Act allowed 
prosecutors to charge crime figures with multiple counts of racketeering and 
other offenses, based on their involvement in a "criminal enterprise." This was 
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particularly effective in targeting the leaders of crime syndicates, even if they had 
personally distanced themselves from direct involvement in illegal activities. 

The increasing sophistication of wiretaps, surveillance, and the use of informants 
also contributed to the downfall of the Jewish mob and the broader National 
Crime Syndicate. Many former associates, fearing long prison sentences or even 
death, began cooperating with law enforcement, providing key testimony that 
helped dismantle criminal networks. The death or imprisonment of key Jewish 
mob figures weakened their power structures, leaving many of their organizations 
in disarray. 

The Fall of Key Figures like Buchalter and Siegel 

The decline of the Jewish mob can be traced back to the fall of some of its most 
powerful and notorious figures. Louis "Lepke" Buchalter and Bugsy Siegel were 
two of the most prominent members of the Jewish-American mob, and their 
eventual downfalls were emblematic of the broader collapse of the Kosher Mafia. 

Louis "Lepke" Buchalter, the ruthless leader of Murder, Inc., was one of the first 
major crime bosses to be taken down by federal law enforcement. Buchalter’s 
control of labor racketeering and his involvement in contract killings had made 
him one of the most feared gangsters in America. However, his downfall came 
when the government began aggressively targeting labor racketeering and 
extortion, areas where Buchalter had built his empire. 

In 1936, Buchalter became a prime target of law enforcement when Thomas 
Dewey, a special prosecutor for New York, led a campaign against organized 
crime. Dewey’s relentless pursuit of Buchalter forced him into hiding. Ultimately, 
he was betrayed by members of his own organization, and after several years on 
the run, Buchalter was captured and sentenced to death. In 1944, Buchalter 
became the only major organized crime figure in U.S. history to be executed in 
the electric chair. His death sent shockwaves through the underworld and marked 
the beginning of the end for the Jewish mob’s dominance in labor racketeering. 

Bugsy Siegel, another major figure in the Jewish mob, met a violent end that 
highlighted the volatility of organized crime. Siegel, who had been a key player in 
the development of Las Vegas as a gambling destination, was known for his 
charisma, recklessness, and ambition. His construction of the Flamingo Hotel in 
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Las Vegas was intended to turn the desert town into a gambling paradise, but the 
project was plagued by financial problems. Siegel’s extravagant spending and 
mismanagement of mob funds enraged his partners in the National Crime 
Syndicate, including Meyer Lansky. 

In 1947, Siegel was assassinated at his home in Beverly Hills, allegedly on orders 
from the Syndicate, who had grown frustrated with the Flamingo’s mounting 
debts. Siegel’s death was a dramatic moment in the decline of the Jewish mob’s 
power. Although the Flamingo eventually became successful, Siegel’s murder 
signaled that even the most charismatic and influential mobsters were not 
immune to the violence and treachery that characterized organized crime. 

Other key figures, such as Arnold Rothstein, the "Godfather" of the Jewish mob, 
had already met their ends by this time. Rothstein’s 1928 murder in New York 
over a gambling debt left a leadership vacuum in the Jewish underworld, and 
while protégés like Lansky and Siegel continued his legacy, the golden age of the 
Jewish mob was already in decline. 

As the federal government continued its crackdown on organized crime, Meyer 
Lansky, one of the last remaining Jewish mobsters of his generation, faced 
increasing legal pressure. Though Lansky managed to avoid prison for most of his 
life through careful financial maneuvering, the U.S. government eventually 
succeeded in seizing much of his wealth. His last years were spent in relative 
obscurity, and by the time of his death in 1983, the power and influence of 
Jewish-American organized crime had largely dissipated. 

The Legacy of the "Kosher Mafia" 

Though the Kosher Mafia experienced a significant decline by the mid-20th 
century, the impact of Jewish-American gangsters on the history of organized 
crime in America is undeniable. The Jewish mob played a crucial role in 
transforming the disorganized, violent street gangs of the early 1900s into a 
structured and highly profitable criminal enterprise. Their contributions to labor 
racketeering, bootlegging, gambling, and contract killing were pivotal in the 
development of the modern Mafia. 

The legacy of figures like Meyer Lansky, Arnold Rothstein, Louis Buchalter, and 
Bugsy Siegel lives on in both the historical record and in popular culture. Lansky, 
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in particular, is often remembered as one of the most brilliant minds in the history 
of organized crime, revolutionizing the way mobsters laundered money and 
established legitimate business fronts for illegal activities. His contributions to the 
creation of the National Crime Syndicate and his role in the development of Las 
Vegas left an indelible mark on the criminal world. 

Bugsy Siegel’s vision of Las Vegas as a gambling paradise is perhaps his most 
enduring legacy. The Flamingo Hotel, which he helped build, became the 
blueprint for the mega-casinos that followed, transforming Las Vegas into a global 
gambling and entertainment hub. While Siegel’s reckless behavior ultimately led 
to his demise, his influence on the development of Las Vegas remains a significant 
chapter in the history of American organized crime. 

The Kosher Mafia’s involvement in labor racketeering also had a lasting impact on 
American industry and labor relations. Figures like Buchalter and Shapiro 
demonstrated the potential for organized crime to infiltrate labor unions and 
extract profits through extortion and violence. While the government eventually 
cracked down on labor racketeering, the techniques pioneered by the Jewish 
mobsters were adopted by other criminal organizations, particularly the Italian 
Mafia, which continued to dominate labor unions well into the latter half of the 
20th century. 

Finally, the pop culture image of the Jewish mob has been immortalized in 
countless films, books, and television shows. Characters inspired by Meyer 
Lansky, Arnold Rothstein, and Bugsy Siegel have appeared in classics like The 
Godfather and Boardwalk Empire, where their stories are woven into the broader 
narrative of American organized crime. The legacy of these men as shrewd 
businessmen, ruthless enforcers, and visionaries continues to captivate audiences 
and shape the public’s understanding of the criminal underworld. 

In conclusion, while the Kosher Mafia ultimately fell victim to law enforcement 
pressure and internal power struggles, its legacy endures. Jewish-American 
gangsters were critical to the development of organized crime in the United 
States, and their influence can still be seen in the industries and cities they helped 
shape, from labor unions to Las Vegas. Though the "Kosher Mafia" may no longer 
exist in its original form, the men who built it remain legendary figures in the 
history of American crime. 
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VII. Legacy and Cultural Impact 

How the Jewish-American Mobsters Influenced Popular Culture 

The influence of Jewish-American mobsters on popular culture cannot be 
understated. These figures, particularly Bugsy Siegel, Meyer Lansky, and Arnold 
Rothstein, have become larger-than-life characters, inspiring films, television 
series, novels, and even music. Their stories are woven into the broader narrative 
of American organized crime, often portrayed alongside or in collaboration with 
their Italian and Irish counterparts. Over the decades, Jewish-American gangsters 
have become iconic in the depiction of the criminal underworld, shaping how 
audiences perceive the intersection of ethnicity, crime, and power. 

Hollywood and literary portrayals of these figures have cemented them as part of 
American mythology, where gangsters represent the “rags to riches” story, albeit 
in a dark and violent form. The rise of Jewish mobsters from impoverished 
immigrant communities to influential underworld figures resonates with broader 
themes of American identity—hard work, cunning, and the pursuit of success, 
even through illegal means. The complexities of their characters—intelligent, 
ruthless, often charming—have captured the public’s imagination for decades, 
and their stories continue to shape contemporary portrayals of crime and 
morality. 

These Jewish-American mobsters, particularly Lansky and Siegel, are often 
depicted as pivotal players in transforming organized crime from a local, 
fragmented operation into a highly sophisticated national syndicate. Their roles in 
creating vast criminal empires, particularly in gambling and racketeering, align 
them with broader gangster archetypes but also emphasize their strategic 
brilliance, a quality that has fascinated audiences. The duality of their public 
personas—businessmen with outwardly legitimate enterprises, but ruthless 
criminals behind the scenes—has been an enduring theme in the gangster genre. 

Films and Books Inspired by Figures like Bugsy Siegel, Meyer Lansky, and Arnold 
Rothstein 

Several key films and books have immortalized the lives and exploits of Jewish-
American mobsters, making their legacies a permanent fixture in the crime genre. 
The blend of fact and fiction in these portrayals has elevated their stories to 
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mythic status, while also fueling the public’s interest in understanding the real 
lives behind the legends. Below are a few of the most influential films, television 
series, and books that have drawn inspiration from these iconic figures: 

1. "Bugsy" (1991) – This critically acclaimed film, directed by Barry Levinson 
and starring Warren Beatty as Bugsy Siegel, is perhaps the most famous 
portrayal of a Jewish-American mobster. The film focuses on Siegel’s vision 
for Las Vegas and his role in the creation of the Flamingo Hotel, while also 
exploring his relationship with Virginia Hill (played by Annette Bening) and 
the eventual betrayal by his mob associates. The film romanticizes Siegel as 
both a visionary and a tragically flawed figure, capturing the larger-than-life 
persona that he cultivated during his criminal career. Beatty’s performance 
earned him an Academy Award nomination, and the film remains one of 
the most iconic depictions of a Jewish mobster. 

2. "Boardwalk Empire" (2010-2014) – This HBO series is set during the 
Prohibition era and follows the rise of organized crime in Atlantic City. 
Arnold Rothstein, portrayed by Michael Stuhlbarg, is a central character in 
the series, depicted as a brilliant gambler and criminal mastermind. 
Rothstein’s involvement in the 1919 Black Sox Scandal, as well as his 
influence in the New York underworld, is explored throughout the series. 
The show highlights Rothstein’s strategic mind and cool demeanor, 
qualities that made him one of the most feared and respected figures in 
organized crime. Meyer Lansky also appears under the pseudonym Mickey 
Doyle, though his character is heavily fictionalized. 

3. "Lansky" (1999, 2021) – There have been multiple film and television 
portrayals of Meyer Lansky, reflecting the fascination with his role as the 
"brains" behind organized crime. The 1999 HBO film "Lansky", directed by 
John McNaughton and starring Richard Dreyfuss as Lansky, offers a 
dramatized version of his life, focusing on his rise through the ranks of the 
Jewish and Italian mobs, his involvement in creating the National Crime 
Syndicate, and his ultimate downfall. More recently, the 2021 film "Lansky," 
starring Harvey Keitel, revisits Lansky’s life from the perspective of his final 
years, portraying him as an aging mobster reflecting on his legacy. Both 
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films delve into Lansky’s intellect, financial acumen, and strategic alliances 
with figures like Lucky Luciano. 

4. "The Godfather Part II" (1974) – Though not explicitly based on Jewish 
mobsters, this iconic film features a character named Hyman Roth, played 
by Lee Strasberg, who is widely believed to be inspired by Meyer Lansky. 
Roth is depicted as a financial genius with international ties, particularly to 
the Cuban gambling industry—a direct nod to Lansky’s real-life ventures in 
Cuba. The film portrays Roth as a cunning, cold, and pragmatic figure who 
plays a pivotal role in the film’s plot to expand the Corleone family’s 
business into international markets. Roth’s character highlights the 
sophisticated financial operations behind the Mafia’s global ambitions, a 
role Lansky himself played in real life. 

5. "The Great Gatsby" (1925) – Though not directly about organized crime, F. 
Scott Fitzgerald’s classic novel features the character of Meyer Wolfsheim, 
who is believed to be based on Arnold Rothstein. In the novel, Wolfsheim is 
described as a gambler and racketeer who is implied to have fixed the 1919 
World Series, mirroring Rothstein’s real-life involvement in the Black Sox 
Scandal. Wolfsheim is portrayed as a shadowy figure who operates in the 
underworld, and his friendship with Jay Gatsby suggests the blending of 
crime and high society. While a minor character in the novel, Wolfsheim’s 
presence underscores the pervasive influence of organized crime during the 
Jazz Age. 

6. "Casino" (1995) – Directed by Martin Scorsese, this film tells the story of 
the mob’s involvement in Las Vegas’ casino industry. Though the film 
focuses primarily on Italian mobsters, Meyer Lansky’s influence looms large 
over the depiction of the criminal networks that built and controlled many 
of the casinos in Las Vegas. The film reflects the legacy of Jewish mobsters 
like Lansky and Bugsy Siegel, who were instrumental in transforming the 
Nevada desert into a gambling paradise. Robert De Niro’s character, Sam 
"Ace" Rothstein, is not explicitly based on Meyer Lansky, but his financial 
acumen and strategic management of the casino business evoke Lansky’s 
role in the mob’s gambling empire. 
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7. Books and Biographies – Numerous books have been written about Jewish-
American mobsters, including "Little Man: Meyer Lansky and the Gangster 
Life" by Robert Lacey, which provides a detailed biography of Lansky’s life 
and legacy. Other notable works include "But He Was Good to His Mother: 
The Lives and Crimes of Jewish Gangsters" by Robert Rockaway, which 
examines the cultural and familial complexities of Jewish gangsters in 
America, and "The Rise and Fall of the Jewish Gangster in America" by 
Albert Fried, which explores the broader history of Jewish-American 
organized crime from the early 1900s to its decline in the mid-20th century. 

The Enduring Myths and Realities Surrounding the "Kosher Mafia" 

The enduring myths and realities of the "Kosher Mafia" have become intertwined 
in popular culture, leading to a mixture of fact, legend, and stereotype. One of the 
most persistent myths is the notion of Jewish-American mobsters as inherently 
more “civilized” or “businesslike” than their Italian counterparts, often portrayed 
as more violent or ruthless. While figures like Meyer Lansky were undoubtedly 
more focused on the financial aspects of organized crime, the idea that the Jewish 
mob was less involved in violent activities is a distortion. Louis "Lepke" Buchalter’s 
leadership of Murder, Inc., which carried out hundreds of contract killings, reveals 
the darker, more brutal side of the Jewish-American mob. 

Another myth centers around the idea of the Jewish mob’s involvement in crime 
being more “respectable” due to its focus on labor racketeering and gambling. 
While Jewish mobsters were often portrayed as shrewd businessmen, their 
control over labor unions and their role in extortion and murder-for-hire 
operations were as ruthless as any other mobsters. Figures like Buchalter and 
Shapiro used violence, intimidation, and corruption to achieve their ends, and 
their dominance in labor racketeering left a significant mark on industries such as 
the garment trade. 

Despite these realities, the portrayal of Jewish mobsters in film and literature 
often leans into the romanticized image of criminal genius, particularly with 
figures like Lansky. His ability to outsmart law enforcement for decades and his 
pioneering techniques in money laundering have contributed to the myth of the 
Jewish mobster as a mastermind who operated above the fray of everyday street 
crime. In reality, while Lansky was undoubtedly brilliant, he was also deeply 
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involved in violent criminal enterprises and had no qualms about using 
underworld tactics to maintain his empire. 

The legacy of the "Kosher Mafia" is also shaped by the fact that many of its 
members successfully transitioned into legitimate business ventures later in life. 
Bugsy Siegel’s vision for Las Vegas, for example, evolved into a legitimate and 
highly profitable entertainment and gambling hub. Similarly, Lansky’s investments 
in casinos in Cuba, Las Vegas, and the Bahamas played a key role in legitimizing 
large-scale gambling operations, contributing to the development of a massive 
international gambling industry. Meyer Lansky, in particular, was instrumental in 
expanding the mob’s interests into legal ventures, positioning himself as a key 
figure in the financial operations of several casinos. While his involvement in 
illegal activities such as money laundering persisted, Lansky’s ability to transition 
smoothly into legitimate business ventures allowed him to maintain influence in 
the gambling world even as law enforcement began cracking down on organized 
crime. 

Lansky's investments in Havana, Cuba, before Fidel Castro’s rise to power are 
particularly notable. Lansky, along with other mobsters, had turned Havana into a 
gambling mecca, with luxurious casinos and hotels that attracted wealthy tourists 
from around the world. For a time, Cuba was a profitable and relatively safe 
haven for mob operations, allowing figures like Lansky to diversify their portfolios. 
However, the Cuban Revolution of 1959 and the rise of Castro brought an abrupt 
end to these ventures, as the new regime nationalized the casinos and expelled 
foreign mobsters. 

In addition to his work in Cuba, Lansky invested heavily in casinos in Las Vegas and 
the Bahamas, using his connections within the National Crime Syndicate to create 
a network of profitable, semi-legitimate gambling enterprises. Although Lansky 
was careful to avoid direct ownership of many of these businesses—often using 
trusted associates or family members as front men—his influence behind the 
scenes was undeniable. His ability to manage the flow of illicit funds through 
these businesses while maintaining the appearance of legality was a testament to 
his financial acumen. 

Similarly, other Jewish mobsters, like Abner "Longie" Zwillman, also made 
successful transitions into legitimate businesses. Zwillman, known as the "Al 
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Capone of New Jersey," was deeply involved in bootlegging during Prohibition, 
but after the repeal of Prohibition, he invested his earnings into legitimate 
industries. Zwillman’s legitimate ventures included real estate and the 
entertainment business, helping him to build a fortune that would outlast his 
criminal activities. By the 1950s, Zwillman had become a well-respected 
businessman in New Jersey, though his criminal past remained an open secret. 

The ability of Jewish mobsters to transition into legitimate business ventures 
helped ensure that their legacies endured beyond the world of organized crime. 
Figures like Bugsy Siegel and Meyer Lansky not only shaped the development of 
the American gambling industry, but also laid the foundation for the modern 
casino empire that thrives today in cities like Las Vegas, Atlantic City, and beyond. 
Their contributions to these industries, though rooted in their criminal origins, 
demonstrate the complex and often contradictory nature of their legacies. While 
they were involved in some of the most notorious criminal activities of the 20th 
century, they also left behind legitimate enterprises that continue to shape the 
American economy. 

This dual legacy—of criminality and legitimate business success—highlights the 
complicated relationship between organized crime and broader societal 
institutions. Many of these mobsters used their wealth and influence to buy 
political protection, ingratiating themselves with local politicians, law 
enforcement, and businessmen. Over time, this allowed them to blur the line 
between their illegal operations and legitimate business ventures, making it 
difficult to disentangle their criminal activities from their contributions to 
industries like gambling and entertainment. The legacy of the Kosher Mafia is thus 
one of both infamy and achievement, as these men navigated the world of 
organized crime while also leaving an indelible mark on American society. 

 

VIII. Conclusion 

Reflect on the Impact These Eight Men Had on Organized Crime in America 

The eight men highlighted in this article—Arnold Rothstein, Meyer Lansky, Bugsy 
Siegel, Abner "Longie" Zwillman, Louis "Lepke" Buchalter, Dutch Schultz, Jacob 
Shapiro, and Martin Goldstein—left an indelible mark on the history of organized 
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crime in America. Each played a unique and pivotal role in the development and 
expansion of criminal enterprises during a time when America was undergoing 
massive social and economic transformations. From the bustling streets of New 
York to the emerging desert city of Las Vegas, these men helped to shape the 
American underworld, setting the foundations for what would become the 
modern Mafia. 

Arnold Rothstein laid the groundwork for treating crime as a business, ushering in 
an era where organized crime was not just about turf wars and street-level 
violence but about systematic operations involving gambling, sports fixing, and 
large-scale smuggling. Meyer Lansky, often regarded as the financial architect of 
organized crime, played a central role in transforming these illicit ventures into 
profitable enterprises, showing the importance of strategic alliances and global 
networks. His financial genius helped create the National Crime Syndicate, which 
brought structure to the chaotic criminal underworld. 

Bugsy Siegel’s contributions to the establishment of Las Vegas as a gambling 
empire highlighted the mob’s long-term vision for capitalizing on legal 
opportunities. His grand, if reckless, ambitions made Las Vegas what it is today—
an international destination for entertainment and gambling. Abner "Longie" 
Zwillman, who dominated organized crime in New Jersey, demonstrated how 
Jewish-American gangsters could seamlessly integrate into the broader landscape 
of Italian and Irish mobs, leveraging Prohibition to build his criminal empire. 

Louis "Lepke" Buchalter and Jacob Shapiro were instrumental in creating one of 
the most violent and notorious arms of the Jewish mob—Murder, Inc., a group 
that carried out hundreds of contract killings. Their operations in labor 
racketeering showed how criminal elements could infiltrate legitimate industries 
and manipulate them for their own gain. Buchalter’s leadership of Murder, Inc. 
remains one of the most brutal and fearsome chapters in organized crime history, 
contributing to the Jewish mob’s reputation for ruthlessness. 

Dutch Schultz, a volatile and feared bootlegger, symbolized the violent potential 
of organized crime during Prohibition. His rise to power and subsequent fall 
underscored the perils of unchecked ambition and the dangers of drawing too 
much attention to criminal enterprises. Schultz’s story serves as a cautionary tale 
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for how mobsters who overstep their bounds can find themselves eliminated by 
their own. 

Finally, Martin Goldstein represents the rank-and-file members of organized 
crime—individuals who carried out the dirty work but were often pivotal in 
maintaining the power and reach of criminal syndicates. As an enforcer for 
Murder, Inc., Goldstein exemplified the brutality that was necessary to uphold 
mob rule and enforce the will of the Syndicate. 

Together, these eight men exemplified the entrepreneurial spirit, violent 
enforcement, and strategic collaboration that defined organized crime in the first 
half of the 20th century. They were instrumental in shaping a criminal empire that 
extended across cities, states, and even international borders, showing that crime 
could be both ruthlessly violent and meticulously calculated. 

The Broader Significance of the Jewish Mob Within the History of American 
Criminal Enterprises 

The Jewish-American mob’s significance in the history of organized crime lies in its 
ability to seamlessly integrate with other ethnic criminal organizations, especially 
the Italian Mafia and Irish gangs. Unlike the Irish gangs, which largely faded after 
the Prohibition era, the Jewish mob managed to maintain a presence in organized 
crime for several decades, forging lasting partnerships with Italian mobsters that 
carried them into the mid-20th century. Figures like Meyer Lansky and Bugsy 
Siegel became critical players in the development of the National Crime 
Syndicate, which allowed for cooperation between ethnic crime groups and 
created a more unified, businesslike approach to crime. 

The Jewish mob’s focus on gambling, racketeering, and financial manipulation set 
them apart from other ethnic gangs, who were often more focused on territorial 
control and drug trafficking. Jewish mobsters brought a unique expertise in 
financial management, which allowed them to build highly profitable enterprises 
and protect their wealth through clever schemes such as money laundering. 
Meyer Lansky’s ability to move illicit money through offshore accounts, casinos, 
and legitimate businesses set the blueprint for modern organized crime 
operations that continue to exist today. 
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Jewish gangsters were also adept at navigating the complex social dynamics of 
their time. Many of them came from immigrant families who faced discrimination 
and limited opportunities in mainstream American society. Organized crime, for 
these men, became a pathway to wealth, power, and influence that would 
otherwise have been unavailable. Their success in criminal enterprises mirrored 
the broader immigrant experience of striving for the American Dream, though 
their methods diverged sharply from traditional means of upward mobility. 

Moreover, the Jewish mob’s involvement in the development of Las Vegas and 
other gambling centers had a long-lasting impact on the American economy. By 
turning illegal gambling operations into legitimate businesses, Jewish mobsters 
helped build a billion-dollar industry that continues to thrive today. Their 
investments in Las Vegas, particularly Siegel’s vision for a luxurious casino empire, 
laid the foundation for the city’s transformation into one of the world’s premier 
entertainment destinations. 

The Complicated Legacy of Crime, Ethnicity, and Cultural Identity 

The legacy of the Kosher Mafia is complicated, particularly in its intersection with 
ethnicity and cultural identity. The Jewish-American mobsters who rose to 
prominence during the early 20th century often had to navigate a complex social 
landscape, balancing their cultural heritage with their criminal activities. For many 
Jewish mobsters, their involvement in organized crime was a product of 
circumstance—they were often immigrants or the children of immigrants, living in 
poor neighborhoods where opportunities for success were limited. The 
discrimination they faced as Jews in America created barriers to legitimate 
business and social mobility, pushing some toward the illicit opportunities 
available in the criminal underworld. 

At the same time, the rise of Jewish-American mobsters introduced a tension 
between the cultural values of Jewish communities and the realities of organized 
crime. Jewish traditions, rooted in moral teachings and the pursuit of justice, 
clashed with the violent, lawless nature of the criminal enterprises in which these 
men were involved. Figures like Meyer Lansky and Bugsy Siegel were often seen 
as betraying the values of their cultural heritage, and their involvement in 
organized crime created a complicated narrative about Jewish identity in America. 
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The term "Kosher Mafia" itself reflects this complexity. On the one hand, it 
acknowledges the prominence of Jewish-American gangsters in shaping the 
criminal underworld. On the other, it can be seen as a derogatory label that 
unfairly links Jewish culture and religious practices with criminality. For many 
Jewish-Americans, the legacy of these mobsters represents a dark chapter in their 
history, one that contrasts sharply with the broader narrative of Jewish success in 
America through hard work, education, and community-building. 

Nevertheless, the contributions of Jewish mobsters to organized crime left a 
lasting legacy on American society. They demonstrated that ethnicity could be 
both a source of solidarity and division in the criminal underworld. Jewish 
mobsters frequently collaborated with Italian and Irish gangs, showing that cross-
ethnic alliances could lead to success in criminal enterprises. However, they also 
faced discrimination within the mob itself, as Italian Mafia figures often held the 
top positions of power in the National Crime Syndicate. 

In the end, the story of the Kosher Mafia is one of ambition, violence, ingenuity, 
and survival. The men who built these criminal empires were shaped by the 
unique challenges of being Jewish immigrants in a rapidly industrializing and 
urbanizing America. Their legacy, while steeped in criminality, also reflects the 
broader struggles of immigrant communities to find their place in American 
society. As a result, the Jewish-American mobsters remain a complex and 
enduring part of American history, representing both the promise and the peril of 
the American Dream. 
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Social media. 


