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    The scale and variety of New York City's economic activity makes it unique among the cities of America…. Its 7,835,000 residents occupy only 300 square miles and thus comprise the largest and most concentrated consumer market in the country…. It is the major gateway to America with almost half the country's exports and imports flowing through its harbor…. Although it has few giant industrial establishments, the city's multiplicity of small firms makes it the leading manufacturing city in the United States…exceeding those of Philadelphia, Detroit, Los Angeles and Boston combined.


    —New York State Department of Commerce (1951)


    Is it not a fact that because New York is an island it is particularly vulnerable to pressure on the docks and trucking, with a great many people in a concentrated area? There is an enormous amount of money involved…. If you fail to deliver to a large store in New York, if no trucks deliver to them, you can pretty well squeeze them down in a couple of days and cause losses of hundreds of thousands and millions of dollars. Therefore, this is probably the most vulnerable area in the country to that type of pressure.


    —Senator John F. Kennedy, McClellan Committee (1958)


    Lost in books about the New York Mafia is New York City itself. Gotham has been reduced to an operatic backdrop for epic clashes between mob bosses, the FBI, and prosecutors.1 Although these conflicts are important, these books are missing half the story.


    It is impossible to understand the rise of the Mafia without understanding historic New York City—a city very different than it is today. For the Cosa Nostra was in many ways a testament to New York's exceptionalism: to its tremendous economy and unique geography; to its voracious appetites and almost natural corruption. This book then is as much about New York and its peoples as it is about organized crime.


    The Mafia saw unparalleled opportunities in New York City. New York had five thriving families, with another across the river in northern New Jersey. Although the Sicilian Mafia was powerful in the villages of Sicily, it never achieved the economic successes of the New York Mafia. The Sicilian cosche (clans) had few industrial rackets or labor unions because there was not much industry on their island. By contrast, the New York Mafia always had a bounty of goods and services ripe for the picking.


    Our story begins in another city. When Gotham was a place that built things, between the 1890s and the 1950s, Lower Manhattan was the center of skilled manufacturing in the Atlantic world. Before SoHo became gleaming storefronts, its cast-iron buildings were filled with dirty factories, leather tanneries, and trucking companies. It was a city where nighthawks smoked in jazz clubs owned by gangsters who were paying off the police, and where entire neighborhoods spoke Sicilian or Yiddish, or with Irish lilts, or in the southern drawls of African-American migrants.


    This chapter explores why this city fueled the rise of the Mafia in America.


    THE PORT OF NEW YORK


    It all began with the port. When ships entered the placid waters of Upper New York Bay, their crews marveled at one of the finest natural harbors on earth. Sheltered from storm swells by Long Island and Staten Island, it was an ideal haven. Its waters were deep enough for transatlantic vessels; its weather temperate enough to allow the harbor to be open year round with little ice or fog. From the open ocean to the Manhattan piers was only seventeen miles, compared to the hundred-odd miles ships had to travel inland to reach Baltimore or Philadelphia. The building of the Erie Canal in the 1820s linked the Great Lakes to the Hudson River, drastically reducing shipping costs for New York City. It made a superb port.2


    As craft industries sprang up around the harbor, and the population mushroomed, New York City became an international center of commerce. The ambitious immigrants who made it to New York in the mid-to-late nineteenth century—principally the Germans and the Irish, then later the Jews and the Italians—filled the workshops and factories in Manhattan, making it a manufacturing powerhouse. The exploding population became a huge consumer market. “The consuming power of the population of the harbor, that is of New York, Brooklyn, Bayonne, Hoboken, Jersey City, and Newark, was an important fact making for commerce and further growth,” said a shipping expert.3


    These competitive advantages made the Port of New York the busiest port in the world. In old maps, Manhattan resembles a centipede, with wooden wharves and piers jutting out on all sides into the water. Nearly half of all the imports and exports of the United States went through the Port of New York. Moreover, the kind of cargo moving through it was exceptionally valuable. While Baltimore and Philadelphia were handling low-price commodities like iron ore, New York was taking in valuable raw materials for skilled manufacturing, and huge amounts of “general cargo” for finished consumer goods. By 1939, the Port of New York received 82 percent of the nation's imports of raw silk, 70 percent of the gums and resins, and 61 percent of the animal furs. Meanwhile, New York's consumers and food companies took in 72 percent of the nation's imports of cheeses, 64 percent of the wines, and 51 percent of the cocoa beans. The per-ton value of imports coming through New York was double that of any other port in the United States.4


    The bottom line: lots of valuable goods were coursing through the New York harbor.
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    1–1: Removing cargo from a banana boat on a New York pier, ca. 1900. Gangsters controlled the piers on the New York waterfront. (Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division)


    THE PORT'S VULNERABILITIES TO RACKETEERING


    The port's magnificence helped to mask its vulnerabilities. Its problems with racketeering were first widely exposed by the famous waterfront investigations of the early 1950s later immortalized by the 1954 film On the Waterfront, in which Marlon Brando portrays a gritty longshoreman.


    Close observers of the harbor, however, had been issuing quiet alarms since the previous century. The port had developed haphazardly along the narrow streets and piers of Lower Manhattan and Brooklyn, with only a single railroad freight line for waterborne cargo, and little warehouse space along the harbors. Ships floated in frustration in the harbor, waiting for openings on the narrow, overburdened piers. As early as 1871, an engineer warned: “From this insufficient breadth of the majority of the piers, the lack of width in the river streets, and the consequent difficulty of access, this quarter of the city is entirely too crowded, and it is impossible to transact the shipping business satisfactorily.”5 Calls for improvements to the shoddy wooden wharves and bulkheads were persistently ignored. “The port, by its great natural advantages, has reached its present position among the ports of the world, in spite of the mismanagement of the docks,” warned another report in 1922.6


    During the 1800s, waterfront squatters and thugs took dominion over these precious spaces to extract payoffs from ships. As early as 1874, the Department of Docks noted the “opposition in the removal of the obstructions on the wharves and bulkheads” by people “who, from long occupancy of public property, have supposed themselves entitled to exclusive possession.”7 The New York City Police Department (NYPD) could not be relied on to maintain law and order; waterfront cops were among the most corrupt in the city. In 1875, the City Council lamented that waterfront streets were “reduced to forty feet by squatters or corrupt police supervision,” which exacerbated the “daily gorges of vehicles now witnessed, lasting frequently for hours, and obstructing commerce.”8 Police corruption on the docks became systemic over time. “Steamship companies, who require police service on their docks…have to contribute in substantial sums to the vast amounts which flow into the station-houses, and which, after leaving something of the nature of a deposit, then flow on higher,” described the Lexow Committee's report on police corruption in 1895.9


    Racketeers perfected these extortion tactics through the “public loader.” Unique to the Port of New York, the “public loaders” were not public employees, nor did they perform a public service; they often did not even do the loading. Rather, they were thugs who muscled in on key docks and assumed territorial control over them. They then demanded payoffs from shippers simply for the right to have their cargo loaded onto a delivery truck. Those who resisted found their shipments of Cuban tomatoes or Honduran bananas rotting on a pier. Shippers paid about $50,000 (in current dollars) more in port charges out of New York than other ports—one of the mysterious fees that came to be called the “mob tax.”10


    Fed up, a shipper denounced public loaders who “with the banner of God and their union in one hand, and an iron pipe in the other, stand between merchants and their trucks and defy them to take away their freight.”11 Privately, shippers lamented that they could not clear away the public loaders “without assistance in the way of police protection,” which they said “has never been forthcoming.”12 As an investigative report concluded, “By merely controlling these bottlenecks and jammed conditions, underworld scum can exact tribute from those who will pay to avoid long lines and excessive waiting time in loading and unloading.”13


    Pilferage was massive as well. Before steel containerization and electronic checking, cargo was shipped in wooden crates and tracked by paper, making it vulnerable to theft. A stevedore could sign a phony signature on a delivery slip indicating that cargo had “short-landed” (never arrived). By the time an overseas shipper learned of the theft, the cargo was missing for weeks. “When a whisky ship came in…it seemed like everybody on the waterfront would descend on the ship. Talk about stealing!” recalled Sam Madell, a waterfront organizer. So why didn't the shippers call the police? “It was pretty widely known among the longshoremen that the maritime police were involved with the stealing,” explained Madell. When stolen cargo turned up in the pier superintendent's office it was clear no one watched the watchmen.14


    Irish and Italian gangsters controlled the labor force using the International Longshoremen's Association (ILA). The ILA's president during the Mafia's ascendancy was Joseph P. Ryan. Bestowed the title “president for life” of the ILA by his cronies, Ryan collected an annual salary of $1.7 million while representing longshoremen who made $20,000 (both in current dollars). Behind the scenes, “King Joe” did the opposite: he collaborated with shippers to quell strikes. Most galling was his defense of the “shape-up” system of hiring in which longshoremen became permanent temp workers; each morning they shaped into a horseshoe crowd around a foreman who collected kickbacks from longshoremen to pick them. In 1916, public reports warned that these “conditions of hiring are degrading in the extreme [and] are open to the danger of graft.” Yet Ryan consistently, and absurdly for a union leader, defended the shape-up system.15


    Joe Ryan's real job was to oversee the smooth running of the rackets. He used his blarney and connections with Irish politicians, from Mayor Jimmy Walker to Mayor Bill O'Dwyer, to fend off scrutiny of the docks. For those resistant to his charm—rank-and-file rebels, naïve shippers, Communist Party agitators—Ryan could call on the many convicts he kept on staff (a third of the ILA staff had criminal records) to drop the hook on troublemakers.16


    THE IRISH AND ITALIAN RIVALRY ON THE WATERFRONT


    The Mafia gradually took over rackets as the ethnic makeup of the waterfront changed from Irish to Italian. In 1880, fully 95 percent of the longshoremen were Irish; but after 1910, one-third of the longshoremen were Italians, and their numbers were surging. A 1916 report found that the Irish “still are predominant in trade union councils and general harbor politics” even as “Sicilians and other South Italians, are rapidly approaching them in number.” Even as the Italians surpassed them in numbers in the 1930s, there was still a “strong feeling of superiority of the Irish-Americans” because “in times past the Irish were dominant on all New York piers.” This hostility was also due to the nebulous “racial” status of South Italians: foremen complained that it was “impossible to get ‘white men’ and that they were obliged to take Italians.”17


    While the West Side was still contested, the Brooklyn waterfront was overwhelmingly Italian by the 1930s. Entire neighborhoods revolved around the hard life of longshoring. “Red Hook, Carroll Gardens, South Brooklyn—I can remember when those waterfront areas used to be like a company town. Most of the longshoremen left their houses and walked five minutes to the pier,” recalled Frank Barbaro, a longtime resident of Brooklyn. These rough neighborhoods were breeding grounds for gamblers, hoodlums, and loansharks. A young teenager named Al Capone began life as a hard-fighting “wharf rat” on the Brooklyn waterfront.18


    THE MAFIA MOVES ON THE DOCKS


    The first Italian gangster to gain power on the docks was Paolo Vaccarelli, who rode the wave of Italian longshoring on the East Side piers of Manhattan. Diminutive, dapper, and intelligent (he spoke four languages), he took the Irish name “Paul Kelly” and formed the Paul Kelly Association, the strongest street gang on the Lower East Side in the late 1800s.


    Ever the opportunist, he changed his name back to “Paul Vaccarelli” as Italian immigration surged, and he organized the Italian “scow trimmers,” who sorted garbage on waterborne barges, into an ILA charter by appealing to their ethnic solidarity. After rising to vice president of the ILA in 1912, he lost a power struggle with a young Joe Ryan, and formed a breakaway union of Italian longshoremen, which was a thorn in the side of the ILA. Meanwhile, the rising force of the Mafia built ties with Vaccarelli.19


    From his nineteenth-floor office on West 14th Street, on the border between Irish Chelsea and the Italian South Village, the newly installed ILA president Joseph P. Ryan tried to straddle the divide through a grand bargain between the Irish and the Italian syndicates. Scarred by his battles with Paul Vaccarelli, upon becoming president in 1927, Ryan embraced a “non-interference” policy (in reality, anything goes) with the Italian ILA locals along the waterfront.20 The Mafia quickly gained footholds in these locals.


    By the late 1920s, Emil Camarda, Camarda's brother, and two cousins had become the patriarchal rulers of six huge ILA locals on the Brooklyn waterfront. Emil came from a unionist background; his father organized Local 338 in Brooklyn before the First World War. Brooklyn's locals became so identified with his family that they were known as “the Camarda locals.” But during Emil's own rise to the office of vice president of the ILA, he brought in his childhood friend Vincent Mangano, a mobster on the Brooklyn waterfront. Camarda and Mangano knew each other “from the other side,” having grown up together in Palermo, Sicily. The two formed the City Democratic Club, supposedly to represent Italian Americans in Brooklyn. It was a cynical appeal. “They often said the organization existed merely to help many deserving Americans of Italian extraction find their rightful place in the sun of our city,” explained Vincent Mannino, former attorney for the Camarda locals. “I felt that the reason why they were interested in this organization was to help and promote their own personal interests, politically.”21


    Unknown to the public at the time, in 1931, Vince Mangano had become one of the five bosses of the Mafia families in New York City. The Camarda locals quickly deteriorated into tools for racketeering. These paper locals were not really unions at all: they conducted no elections, rarely held meetings of the rank-and-file, and never went on strike. In 1941, Emil Camarda was shot dead under murky circumstances in the office of a stevedoring company during an argument about putting a crony on the payroll.22


    Stalking the Camarda locals like the four horsemen of the Mafia were the brothers Anastasio. Jumping ship from freighters between 1917 and 1924, the four teenagers from Calabria disappeared into the Italian longshore gangs for a time only to reemerge with a vengeance in the 1920s. Anthony Anastasio became a feared hiring boss on the Red Hook piers and a liaison to Joe Ryan. As master of the shape-up, the man they called “Tough Tony” controlled the daily bread of thousands of longshoremen. Anthony Anastasio was secretly also a caporegime (captain) in the Mangano Family. His brother Joseph Anastasio, a pier official for the ILA, reportedly stole cargo “by the ton” according to a shipping association. Meanwhile, the youngest brother, Gerardo “Jerry” Anastasio, a convicted bookie and ILA business agent, demanded shippers put him on their payrolls as a phantom employee or “there would be trouble.”23


    The brothers’ threats were terrifying because everyone knew that their oldest brother, Umberto, was Albert “The Executioner” Anastasia, the psychopathic underboss of the Mangano Family. The compact, pigeon-chested Anastasia possessed a ferocity that shocked even fellow mobsters. Albert worked briefly on the Brooklyn docks, but the job bored him, and he quit after meeting mafiosi Philip and Vincent Mangano in 1920. In 1923, gunmen fired four bullets into Albert's stomach as he sat in an automobile as wheelman on a bootlegging run in Red Hook; he survived what doctors thought were fatal wounds. Prosecutors charged Anastasia with four different murders (one victim stabbed to death by an ice pick) only to see key witnesses change their stories or vanish.24


    Across the East River in Manhattan, what became the Genovese Family gradually took over the smaller East Side piers. As a kid on the docks, Joseph “Socks” Lanza saw how anxious fishing boat skippers were to get their perishable fish unloaded and put on ice quickly in the nearby Fulton Fish Market. Fish-worker unions in New York sometimes refused to unload “non-union” fish, letting it decompose in the barrel. Around 1923, while barely in his twenties, Lanza organized a new union, the United Seafood Workers, which began demanding that all skippers and fishmongers pay a $50 tribute just for the right to have their fish unloaded and “protected” from sabotage and thievery in the market.25


    After Lanza's convictions on federal antitrust charges in the 1930s, his lieutenant Michelino Clemente rose to power. As a young man, Clemente was just another lean Italian longshoreman who worked in his underwear on the docks. But the smooth-talking Clemente's fortunes changed when he became one of the “public loaders” on the East Side piers, where he picked up the nickname “Loader Mike.” In 1941, he set down his cargo hook for good and became the secretary-treasurer and business agent for ILA Local 856, the twelve-hundred-member local encompassing Manhattan's East Side. In 1953, Clemente came under fire when a stevedoring company president testified that he picked up the $97,000 tab for Clemente's daughter's lavish wedding at the Biltmore Hotel. The reception had several mafiosi as invited guests, including Albert Anastasia. It was an open secret that the now dough-faced, nattily dressed Clemente had become the “racket boss of East River piers” for the Genovese Family.26
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    1–2: Anthony “Tough Tony” Anastasio talking to ILA president Joe Ryan, 1953. Ryan upheld a “non-interference” policy with the Mafia-controlled Brooklyn ILA locals. (© Bettmann/CORBIS)


    Out on the Richmond docks (Staten Island), Alex “The Ox” Di Brizzi took control of the ILA locals in the early 1930s. Unlike most early mafiosi, Di Brizzi was born in America in 1892 and was a professional boxer before turning to a life of crime.27 The pugilist made himself president of ILA Local 920 in the early 1930s, and he was later appointed vice president of the ILA's commanding Atlantic Coast District by Joe Ryan. Di Brizzi was caught taking thousands of dollars in cash from stevedoring companies while supposedly representing their unionized employees. “I haven't taken no money outside of gifts,” he insisted. Di Brizzi was in fact the Mangano Family's “top man” on Staten Island, overseeing loansharking and gambling operations.28


    This was only the beginning of Mafia rule of the waterfront. As we will see, the mob's stranglehold on the harbor tightened in the 1940s, until it sparked a public backlash that would test its strength. For now, let us step back and scan the city from the vantage point of the Mafia.


    SKIMMING SEVEN MILLION NEW YORKERS


    The sheer enormity of Gotham was a catalyst for organized crime, though for reasons that have not been fully appreciated. Ever since federal census records were kept, New York City was the most heavily populated—and most densely populated—city of the republic. Between 1900 and 1930, Gotham's population doubled from 3,400,000 people, to 6,900,000 people. After 1940, its population never fell below seven million people. As of World War II, one of every eighteen Americans lived within the five boroughs of New York City.29


    These seven million New Yorkers lived and worked disproportionately in crowded neighborhoods and industrial districts in Manhattan and Brooklyn. During the early 1900s, the Lower East Side had a higher population density than Bombay, Calcutta, or London. In Little Italy, 3,500 people lived on a single block of Elizabeth Street.30 Immigrants who grew up in these neighborhoods recall them with astonishment. “The block at 112th Street between First and Second avenues was lined with six-story buildings with families that had twelve or thirteen children. You could imagine how many people,” marveled Joseph Verdiccio of Italian East Harlem.31


    To the Mafia, these were seven million pockets to pick. The mob did not make money by engaging in gratuitous orgies of violence. In 1912, an assistant district attorney noted that even with extortion, while Italian syndicates might threaten bombing, they drew the line at “child-snatching” because “America will not stand for kidnapping.”32 The Cosa Nostra preferred schemes where money was quietly skimmed or handed over without any immediate physical force. Mafia soldier Joe Valachi distinguished the common American criminal who “usually stole” and was “taking a chance for his money” from the Italian mafioso (member of the Mafia) who “has racketeering on his mind.”33 Mafia boss Joe Bonanno likewise eschewed violent extortion in favor of collecting surplus profits through monopolies: “In my world, there was a distinction between what constitutes extortion and what does not,” explained Bonanno. “One must remember that in the economic sphere one of the objectives of a Family was to set up monopolies as far as possible.”34


    The Mafia's desire for racketeering was logical: the victims were diffuse and it generated less heat from law enforcement. Rob a million dollars by gunpoint from a bank in Manhattan and soon the Federal Bureau of Investigation is on your trail. Skim a dollar off the budgets of a million New Yorkers through a racketeering scheme and hardly anyone notices. A new phrase arose: the “mob tax.” The Cosa Nostra “made sure people anted up their Mafia ‘taxes,’” said John Manca, a cop involved with the mob.35 The ability to “tax” so many people in so many different ways concentrated in one city enabled generations of mob soldiers to live off New York City.


    NEW YORK'S ECONOMIC ENGINES: SMALL MANUFACTURERS AND INDUSTRY CLUSTERS


    It was not only the size of Gotham that mattered; New York's tremendously productive economy, and the kinds of industries it attracted, fostered industrial racketeering.


    The Mafia followed the money. Recent studies show that “men of honor” in Sicily were concentrated in the areas with the highest production of lemons and sulfur—the island's most valuable exports. The cosche (clans) were entrenched in Sicily's villages before modern industry could take hold. Their omnipresence retarded economic development on Sicily. In essence, the Sicilian Mafia cannibalized the rural island.36


    By comparison, the New York families thrived by skimming only a small portion of the profits generated by the economic engines of Manhattan and Brooklyn. Although New York was famous for its mighty banks, it was also a place that built things and fed people.37


    New York City had an enormous number of small, value-added manufacturers. In 1954, there were approximately 37,500 manufacturing establishments within the five boroughs. The industrial heartland states of Ohio and Pennsylvania put together had fewer manufacturers (32,000 total). New York's manufacturing firms were incredibly small though: more than 70 percent had fewer than twenty employees.38 The garment industry was particularly famous for its tiny shops—and its racketeers. The muckraker Jacob Riis observed that the garment subcontractor was simply “a workman like his fellows…with the accidental possession of two or three sewing machines, or of credit enough to hire them, as his capital, who drums up work among the clothing-houses.” Nevertheless, collectively, they produced the large majority of the women's cloaks and men's suits in the United States.39
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    1–3: Men moving racks of clothes in Manhattan's garment district, 1955. (Photo by Al Ravenna, courtesy of the Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, New York World-Telegram and Sun Newspaper Photograph Collection)


    New York's small manufacturers crowded together in hives that were extraordinarily productive. “Is it not going too far to assume that congestion is an evil?” asked Edgar Levey, president of a title insurance company, at a municipal hearing. “Each trade is apt to huddle together in one center in as concentrated a manner as possible, the dry goods trade in one district, the machinery trade in another, the leather trade in another, and so on,” Levey explained. “Business people do this because it is to their advantage to do so.”40 Abe Feinglass, a union leader, made similar observations: “The fur industry was concentrated in a small area of 26th, 27th, 28th, 29th, 30th Street, 31st Street, and the whole area was fur because there is a need for being together, the auction, the lining people, the skin people, the fur people.” As Feinglass explained, there was “a unity of purpose that forces them together.” These men were describing, in their own words, what economists call “industry clusters” (famous examples include Hollywood's film industry, Napa Valley's wine industry, and New Jersey's pharmaceutical industry).41


    New York's huge, concentrated consumer market supported a multitude of locally based, small service businesses and food companies. In the 1820s, Manhattan imported the modern restaurant in the form of a French establishment called Delmonico's. Middle-class and wealthy New Yorkers supported thousands of restaurants, cafés, and lunch counters. Moreover, less than 2 percent of New York's restaurants belonged to national chains.42


    Southern and Eastern European immigrants collectively consumed large amounts of highly perishable foods, especially fresh fish, kosher meats, fruits, and vegetables. “Nearly 1 out of every 8 carloads of fruits and vegetables produced in the United States…finds its way to the markets of New York City to meet the needs of its millions of consumers,” reported the Department of Agriculture.43 Restaurants and retailers purchased most raw foods at centralized, wholesale markets within the city. As we will see, these became rich targets for racketeers.


    NARROW STREETS AND BRIDGES


    The proliferation of these kinds of industries and services within the environs of mid-twentieth-century Manhattan and Brooklyn led to widespread racketeering. New York City's seven million people and clustered industries overwhelmed its streets and bridges. Gangsters soon learned the importance of controlling the trucking and shipping of goods and materials.


    As industries and workers gravitated to Lower Manhattan and the Brooklyn waterfront, they created transportation chokepoints. In 1875, the City Council warned that the “over-crowding of all the streets in this section of the city, with both pedestrians and vehicles, directly and indirectly connected with commerce, has become a grievous public evil, disastrously affecting all public and private interests.” After 1910, fully half the factory workers in the city toiled in firms located below 20th Street in Manhattan.44


    In addition, by the 1920s, three hundred thousand automobiles were registered in New York City. Manhattan's outdated streets and bridges were inadequate for motorized traffic on this scale. The garment center between West 34th and 42nd Streets was chronically congested as trucks loaded piecework for contractors, and unloaded finished clothes bound for distribution.45
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    1–4: Traffic congestion on West 35th Street, 1927. Mobsters controlled trucking vital to New York's small manufacturers. (Used by permission of the NYC Municipal Archives)


    Fast and reliable shipping through the city became critical for time-sensitive industries, especially clothing (as fashions go out of style) and food (as it spoils). Virtually all of the city's 37,500 manufacturers needed shipping companies to transport their goods to retailers. “The cost of transportation of merchandise of any and all characters, is a very sensitive point in the financing of virtually all of the most important business enterprises,” noted a police report.46 The Mafia leveraged these problems to its advantage. As we will see, the Cosa Nostra gained influence over the teamsters and longshoremen who moved goods through the city.


    BULLYING THE LITTLE GUY


    The small, locally owned businesses that proliferated in New York City were also much more vulnerable to gangsters than were large, distant corporations. For all their machismo, mobsters liked to pick on the little guys. They were easier to push around.


    Small business owners were intimidated by the Mafia. New York's non-chain, independent stores were typically owned by families who still lived in the neighborhood and survived on thin profit margins. The Cosa Nostra could delay shipments of supplies, engineer labor problems, scare off customers, or physically threaten the owner and his or her family. When John Montesano got into a dispute with a mobster over his family-owned waste-hauling business, he quickly learned not to mess with mafiosi. “Don't you realize that they could put you out of business and they can hurt you in other ways?” warned a connected guy. “Don't forget, you have got kids.” Montesano quickly relented.47 “It was common knowledge that if you offended the Mafia you were dead,” explained Frank DiTrapani, a small businessman.48


    Big business could counter the gangsters by pulling strings and hiring its own thugs. When the labor racketeer Max “The Butcher” Block was organizing for the Amalgamated Meat Cutters Union, he found that “it was big businessmen…who tried to get tough guys.” He complained that “cops gave us trouble because they were being paid off by the bosses.” So Block always started with the small, independent butcher shops. “The industries now have chain operations, and they're spread out all over,” Block later lamented.49


    Nor was it just a matter of muscle. In the $60 million racketeer-plagued kosher chicken market, the A. L. A. Schechter Poultry Corporation was the single biggest company and, not coincidentally, the last holdout from the price-fixing cartel. With $1 million in annual revenues, the Schechter brothers could endure harassment, as when emery powder was poured into their trucks’ engines. When the industry was legally cartelized under the National Industrial Recovery Act during the New Deal and the Schechters were prosecuted for such new crimes as cutting prices, their lawyers could litigate the law's constitutionality all the way up to the Supreme Court, where they won a 9–0 decision striking down the law in 1935.50


    It is no accident that the Detroit Mafia never gained control over the Big Three auto plants. On the one side stood Walter Reuther, president of the United Autoworkers of America, a strong union with a well-deserved reputation for integrity. On the other side stood three of the most powerful corporations in the world. Mafiosi had little desire to confront either of them. To the contrary, it was Harry Bennett, the head of Ford Motor Company's Internal Security Department, who retained convicts to act as union busters on occasion.51


    CONSPIRING AGAINST “RUINOUS COMPETITION”


    Along with the stick of violence, the Mafia held out the carrot of restricting competition. Joe Bonanno was candid about his aim of limiting competition: “If two Family members are bakers, they are not allowed to own bakeries on the same block, for that would be bad for both their businesses. They would be competing against each other,” he explained.52


    Bonanno's views fit comfortably with the prevailing sentiments of the business community at the time. From World War I through the New Deal, business leaders orchestrated a campaign to reduce competition throughout the economy. They often singled out the “ruinous competition” or “cut-throat business” in New York City. Businesses commonly used “trade associations” as fronts for efforts to restrict competition.53


    Joining the chorus of the captains of industry were their counterparts in the labor unions. Though adversaries on other issues, business and labor agreed on the need to “stabilize” industries by artificially limiting competition. The International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU) declared that “only the strong and responsible associations of employers can be of assistance in stabilizing the industry.” The ILGWU decried the “situation that permits an easy entry into the business, and makes for the chaotic competition that has been the source of so many evils.”54


    The Cosa Nostra engineered collusive agreements between trade associations and labor unions to limit competition. Bonanno boasted of his “connections” in the garment merchants association and the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union and the trucking companies. “By putting all my connections in touch with one another, I could harmonize our activities in a mutually advantageous way,” Bonanno asserted.55 What Bonanno left out from his rosy account (and the collusive arrangement) are the would-be competitors shut out of the industry and the consumers who would have benefitted from lower prices. Nor does Bonanno mention the rank-and-file workers whose interests were often sold out by corrupt union leaders.


    Trade associations with respectable names like the Brooklyn Fish Dealers Association, the Metropolitan New York Dry Wall Contractors Association, and the Boxing Managers Guild sprung up around the city. These were each fronts for organized crime.


    RACKETLAND


    By the time Sicilian “men of honor” arrived in New York City, there already existed an entire underworld of professional criminals. Gotham had long had a subculture of gonifs, confidence men, and extortion artists. Supporting them were professional fences for stolen goods, and the new specialty of criminal defense lawyers of varying degrees of ethics (more later on these “mouthpieces for the mob”). A popular booklet dubbed it all “racketland.” But the members of this criminal fraternity proudly called themselves “Good Fellows,” which mafiosi shortened to “goodfellas.”56 Indeed, many of the rackets that we now associate with the Cosa Nostra were actually variations of schemes used by earlier criminals.


    The Cosa Nostra “bust-out” operation had its origins in arson scams of the early 1900s. Torching businesses to collect insurance was so prevalent on the Lower East Side that the press dubbed it “Jewish lightning.” In 1912, the New York City Fire Commissioner issued a report titled Incendiarism in Greater New York, which estimated that fully 25 percent of fires were due to arson. It called the area of East Harlem the “fire-bug” district where “more fires of a suspicious origin occur than [sic] in any other single territory in Manhattan.”57


    The Mafia “protection racket” was a refined version of extortion ploys. In early Italian neighborhoods, “Black Handers” mailed letters to businessmen threatening harm unless they paid money. On the Lower East Side, merchants found their horses poisoned unless they paid tribute to Jewish gangsters.58 Extortion artists became subtle over time. “The fellow would go in there and simply remove his hat. It was understood that if the businessman didn't hand it over, they would retaliate,” said Peter Rofrano of East Harlem.59


    Before mafiosi perfected them, “price-fixing territories” were organized by other groups. At the turn of the century, Chinatown tongs (quasi-fraternal organizations) helped to enforce a scheme to raise prices among Chinese laundries. When dissident laundrymen tried to cut their prices or encroach on the territories of other Chinese laundries, Chinese businessmen and their allies in the tongs sent agents to “persuade” the dissidents to honor the unwritten code of competition.60


    THE POLICE DEPARTMENT


    Crime syndicates flourished because the New York City Police Department (NYPD) as a whole did little to stop them. It was often difficult to separate the cops from the crooks.


    The NYPD's large, decentralized patrol force became a font of corruption in the city. With sixteen thousand patrolmen by 1930, the NYPD was described as a “vast and complicated machine maintained in the City of New York.” Before computerized oversight tools like CompStat, supervision over this sprawling force was weak, and the opportunities for graft were vast. The police had authority to enforce any of the array of state and municipal regulations. Any cop on the beat could shut down a business for supposed regulatory violations, large or small, real or contrived.61


    Patrolmen shook down small businesses for petty infractions. In 1894, the Lexow Committee investigation on corruption found that “men of business were harassed and annoyed in their affairs, so that they too, were compelled to bend their necks to the police yoke, in order that they might share that so-called protection which seemed indispensable to the profitable conduct of their affairs.” The Committee described the myriad ways small businesses were extorted:


    Boot-blacks, push-cart and fruit venders, as well as keepers of soda water stands, corner grocerymen, sailmakers with flag-poles extending a few feet beyond the place which they occupy, boxmakers, provision dealers, wholesale drygoods merchants and builders, who are compelled at times to use the sidewalk and street, steamboat and steamship companies, who require police service on their docks, those who give public exhibition, and in fact all persons, and all classes of persons whose business is subject to the observation of the police, or who may be reported as violating ordinances, or who may require the aid of the police, all have to contribute in substantial sums to the vast amounts which flow into the station-houses.62


    Seventy years later, the Knapp Commission (made famous by Frank Serpico) identified similar patterns. “The heart of the problem of police corruption in the construction industry is the dizzying array of laws, ordinances, and regulations governing construction in the City.”63


    GANGSTER DOMINION OVER PUBLIC PLACES


    The Mafia also learned how to game New York's sprawling, opaque, and unaccountable bureaucracy. By World War I, the city had 85,000 municipal employees; the number ballooned to 200,000 by the 1950s. Efforts by good-government progressives (derided as “goo goos”) to reform city agencies were frequently thwarted or backfired. In 1919, reformers lamented that “the effort to protect employes [sic] from removal for political reasons has resulted in giving them so much security of tenure that they have little or no motive to fear losing their jobs.”64 A later study found that “neither the city's civil servants nor Mayor…possessed much influence over the city's personnel system. In a sense, nobody did.”65


    Perhaps the biggest failure of the city agencies toward organized crime was losing control over public property. On a congested island, taking dominion over public spaces was a means of power in itself. Time after time, the city lost control of public properties to gangsters. In 1922, a legislative committee lambasted the Department of Docks for issuing berthing permits to companies that did not own any ships. Shippers had to make extortionate payments to shady companies just to berth on the docks. Issuance of permits to sell on city streets and marketplaces was a source of abuse, too. “It has been the apparently arbitrary power, which they give to the Commissioner to revoke permits and to approve transfers, which has facilitated the collection of graft and the attempts to do so,” concluded a committee on the wholesale food markets. Between 1930 and 1933, not a single person who applied for a newsstand license in the legal manner ever received one.66


    NEW YORK'S FRAGILE INDUSTRIES IN SERVICES


    All of these factors conspired to create fragile industries throughout New York City. Fragile industries can be defined as sectors of small businesses with characteristics that make them vulnerable to extortion and racketeering.67 Gotham had a wide spectrum of fragile industries that were preyed upon by gangsters. Small, local-service businesses were frequently targeted.


    The most fragile was the pushcart peddler, who everyday fought for a spot on the street. An 1875 report warned that peddler overcrowding was “a great source of political corruption.” Pushcart owners paid graft to police to overlook regulatory violations and paid tribute to thugs to leave them alone.68 Mafioso Joe Valachi remembered the extortion of his own father by neighborhood thugs: “They would shake down the push cart peddlers…my father used to pay a dollar a week.”69


    Manhattan's many small bars and restaurants were sitting targets for extortionists. Racketeers would toss “stink bombs” into lunchtime crowds to drive off customers and bring resistant owners into line. In the mid-1930s, the mobster Dutch Schultz and union leaders forced restaurants into the Metropolitan Restaurant and Cafeteria Owners Association; the owners paid $1,500 in “associational dues” to protect themselves against sham strikes.70


    Mafiosi also liked to acquire hidden interests in restaurants through coercive partnerships. While Tommy Morton was the owner of record of a restaurant called The Azores, his silent partner was mob boss Thomas Lucchese. “[Tommy] must have fronted for lots of wiseguys. But he also had to pay back a certain amount every week to his partners,” explained Henry Hill, a Lucchese associate. “That's the way it is with a wiseguy partner. He gets his money, no matter what. You got no business? Fuck you, pay me.”71


    The taxicabs that drove the restaurant goers back to their apartments or hotels were easy targets for gangsters as well. Roughly 5,600 cabs in New York belonged to single-cab companies, where the owner was typically the driver himself. “Mobsters try to bully you and order you around,” complained a cabbie during the 1940s.72 Mafioso Frankie Carbo actually killed a taxi driver.73 Racketeers were so pervasive that even the International Brotherhood of Teamsters refused to issue union charters to taxis. The Teamsters’ top official in New York warned that the industry was full of “all sorts of gorillas.”74


    NEW YORK'S FRAGILE INDUSTRIES IN FOOD


    Many of the foods supplied to those restaurants, and to the dinner tables of New Yorkers, were subject to illegal cartels. Nearly all their food was grown elsewhere, shipped by freight trains, and trucked through the narrow streets of the city. In 1913, a report cautioned that New York's food-distribution facilities were misplaced and outdated, but “the downtown terminals have developed into well recognized markets.”75


    Trade associations, teamsters, and gangsters schemed to fix food prices in New York City. In 1909, members of the Milk Dealers’ Protective Association conspired to raise the price of milk about eight cents a quart by cutting off independent dealers from milk supplies. The gangster Louis “Lepke” Buchalter was convicted of using the Flour Truckmen's Association to extort payoffs from bakeries during the 1930s. Racketeers even organized the ice business, vital before refrigeration, into price-fixing conspiracies.76


    The wholesale meat markets in Brooklyn and the Bronx were beset by labor racketeers connected to the Mafia. Max Block of the Amalgamated Meat Cutters union explained how he exploited the timing of the kosher meat market. “We stopped the trucks on a Monday, a busy day when they normally slaughtered about two hundred steers. Meanwhile, because it had to be fresh, they were supposed to move the kosher meat every day. But now they couldn't move the meat,” bragged Block. When he was organizing the wholesale market in Fort Greene, Brooklyn, Block reached an understanding with the Gambino Family. “Fort Greene was all wholesalers. You had mostly Italians hanging out there. Mostly the tough guys. That's where I met Carlo Gambino,” Block explained. “So when the bosses went to the tough guys, the Italian fellows, they already knew us. We were buddies.”77 Later, the McClellan Committee uncovered evidence that Block sold out his union's interests by cutting collusive deals with companies. The Gambino Family continued to hold interests in New York's meat markets into the 1980s.78


    Humble vegetables became the objects of racketeering, too. Each day, five hundred carloads of produce grown in California and the Midwest arrived by train at the Bronx Terminal Market and a few other smaller terminals. Teamsters then maneuvered the produce through the canyons of Lower Manhattan to the twelve-block-long Washington Street Fruit and Vegetable Market, the largest wholesale market in the country. Gangsters went after weak links in the food chain.79


    Mafioso Ciro Terranova of the Morello Family made his name with the miniature artichoke, a favorite of southern Italian cooking. In the 1910s, Terranova used strongarm tactics to gain control of artichoke shipments into the city. Eyeing his success, the Brooklyn-based Camorra (mainland Italy's equivalent of Sicily's Mafia) moved in on the artichoke racket, leading to a bizarre vegetable war on the streets of New York in 1916.80


    After prevailing over the Camorra, Terranova expanded his control by going to the source. He used his front corporation, the Union Pacific Produce Company both to purchase artichokes as soon they arrived at the Bronx Terminal Market and to scare off other potential buyers from the market. After monopolizing the artichoke supply, he jacked up the price to wholesalers, who passed it on to retailers and consumers. In December 1935, Mayor Fiorello La Guardia shrewdly targeted “the Artichoke King” as a brazen monopolist of a popular food. La Guardia publicly suspended the sale of artichokes until all dealers agreed not to deal with the Union Pacific Produce Company, and he had the police literally drive Terranova out of the city. Within days, the retail price of artichokes dropped 30 percent, unveiling the size the “mob tax.”81


    This was a city built for the mob. But there were many people vying for the rackets. Next, we will look at Prohibition, and the rise of the Sicilian gangs during the 1920s.
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    I am not rich.


    —Joe Masseria, on trial for burglary in People against Masseria, May 15, 1913


    The police declare that both [Umberto] Valenti and [Joe] Masseria were millionaires.


    —New York Evening Telegram, August 11, 1922


    SUNDAY, APRIL 13, 1913, HOLDING CELL, POLICE STATION HOUSE, MULBERRY STREET, MANHATTAN: JOE MASSERIA'S BURGLARY RING


    “What was I to do? Shoot?” said the burglar, in Italian, to his three partners. They were stewing in the holding cell of the Twelfth Precinct Station House in Little Italy, Manhattan.1


    “Yes, you should have taken a—” responded one of the men.


    “Why, they only found one gun,” the burglar said.


    “No, they found two,” corrected the other man.


    “No, I know positive he only found one,” the burglar insisted defensively.


    The leader of the ring tried to calm everyone down. “We were to get diamonds and we get backhouse,” he lamented, referring to the poor man's toilet. He then sounded a note of unity: “Four we were and four we are.”2


    Joe Masseria and his three partners in crime had been arrested that Sunday morning, April 13, 1913, on the charge of the burglary of Simpson's pawnbrokers at 146 Bowery Street in Lower Manhattan. With him in the cell were Pietro “Pete the Bum” Lagatutta and the brothers Salvatore and Giuseppe Ruffino of Brooklyn. None of the “four we are” would flip and give evidence to the police about anyone else in the hope of reducing their charge. They would soon go on trial for first-degree burglary.3


    Looking at him in the prison cell that Sunday, no one would have predicted that Joe Masseria would someday become the capo di capi or “boss of bosses” of the Mafia. It would have not been considered much of a title anyway. In the 1910s, the Italian gangs were near the bottom of the underworld. Within a decade, however, Joe Masseria would be one of New York's most powerful gangsters, and the Mafia families were on their way to becoming the dominant crime syndicates in Gotham.


    This chapter begins with an overview of the dismal state of the Italian gangs in the 1910s. It looks at the rather sad early “careers” of three gangsters: Joe Masseria, Charles “Lucky” Luciano, and Giuseppe Morello. Next, it looks at how the Prohibition era (1920–1933) helped fuel their ascents and that of the Mafia generally. The chapter then presents three other large-scale factors that accelerated the Mafia's growth beginning in the 1920s. These include: the surge of South Italian immigration to New York, the development of the Mafia franchise system, and the advent of new technologies like the telephone and automobile.


    THE HUMBLE BEGINNINGS OF GIUSEPPE “JOE THE BOSS” MASSERIA


    Giuseppe Masseria had been looking for a big score since coming to America. Born January 17, 1886, in the southwest province of Agrigento, Sicily, he immigrated to New York City as a teenager in 1902 and lived in the rough-and-tumble Mulberry Bend on the Lower East Side.


    A natural leader, Masseria was aggressive, fearless, and physically agile. A stout 5 feet, 4 inches, Masseria had black hair, puffy cheeks, and several gold teeth. Good work in the rackets was sparse for young Italians, however, and he struggled to make it on high-risk, strongarm crimes. He racked up arrests for assault and extortion; in 1909, he was convicted of burglary and given a suspended sentence.4


    Masseria had his sights on Simpson's pawnbroking establishment near Little Italy. Simpson's was no low-rent pawnshop. It was a three-story building with a Holmes electric security system and a safe deposit vault holding $300,000 worth of diamonds and other valuables (about $7 million in present dollars).5 Pietro Lagatutta rented an apartment that shared a backyard with Simpson's. During a rainstorm on the night of Saturday, April 12, 1913, the burglars used a ladder to scale a dugout behind the Simpson's building and drilled a hole in the rear brick wall. Once inside, they planned to crack the vault.


    Unfortunately for them, a beat cop saw a blanket stuffed in the wall of Simpson's. Early Sunday morning, police on surveillance stopped the men as they tried to leave Lagatutta's apartment. While Masseria was dressed in a brown suit and derby hat, the other men had raincoats with wet brick dust. They were all arrested and charged with burglary.6


    MAY 15, 1913, COURT OF SPECIAL SESSIONS, MANHATTAN: THE TRIAL OF MASSERIA


    Masseria testified on his own behalf at trial. Although his English was good enough for the judge to dispense with the interpreter, Masseria was out of his element in the staid courtroom. “Before I speak to you and Mr. District Attorney I
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