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Praise For The Underboss

“The most spectacular single campaign of the 1980s against the Mafia was waged in Boston, where the FBI put virtually the entire Angiulo family behind bars. The Underboss not only chronicles the fall of Gennaro “Jerry” Angiulo ... it provides fascinating detail—and right from the horses’ mouths—of the inner workings of organized crime.... An engrossing story of the good guys winning big, told with insight and chilling effect.”

—Chicago Tribune
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“Nobody could follow these hair-raising maneuvers better, or write about them more authoritatively.... A riveting book.... Magisterially decodes a ‘battle of wits and stamina’ of almost unbelievable complexity.... A scrupulously researched history of the Mafia in Boston.... The whole story comes to us in the crackling, suspenseful, yet elegant style that is American reporting in its Sunday best.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution
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“An eminently readable capsule history of organized crime in Boston and ... an absorbing, true tale of cops and criminals.”

—The Worcester Telegram
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“Fans of George Higgins’ novels will feel right at home here.... This is how the Mob operates.... The full, grimy story.”

—David Nyhan, The Boston Globe
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“An ‘evil genius,’ Angiulo’s fatal error was to believe the popular wisdom that he was too crafty and too well insulated in his impregnable North Boston enclave to ever be apprehended. This fast-paced, engrossing, and ultimately satisfying story shows how the FBI bridged the mythic moat surrounding Angiulo.... Gripping.”

—Library Journal
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Introduction

The Underboss: The Rise and Fall of a Mafia Family, was first published in hard cover in 1989 and we are pleased that our publisher, PublicAffairs, is now re-issuing the book in an updated paperback edition.

The Underboss is about a group of FBI agents who accomplished what no one else in law enforcement had come close to doing—they brought down Gennaro J. “Jerry” Angiulo and his four brothers, who had ruled the Mafia in Boston for decades.

These agents pulled off what no one else in law enforcement had ever attempted—they installed a bug inside the Mafia’s inner sanctum, the Angiulos’ main office at 98 Prince Street in the city’s North End neighborhood. For years, Jerry Angiulo had eyes and ears throughout the tight confines of the largely Italian-American section of Boston, and most in law enforcement viewed the home court advantage as insurmountable.

But not this band of FBI agents. They succeeded where others  dared not even go, and the dramatic tale of the agents in the FBI’s Organized Crime Unit assembling the case against the Angiulos is the heart of the book. To this day, the bugging of 98 Prince Street remains a high-five moment in the FBI’s high-profile national crusade against the Mafia throughout the 1980s. In Boston, the crusade brought down the Angiulos and in New York City the effort eventually netted John Gotti.

The Boston case stands as one of the first in this string of heady FBI takedowns. It was one of the first times the FBI succeeded in penetrating a Mafia family’s office to secretly record Mafia bosses setting underworld policy and plotting crimes, including murder. The bosses were then convicted in federal court by their own words.

In addition, the Angiulo case was one of the first instances of federal prosecutors exploiting fully the then largely untested Racketeering Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act, or RICO, in pursuing the Angiulos in court and winning long prison sentences. Today the term RICO is practically a household reference to describe the legal assault against organized crime. Not back then.

Finally the early 1981 bugging of 98 Prince Street represents one of the first times the entire top tier of a city’s Mafia family was prosecuted successfully, and the Boston investigation became a model for FBI efforts in other cities later in the decade. In sum, the FBI’s case against Jerry Angiulo was then—and still is—a shining example of the FBI at its dogged, technical best.

But—and this is a big “but”—much has changed since The Underboss was first published in 1989. We now know that two key FBI agents in the bureau’s crusade against the Mafia were corrupted throughout this era in their informant relationship with two other Boston gangsters—the Irish crime boss James J. “Whitey” Bulger and his sidekick, Stephen “The Rifleman” Flemmi.

The agents are John Morris and John J. Connolly, Jr. Morris, the supervisor of the Organized Crime Squad in Boston, guided the  Angiulo bugging operation reconstructed in The Underboss. Under him, agent Connolly was an informant handler, and he handled Bulger and Flemmi. Over the years, other agents were embroiled in the dirty deal between the FBI and Whitey Bulger, but these two agents—Morris and Connolly, squad supervisor and star informant handler—were in the middle of all of the mayhem.

The full story of FBI corruption is told in our recent book, Black  Mass: The Irish Mob, the FBI, and a Devil’s Deal, a deeply disturbing saga of wrongdoing now regarded as the biggest informant scandal in FBI history. At the same time that the FBI was taking down Angiulo, it was enabling Bulger to take over most of the city’s rackets and to acquire near untouchable status as a killer and kingpin.

The unraveling of FBI glory began with the disclosure in a 1988  Globe story that Bulger had a special relationship with John Connolly. Over time, that single thread pulled loose from the FBI’s veil of secrecy unraveled into a massive FBI scandal that still plagues the bureau today, a scandal that included looking the other way as Bulger murdered at least eleven people while functioning as an FBI informant. More recently, the FBI’s informant practices have become the subject of Congressional hearings.

Today the Bulger scandal has consumed many of the same agents who performed so well during the Angiulo case. Morris was disgraced for taking bribes from Bulger and has admitted that he obstructed justice by leaking confidential information to Bulger. Connolly was indicted in the fall of 2000 on racketeering charges and for cooking the FBI’s books to hide Bulger’s crimes and for tipping him off to investigations and the identities of other informants.

Working as investigative reporters for The Boston Globe in the late 1980s, we were deeply involved in both the Angiulo and Bulger stories. In rapid succession, we took a jarring journey through the good, the bad, and the ugly of law enforcement. We did not expect the reporting to take us from writing about one of the FBI’s finest  hours in The Underboss to writing about the polar opposite in Black Mass. In this regard, the books are companion pieces: The Underboss  still standing as a story of a remarkable bugging operation and  Black Mass as a larger history of a band of FBI agents in Boston who lost their way and, in effect, became gangsters themselves.

In both, we now know that supervisory agent John Morris was a conflicted man in the middle. One anecdote captures Morris’s desperate dilemma. Right after the bugs came out of 98 Prince Street, Morris called for a meeting with Bulger and Flemmi so he could play for them a tape fresh from the Angiulo files. Never mind that tape-playing was way off-the-books; Morris was looking to show off and curry favor with Connolly’s prized informants. Renting a room in a downtown hotel, Morris arrived with the recording. Bulger, aware of Morris’s sense of himself as a wine connoisseur, arrived with two bottles of wine to celebrate the downfall of the Mafia. Morris drank while Bulger and Flemmi listened to Angiulo discussing the possible murder of a neighborhood woman who had offended the Mafia underboss. Morris asked: Is this a real threat? No, replied Bulger and Flemmi. Just another sample of Angiulo’s braggadocio. Morris finished off the wine. Too tipsy to drive, Morris had lost control in more ways than one. In a sad caravan, Bulger chauffeured the agent home in a government Ford while Flemmi followed in the gangsters’ midnight black Chevy.

The ride home capped the shift in power from the good guys to the bad. The lead agent in the Angiulo case had become an intoxicated passenger in a journey that would take him to a personal prison no less confining than Jerry Angiulo’s jail cell.
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Cold Pork Chops

At 9:00 P.M., about halfway through her meal at Francesca’s restaurant in Boston’s North End, a short, perky brunette told her husband she was going to check in with their babysitter to make sure the kids were okay. Dressed casually in jeans and sweater, she bounced her way among the tightly packed formica-top tables to the pay phone.

“This is Mrs. Jones,” she said. “Are the children all right?” Because no one was standing near the phone, there was no need for elaborate code talk. She quietly added: “One, four, and five are here. Two and three are not.” As someone approached, she said her good-byes with a flourish of good cheer. “We’ll be home shortly,” she chirped to the babysitter. She hung up and wove back to her seat, smiling sweetly.

The reassured mother was, in fact, an FBI agent. Her cryptic  message told the case agent, Edward Quinn, that Mafia Underboss Gennaro J. Angiulo (number one) and two of his four brothers were at the small Italian restaurant just a few blocks from the bureau’s downtown Boston office.

On the other end, Quinn made a brisk announcement to an assembled battalion of agents: Jerry, Frank, and Mike Angiulo had ordered supper and were to be arrested before they could finish. He knew that the oldest brother, Nicolo, was ill and at home in Revere. Nick could be grabbed the next day. But it was number three—Donate Angiulo—who worried him the most. Danny was unaccounted for and could wind up in Italy or parts unknown if the FBI didn’t get him that night. Quinn ordered a team of six agents to find the dangerous Mafia lieutenant.

The agents headed out to smother the North End, looking for Danny’s 1978 black Cadillac, especially around his hangouts, the Café Pompeii on Hanover Street and the Knights of Columbus hall on North Margin Street. Even after nightfall on this September 19, 1983, the unseasonable mugginess from several straight days of ninety-degree heat lingered. The twilight breezes that swept off the inner harbor were less refreshing than sticky.

Almost as an omen, the month had been a harsh one in Boston. Major developments on the three fronts of interest in a parochial city—politics, sports, and religion—all brought bad news. The local media was dominated by the police commissioner’s struggle with alcoholism; another late-season collapse by the Red Sox; and the unexpected death of the city’s spiritual leader, Archbishop Humberto Cardinal Medeiros.

But those events occurred on the city’s beat, the public side that any resident or visitor could monitor easily in the newspapers or television. Less detectable was the pulse of Boston’s underworld, that subterranean life where day is night—a time to rest—and night is day—a time to work: hustling numbers; staging craps, barboot games, and Las Vegas nights; taking sports bets; collecting loanshark  payments; and, on occasion, ruling that somebody’s life must come to a brutal finish.

In the North End, Mafia ruler Gennaro Angiulo had sought out a cool spot from the kind of stifling heat that left shirts dark with city grime and arms wet with perspiration. For a late supper, he and two of his brothers had gone to Francesca’s Restaurant on North Washington Street to take up their regular table in a back room.

His night had begun routinely enough. He and his brothers discussed their various illegal enterprises and then made the short walk from the Mafia boardroom at 98 Prince Street to the favored restaurant. It was a route that took them along streets and past buildings that hadn’t changed in more than a century—despite Boston’s new skyline of skyscrapers that rose in the shimmer of summer heat just a few blocks from their neighborhood. It was a route that took them past tenement buildings where their mother and father first lived as teenagers when they arrived from Italy eight decades earlier.

The small eatery was situated on one of the boundaries of their thickly settled North End neighborhood, with its narrow alleys and dark streets that were labyrinthian even for a city not known for making much street sense. But this was where the 64-year-old Jerry Angiulo and his brothers felt safe. Here they were born and, for nearly three decades, this was where they controlled a ruthless criminal enterprise considered among the most profitable in the country.

The North End was already an Italian stronghold when the Angiulos’ parents arrived in the neighborhood in the early 1900s, where they ran a market on Prince Street. And that was the street where the Angiulo boys grew up and where Jerry, with a knack for numbers, realized how millions could be made from efficiently run rackets. Jerry became a commuter in the late 1950s from his mansion in the North Shore community of Nahant, but he always kept his headquarters in the spit of land that jutted out between Boston  Harbor and the Charles River Basin. He didn’t budge from Prince Street even though the old neighborhood, by 1983, found itself pressured by the economic revival that was changing the face of most of the city’s downtown.

But the North End stubbornly resisted the change. There remained the generational and interlocking relationships among neighbors. Most important to the Angiulos, there were still many pairs of eyes and ears looking out and listening in, providing a seemingly airtight network that insulated the mobsters from outsiders.

It was a home court advantage that agents of the Federal Bureau of Investigation had long considered as insurmountable as that enjoyed by the Celtics basketball team in nearby Boston Garden. The North End was the Angiulos’ defense against an alien and fast-changing city, and when it came to Mafia business, the brothers stuck closely together in their old confines. Frank “Cat” Angiulo, one of Jerry’s younger brothers, who served as an accountant for the myriad bookmaking operations, lived on Prince Street directly across from the office. In fact, Frankie was such a homebody that he never even ventured the few blocks to the famous Quincy Market, the sprawling commercial marketplace that had emerged from the ruins of a warehouse district in the late 1970s.

In many respects, Gennaro Angiulo, the Mafia chieftain who was seated apart from the other diners at Francesca’s, had led a charmed life. He’d made millions and, for those keeping a scorecard, he was way out front in that endless game of evasion with the authorities that every mobster must take seriously. Since the early 1960s, the nimble-minded Mafia boss had been targeted by every level of law enforcement—city, state, and federal. He’d outwitted them all—serving only two thirty-day prison terms despite a resume that included trials for murder and laundering money stolen in an armed robbery as well as countless grand jury probes. Both prison terms came after the notoriously hot-tempered Angiulo lost his cool during challenges on his turf. The first was in  1966 for assault after he objected to the presence of an Internal Revenue Service agent outside his North End office and slapped the man as two bodyguards stood watch. The other was in 1973 when he assaulted a coastguardsman who dared to board his yacht to inspect it for minor boating violations.

Those skirmishes aside, the compact, silver-haired Mafia autocrat was legendary for his ability to skirt the government’s maneuverings, thwarting every move it made. For years, when trouble came, he used his analytical mind to stay one step ahead of prosecutors, interrogating underlings who appeared before grand juries or were questioned by police. What did they ask you? Who asked the question? What did you say? Angiulo combed his underlings’ memories for any small clue to help him fashion countermoves that might include trying to bribe a juror, paying off witnesses for their false testimony, or even killing them if they could not be counted on. But even now, as he sat to discuss business with Frankie and Mike over dinner, Jerry Angiulo sensed the latest FBI offensive was unlike any he had faced before. There had been strong indications this round would be different.

“I smell a RICO,” Angiulo had been telling his brothers for a couple of years now. He was referring to the Racketeering Influenced and Corrupt Organizations law, the organized crime-fighting tool that had been around since 1970 but had only recently been dusted off and used by the Organized Crime Strike Forces around the country. Angiulo’s senses had been heightened in the first six months of 1981, after a federal grand jury was convened, and many of his bookmaking offices had suffered a series of raids that had rankled and confounded him.

Enraged at apparent breakdowns in security, he began worrying constantly about the law that made it a crime to operate a criminal outfit. In angry lectures that bordered on tirades, he hounded his brothers about the RICO threat. “They will take your fuckin’ head off,” he pronounced once about the power federal  agents had, now that they were armed with RICO. “Nobody’s ever been able to beat it yet,” he complained in another endless monologue to Frankie in which he mixed his personal analysis with readings from the statute. Despite his persistent efforts to find an escape clause in the legalese, Angiulo, in calmer moments of clarity, concluded, “The law was only written for people like us.”

As he dined at Francesca’s Restaurant, these were the kinds of concerns that nagged at Angiulo, that had intensified during the past twelve months, ever since his suspicions about the feds and RICO had been confirmed. On August 3, 1982, Jerry, his brothers, a leading capo de regime and brutal enforcer named Ilario M. A. “Larry” Zannino, and sixty other mobsters had been notified that for nearly four months in 1981 their conversations had been tape recorded. Now a new federal grand jury was hearing evidence against the family. But none of the Angiulos knew when the blow from the FBI would come. And for reasons no one fully understands, none of them fled the country.

So they kept up their routines, which included dinner at Francesca’s. On this particular night, Jerry ordered pork chops. Frank and Mike Angiulo both had linguini with clam sauce. Unknown to them, two pairs of FBI agents, posing as married couples, sat at separate tables among the other diners. After “Mrs. Jones” called Quinn at 9:00 P.M. at the squad room, the rug was permanently pulled out from under the Angiulos. For the Mafia in Boston, nothing would be the same again.

In Quinn’s possession was Jerry’s arrest warrant, the result of the mob boss’s secret indictment, along with warrants for Angiulo’s four brothers, Capo Zannino, who had been hospitalized earlier that day, and another aging capo named Sammy Granito from Revere.

Since 1978, the veteran FBI agent, whose hair was now graying slightly, had been in charge of “Operation Bostar,” which was designed to topple the Angiulos. In Quinn, the bureau had chosen an  Irishman who was Angiulo’s polar opposite—the God-fearing son of a Boston police lieutenant, graduate of Boston College High School and Boston College, and ex-Marine. Busting bank robbers and mobsters was the kind of work Agent Quinn preferred. It’s what the bureau did best and it was work without any gray areas, only a bold, bright line between the good guys and bad guys. There weren’t the perplexing ambiguities that surface in some of the bureau’s other domestic activities, such as the ones Quinn faced firsthand during a stint in New York in the 1970s. The devout Catholic had been part of a team of agents staking out a church to arrest radical priest Daniel Berrigan, who never did show up. Give him a bank robber or mobster any time.

Hanging up the phone, Quinn surveyed the squad room of the almost thirty agents he had mobilized for this moment: The seven-year battle of wits and stamina was about to end. Somewhere along the line, the mission against the Boston Mafia had been reduced to its simplest terms—Ed Quinn versus Jerry Angiulo. Or at least Angiulo saw it that way starting back in 1981, when he began asking his brothers who this Quinn guy was, and what his family situation was. He learned that Quinn, after more than a decade in the bureau, had been transferred back to his native Boston in 1978.

It was the kind of Angiulo talk that put Quinn on notice, causing the agent to worry that Angiulo was unpredictable enough to violate one of the unwritten rules among agents and the mob that innocent family members were off limits. So one day in April 1981, knowing he would meet Angiulo in federal court, Quinn wired himself on the hunch that he’d capture a threat made to a federal agent.

“You know,” Jerry said, approaching Quinn near the courthouse elevator accompanied by his attorney and his son. “I know that you know me, and most certainly I know that I recognize you, but I can’t remember your first name.”

“Yeah, well my name is Agent Quinn.”

Jerry smiled. He loved to spar. For the next several seconds, the  two went back and forth, playing a word game, until Angiulo boarded the elevator. “Be careful,” he told the agent.

Then, returning to his office in the North End, Angiulo relished the retelling of this face-off with Quinn. “‘I know who you are but I can’t remember your first name,’” he told his capo Larry Zannino, quoting from the conversation. “What was his fuckin’answer? Tell him.” He gestured to his son and his attorney, but then answered his own question. “‘may name is Mr. Quinn.’ ‘Oh, I know that.’ Now he knows I’m hitting on him. ‘What I want to know is your first name.’ Like, nice and easy I’m sayin’ to him, you know I wanna know, you cocksucker, where you live, Quinn, that’s what. He knows it.”

In the years to come, the two would go nose to nose countless times. By 1987, the case did indeed boil down again to Quinn versus Angiulo. In Massachusetts Superior Court, where Jerry was on trial for ordering a gangland execution, Quinn would stand in the witness box, arms folded, while Angiulo sat alone at the defense table. Quinn would testify that as a result of the FBI probe and subsequent legal proceeding he had met Angiulo “at least 100 times.” When Quinn sidestepped a question from the mobster’s lawyer, Angiulo, from his seat, would mutter “son of a bitch.”

So a face-to-face exchange that hot summer night in 1983 was something both men had been working toward for years. For Boston, the city’s biggest bust would have an apt finish: Quinn and Angiulo, each man playing a prototypical part in an age-old conflict that began when the North End first filled up with immigrants from southern Italy as the second-generation Irish moved out, sniping as they left. In some ways, the arrests were acts of historical destiny: Boston was the perfect setting for the final interplay between Irish cop and Italian mobster.

Having received the call from the restaurant, Quinn then gave last-minute instructions to some twenty agents before they all headed down to the garage of the John F. Kennedy Federal Building  and launched the caravan that would mark the beginning of the end for Gennaro Angiulo and his crime family. Quinn sent one team to Revere to arrest Capo de Regime Sammy Granito at his home, and another to the Lynn Hospital to find Larry Zannino. The final plans for Jerry Angiulo’s arrest had involved a certain amount of protocol to acknowledge those who’d played key roles in the long and exhausting probe. Two agents had been assigned to arrest each mobster: he and Pete Kennedy would take Jerry; John Connolly and Bill Regii would take Frank; Nick Gianturco and Bobby Jordan had Mike. The six had been among the central cast in the FBI’s Operation Bostar.

To take care of coordinating with the Boston police, Quinn also had Eddie Walsh, the veteran Boston Police deputy superintendent who had been hounding mafiosi since the 1950s and attributed Angiulo’s supremacy to “the three B’s—balls, brains and bucks.” Quinn made sure to invite John Morris, the former boss of the squad who had conceived the bugging plan and oversaw its implementation but, between the bugging and now, had been transferred to run another squad. Morris, thankful for being “invited,” nonetheless felt somewhat left out, an observer rather than a guiding force on this night.

Within ten minutes of leaving their office, their eight cars having snaked past Boston Garden and into a dark, narrow alley behind the restaurant, FBI agents flooded Francesca’s dining room.

Quinn was the first agent through the door. As the other agents fanned out to make sure no young up-and-comer tried something foolish to save the Angiulos, Quinn kept his eyes focused straight ahead on the mobsters’ table in back. In the end, it would take a matter of seconds. But just as waterlogged timber is double in weight, these seconds, soaked in years of FBI sweat, passed in a kind of slow time.

Looking up, Angiulo spotted Quinn. “Mr. Quinn,” he called out, referring to the agent as he had in their first encounter.

Quinn’s response had four parts:

“Mr. Angiulo.”

“FBI.”

“You’re under arrest.”

“Stand up.”

Quinn already had the handcuffs out. He pulled Angiulo’s arms behind him. The other agents moved in on Frank and Mike.

“There is no reason for that,” Angiulo snarled. He tried to move his hands in front. Of course he had known for months that this was coming—the FBI had the tapes, which contained even his own prescient insights about his outfit’s mounting slip-ups and vulnerabilities. “You know what happened?” he once asked Larry Zannino. “Gennaro Angiulo fell asleep.” But even if he knew Quinn’s appearance was inevitable, it didn’t mean he had to suffer the indignity of having his hands cuffed behind his back.

Quinn would not budge. He always applied handcuffs in back. This way the person could not raise his hands or try any other move. It was the way Quinn had been taught. “That’s the rules, and this is how you go,” Quinn told him. No exceptions. He pulled back Angiulo’s arms and snapped on the cuffs.

Now Angiulo led a different kind of entourage past the other tables of the restaurant—the major figure in a Mafia roundup that included five associates. With military dispatch, the multiple arrests had taken two minutes. A waitress in the kitchen missed the whole thing. Hangers-on just sat there stunned, their mouths open for a full moment after the lightning operation was over and the Angiulos had been herded out to unmarked Fords. The restaurant then exploded into a hubbub. Minutes later, six agents handcuffed Danny Angiulo two blocks away as he walked to his car. Within hours, reporters from all the newspapers and radio and television stations in Boston would be scrambling for details of what became the most sensational organized crime story in the city’s history.

But Jerry Angiulo was not one to go quietly. He may have had to tolerate Quinn’s handcuff rules on that particular summer night, but it didn’t mean he had to stop playing the wiseguy. As he left, the always defiant Angiulo sought the last word. Over his shoulder he vowed angrily to anyone within earshot, “I’ll be back for my pork chops before they’re cold.”
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The Mob in Boston

After an arduous birth and stunted childhood, the backwater Boston Mafia came of age the day in 1931 when Irish gang leader Frankie Wallace staggered into a dingy third-floor office in the North End. He died there of a single bullet wound to the heart while a secretary literally shrieked bloody murder.

It had been a quickly planned killing, an impromptu addendum to what was supposed to be a peace parley on how best to split up liquor hijacking and the hundreds of cases of booze coming over land and by sea for the speakeasies of New England.

Though Wallace didn’t know it, negotiations had ended that morning when, in a telephone conversation with his North End counterpart, Wallace ruled out any compromise on who would get what. As leader of the best-known crime gang in the city, he was coming over from the Irish stronghold of South Boston to dictate terms, not divvy up the pie. His Gustin Gang was to be cut in  on all liquor unloaded on the shoreline in and around South Boston, and the gang’s convoys were not to be raided. Or else.

But when Wallace and two henchmen strode briskly into the Testa Building three days before Christmas, seven mafiosi were behind closed doors on the third floor. When Wallace banged on the door of Joseph Lombardo’s C and F Importing, the guns roared for several seconds. Barney Walsh, one of the Gustins, tried to escape down the stairwell but was cut down and died on his face on the second-floor landing. The terrified third gang member, Timothy Coffey, survived by hiding in an office up the hall, not coming out until the police arrived to mop up after the blood-splattered, epochal event on Hanover Street. Wallace staggered down the hall to the law office of Julian H. Wolfson and careened through the door, landing like a ragdoll on a foyer chair, then toppling half over, his head on the floor.

Prior to the Gustin Gang ambush, the Boston Mafia had been viewed as the puny pushcart peddlers of organized crime, a bush-league embarrassment compared to Al Capone’s Chicago and Lucky Luciano’s New York. But when Frankie Wallace began to reach too far and demand too much, the Italians knew they were facing a subsistence future in a flagrantly Irish city. They would either have to settle for smuggling by fishing boat and minor gambling in the North End—or take some action. The barrage in the Testa Building was their resounding answer.

The audacious execution of the preeminent Irish mobster on alien turf at high noon, while war veterans packed Christmas baskets for the poor children of the North End on the floor above, meant Boston’s underworld would stay balkanized. The Mafia won because it didn’t lose. There would be no Boston overlord, and the warring factions would retreat to their ethnic enclaves where they would stay put for decades, leaving the Mafia firmly in charge of the North End and with its fair share of Boston bootlegging.

During the Depression era and World War II, the Mafia was able to expand slightly its loansharking and gambling network into other small pockets throughout the city, most prominently in East Boston, another former Irish stronghold that became an Italian neighborhood after World War I. In this post-Gustin era, the uneducated but stately Joseph Lombardo became a major figure in the mob, a consigliere and then an eminent elder statesman, sharing power with an older, better connected man from Sicily who had arrived in 1920 with a special imprimatur from the Old World. Together, they ran a laissez-faire gambling operation in Boston until it fell into the eager hands and facile mind of Gennaro Angiulo, a North End native who was twelve years old when the Irish gang leaders were murdered around the corner from where he lived.

Lombardo’s bold action gave the Mafia the time it needed to take hold and even prosper in Boston’s wildly competitive crime market, one that was structured by the order in which immigrant ships arrived. The Irish came first in the mid-nineteenth century and controlled politics and the waterfront within a generation. Jewish mobsters, whose forebears arrived near the end of the century, were dominating the speakeasies of the Roaring Twenties. For the Italians, still bunched into one of Boston’s poorest neighborhoods, the demise of the Gustin Gang was a propitious event. It gave the Mafia prestige and room to grow in the wild gestation period for crime in America known as Prohibition. Never again would the Mafia be denied its fair share.

In what became a familiar pattern in Mafia cases, Timothy Coffey, the surviving member of the ambushed Gustin trio, refused to testify before a grand jury, taking the Fifth Amendment in both of his appearances. Only three Italians—Lombardo, Frank Cucchiara of the North End, and Salvatore Congemi of the North End—were held on probable cause. They were not indicted by the grand jury after Coffey refused to testify, and no other witnesses  could be found. Along with Lombardo, Cucchiara rose in the ranks, going on to be Boston’s only representative at the infamous mass meeting of the national Mafia at Apalachin, New York, in 1957.

But Lombardo became an almost mystical figure, a man of respect who could arbitrate the endless childish squabbles among his underlings over money and territory. Known as J.L., he had the bearing and manner of leadership, a combination of street toughness and old-world gentility that makes those who remember him nostalgic for his era.

His importing business was on the North End’s main thorough-fare, historic Hanover Street, once home to Cotton Mather, Benjamin Franklin, and Revolutionary War cabals—and then to successive generations of immigrants who jammed into squalid tenements that replaced manors. By the time of the Gustin Gang shooting, Hanover Street was a vivid symbol of a motley era, a bustling, congested, and dangerous section of town dominated by the wares and violence of the Prohibition era. Gunfights were so common on this street of saloons and small businesses that it had become known as the “shooting gallery.” After Wallace bled to death in the third-floor law office, Lombardo disappeared for nine days. He then surrendered on his own terms rather than suffer the indignities of being arrested. He knew the only evidence to put him at the scene was an Irish policeman who tried to sell Lombardo tickets to the policeman’s ball in the Testa Building two hours before all hell broke loose at C and F Importing. If no one talked, there would be no case against him.

Lombardo and his bodyguard walked into Boston police headquarters on New Year’s Eve. “I’d like to see Superintendent Crowley,” he said to the desk sergeant. “Who’s calling?” he was asked. “Tell him Joe Lombardo would like to see him,” he said quietly.

Questioned on his whereabouts the day of the murders, the 36-year-old Lombardo apologized repeatedly for his lack of cooperation—but firmly declined to answer. “I don’t want you to think I’m  sassy, Superintendent,” he said, “but I’m not going to answer any questions.” He never did, not one, and was released for good in March. He would run gambling and the satellite industry of loansharking for decades as second in command to Filippo Buccola, an older and more patriarchal Sicilian. They never took a backward step.

While the Mafia remained hemmed into the monolithically Italian North End, it had salvaged its self-respect and solidified its hold. You could do little better in the ethnic free-for-all that shaped the Boston underworld. It had also benefited from the dissension in South Boston, as the Gustin Gang never fully regained its footing following Frankie Wallace’s sudden death. Named after a rough-and-tumble Southie street, the Gustins survived in name only, its members gradually drifting apart during the 1930s, freelancing here and there, sticking close to home, working the docks for pilferage or even wages.

Boston’s underworld remained splintered into the 1960s, much as it had been since the end of the nineteenth century, a nexus of ethnic villages with political power vested in the Irish because they were the first off the ships and had a natural instinct for politics, a passion alien to the xenophobic Italians who came later. The Irish have dominated Boston politics since they took City Hall at the turn of the century.

When hard times in Southern Italy precipitated an exodus in the 1880s, the first arrivals in Boston were outnumbered by the Irish by a 60—1 margin. By the time of the Gustin Gang, the Irish population advantage was down to 2-1 but it still meant there were only 90,000 Italians in a city of 780,000.

Another immigration that shaped Prohibition-era crime in Boston was the influx of Eastern European Jews in the 1890s. They were relegated to the North End, East Boston, and the West End but would have a disproportionate influence in the speakeasy and rum-running end of the city’s underworld.

By the 1930s, despite the steady increase in the Italians and Jews,  Boston remained an Irish town, with politics and patronage firmly in hand from the bastion of City Hall. The Yankees of the  Mayflower and after had retreated to Beacon Hill, where they had to make do with controlling state government and making life as difficult as possible for Irish mayors. They studiously ignored the rabble in the North End, deigning only to sell off a Bullfinch-designed brick church just off Hanover Street to the Catholic diocese, which formed an instant parish of five thousand persons in the mid-nineteenth century and called the building St. Stephen’s.

Perhaps because of all the adversity, the Mafia found a home. Small and lean, the group was able to prosper without the cyclical cataclysms of New York and Chicago and Detroit. In other waterfront cities, the Mafia families had larger numbers, control of pier pilferage, and far less competition from rivals. They were able to expand far more quickly from Prohibition gluttony and then frantic Depression-era gambling. Their staple became the false hope of the long-odds lottery. But the price of boundless expansion elsewhere was blood in the streets and major police investigations. Boston would have neither until the 1960s, a free ride of thirty years.

The frenetic Prohibition growth in other cities had a downside Boston was spared. In Chicago, Al Capone made $50 million a year until he was brought down by federal agents in 1934. In New York, the “Castellammarese War” left scores dead and two violent changes of leadership in one six-month period in 1931. In New Or-leans, the Sicilians controlled the docks before the turn of the century, but the early start there brought a probe by the city’s police chief—and lynchings of Sicilians when the chief was murdered for doing the job too well.

But all the early spadework was a prelude to the seminal event at the end of Prohibition that shook the Mafia to its core: the bloodletting in New York in 1930—31 that reverberated throughout the decades, with vendettas lasting to early graves. It was an upheaval  that Boston was able to sit out, just watching to see which side won the vicious battle.

It began, as it always seemed to, when greed and vanity took hold of a dominant leader who decided to become the only leader. The don of Manhattan, a squat, insatiable man of legendary appetites named Joseph Masseria, became distrustful of the burgeoning and feisty Sicilian contingent in Brooklyn. He demanded a loyalty oath that was summarily rebuffed. Masseria had one of the Sicilians shot dead and held another for ransom. But it only hardened the resistance of the Sicilians led by Salvatore Maranzano, who, like many of the men in Brooklyn, were from the same small village in Sicily known as Castellammarese. The loyalty oath was all it took to set off months of mayhem, an ugly war of attrition that pitted a generation of leaders against each other. Masseria’s allies were Charles “Lucky” Luciano, Vito Genovese, Joe Adonis, Carlo Gambino, Albert Anastasia, and Frank Costello. The Sicilians had Joseph Bonanno, Joseph Profaci, Thomas Lucchese, Joseph Magaliocco, and Stephano Magaddino of Buffalo. Off and on, the Mafia’s all-star line up would be at each others throats forever more.

The tide turned against Masseria in early 1931 after he had lost fifty men to the better organized and slightly more fanatical men of Sicily. Luciano, the shrewdest and most practical of them all, saw bootlegging profits decline during the prolonged feud and urged peace on the pigheaded Masseria, but Masseria had abandoned the balance sheet for the body count. Luciano struck a deal with the other side: amnesty for Masseria’s head.

The first phase of the war ended on April 19, 931, at Scarpato’s restaurant on Coney Island. Seconds after Luciano left the table to go to the men’s room, gunmen moved quickly into the dining room, showering the bloated Masseria with bullets, killing him instantly. After the funeral, Maranzano held a meeting with five hundred men at a Bronx hall, outlining a family structure of capo,  sottocapo, capo regime, and soldier that exists to this day. But there was a fatal flaw in Maranzano’s new constitution: It provided for a dictator with the title of capo di tutti capo, the boss of all bosses. And he gave the job to himself.

Maranzano, who was spellbound by Caesar and had an apartment full of books about the Roman Empire, would be dead in six months, another murder traceable to the fine hand of Luciano. This time, though, Luciano used imported killers, Jewish gangsters who posed as New York detectives and swept right into Maranzano’s real-estate office, flashing phony badges at guards in the anteroom. They shot him four times and, for good measure, stabbed him six times in the stomach. Luciano took over, presiding at a more democratic commission set up to establish policy and arbitrate disputes. He brought a measure of evenhanded predictability to the Mafia, stressing cooperation among the families and getting loyalty in return.

While Boston was a sideshow to these seismic events, the reign of Luciano, with its emphasis on respect and negotiation, helped shape the two dominant leaders of a generation in New England, a forty-five-year-old fight promoter in Boston named Filippo Buccola and a young ex-convict in Providence named Raymond L. S. Patriarca. The marching orders shifted slightly from “do this or else” to “ignore these rules at your peril.” Buccola was more flexible than the obdurate Patriarca, who was a fair but ferocious man when crossed.

The Boston Mafia’s slow development was due in part to the city’s long tradition of hovels and hostility for whoever was last off the boat. From the mid-nineteenth century on, many of the new arrivals started out in the North End, which early in Boston history became an abandoned ghetto with no political power and little sanitation, an ostracized island of tenements for immigrants who had nowhere else to go. It was a ghastly place of disease and crime, a wretched slum where three out of every ten children died before  the age of one, giving Boston the highest child death rate in the United States. Yet, in the 1840s, the North End was where most immigrants in Boston began a hard life in a new country.

The evolution of the North End is the story of lost grandeur. In the beginning, which in Boston means the seventeenth century, it was the first and most elegant neighborhood, home to Cotton Mather and wealthy merchants who built spacious manor houses. But the area raced downhill after the Revolutionary War, with business and the upper crust moving inland, leaving the waterfront to the riffraff and inexorable decay. It stayed an immigrant’s nadir for more than a century, a separate island of unremitting misery.

The dark narrow streets of the North End, long a protective cover for organized crime, lie on what was once sparsely settled marshland where deteriorating manors were converted into ramshackle apartments. At the turn of the eighteenth century the area was becoming a miasmic rooming house, a forbidding waterfront of warehouses, saloons, and brothels. Within a few decades, the potato crop failure in Ireland disgorged emaciated and unskilled farmers on its shore like so many bedraggled swimmers. By
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