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WISE GUYS IN THE WOODS:

The Lore and Legends of Gangsters in Northern Wisconsin

Northern Wisconsin’s popularity as a vacation destination was sparked by the advent of train travel in the early 1900s.  However, the region’s tourism economy got an even bigger boost during Prohibition, when the widespread use of automobiles gave newfound freedom to millions of potential visitors across the Midwest – some of whom may have been escaping more than just the normal work stresses.  


Drawn by the region’s rustic beauty and relative isolation, Chicago gangsters and Mafioso routinely sought refuge in Northern Wisconsin hideaways from Eagle River to Rice Lake. In some cases, these visits were all business – running liquor and/or setting up local prostitution and gambling operations – while in other cases they were cooling off periods after high-profile robberies in other states.  Though the “wise guys” are long gone, their lore lives on across the Northwoods Region…as do some of their hangouts. 

The Capone Brothers


By any definition, Al (“Scarface”) Capone was the most infamous of all Prohibition Era gangsters.  Not surprisingly, legends of his visits can be heard at resorts, restaurants and watering holes all across Wisconsin’s Northwoods.  His Northwoods hideout was called, literally, The Hideout (www.alcaponehideout.com; 715/945-2746) and remains intact as a seasonal tourist 

- more -

attraction today.  Located near Couderay, in Sawyer County, the 400-acre estate featured a main lodge, lake, bunk house and jail cell, as well as an airstrip where planes from Canada would land and drop off alcohol that the gangsters could run to Chicago. 


The main lodge boasted a number of uniquely Gangland architectural details, such as 18-inch thick walls and machine gun turrets in the wall.  In addition to the lodge, jail and grounds, visitors today can see several Capone-related museum displays and quaff Prohibition Era cocktails in the Hideout’s restaurant/bar.    


Capone is also rumored to have spent time at the Four Seasons Resort (www.fourseasonswi.com; 715/324-5244) on Miscuano Island, near the Marinette County community of Pembine; as well as in several supposed Mob hangouts in the Minocqua area, including the Norwood Pines Supper Club (www.norwoodpines.com; 715/356-3666) and the infamous Ma Bailey’s bordello.  


Capone may also have visited the Iron County town of Mercer (www.mercercc.com; 715/476-2389), since his brother, Ralph “Bottles” Capone, frequently visited there.  Ralph Capone liked the Mercer area so much, in fact, that he eventually moved to the community.  County records show that he purchased two lodging properties there, the Rex Hotel and the Recap Lodge at Martha Lake (where one of his partners supposedly was Jake “Greasy Thumb” Guzik.)  The Northwoods lifestyle apparently agreed with Ralph Capone -- unlike most Prohibiton Era gangsters, he lived to the ripe old age of 81, dying in 1974. 

John Dillinger and the Escape at Little Bohemia


While tales of both Capones permeate the Northwoods, perhaps the best known (and most thoroughly substantiated) story involves two of their gangster contemporaries, John Dillinger and Baby Face Nelson.  


In late April, 1934, Dillinger, (then listed as “America’s Most Wanted” criminal), Nelson and several other gangsters drove north from Chicago to the Little Bohemia Lodge (www.littlebohemia.net; 715/543-8433) on Little Star Lake near Manitowish Waters, hoping to lie low for a few days until FBI pressure diminished.  


Unfortunately for Dillinger, it didn’t take long for word of his whereabouts to filter back to the Feds. Officers from Chicago were quickly dispatched to capture him at the lakeside retreat,
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and on the evening of April 22, a raid took place.  As FBI vehicles entered the dirt road leading to the lodge, a car filled with three unsuspecting dinner patrons left the Little Bohemia Lodge – and was promptly riddled with bullets.  Alerted first by barking dogs and then by the sounds of the gunfire, Dillinger and several of his men jumped out a second-floor window and 

ran to the lakefront.  Hidden by the steep embankment, they followed the water’s edge for several miles before coming upon a resort, where they stole a car and escaped to St. Paul, Minnesota.  


Nelson, in a nearby cabin with his wife, exchanged submachine gun volleys with FBI agents and then escaped down the lakefront in the opposite direction, eventually taking hostages and engaging in another shootout with law enforcement agents, killing one before stealing an FBI car and escaping.  Abandoning the vehicle later that night, Nelson hiked into the Lac du Flambeau Indian Reservation.  There, he spent three days hiding out with a Cherokee named “Ole Catfish” before stealing another car and ultimately making his way back to Chicago.

Buried Treasure?


Widely reported by the national press, the Little Bohemia incident was the final escape act for Dillinger and his gang, who had captivated the nation with their Houdini-like jailbreaks and getaways.  The FBI had the last laugh, though, as both John Dillinger and Baby Face Nelson met bloody ends at the hands of federal authorities within the year – Dillinger at the Biograph Theater in July; Nelson on a suburban Chicago highway in November. 


While the Little Bohemia event is one of the Northwoods most well-documented tales, it spawned an equally fascinating mystery.  According to local legend, in his haste to escape from the FBI that night, Dillinger may have buried a suitcase with $200,000 in stolen money somewhere in the area.  In fact, The People’s Almanac No. 2 by David Wallechinsky and Irving Wallace lists Dillinger’s mysterious suitcase as one of the “great unclaimed treasures of the world.”  


Although speculation on the likely whereabouts of the buried suitcase has ranged from the area around Little Bohemia to the towns of Woodruff and Eagle River, no concrete historical evidence has ever been found to substantiate its existence.  But that doesn’t necessarily diminish its place in the lore of the Northwoods, as local resort owner, Flora Piasecki notes.  
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“It’s true – you can’t prove that it is out there,” she says with a twinkle in her eye, “but then again, you can’t prove that it isn’t, either.  I prefer to think it just might be.”

Other Gangster Hangouts


Though the repeal of Prohibition in late 1933 ended to the heyday of Chicago gangsters, Mafia activity continues to the present – and with it, Northwoods legends of shadowy visitors from the Windy City and elsewhere.


One of the most famous of these visitors was Sam “Momo” Giancana, the successor to Al Capone and a member of the La Cosa Nostra crime syndicate.  According to his daughter’s memoir, Mafia Princess (Wm. Morrow and Co.), the Giancana’s vacationed in the Rhinelander area.  


Another Chicago gang leader and speakeasy operator, “Polack Joe” Saltis, owned a 238-acre estate on Barker Lake near the town of Winter in Sawyer County, not far from Al Capone’s estate.  Visitors can still play golf at the Barker Lake Golf Course (www.haywardlakes.com/barkerlake/; 715/266-4152), a classic nine-hole layout that Saltis built there in the 1920s. 


The Minocqua/Woodruff areas, notorious for bordellos such as Ma Bailey’s (later known as Ma Bailey’s Supper Club) was also popular with Chicago mobsters.  Visitors there included bootlegging king Roger “The Terrible” Touhy; mob lieutenant Frank Nitti; and hitmen Sam “Golf Bag” Hunt and Jack Zuta.  


Rumors of mob activity also circulated in the Eagle River (www.eagleriver.org; 

1-800-359-6315) area, which was the site of an intense FBI investigation in the mid-1970s, when Jimmy Hoffa disappeared.  Hoffa reportedly spent quite a bit of time at a Teamsters retreat there called the Jack O’Lantern Lodge.  Though the surrounding area was searched thoroughly after his disappearance, nothing was ever found.


Nearer to Chicago, the Watersedge of Lake Geneva (www.watersedgebb.com; 

262/245-9845) was a quiet getaway Bugs Moran used in the 1930s.  Bugs reputedly traveled there frequently with his wife Lucille to hide from the police, with the now B&B doubling as a speakeasy.  Eventually, Lucille divorced Bugs and married the establishment’s original owner.  
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 Joey “The Doves” Iuppa and the World-Record Musky


One of the more recent and intriguing rumors about gangsters in the Northwoods involves the state’s most famous fish, Louis Spray’s world-record muskellunge.  Caught in October 1949 on the Chippewa Flowage, Spray’s monstrous fish supposedly weighed in at 69 pounds, 11 ounces – a size that has been challenged several times by groups employing forensic experts and modern criminal science techniques.  


The latest controversy, however, doesn’t question the size of the fish, but rather who caught it.  On the October 8, 2006 edition of the popular CBS Sunday Morning television show, Hayward-area fishing guide Spence Petros told reporter Bill Geist that a client of his, Joey “The Doves” Iuppa, claimed he was the angler who actually landed Spray’s world-record musky.  Fishing out of Herman’s Landing Resort in Lac Courte Oreilles (www.thelanding-lco.com; 715/462-3626), Iuppa, a Chicago mafia capo, was “on the lamb” at the time and didn’t want to attract attention by registering the record fish – so he sold it to Spray for $50.  The CBS Sunday Morning segment also aired an interview with Iuppa’s longtime friend and underworld associate, Jimmy “Bananas” Bonomo, who confirmed the story.   


Iuppa’s fish tale, like the legend of Dillinger’s buried fortune, will likely never be confirmed, nor proven false...and perhaps that doesn’t matter.  It merely adds another layer of mystery to the lore of Wisconsin’s Northwoods.


For free Wisconsin travel information and travel-planning guides, including the 2007 Wisconsin Spring/Summer Event & Recreation Guide, visit travelwisconsin.com or call the Wisconsin Department of Tourism’s toll-free number 1-800-432-TRIP/8747.  Travelers can also obtain guides and information at the Wisconsin Welcome Centers, located in select state-border cities.
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