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Three principal figures emerge from this case. Combined, their lives explain how and why La Cosa Nostra, the once-monolithic and seemingly impenetrable criminal organization, has come apart at the seams.

There is Joseph “Skinny Joey” Merlino, a second-generation South Philadelphia wiseguy, an MTV mobster whose style and flair were overshadowed only by his insatiable desire for money.

There is Ralph Natale, the sixty-going-on-thirty Mafia don living thirty years in the past, who became the first sitting mob boss ever to cooperate with the Feds.

And there is Ron Previte himself: an under-world mercenary—a cold, calculating, one-of-a-kind mobster whose only loyalty was to the man staring back at him in the mirror.

One of them is
THE LAST GANGSTER

You decide.



Prologue

They sat in a booth in a South Philadelphia diner in the fall of 1998 discussing life in the underworld—the scams, the shakedowns, the money made, and the money lost. The key, Johnny Ciancaglini said, was to keep a low profile.

“Just make yourself a little scarce. That’s what I do. I mean, I’m there if anybody needs me, but I try to be as scarce as I can. I mean, you’ll knock twenty, thirty percent of your problems out.”

Ron Previte nodded in agreement.

They had been talking for about twenty minutes, ironing out a problem that went back five years, to the day when Previte and another wiseguy had taken ten grand from a bookmaker who was with Ciancaglini. “Johnny Chang,” as Ciancaglini was known in certain circles, was in jail at the time, doing seven years on an extortion rap. The bookmaker, and the action he had on the street, had been Chang’s sole source of income, and the shakedown had a direct impact on him.

“After he gave you the ten, he folded up,” Chang said. “My income was dead out. . . . He folded up and went to Florida. . . . I mean, that hurt me big time because that let all my income go.”

They were drinking coffee. Sitting in a booth in the Oregon Diner, a popular no-frills veal-parmigiana-with-soup-and-salad kind of joint that has been operating on the corner of Third Street and Oregon Avenue for as long as anyone can remember.

John Ciancaglini was a South Philly guy. He was forty-four at the time, and was making a comeback after his stint in prison. Solidly built, with thick black hair and rugged good looks, he had both the pedigree and the background to be a player. His father, Joseph “Chickie” Ciancaglini, was a mob capo doing thirty-five years on a racketeering conviction. Johnny also had two brothers who had given blood for the organization. One was dead. The other was crippled.

Considered both street-smart and intelligent, John Ciancaglini knew how to make money. More important, he knew how to survive.

So did the guy sitting across from him in the Oregon Diner.

“Big Ron” Previte, a six-foot, three-hundred-pound wiseguy, could grind it out with the best of them—had been doing it for years. An ex-cop and one-time casino security worker, Previte, who was fifty-five, had made several million dollars even before he was formally initiated into the organization. Drugs, prostitution, extortion, gambling, loan-sharking: you name it, he did it. He knew the business of the underworld inside out.

In fact, there were many who believed that the only reason Previte was still alive was because of his uncanny ability to come up with cash. And anyone who looked at things realistically would have agreed. The fact of the matter was that on November 2, 1998—the day he was sitting in the Oregon Diner drinking coffee with John Ciancaglini—Ron Previte should have been dead. Or in jail. Logic and common sense told you as much.

But logic and common sense were in very short supply in the Philadelphia underworld at that time.

Previte had been a soldier under mob boss John Stanfa during the bloody war that rocked the Philadelphia underworld in the early 1990s. The Stanfa organization clashed with a group of young mobsters headed by Joseph “Skinny Joey” Merlino and Michael “Mikey Chang” Ciancaglini, John Ciancaglini’s youngest brother.

Adding another twist to the story was the fact that Stanfa’s underboss was Joseph Ciancaglini Jr. Joey Chang was the middle brother in the family. From 1992 to 1994 the streets of South Philadelphia were a battleground, as teams of hit men stalked one another in a struggle for control of the organization.

The battle lines were both cultural and generational. Stanfa, who was in his fifties, was an old-school, Sicilian-born mob boss who was more at home on the streets of Palermo than in South Philadelphia. Merlino and Mike Ciancaglini, both in their early thirties, were flamboyant young wiseguys, street-corner gangsters. The war ended with a half-dozen people dead and with Stanfa and most of his top associates in jail.

By the time Previte met with Johnny Chang at the Oregon Diner in 1998, though, that was all in the past. Now it was time to mend fences. The sit-down was arranged to smooth over any hard feelings Johnny Chang still harbored after the shakedown of Chang’s bookie.

“Bygones were bygones,” Merlino had said when he set up the meeting.

Previte, who had been with Stanfa during the war, was now with Skinny Joey.

Or so everyone thought. Through it all, in fact, Ron Previte had been with the FBI. A confidential informant of the highest order, he was wearing a body wire as he sat in the diner that afternoon. The conversation with Johnny Chang was one of more than four hundred he recorded during a two-year period that began in February 1997 and ended in June 1999.

There has never been a gangster like Ron Previte. This is his story, told in part through his own words and in part through the voluminous law enforcement files that outline the government’s multipronged but flawed case against Joey Merlino and the Philadelphia mob.

Three principal figures emerge from that case.

Each is a unique example of the American underworld at the turn of the century. Combined, their lives explain how and why La Cosa Nostra, the once monolithic and seemingly impenetrable criminal organization, has come apart at the seams.

One of them is the last gangster.

You decide.

There is Joseph “Skinny Joey” Merlino, a second-generation South Philadelphia wiseguy, an MTV mobster whose style and flair were overshadowed only by his insatiable desire for money. Handsome, charismatic, and deadly, Merlino gave a face and a personality to a mob family that for years had lived in the shadows of its bigger, bolder, and more infamous New York brethren.

There is Ralph Natale, a sixty-going-on-thirty Mafia don who was living twenty years in the past as the underworld in which he operated rushed toward the twenty-first century. Constantly boasting that he was a “man’s man,” Natale crumbled, like so many of the rats and informants he claimed to disdain, when he was faced with a narcotics conviction that could have sent him back to prison for the rest of his life. He became the first sitting American mob boss to cooperate with the feds, a distinction that adds to the ever-expanding underworld infamy of the Philadelphia crime family.

Finally, there is Previte, an underworld mercenary, a one-of-a-kind mobster whose only loyalty was to the person he saw staring back at him in the mirror each morning. Cold, calculating, and completely amoral when it came to making money, he put his life on the line each day he worked for the FBI.

Unlike Natale, who claimed to have had an epiphany that led him to renounce La Cosa Nostra after being charged with the narcotics rap, Previte doesn’t claim that God, morality, or a sense of righteousness led him to do what he did.

It was simply a question of survival.

That and the realization that the Mafia—the mob, La Cosa Nostra—was not what it was cracked up to be. Previte had aspired to be a made member of the organization. He saw it as the pinnacle, the top of his profession. When he got there, though, he was disillusioned. Honor and loyalty had been replaced by greed and treachery. The sense of family that supposedly governed the actions of men of honor was gone. Instead, it was every man for himself.

“It was over,” Previte says. “You’d have to be Ray Charles not to see it.”

Previte cut his deal with the government because it was the smart, the sensible, the logical thing to do. He makes no apology for it.

At the diner sit-down, Johnny Chang told Previte he was offended by the shakedown. He took it personally.

“It’s a little disrespectful toward me,” he said. “For a guy . . . who’s sitting in [jail] doing his fucking bit, to have somebody approach somebody that’s his only income . . . You understand? Hey, listen, I’m not making the money an issue. The money’s not an issue. . . . You know what I mean, Ronnie?”

Previte nodded. He said he understood. But he wanted Chang to understand as well. It was business. His boss at the time, Stanfa, had told him to get the money.

“If he tells me to do something, do I do it or don’t I do it?” Previte asked, already knowing the answer.

“Well, yeah, you do,” Ciancaglini conceded.

“It’s nothing personal,” Previte said. “We shook him down because the boss tells us to shake him down, Johnny.”

“I’m just saying that what happened wasn’t right,” Chang said.

“I’m sure of that,” Previte said.

“The only people that got screwed out of this whole thing is my family. I mean, look at it all the way around. My brother Joey can’t fucking walk and chew gum at the same time. Michael’s in a box.”

Ciancaglini then apologized for any problems he had caused Previte. Previte, in turn, apologized for anything he might have said or done that offended Ciancaglini. Two mobsters, sitting around making peace and planning a better future.

Neither one was particularly crazy about the leadership at the top of the organization, but each was smart enough to realize there wasn’t much he could do about it.

“You know what you got to do, Ronnie?” Ciancaglini said. “Be the man that you are, the man that you are. Just make yourself a little scarce. . . .”

Three years later, Ciancaglini was sitting at a defense table in U.S. District Court in Philadelphia as Previte, from the witness stand, buried the Philadelphia mob.





Chapter 1

On the day he was shot, Joe Ciancaglini arrived for work at 5:54:46 A.M.

We know this down to the second because the FBI surveillance camera that was mounted on the telephone pole across the street from Ciancaglini’s business establishment—a hole-in-the-wall coffee shop called the Warfield Breakfast & Luncheon Express—was taping that morning.

Dark-haired and handsome, the thirty-four-year-old Ciancaglini had been in the FBI’s sights for several months, ever since he was named underboss of the Philadelphia mob. It was a move that John Stanfa, the city’s mob boss, hoped would bridge a growing gap between the established organization and a younger faction that had been balking at Stanfa’s rule.

Ciancaglini had the background, and the bloodlines, for the job. His father, Joseph “Chickie” Ciancaglini Sr., was doing heavy time on a racketeering conviction. His older brother, John, was serving seven years in an extortion case. His younger brother, Michael, was one of the leaders of the faction that was giving Stanfa trouble.

The prosecutions, convictions, and factionalization that had split the Ciancaglini family reflected the broader turmoil that was roiling throughout the Philadelphia underworld at the time. On this particular morning, March 2, 1993, what was about to happen to Joey Chang would add substantially to the chaos.

It was still dark when he arrived for work.

The luncheonette was located on Warfield Street, just off the corner of Wharton, in a mixed residential and industrial neighborhood in the Grays Ferry section of South Philadelphia. During the day, the area is heavily trafficked. But before dawn it is desolate.

The surveillance camera picks up the story.

Two people get out of the car: Ciancaglini and Susan Lucibello, a waitress who usually rode to work each morning with her boss.

At 5:56:15 they approach the front entrance on foot. They are little more than shadows on the FBI monitoring screen that is picking up the feed from the pole camera. But the routine is similar to what happens each morning. Ciancaglini reaches down and unlocks the security grate that covers the front of the squat, narrow cinderblock building. Then he opens the front door and flicks on a light that will provide an eerie backdrop for what is to follow. He and Lucibello walk into the restaurant and begin the business of preparing for the breakfast customers—construction workers and warehouse attendants, gas station operators and office workers—who will soon be arriving for coffee, toast, muffins, and, occasionally, a platter of eggs, scrambled or over easy. Most of the trade is take-out, but there are those who grab something to eat at the counter before heading off to work.

At 5:58:18 a station wagon drives past the restaurant, traveling from right to left on the television screen. In the dim predawn light, it is impossible to determine the make or the color of the vehicle. Inside it are the men who are coming that morning to kill Joe Ciancaglini. A sedan, with a lone driver, follows the station wagon. Both disappear to the left, off the screen.

At 5:58:40, three or four shadowy figures—it’s difficult to tell—come running from the direction of the station wagon and burst through the front door. The FBI bug that has been planted in the restaurant picks up the next five seconds.

Now there is audio to accompany the video. Susan Lucibello screams; there is the sound of rapid footfalls; then at least two of the shadowy figures disappear into the back storage room where Joey Chang is getting ready for what he had assumed would be just another workday. There is the staccato sound of gunfire, six or seven shots. More screams from Lucibello. The rapid shuffling of feet as the shadowy figures head out the door. A man’s voice yelling “Move, move!” as the gunmen exit and disappear offscreen to the left, toward the station wagon.

The tape is stunning. It may be the only time in the FBI’s long and storied history of battling organized crime that it was able to record a mob hit in progress. That it happened in Philadelphia makes it even better. Because anyone interested in understanding what has happened to the American Mafia over the past twenty years, anyone who tries to discern how and why this once highly secretive and criminally efficient organization has come undone, must look hard at the City of Brotherly Love.

The demise of the American mob starts here.

The attempted assassination of Joseph Ciancaglini Jr.—miraculously, he survived the hit—comes in the middle of the story, but it is the perfect jumping-off point.

Jack Newfield, the highly regarded New York writer and investigative reporter, had a piece in Parade magazine not long ago that asked, in bold headlines, “Who Whacked the Mob?” With all due respect to the federal prosecutors and FBI agents who have developed tremendous cases against La Cosa Nostra, the real answer is simple: the death of the American Mafia is the result of self-inflicted wounds. Call it suicide by arrogance, incompetence, greed, and stupidity.

And don’t underestimate the impact of assimilation.

There are many Italian-American groups in the country today who get their noses out of joint because of the popularity of HBO’s contemporary mob series The Sopranos. The highly acclaimed show, they contend, “marginalizes” Italian-Americans and reinforces the stereotype that they’re all gangsters.

The fact of the matter is, the best and the brightest in the Italian-American community are doctors and lawyers, professors and artists, actors and athletes. From Giuliani to Giambi, from Scalia to Scorcese, Italian-Americans are found at the top of almost any field of endeavor.

The mob is another matter. A couple of generations ago, the guys who ran the rackets had smarts. Take Carlo Gambino in New York or Angelo Bruno in Philadelphia: given the opportunity, they could have run a Fortune 500 company. Not so with the guys who came after them. And the guys running the families today? Fuhged-daboudit.

“They’re scraping the bottom of the gene pool,” a Philadelphia defense lawyer said during a recent racketeering trial in which his client, a hapless hit man, was convicted.

In fact, The Sopranos is dead-on accurate. And what it has captured is the disintegration of a once highly efficient organization.

Honor, loyalty, and a sense of family—noble traditions bastardized by the Mafia to justify its existence—disappeared at least an underworld generation ago. In their place are those classic American values that fuel Wall Street and politics—greed, power, and self-aggrandizement. One of the reasons the mob is dying is that it has become too Americanized. Its value system has been corrupted. In the 1980s, guys like John Gotti in New York and Nicky Scarfo in Philadelphia turned the organization on its ear. They confused fear with respect and, like so many other “leaders” in American society, used the dollar as the benchmark for determining success, and the spotlight of the media as validation of their worth.

“I always wanted to be a gangster,” Gaetano “Tommy Horsehead” Scafidi told a jury in Philadelphia during Merlino’s big mob racketeering case in the summer of 2001.

Scafidi, who admitted to being one of the gunmen in the Joey Chang hit, epitomizes the new mob. He is a fourth-generation South Philadelphia wiseguy. His great-grandfather had been a capo—a mob lieutenant—at the turn of the last century. His grandfather, two uncles, and an older brother were also made members of the Philadelphia crime family. His brother, Salvatore, was sentenced to forty years in prison following a racketeering conviction in 1988. Still, Tommy Horsehead wanted in.

Not the brightest light, Tommy once was asked by a judge who was about to sentence him in an extortion case what year he had graduated from high school.

“Senior year, your honor,” Horsehead replied.

And people wonder why the American mob is in the state it’s in?

“My family were wiseguys,” Scafidi said while testifying for the government about the Ciancaglini shooting. “I just liked the life-style. I liked the respect. . . . I could go into restaurants, I could get special treatment. . . . We were allowed to do whatever we wanted. We could go into clothing stores and tell the people, ‘We want to pick out suits,’ and we’ll tell them that we’ll pay them at the end of the month. . . . [They never did.] We were allowed to go shake down drug dealers, bookmakers, loan sharks, anybody who was doing anything illegal. We went . . . and told them they had to do the right thing. And if they didn’t . . . especially people in our neighborhood, they knew they would have a problem with us. . . . They would have gotten a beatin’. Or, if they own a club, we could have wrecked . . . sent people in to wreck the club and things like that. . . . They said they respected us, but they feared us because they knew what we were about.”

On the morning that Joey Chang got popped, what the Philadelphia mob was about—at least on the surface—was reorganizing. During the Scarfo years, from 1981 to 1989, the crime family was rocked by a series of prosecutions that were highlighted by the turncoat testimony of two members of the organization, Thomas “Tommy Del” DelGiorno and Nicholas “Nicky Crow” Caramandi. This came at the end of a bloody decade of internecine turmoil in which at least thirty mobsters were killed.

Those convicted and sentenced to lengthy prison terms included Scarfo and most of his top associates, including Joey Chang’s father and Scafidi’s brother. In all, more than twenty mob members were sent to jail. This in a crime family that, at its peak in the 1950s, had boasted about eighty formally initiated members. Before the feds were finished, three other major figures in the Scarfo organization, including Phil Leonetti, Scarfo’s nephew and underboss, would also agree to testify.

So much for family ties.

Omerta, the Mafia’s once sacrosanct code of silence, was shattered. In its place was an aria sung by a South Philadelphia boys’ choir, a chorus of informants who gave investigators an unprecedented view of life inside an organized crime family. What they saw was more soap opera than Godfather, an organization beset with petty squabbles and senseless bickering that often led to bloody beatings and gangland shootings.

Leonetti, offering a classic line that could have been the signature phrase for the Scarfo years in Philadelphia, was once asked on the witness stand whether he considered himself ruthless. The handsome young mobster, who hated the nickname “Crazy Phil” that an Atlantic City radio reporter had created for him, had admitted his own involvement in ten mob hits.

“I know what it means to be ruthless,” he said. “But I don’t remember ever doing anything, as a matter of fact I know for sure, I never did nothing ruthless besides, well, I would kill people. But that’s our life. That’s what we do.”

Four years after Leonetti made that statement, that’s still what the Philadelphia mob was doing. But it had become much more personal, and even more treacherous. On a certain level, it was almost inexplicable.

The Joey Chang hit ended a fragile alliance that had been brokered between John Stanfa, the Sicilian-born Mafioso who had taken control of the Philadelphia family, and a group of young wiseguys headed by Skinny Joey Merlino and Mikey Chang Ciancaglini. Joey Merlino was the son of Salvatore “Chucky” Merlino, a jailed Scarfo lieutenant. Mike Ciancaglini, the youngest of the three Ciancaglini brothers, was also the most violent.

Both Scafidi and federal authorities contend that Mike Ciancaglini orchestrated the hit on his brother Joe, sending the crew of gunmen to the Warfield that morning. Scafidi, in fact, said that Michael told him he would kill Scafidi if he didn’t go along with the plan.

The reason Michael wanted his brother dead?

A year earlier, almost to the day—March 3, 1992—two shotgun-toting hit men had chased Michael Ciancaglini through the streets of his South Philadelphia neighborhood. The ambush occurred a little after 8 P.M. Mike Ciancaglini was coming back from playing basketball in a nearby park. Fortunately, he spotted the gunmen before they could open fire. He took off running, and had just ducked into the door of his row house when the shooting started. A spray of gunfire ripped through the door and front windows as Mike Ciancaglini sprawled on the floor. Ciancaglini’s wife, Monique, was sitting on the couch at the time. Their two young children—a son, three, and a daughter, two—were asleep upstairs.

Michael Ciancaglini later told Scafidi and others that he was certain one of the shooters was his brother Joe.

“He swears his brother tried to kill him,” Scafidi told authorities when he first started cooperating.

Now, a year after that botched hit, Mike Ciancaglini was looking for revenge. The hit men who went to the Warfield that morning expected both Stanfa and Joey Chang to be in the restaurant. Stanfa owned the building, along with a food distribution warehouse just down the street. The warehouse, Continental Food Distributors Inc., was Stanfa’s headquarters. He was there almost every day. And almost every morning he would stop at the Warfield first to see his new underboss.

“We’re gonna go kill that greaseball and we’re gonna go kill my brother,” Mike Ciancaglini told Scafidi that morning. “If you don’t wanna do it, I’m gonna kill you right here, right now.”

Scafidi cringed at the thought of one brother killing another. But he says he had no choice.

Afterward, he said, it was difficult to determine what had upset Mike Ciancaglini more, the fact that his brother Joey had survived the hit, or the fact that Stanfa wasn’t there when the gunmen burst into the restaurant.

The night after the shooting, Scafidi had it all laid out for him. He met Joey Merlino at a neighborhood restaurant, DeMedice’s, on South Eighth Street. Merlino was at the bar, drinking.

“Michael’s fucking furious,” Merlino said. “Stanfa wasn’t there. His brother’s not dead. We hadda make up a story.”

Scafidi nodded, waiting to hear more.

Merlino and Mike Ciancaglini, trying to cover their asses, had rushed to the hospital that morning to be at Joey Chang’s bedside. Stanfa and some of his associates were already there. Everyone speculated on where the hit had come from. Merlino and Mike Ciancaglini threw suspicion toward a young Sicilian mobster named Biaggio Adornetto, who a few months earlier had had a falling-out with both Stanfa and Joey Chang. Adornetto had worked at the Warfield.

Merlino and Mike Ciancaglini told Stanfa they would help find and kill Adornetto.

“Stanfa bought it for a while,” Scafidi said. “A couple of months later, he figured it out.”

The audio- and videotape of the Joey Chang shooting is one item in a library of tapes and videos that chronicle the demise of the Philadelphia mob, arguably the most dysfunctional crime family in America. Only the Boston family—with the FBI-sanctioned criminal exploits of Whitey Bulger—is in contention for that dubious distinction. What’s more, Philadelphia has been without doubt the most recorded mob family in the country. At the time of the Joey Chang shooting, the feds were already in the midst of a major taping operation that had targeted Stanfa and his top associates.

Most damaging were the bugs they had planted in the offices of a Camden, New Jersey, defense attorney who represented several mobsters. John Stanfa went there often to hold mob meetings, and for two years beginning in 1991, the feds got it all. More than two thousand conversations were recorded. Wiseguys from Philadelphia, Newark, New York, and Scranton were picked up discussing hits, misses, and the generation gap that was tearing the mob apart—a generational divide typified by the clash between Stanfa and the faction headed by Merlino and Mike Ciancaglini.

But that is only a part of the massive audio library that now exists. A year earlier, in 1990, mobster George Fresolone, a member of the Newark branch of the Philadelphia mob, capped a thirteen-month undercover operation for the New Jersey State Police by wearing a body wire to his own mob initiation ceremony.

Fresolone recorded more than four hundred conversations that resulted in the indictments of forty-one mob members and associates from six different crime families operating in New Jersey. Those tapes were so good, so incriminating, that after learning what they contained, thirty-nine defendants pleaded guilty rather than go to trial. Of the two who opted not to plead, one, a mob boss, was convicted. The charges were dropped against the other, a low-level mob associate.

Then came the law-office tapes that targeted Stanfa. And even as the Stanfa investigation was ending, the feds were up and running again, in a probe that would focus on soon-to-be mob boss Ralph Natale, Joey Merlino, and the group of young mobsters who flocked to Merlino’s side. These were the mobsters for the new millennium, the me-first, Generation-X gangsters who liked making headlines as much as they liked making money. Using John Gotti as their model, Merlino and his crew brought the Philadelphia mob out of the shadows. Media-friendly and quick with a sound bite, they became celebrities in their own right, combining a high-profile lifestyle with an expanding career in crime.

All the while, the tapes were running. And with Ron Previte’s help, they would keep running all the way into 1999.

But that’s getting ahead of the story.

By the end of April 1993, seven weeks after Joey Chang was gunned down, John Stanfa was picked up on one of the tapes in his lawyer’s office plotting the murders of Joey Merlino, Mike Ciancaglini, and a third wiseguy, Gaeton Lucibello, the husband of the waitress who had witnessed the hit. Stanfa believed that those three, and not Biaggio Adornetto, were responsible for the attempt on Joe Ciancaglini.

Stanfa planned to hold a sit-down in a restaurant in Northeast Philadelphia to discuss, among other things, the failed attempt to locate and kill Adornetto. The idea was to lure Merlino, Ciancaglini, and Lucibello to the meeting and then gun them down.

“I’m a greaseball?” Stanfa asked bitterly in a conversation with mobster Sergio Battaglia that was secretly recorded on April 29.

“You gotta hit them when they don’t expect no problem,” Stanfa continued in his heavily accented English. “See, you no gotta give a chance. . . . You no gotta give no fucking chance. . . .”

Then he formed a gun with his fingers and pointed it at the back of Battaglia’s head.

“Over here,” Stanfa said, “it’s the best. Behind the ear.”

Earlier in the same conversation, he and Battaglia had talked about how they would dispose of the bodies. Stanfa, a stonemason and cement contractor by trade, talked of quick-drying cement and bodies buried at a construction site. But he wanted to send a message first. He was particularly incensed with Lucibello, an ally he thought had betrayed him by switching sides and working with Merlino and Mike Ciancaglini.

After he killed Lucibello, Stanfa said, he wanted to “get a knife . . . we’ll cut out his tongue and send it to the wife. . . . We put it in an envelope. We put a stamp on it.”

“That’s good,” Battaglia said.

“Honest to God,” insisted Stanfa.

“That’s it,” said Battaglia enthusiastically. “I think it’s good.”

Often lost in the talk of mob hits and murder plots is the reality of what happens in a gangland shooting. Too often jury members hearing testimony at a trial—or the public reading about it in a newspaper—get a sanitized glimpse of the mess. The police report from the crime scene is matter-of-fact in style and content. The details of an autopsy are dry and scientific. And even the boasts and braggadocio of somebody like Stanfa plotting a murder seem somehow divorced from the reality.

Caught on grainy videotape, the Joey Chang hit offered something different, something that cut much closer to the bone.

Not for nothing is murder called “wet work.” When the government presented its evidence in the racketeering case that played out in Philadelphia in the spring and summer of 2001, one of the most compelling witnesses was the emergency medical technician who arrived on the scene at the Warfield shortly after 6 A.M.

Her name was Colleen Mitchell. By the time she testified, she was an officer with the Philadelphia Fire Department. But on March 2, 1993, she was a first-year EMT working with an ambulance squad. There were three or four police officers already working the hit when she arrived there that morning, she said. One was interviewing Susan Lucibello in the restaurant. Another told Mitchell that there was a shooting victim in the back room.

Mitchell, trained to respond to the most serious injury first, rushed into the restaurant. What followed, she said, she will never forget.

“The woman at the counter [Lucibello] was upset,” Mitchell recalled. “I was briefed by a female police officer who said the person inside [Ciancaglini] was dead. But when I went back there, Joseph Ciancaglini was sitting up. He was in an upright position, with his back toward me. I looked at him and at that point I saw all his injuries.”

Ciancaglini, the young, handsome, dark-haired mob leader, was sitting in a spreading pool of his own blood. Sticky and dark red, it was pouring out of his mouth, out of his nose, and out of the bullet wounds that she could see in his head, his cheek, and his shoulder. He had also been shot in the foot and leg.

His left eye was swollen shut. There was a jagged wound around his ear, part of which had been blown off. There was another exit wound in the cheek area—a “ragged” wound, she noted. And an entrance wound in the left temple area. He was mumbling and then coherent, lucid and then out of control.

Mitchell took a towel and tried to stop some of the bleeding. Joey Chang grabbed it and tried to blow his nose. She yanked it away from him, afraid that he might literally blow his brains out.

Looking back on it eight years after the fact, she said the events played out like a “silent movie.”

“He mumbled a lot,” she said. “But at one point he spoke clearly. It gave me a chill down my spine. I felt he was trying to tell me something, and that he was dying.”

On the witness stand, Mitchell said she could not remember anything specific that Joe Ciancaglini said that day. Even when defense attorneys showed her the police report of the statement she gave immediately thereafter—in which she reported that Joey had told her “Tim did me”—she said she couldn’t remember. Defense attorneys would argue that “Tim” was a nickname for Biaggio Adornetto, an argument that seemed to have little basis in fact.

But the legal ramifications of Mitchell’s testimony were secondary to the emotional impact it had in the courtroom.

“I never saw anybody so injured have the incredible strength that man did,” Mitchell said as she described Joey Chang’s fight to survive. “He was fighting us, and when the paramedics arrived they had to handcuff him so that they could get him on the stretcher. . . . I was trying to keep him from hurting himself. It was the most blood I have ever had on me.”

Joe Ciancaglini Jr. survived the murder attempt, but was never again a factor in the mob. He has lost his sight in one eye. His hearing and speech are impaired, and he needs a cane to walk. His ability to remember what happened has never been tested; neither the prosecution nor the defense called him as a witness in the racketeering case.

After the FBI heard Stanfa plotting with Battaglia to avenge the Joey Chang shooting by murdering Merlino, Mike Ciancaglini, and Gaeton Lucibello, the feds shifted their attention to the young wiseguys. It is FBI policy to notify anyone who is the target of a murder plot that has been uncovered during an investigation. Agents visited Merlino and the others and told them they had a problem. The agents said they couldn’t provide any details, but they did offer all three the option of cooperating. It was an offer Merlino, Mike Ciancaglini, and Lucibello refused.

Over the course of the summer of 1993, both sides loaded up. Armed hit men cruised South Philadelphia looking for a chance to open fire. Merlino and Mike Ciancaglini set up a clubhouse in a brick storefront at Sixth and Catharine Streets that used to be the headquarters of the Philadelphia branch of Greenpeace. Once a locale where dedicated do-gooders discussed saving the rain forest, it was now the spot where Merlino, Mike Ciancaglini, and a dozen other young wiseguys would meet each day to play cards, watch television, and plan their takeover. At the time, they were in constant touch with Ralph Natale, an associate of legendary Philadelphia mob boss Angelo Bruno.

Bruno had been killed in 1980, a murder that many believe set the Philadelphia mob in a free fall from which it was never able to recover. Natale, a former official with the mob-tainted Bartenders Union, was doing time for drug trafficking and arson. He had been in jail since 1979, but hoped to be paroled in 1994. In his late fifties, he had met Merlino in jail two years earlier. Now he was encouraging the young wiseguys. He promised them support from the New York families with whom he had made connections during his decade and a half behind bars. He boasted about how he, Merlino, and Mike Ciancaglini would put the Philadelphia family back in order. He argued that Stanfa—a “greaser” from Sicily—had no right to head an American mob family.

The feds knew about a lot of this because they had been listening to recordings of telephone calls Natale made from prison. Stanfa also learned about the plots. At one point he said of Natale, “As soon as he comes out, he’s gotta go. I don’t even wanna give him time to breathe the air.”

But first Stanfa wanted Merlino and Mike Ciancaglini.

He got his chance on August 5, 1993. The two young mobsters were walking toward their clubhouse when two Stanfa hit men, John Veasey and Phil Colletti, spotted them. They drove by and opened fire. It was a little before 1 P.M. on a hot and humid summer afternoon.

Mike Ciancaglini died on the sidewalk that day, shot once through the heart. Joey Merlino, whose arrogance and bravado were matched only by his luck, took a bullet in the ass. He was walking with a cane within days of the hit, and by the end of the month was back on his feet.

A day after the shooting, the FBI heard Merlino explain to Natale what had happened.

“We both went down together,” Merlino said. “I knew I wasn’t hurt that bad. It looked like he got shot in the arm.”

But as he and his boyhood friend lay on the sidewalk, Merlino said, he could tell from Mike Ciancaglini’s eyes that he was in trouble.

“I’m dyin’,” Ciancaglini told Merlino. As he said it, blood poured out of his mouth.

“It was just bad luck,” Merlino told Natale. Mike had seen the gunmen, and threw up his arm to protect his face; the bullet that killed him entered his body under his armpit and pierced his heart.

“Motherfuckers,” Natale said. “Dogs. Cowards.”

“I told his wife,” Merlino said. “I said, ‘I wish I would’ve died; he would’ve lived. I got no kids.’”

Then Merlino reminded Natale of how they used to joke about life and death in the underworld when they were cellmates.

“You used to laugh when I told ya,” Merlino said, “‘They can’t kill me. I got the devil in me.’”

The shootings were the seminal event in the Merlino-Stanfa mob confrontation. Now it was open warfare. Natale, cheerleading safely from the sidelines, encouraged Merlino to shoot back, to “do some work” to avenge the death of Mike Ciancaglini.

“Everybody feels that a fine young man just was killed . . . lost his life for nothing,” Natale said in one conversation. In another, he told Merlino, “If I was on the street, forget about it. I wouldn’t care if the law knows. . . . I’m gonna be ready to do what I gotta do.”

In one call from prison, however, Natale ended up on the phone with Merlino’s older sister, Maria, and the conversation took a decidedly more realistic tone. Maria Merlino, a one-time Mafia princess who had seen a former fiancé gunned down gangland-style several years earlier, had had enough of the wanton and senseless violence.

“They’re all fighting and over what?” she asked. Then, without a pause, she answered her own question.

“Jail time or coffins,” Maria Merlino said.





Chapter 2

The trouble had started years earlier.

The root of it all went back to November 2, 1976, the day voters in New Jersey approved casino gambling for Atlantic City.

The fading resort had always been part of the Philadelphia mob’s territory. Before the coming of the casinos, though, nobody cared. Once a wide-open city full of fancy nightclubs and backroom casinos, Atlantic City had hit the skids by the 1960s. Fancier vacation destinations, cheap airline flights to the islands, and the allure of the sparkling casinos in the Nevada desert all contributed to its demise.

That changed when 1.3 million New Jersey voters said yes to legalized gambling on the Atlantic City Boardwalk in November 1976. The voters—a 57 percent majority—accepted the arguments casino advocates had made during the hotly contested referendum campaign, a campaign funded in part by mob-tainted labor unions and supported by mob-linked politicos.

The pitch was simple: The slot machines, roulette wheels, and blackjack and craps tables weren’t an end in themselves, said proponents of the plan, but a means to an end. Legalized gaming, said the pro-casino forces—they loved to use the word gaming rather than gambling, confident that dropping those two letters would eradicate the stigma—held the promise of a “unique form of urban renewal” for Atlantic City. God knows all the other forms had failed. In the mid-1970s, the city was one of the most depressed urban centers in a state whose cities were cesspools of crime, corruption, and decay. Atlantic City was Newark with a boardwalk, Camden with a beach.

And so the experiment began.

Resorts International—with its questionable ties to Meyer Lansky–linked wiseguys in the Bahamas—opened the first casino in May 1978. Then came Caesars World, with past connections in the Poconos to another Lansky crony. Next was Bally’s, the slot machine giant whose New Jersey roots went back to Newark wiseguy Gerry Catena.

Of course, lawyers for those casino companies argued at licensing hearings that their corporate clients had long since severed any ties to organized crime. The proposition that legalized gambling would bring the mob to Atlantic City was ludicrous, they said.

And they were right. Casinos wouldn’t bring the mob to Atlantic City: it was already there. For years, Nicodemo “Little Nicky” Scarfo had been the caretaker for Angelo Bruno’s interests at the shore. Like the city in those precasino days, though, Scarfo was down and out.

“He had a little sports book, he was sharking some money, and he had a piece of an adult bookstore,” mob informant Nick Caramandi said of Scarfo in the days before legalized gambling. “But he was dead-out. There was nothing goin’ on down there. He got sent down there as punishment ’cause he stabbed a guy in a diner in South Philly. It was like he was banished.”

The stabbing had occurred in the early 1960s. Scarfo, a mob soldier and amateur boxer, got into an argument with a longshoreman over who was entitled to a booth in the Oregon Diner, the same diner where Previte and John Ciancaglini had their sit-down thirty years later. Words were exchanged. There was some pushing and shoving. Scarfo grabbed a steak knife and stabbed the longshoreman in the chest.

Scarfo did about two years on a manslaughter charge. When he got out, several members of the organization wanted him killed. Scarfo was a hothead, they said; he would only bring trouble. At the time, no one realized how accurate they were. Bruno could have saved the organization a lot of aggravation if he’d gone along with the idea of whacking Little Nicky. But Scarfo had two uncles who were capos in the Bruno organization. They got him a pass. He was sent to Atlantic City instead of the morgue.

He languished there for more than a decade—until the casinos came back.

Legalized gambling turned Atlantic City into a boomtown. Real estate values went through the roof. Developers flooded the city with cash. There were jobs and money and tourists and action, all kinds of action.

For a time, Scarfo was one of the biggest winners in town. Power, money, status, and prestige—all the things he had wanted in his struggling days—were right there in front of him. In ten years, he blew it all.

“Atlantic City, that was the beginning . . . of all those troubles,” Natale would say twenty years later.

Angelo Bruno was killed in March 1980. There are two theories about why he got popped, but little debate about who was behind the hit. The murder was set in motion—and might even have been carried out—by Antonio “Tony Bananas” Caponigro, Bruno’s consigliere.

Caponigro and a faction of the crime family that backed the hit were fed up with Bruno’s old-fashioned ways. They thought he wasn’t taking advantage of all the opportunities casino gambling presented. They also thought he was allowing New York mob members too much play. New York wanted Atlantic City to be like Vegas, “open” to all mob families. Caponigro and those around him argued that Atlantic City had always been part of Philadelphia’s domain. As far as he was concerned, anybody else who was trying to do business in Atlantic City had to do two things: get the okay of the Bruno organization, and give the Bruno family a piece of the action.

Caponigro also found Bruno’s policy on narcotics hypocritical and self-serving. Officially, no one in the family was allowed to traffic in drugs. Caponigro and several others had deals on the side, but they had to operate in secret. If they were caught, they could have been killed.

At the same time, however, Bruno was allowing Rosario and Giuseppe Gambino, distant Sicilian cousins of his good friend Carlo Gambino, to operate freely in South Jersey. They had opened a nightclub in Cherry Hill called Valentino’s in the early 1970s and had a group of friends and associates spread throughout the Philadelphia suburbs operating pizza parlors. In fact, they were part of the infamous Sicilian “pizza connection,” an international heroin ring that made millions dealing smack out of pizza shops throughout the country.

Caponigro knew that the Gambinos were paying tribute to Bruno in order to do business in the Philadelphia area. To Caponigro, that meant that Bruno was benefiting from the drug trafficking. Yet Bruno was forbidding his lieutenants and soldiers to partake in the financial windfall that drugs could bring.

On the night of March 21, 1980, as Bruno sat in the passenger seat of a car in front of his South Philadelphia row house smoking a cigarette, a man in a raincoat walked up from behind, leveled a shotgun at the back of Bruno’s head, and pulled the trigger. Many people believe Caponigro was that man.

“He was the kind of guy who would do it himself,” said the late George Fresolone, a Newark mobster who knew Caponigro well. “Most of us thought he was the shooter.”

John Stanfa, Bruno’s driver that night, was slightly wounded in the shooting. To this day there is underworld and law enforcement debate over whether Stanfa was in on the murder plot. He disappeared shortly after the shooting and a year later was found operating a pizzeria in Maryland. He was brought back to Philadelphia, where he was convicted of perjury for lying to a grand jury investigating the Bruno murder. He did eight years, safely tucked away in a federal pen while the Philadelphia mob began to self-destruct.

Tony Caponigro didn’t have much time to capitalize on Bruno’s death. He and three of his top associates turned up dead within months of the hit, brutally beaten and shot, their bodies dumped where they could be found. Caponigro’s body was left in the trunk of a car in the South Bronx. Several twenty-dollar bills had been stuck in his ass, a signal that he had gotten too greedy. Murdering a mob boss at the time was still very much frowned upon.

Phil “Chicken Man” Testa, Bruno’s underboss, took over the organization. Testa, whose family had once been in the poultry business, tapped his long-time friend Nicky Scarfo as his consigliere. Within a year Testa was killed, blown up by a nail bomb planted under the porch of his home. His death closed the first act of a power struggle in which Atlantic City was the prize. This wasn’t a dispute over South Philadelphia bookmaking and loan-sharking operations. These guys were killing one another over the pot of gold they all saw sitting on the Boardwalk.

Everyone knew the stakes had gotten higher. All of a sudden the Philadelphia mob, the low-key, backroom organization Angelo Bruno had nurtured for years, was becoming a high-profile presence. Bruce Springsteen, The Boss himself, wrote in 1982 about the Testa hit in his song “Atlantic City,” lamenting how they blew up “the chicken man.”

Scarfo, with the backing of the Genovese family in New York, took over the top spot. He avenged Testa’s death by ordering the murders of two of the prime suspects in that hit, and then rebuilt the Philadelphia crime family in his own image.

Angelo Bruno had been a Mafia diplomat, very much an old-world don. He believed in making money, not headlines. He didn’t have a flamboyant bone in his body. He bought his clothes—conservative business suits, white shirts, striped ties—off the rack. He drove a Buick.

Nicky Scarfo brought the Philadelphia mob out of the shadows. He was John Gotti before there was a Gotti. Fancy clothes. Custom-made shirts. Italian leather shoes. A Mercedes-Benz. Ringside seats at the prizefights staged by the casinos. A forty-one-foot yacht he called Usual Suspects was docked behind his lavish vacation home in Fort Lauderdale, a home he called Casablanca South. (Scarfo loved Bogart films; Casablanca was his all-time favorite.)

“Look at me, I’m a gangster,” Scarfo said with everything he did.

Atlantic City gave him the perfect stage.

By the early 1980s, the city was up and running. There were six casino-hotels, then eight, then ten, finally twelve. Scarfo got his hooks into the Bartenders Union, which represented most of the casino workers. Before the feds moved in to oust the mob-tainted union leadership, Little Nicky was taking thirty to forty grand a month out of the union’s coffers.

The money came in cash, mostly ten- and twenty-dollar bills, delivered by a union official to Scarfo’s home on Georgia Avenue in Atlantic City. Then Scarfo would send his son, Nicky Jr., and Tommy Scafidi to one of the casinos to “wash” the money.

“Scarfo liked hundreds, he didn’t want all these tens and twenties,” Scafidi recalled later when describing their monthly routine. He and Nicky Jr. would take the small bills down to one of the casinos on the Boardwalk. Caesars Boardwalk Regency and Bally’s Park Place were within three blocks of Scarfo’s residence. They would buy chips and pretend to gamble. Play a few hands. Walk the casino floor. Then they’d cash out and bring the money—nicely converted to neat, crisp stacks of hundred-dollar bills—to Little Nicky.

It was just one of the many benefits casino gambling brought to the mob. The gaming halls were a place to launder money, a place to hang out, and the perfect venue for almost any mob gambit ever conceived.

Prostitution, illegal gambling—poker and sports betting were still against the law—and various con games all became a part of the new casino underworld. Scarfo was sitting on top, but there was so much going on—so much money being made—that even he couldn’t keep track of it all.

Atlantic City was a hustler’s wet dream. Hundreds of wiseguys and wannabes flocked there to experience the rush. It was a chance for anybody on the make to take a shot. Most failed and went broke. They got caught up in the pitch, the lure, the fantasy. They couldn’t stay away from the tables. For the four, six, or eight hours they were gambling, they escaped the humdrum nine-to-five world of suckers and losers. They could be whoever they wanted—Frank or Dino, Pacino or De Niro—as long as they were willing to pay the price. They gambled away their paychecks. They mortgaged their houses. They busted out chasing the illusion, pretending to be what they weren’t.

Others, however, saw the gambling experiment for what it was—an opportunity.

Put Ron Previte in that group.

Pick any mob scam—drugs, prostitution, bookmaking, extortion—and Big Ron Previte has had a piece of it. Need a horse race fixed? He’ll tell you how. Want to know how to rip off a casino? He can show you twelve different ways.

His life was crime: organized and disorganized, petty or high-profile.

“Every day was a different felony,” says the man who eventually brought down the Philadelphia mob of Ralph Natale and Joey Merlino.

First as a Philadelphia cop, then as a freelance underworld entrepreneur, and finally as a made member and capo in the organization, Previte left his fingerprints on millions of dollars.

And make no mistake, no matter what role Previte was playing, it was always about the money.

As a cop he was corrupt. As a mobster he was cunning and at times brutal. But it was in his final underworld role, as a confidential informant and government witness, that the six-foot, three-hundred-pound gangster was deadly.

His time in Atlantic City set the stage for all that. It’s when Previte first came in regular contact with wiseguys, when he first met them on their terms. As a cop, he’d dealt with mob guys, taken money from them. But in Atlantic City it was different. Now he was a player. He wasn’t looking for a bribe or a kickback, he was looking for a piece of the action. He was setting his own deals in motion, bobbing and weaving in an underworld full of schemers.

Atlantic City is also where Previte first realized that he was as smart as, maybe smarter than, most of the mobsters he had to deal with. Previte was a crook long before he was a gangster. More important, he was always a mercenary.

“I’ve always looked out for myself,” he said during one of several candid conversations in which he explained his philosophy of life. “Nobody else is going to. Look, you do serious things, there are serious consequences. I always knew that. But I also knew if you wanted to make money, you had to take risks. Fortune favors the bold.

“If I fell out of this chair right now with a heart attack, I’d have no regrets,” he said in the summer of 2002 as he sat in a South Jersey restaurant working on a plate of clams and spaghetti. “I lived my life the way I wanted to live it.

“Didn’t make all the money I wanted to make,” he added with a laugh, “but I made a lot.”

Previte grew up in West Philadelphia, where his father, Jesse, a Sicilian immigrant and decorated World War II veteran, ran a gas station. His mother’s family came from the area around Naples. He smiles and tells the story of how her family was horrified when she announced she was going to marry a Sicilian.

“My father is a hard-headed Siggie,” Previte says of his dad, a one-time amateur boxer with hands “like shovels” who fought under the name Jesse James. “My mother is the sweetest woman you’ll ever meet. . . . Sometimes I don’t know how she put up with him all these years.”

An altar boy at Our Lady of Lourdes grammar school, Previte spent his first year of high school in a local seminary. Long before the pedophile scandals that rocked the Catholic Church, he knew there was something wrong among the priests. The seminary “was a haven for homosexuals,” he said. He left in less than a year.

“My grandmother wanted me to be a priest,” he says, shaking his head and rolling his eyes at the memory. “I did it for her. But I knew it wasn’t gonna happen.”

Previte’s family moved back and forth between Philadelphia and Hammonton, New Jersey, while he was growing up. Located in Atlantic County, about thirty miles west of Atlantic City, Hammonton happily describes itself as the “blueberry capital of the world.” It is a small, tight-knit community, the kind of place Norman Rockwell might have painted if he spoke the Sicilian dialect and appreciated the delicacy inherent in a perfectly prepared plate of broccoli rabe.

Many of the twelve thousand residents of Hammonton traced their roots to a group of Sicilian immigrants from the village of Gesso, who came to Hammonton just after the turn of the century to farm and make a better life for themselves. Their struggles were chronicled in a report called “The Italian on the Land,” written in 1907 by Emily Fogg Mead, who came to study the new immigrants for the U.S. Department of Labor. Emily Mead’s daughter, Margaret, followed in her mother’s footsteps and became a renowned anthropologist and author.

Previte’s father’s family was part of that group. “Hillbilly Sicilians,” he called them. They were farmers and later businessmen, fiercely independent; men who, no matter how much money they had stashed away, still drove pickup trucks and made their own wine. Hell-bent on survival and self-sufficiency—almost to the point of ruthlessness—they were epitomized in a not especially flattering Italian proverb: “Sicilians love their money more than they love their children. And they love their children very, very much.”

Previte attended Hammonton High School, where he played football, got decent grades, and developed the character traits that would serve him well as an adult.

“He didn’t trust too many people,” said Joe Bartuccio, a longtime friend and high school classmate. “He hung with a small group of guys. He was generous and above average when it came to intelligence. But he could be cunning and diabolical. . . . Even in high school, he was always trying to stay one step ahead of everybody else.”

After high school, Previte enlisted in the Air Force; when he came out, he joined the Philadelphia Police Department.

He left his mark on both organizations.

In the Air Force, he and another airman who worked at a supply depot made thousands of dollars selling government issue on the black market. Leather flight jackets and aviator sunglasses were particularly lucrative and easy to move, he says. He got jammed up, however, and nearly bounced out of the service after he and his partner were caught trying to break into the credit union safe at the base where they were stationed in Mississippi.

“My buddy said he was real good with explosives,” Previte says, recalling the incident. “We ended up burning down a couple of buildings, but not the door on the safe.”

Nearly a month in the brig, and some intense interrogation, followed.

“They used to strip you naked and throw cold water on you while you were handcuffed to a post,” Previte said. “A little while after that, they’d throw hot water on you. They can’t do that now, but they did back then.”

Previte, who had already done a tour overseas, figured he was headed for a dishonorable discharge. But neither he nor his partner admitted to the attempted heist.

“They knew it, but they could never prove it,” said Previte. It was a position he would find himself in again and again as his criminal career expanded.

After spending some time in the brig, Previte had to undergo a series of tests administered by an Air Force psychiatrist.

“After I take the tests, the psychiatrist calls me in for an interview,” Previte said. “I’m thinking it’s gonna be some kind of counseling session. I’ll never forget it. He looks at all these test results and he says to me, ‘Son, there’s nothing I can do for you. You have a criminal mind.’”

Previte ended his Air Force career with a twelve-month assignment driving a transport bus on a base in Goose Bay, Labrador.

“One of the coldest and most desolate fuckin’ places in the world,” he says. “We couldn’t do anything because there was nothing there . . . which is why they sent me, I guess.”

The Philadelphia Police Department was his next logical stop.

“I learned more about being a crook while I was a cop than at any other time in my life,” Previte says of the twelve years he spent on the force.

Released from the Air Force with an honorable discharge despite his problems—“They were just happy to get rid of me”—Previte took the test for the police academy to spite
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