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CAPES 2004, American Civilization question: “Le crime organisé à la ville”
Practice in writing a commentary (commentaire) of a non-literary text.

Instructions
1) Read the article through carefully at least twice;
2) Identify and mark the main ideas, the subsidiary ideas, and the progression and articulations of the argument;

3) If you think it will help you to understand, summarize the article briefly. If you never learned to summarize your reading, go to the exercise “Summarizing Your Reading” and do that exercise first;
4) On the basis of your summary and your analysis of the structure of the article, write your own commentary;

5) Open the file of the answer key and compare to the summary written by Mme Puyjarinet.

Al Capone’s successors
by John Bartlow Martin

The American Mercury, June 1949

Al Capone always said he didn’t “want to die in the street.” He died in bed. Editorialists, pointing out that Andrew J. Volstead died the same week, composed epitaphs upon an era. In 1947 nonetheless, the Chicago Syndicate was taking in millions of dollars and it was striving to seize control over the United States, a move which might give it power and riches greater than Capone ever possessed. […]  

Nearly all the top Syndicate men are old Capone men. […] Chicagoans loved the twenties; they cheered when Capone arrived at a college football game; they told their country cousins how Capone toured the city in a seven-ton armored limousine; they proudly pointed to his Cicero fortress, which seven carloads of gunmen commanded by Dion O’Banion and Bugs Moran had assaulted. […] One gangster said, “We’re big business without the top hats.” Before long they even got the top hats. Capone issued statements on business conditions, bought an island palace near Miami Beach, and talked about retiring. The Federal income tax men retired him. 

But neither that nor Repeal finished his mob, by any means. It sought new rackets or cultivated old ones more intensively. Kidnapping was practiced for a time. But kidnapping became odious. And so the Syndicate took over labor unions and extorted money from businessmen. It gained control of trucking lines, juke boxes, night clubs, catering services, cleaning, dyeing, and laundering businesses, and other service industries. And above all, gambling. 

Killings became rarer. It was like the passing of any frontier. The Black Hand ways were disappearing. Many of the original musclemen were dead. Men of business acumen replaced them, like Frank Nitti, Capone’s successor, an intelligent colorless man who hated publicity, ruled judiciously and firmly. Moreover, the boys seem to have felt the pressures of the thirties and forties. Flamboyance was no longer meet; the boys became respectable. They bought suburban homes with swimming pools, gentlemen’s farms in northern Indiana complete with stables. They wintered at Miami Beach, took the waters at Hot Springs; they gave convertible coupés to their mistresses; […] carried big rolls of money and dressed well. […] When, rarely, detectives picked them up, they protested that they were retired or in the oil business. […]
It is reasonable to inquire: How can the Syndicate survive? A Chicago policeman said recently, “Stop crime? Nothing to it. Rackets, I mean. A policeman never takes anything. It’s the God damn pols.” He meant the politicians. As everybody knows, organized gambling could be stopped overnight by the politicians. […] During 1946 there were no slot machines in the county outside Chicago until two months before the election, when they blossomed in nearly every tavern, and some saloon-keepers complained they were forced to take them. At any time in the height of Capone’s power, any cop on the beat could have slapped his face and chased him out of town if Capone’s political protection had been withdrawn. It took Federal courts to send Capone, Nitti, and many others to prison. Bugs Moran, so long immune in Chicago, went to Ohio a couple of years ago, descended to a payroll holdup, and was promptly sentenced to 25 years in prison. Political “clout,” not personally crooked policemen, explains in part why Syndicate men are almost never convicted in Chicago. Another reason is gangland’s conspiracy of silence; hoodlums take care of their own troubles. And, further, Chicago juries won’t convict one hoodlum of killing another. The Crime Commission has had a hard time convincing them that an underworld-politics tie-up corrupts the body politic generally. Certainly it demoralizes the police force. Chicago has detectives as good as those of any city. But they know better than to meddle in affairs touching their masters, “the pols.” Those who do so end up blowing whistles at street intersections. […]
In the 1920s the mobs transformed peaceful suburban towns like Cicero into hell-holes of gambling and prostitution. In 1947, after a Grand Jury had indicted public officials of another pleasant suburb, Skokie, for conspiring with Syndicate gamblers, citizens asked at a public meeting to “do something” replied: “Nobody’s been found guilty of anything yet. Let’s let it ride until someone has.” This scarcely supports the hopeful suggestion, made when Capone’s funeral contrasted so sharply with the gaudy gangland funerals of the 1920s, that public morality had improved. True, Capone’s burial was a lonely one. True, when Big Jim Colosimo was buried the honorary pall-bearers included eight aldermen, three judges, two congressmen, and nearly everybody else who mattered in city politics. Yet many of those pall-bearers are still top-ranking political leaders. 

Methods change. The fix replaces the rub-out. But a change in funeral fashions seems no more proof of improved morality than a switch from bangs to bobby socks.

**************

Do not go on to read the suggested commentary until you have tried your hand at writing a commentary yourself. Then click on the link below.
Answer Key
� A former reporter doing freelance writing.





