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Or how the FBI came to investigate the sudden withdrawal of hundreds of
clients—all city employees or their kin—from a milk seller in Hoboken, N.J.,
after he displeased the city’s political boss, Mayor Bernard McFeely.

ntil October 1938, when a local
U organizer of the unemployed,
Matson, dared to

speak out in a Hoboken park about

Herman

the absence of poor relief under the
McFeely
viciously beaten by the mayor’s thugs,

administration and  was
federal law enforcement officials had
not much troubled themselves with
Hoboken's undemocratic rule. For years
protestors had been removed from the
city’s streets to the main police station,
overseen by the boss’s brother, and were
often threatened with job loss or harm,
left with broken ribs and swollen faces,
or met with other forms of catastrophe.
No serious investigations followed.
Matson’s

very  public  beating,

documented and decried in area
newspapers, challenged the feds to take
action. By February 1939, representatives
from the Justice Department’s new Civil
Liberties Division had met with Matson,
and the FBI was tasked with collecting

documents and verbal accounts of

McFeely’s efforts to suppress dissent and
to punish residents who displeased him.

Among the records assembled by
the FBI were detailed allegations of a
1937-1938 campaign by McFeely and
his cronies to cause the collapse of a
longstanding Hoboken milk business,
then run by George Harper, a son of the
founder, and his wife Ann. According
to their testimony, George Harper
maintained a life-long friendship with two
men who had crossed "Boss” McFeely:
former city commissioner Joseph A.
Clark and former school janitor Thomas
Magnan. McFeely’s displeasure with the
latter had been expressed in physical
blows: news reports determined that the
mayor had bludgeoned Magnan with a
heavy ashtray when the two quarreled in
his office.

Harper’s Crime

Harper’s (according  to
McFeely) was to have marched with
his old friends in the front line of a
Hoboken church parade. The day after

o0 )
crime

the 1937 march, Harper’s customers
told him the mayor was “raising the
devil” about it and was threatening to
ruin the milk purveyor’s business. His
business partner came by to announce
he was leaving the company because of
the mayor’s displeasure.

On the advice of his lawyer, George
Harper went to see McFeely in City
Hall, and asked him directly about
the rumors. “How can I, as mayor of
the city, run you out of business?” the
mayor asked Harper before launching
into a tirade about Magnan and Clark.
lanpeiiaicisolaiiemEL Il e
listened to McFeely’s “rants” for twenty
minutes before leaving City Hall.

The next day, at least fifty of
Harper’s customers cancelled their milk
orders. He listed each cancelation in
a small memo book and approached
customers individually to find out why
they were quitting their business with
him. All were evasive and indirect, but
many alluded to coercion. Harper jotted



WPA poster promoting milk,
Cleveland Division of Health!

down their replies and later supplied his
notebook to the FBI.
it is,” some said pleadingly. “You know
how McFeely is.”

for decades—remarked,

You know how

Others—customers
“We've got
our orders,” or “The orders are to stop
buying milk from you.” Every one of
those customers, Harper observed,

was on the city payroll or had relatives

employed by the city.

Partnership Broken

Harper’s business partner followed
through on his threats to break from
him. When the former partner then
established a competing milk business,
he made City Hall's approval evident to
frightened would-be customers by hiring
one of McFeely’s relatives as a driver.

Over the coming days and months,
Harper lost more customers. By the time
he met with the FBI in May 1939, he
could document a loss of about 250
clients—half of his original customer
base—including two dieticians who
had previously purchased milk from his
company with federal funds. The Works
Progress Administration program was
administered on the local level and
McFeely cronies had thus been able to
put a stop to Harper’s milk deliveries.

John T. Madigan, an agent in the
FBI's Newark, New Jersey, office typed
out Harper’s account of the cancelation
of milk orders by city employees
and added them to a McFeely case
file detailing alleged “civil rights
[violations] and domestic violence.”
(A review of the machine veterans
on Harper’s list shows a cancelation
by Fred DeSapio, a McFeely stalwart
who would later run as a reformer and
unseat the Boss as mayor.)

The Chief Executive

Notlongafter, Madigan interviewed
Boss McFeely. In his written account
of the meeting, the FBI agent made
note of the mayor’s claim that “it is
his policy, and always has been his
policy, to allow anti-administration
speakers to speak freely” Hoboken’s
residents, McFeely pointed out, had

elected him “time and again” with

large pluralities. He had concluded
that voters simply preferred him as
their “chief executive.” The mayor said
he had no personal knowledge of the
incidents that had precipitated the
FBI interview—including the beating
of Herman Matson and the campaign
against George Harper—but he assured
Madigan that “he would be very glad to
cooperate” with the Justice Department
“in unearthing the true facts” behind
every allegation. If McFeely, or anyone
from his administration, sent further
updates, the FBI did not retain those
communications.”

“Statement of Bernard N. McFeely to John T.
Madigan, Federal Bureau of Investigation, Newark,
NJ, report 44-2, 2-4, filed November 1, 1939, box
17594, folder 144-48-1, DOJ Subject File 144-48-
1, Records of the DOJ (RG 60), National Archives,
College Park, Maryland (NACP).
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Two pages of Ann Harper’s letter to Attorney General Frank Murphy, 1939,
regarding McFeely’s efforts to ruin her husband’s business’
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With further nhrm- to his ease, HAEPIR submitted
seyeral pieces of correspondence he felt might be of value
ip this investiration.

l. Letter cate¢ November 27, l':)7 signed by
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to Appear in Court,” JJ, October 25, 1937.
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