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Epigraph

And in my imaginations dreams I see the nations representatives dancing, drunk with enthusiasm, eyes blindfolded, their movements dizzying, their momentum inexhaustibleAmid this sinister splendor, a red specter lets out a strident
cackle. They danceDance now, dance.

Jos Mart, Cuban patriot

She can wiggle her ass, but she 
cant sing a goddamn note.

Meyer Lansky on Ginger Rogers, 
opening night at the Copa Room,
 Havana, Cuba, 1957










INTRODUCTION





ON STORMY DAYS AND NIGHTS IN HAVANA, CUBA, THE ocean batters the sea wall that rims the northern edge of the city. Waves crash against the rocks and splash upward, spraying the sidewalk, avenue, and cars driving along the famous waterfront promenade known as the Malecn. Briny saltwater rushes inward sometimes as much as a full city block. Huge puddles ebb and flow as the result of turbulent winds that sweep down from the northLos Nortes, Cubans call them. Pedestrians and cars are forced to use inland streets to avoid the expanding pools. Water seeps into cracks and crevices, eating away at an already crumbling infrastructure. On days and nights like these, it is as if La Habana were under siege from a powerful, pounding deluge that threatens to undermine the very groundwork on which this glorious Caribbean city was founded.


Half a century ago, another kind of tempest swept across this storied island republic. Unlike the tropical squalls that form in the Gulf of Mexico and assault the city from the north, what happened in the decades of the late 1940s and 50s was initiated from within the countrys political and economic structure.


At first, this upheaval appeared to have a positive side: if it was a malignant force, it was a malignant force that came bearing gifts. Over a seven-year periodfrom 1952 to 1959the city of Havana was the beneficiary of staggering growth and development. Large hotel-casinos, nightclubs, tourist resorts, tunnels, and highways were constructed in a whirlwind of activity. Neon, glitter, the mambo, and sex became the hallmarks of a thriving tourist business. The allure of organized gambling, along with fabulous nightclub floor shows and beautiful women, brought an influx of money into the city.


The flash, ample flesh, and entertainment venues in Havana were the most obvious manifestations of the gathering storm. The gaudy gambling emporiums, racetracks, and back-door sex shows brought in the tourists and created a veneer of prosperity, but the true force behind the maelstrom was bicoastal in nature.


The fabulous nightlife was a lure used by the Cuban government to attract foreign investors, mostly from the United States. The countrys most precious resourcessugar, oil, forestry, agriculture, refineries, financial institutions, and public utilitieswere all up for sale. Foreign capital washed over the island. Throughout the postWorld War II years and into the 1950s, direct U.S. business investments in Cuba grew from $142 million to $952 million by the end of the decade. Such was the extent of American interest in Cuba that this island, roughly the size of the state of Tennessee, ranked in third place among the nations of the world receiving U.S. investments.


The financial largesse that flooded Cuba could have been used to address the countrys festering social problems. Hunger, illiteracy, subhuman housing, a high infant mortality rate, and the dispossession of small farmers had been facts of life in Cuba throughout the islands turbulent history. It is true that Havana had one of the highest standards of living in all of Latin America, but this prosperity was not spread evenly throughout the nation. And as the decade wore on, the gulf between the haves and the have-nots continued to widen.


To those who cared to look below the surface, it was apparent that Cubas startling economic windfall was not being used to meet the needs of the people but rather to pad the private bank accounts and pocketbooks of a powerful group of corrupt politicians and American investors. This economic high command would come to be known as the Havana Mob.


It is a historical factand also a subject of considerable folklore in Cuba and the United Statesthat the Havana Mob comprised some of the most notorious underworld figures of their day. Charles Lucky Luciano, Meyer Lansky, Santo Trafficante, Albert Anastasia, and other gangsters who came to Havana in the late 1940s and 1950s were men who had honed their craft and amassed or inherited their wealth during the glory days of Prohibition in the United States. These mobsters had always dreamed of one day controlling their own country, a place where they could provide gambling, narcotics, booze, prostitution, and other forms of vice free from government or law enforcement intrusion.


Gaming and leisure were only part of the equation. The idea formulated by Luciano, Lansky, and others was for Havana to serve as the front for a far more ambitious agenda: the creation of a criminal state whose gross national product, union pension funds, public utilities, banks, and other financial institutions would become the means to launch further criminal enterprises around the globe. The Havana Mob could then bury the profits from these criminal operations underneath the patina of a legitimate government in Cuba and no one would be able to touch them.


Political developments on the island would play a large role in determining the Mobs fortunes in Cuba, but its efforts were also shaped by events back home. Luciano and Lansky may have wanted to establish Cuba as a base of operation as far back as the 1920s, but history sometimes got in the way. Economic downturns, wars, and the efforts of U.S. law enforcement caused retrenchments and changes in strategy. The plan was not formulated in its final form until the postwar years of the late 1940s, and even then there were interruptions. Much of the onus would fall on Lansky, who would devote a good portion of his adult life to formulating the necessary relationships and providing the impetus.



By the 1950s, the plan appeared to be coming to fruition. Through force of will, shrewd organization, and the judicious use of political repression, violence, and murder, the mobsters seemingly achieved their dream. Havana seethed and sizzled. The money that flowed from huge hotel-casinos was used to construct nightclubs that attracted major performers, Cuban, American, and European. A fabulous epoch was createdperhaps the most organic and exotic entertainment era in the history of organized crime. Elaborate floor shows at places like the world-famous Tropicana nightclub set the standard for generations to come. Smaller cabarets allowed patrons to get closer to the dancers, who were scantily clad, voluptuous, and sometimes obtainable. Varying levels of burlesque clubs and bordellos were sprinkled throughout the city.


Havana had always been a place of great music, but in the era of the Havana Mob a generation of musicians found their voice. In the late 1940s, arranger Dmaso Prez Prado and his band, along with other renowned orchestras, created a craze called the mambo. The mambo was both a type of music and a dance, a sensual transaction between two people engaged in mutual seduction. The mambo was the unofficial dance of the Havana Mob, and the sultry Latin rhythms that inspired the phenomenon were to underscore the entire era.


Luciano, Lansky, Trafficante, and the other U.S. mobsters became local royalty. Since casino gambling was legal in Cuba, the gangsters operated more openly than was normally their custom. Various mobsters and their associates served on the board of directors for banks, financial institutions, and powerful corporations. Since Meyer Lansky & Co. were outsiders in Cuba, their operations had the look and feel of an act of prestidigitation, except that in truth none of it would have been possible were it not for the cooperation of the ultimate insider: El Presidente Fulgencio Batista y Zaldvar.


On March 10, 1952, Batista took over the government by force. It was a bloodless coup only because Batista, who had ruled the country before, from 1933 to 1944, was a well-known figure. A mostly self-educated man, with the physical appearance and bearing of a Hollywood matinee idol, Batista owed his power to his special relationship with the military, from which he had risen through the ranks from private to sergeant to major colonel before becoming president.


As a leader, Batista was a classic strongman, an all-too-familiar postcolonial Latin American type. A brutal dictator who had assumed the position of president by hostile takeoverand would therefore never be seen as legitimate by many in the countryBatista embraced the dictates of the American mobsters. The casinos and nightclubs generated capital, which was used to build elaborate public works and attract investors, who were then fleeced by Batista and his underlings. All Batista had to do was keep the Cuban rabble in their place. It was his job to make sure that the revolutionary fervor that was as much a part of Cuba as sugar and rum did not spill over and threaten the Golden Goose. With intelligence operatives, soldiers, and secret torture squads within the police serving as his enforcers, President Batista was the muscle behind the Havana Mob.


Violent reprisals on Batistas part toward any and all subversive activity brought about a phenomenon well known to physicists: for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. Political upheaval had been a staple in Cuba since the islands nominal independence from Spain in 1898. The stench of colonialism lingered on, creating resentment, bitterness, and a strong sense of righteous indignation. Political leaders bullied their way into office and were then toppled, many of them more corrupt than those who came before. One president lasted a total of five days in office before being overthrown. Even among this cavalcade of despots, Batista achieved a new level of infamy. He had taken over the government by force, suspended the constitution, and was in the process of creating a capitalist Shangri-La in Havana. To those who opposed his fraudulent regime, the casinos, nightclubs, sex trade, and mobsterism in the capital city became a symbol of everything they despised about the plundering of Cuba by outside interests.


A showdown was destined to occur. In the interior mountains of the Sierra Maestra, revolution was brewing, with a small band of anti-Batista guerrilla fighters hunkered down in anticipation of the coming storm. They were led by a charismatic lawyer and former political candidate named Fidel Castro Ruz.


It is impossible to tell the story of the Havana Mob without also chronicling the rise of Castro and the revolutionary movement he founded. For a time, these two stories ran on parallel tracks, with season after season of revelers gambling and partying in Havana while the revolutionaries starved and plotted in the hills. The inspiration for the resistance ran deep and could be located in the writings of Jos Mart, a poet, journalist, and activist who was one of the architects of Cubas long-running struggle for freedom. Mart was killed during the War of Independence, but his writings, and the example of his life, lived on. Castros revolutionary movement was inspired by Mart, and historical in nature, but it found its focus in the criminality and economic exploitation of the Batista regime.


Comandante William Glvez Rodrguez was a young rebel leader entrenched in the Sierra Maestra during the Revolution. Years later, he recalled: It would not be accurate to say that the [mobsters] in Havana were the reason for the Revolutionthere were deeper reasons that went back to the beginning of Cubas formation. But it is a fact that the casinos and the moneyand most importantly the connections among the U.S. gangsters, U.S. corporations, and the Batista regimebecame a symbol of corruption to us. Even though we were away in the mountains, we knew of the prostitution, the stealing of government funds, the selling of the country to outside interests. We vowed that whennot if; whenwe were in power, this was going to change.


The revolutionaries had little in the way of soldiers, guns, or resources, but they did have a clandestine network of supporters spread throughout the island. Fidelista resistance fighters and spies infiltrated Batistas army and circulated in the casinos and resort hotels. Occasionally, the guerrilla war that was being fought in the outlying provinces erupted right in the middle of the mobsters playground. People connected with the governmentand by extension, the Havana Mobwere kidnapped and sometimes assassinated. Student protest rallies turned into occasions for armed combat with the police. Homemade bombs exploding in the night and the rat-a-tat-tat of gunfire sometimes sounded alongside the revelry that spilled out of the casinos and cabarets owned by the Mob.


How did Lansky and the gangsters react to the ominous trade winds? With more development: bigger hotel-casinos, flashier floor shows, and larger doses of investment capital designed to reinforce the status quo and drown out the forces of revolution. Havana became a volatile mix of Monte Carlo, Casablanca, and the ancient Spanish city of Cdiz all rolled into onea bitchs brew of high-stakes gambling, secret revolutionary plots, violent repression, and gangsterism.


The legacy of these years has entered the realm of legend. In modern-day Havana, the remnants are everywhere. The gambling casinos are long gone, but many of the old hotels are still in existence, some ragged and faded, others shining monuments to the past. At the exquisite Hotel Nacional, where Luciano and Lansky once lived and held secret Mob conferences, there is a special room off the lobby called the Saln de la Historia. Its walls are adorned with life-sized murals of gangsters intermingled with celebrities and movie stars. At the Hotel Sevilla (formerly the Sevilla Biltmore), framed black-and-white photographs of the mobsters who once operated there line the walls of the Roof Garden alongside the panoramic view of the Malecn, the ocean, and beyond. In the streets, vintage American cars from the 1940s and 50s are everywhere, as are the flickering neon signs and air of insouciance that contribute to the citys allure. The effect is hallucinatory: on certain nights, it is as if the ghosts of the past are still alive, a spooky, spectral testament to the era of the Havana Mob.


Beyond Cuba, the story still resonates: the premise of the Mob in Havana has been fodder for innumerable novels and movies. A mythology has evolved over the years based largely on fictionalized accounts, most notably The Godfather Part II (1974), the venerable Hollywood movie that dramatized the last days of pre-Castro Cuba through the eyes of the Corleone family. More recently, Cuban-born Andy Garcia directed and starred in The Lost City (2005), which portrayed Havana in the 1950s as a kind of Paradise Lost. There have been other movies and more than a few crime novels, of varying quality, all of them based on a skimpy public record or pure imagination.


This book constitutes the first nonfiction, English-language attempt to tell the full story of the Mobs infiltration of Havana. It is impossible to understand the present-day stand-off between the governments of Cuba and the United States without first knowing the details of this era. For forty-six years the U.S. government has maintained an economic embargo of the island (referred to in Cuba as el bloqueo or the blockade). Unprecedented in length, this act of economic strangulation has done little to alter the monolithic trajectory of Cuban politics, though it has succeeded in fostering decades of isolation, ignorance, and mistrust. The roots of this epic antipathy can be traced in part to the influx of mobsters and the plundering of Havana that took place in the late 1940s and 50s. For some, it was a time of diversion and fun. For others, it was a moneymaking proposition. To the revolutionaries and the government of Fidel Castro that followed, the era stands as an example of capitalist exploitation at its most venal.


However the story is viewed, the era of the Havana Mob represents a time in history that defines the current reality. Fifty years after the fact, the empire presided over by Lansky, Batista, and the rest is gone, but the consequences of that time are still very much alive. Ten U.S. presidents have come and gone; Fidel inches closer to a date with the Grim Reaper. But the legacy of the Mobs adventures in Cuba continues to inflame the imagination. The professional gamblers have all departed, but the sounds of the slot machines and the intoxicating rhythms of the mambo and cha-cha-ch linger on, still relished or denounced, depending on which side of the gaming tables you were on. Few are willing to forgive or forget.


T. J. English
 Havana, Cuba
 April 2007













Part One


MOBSTER MAMBO















chapter 1


FEELING LUCKY





WHEN CHARLES LUCIANO OF NAPLES, ITALY, BOARDED A huge freighter in the autumn of 1946 and headed out to sea, he had many things on his mind but only one thing that mattered: Cuba. The Pearl of the Antilles was to be his salvation, the place where he would ascend once again to the top of the most powerful crime organization in the free world. After a long decade of prison and exile, he deserved nothing less.


Having been deported from the United States just seven months earlier, Luciano did not want to tempt the fates: his journey from Italy to Cuba was to be a secret known only to his closest criminal associates. Using an Italian passport and traveling under his birth nameSalvatore Lucaniahe set out on a journey that would take nearly two weeks. The freighter that left Naples in mid-October reached port first in Caracas, Venezuela. Luciano remained there for a few days and then flew to Rio de Janeiro, where he stayed for a few more days. After he was certain that he was not under any kind of surveillance, Luciano flew on to Mexico City and then back to Caracas, where he chartered a private plane for the last leg of his tripto Cuba.


He landed at the airport in Camagey, in the interior of the island, on the morning of October 29. Arrangements had been made for the famous mobster to deplane on the far side of the airport. When he stepped out of the plane, Luciano encountered a Cuban government official. The first words out of his mouth to the official were Wheres Meyer?


Luciano didnt have to wait long to see the familiar, taciturn grin of his childhood friend and longtime criminal associate. A car arrived from across the tarmac and stopped near Lucianos private plane. Out stepped Meyer Lansky.


Luciano and Lansky hadnt seen one another in months. Lansky, age forty-four, was trim and tanned, as usual. His 5-foot-4-inch stature had earned him the nickname Little Man. It was meant ironically: in his chosen profession as an underworld entrepreneur who specialized in gambling, Lansky was anything but little. Luciano knew this to be true because he had partnered with Lansky on many of his most ambitious schemes.


Luciano was taller than Meyer, with a classic Sicilian mug that would forever be described in the press as swarthy. At age fifty, his black hair had begun to gray at the temples and his many years in prison had softened his physique. Luciano spent nearly his entire forties behind bars, and much of the youthful swagger that had characterized his rise to power in New York City had now been tempered by the monotony and humiliation of prison life. Lucky, as Luciano was sometimes known, was looking to get his mojo back, to reassert his power and rediscover his inner gangster. Cuba would be the place.


With Lansky at his side, the famous mafioso passed through Cuban customs in record time. Lansky was a big shot on the island, a friend of government officials going all the way to the top. It was Lansky who one month earlier had sent a cryptic note to Luciano in Italy that read: DecemberHotel Nacional. Luciano knew what it meant. He and Lanskys plans for Cuba went back decades.


Accompanied by a bodyguard and driver, the two men drove to the nearby Grand Hotel, the most renowned dining establishment in the countrys interior. From the hotels caf terrace, they could see the entire city of Camagey, with its winding streets, bell towers, and terra-cotta rooftops. The lunch was lavish and accompanied by sweet Santiago rum. Afterward, Luciano and Lansky continued on toward the capital city of Havana.


The celebratory lunch and two-hour drive across the island would have been a time of nostalgia and expectation for these two men raised on the Lower East Side of Manhattan island. That they were sitting in a car driving freely through Cuba was the result of a fantastical turn of events. Just seven months earlier, with Luciano buried away in Dannemora Prison and later Great Meadow Correctional Facilityor Comstock, as the prison in upstate New York was commonly knownlife had looked bleak. Luciano was nine years into a thirty- to fifty-year prison sentence. There was seemingly no possibility that he would be seeing the light of day beyond prison walls anytime soon.


The manner by which Luciano and Lansky had finagled his early release was still largely unknown to the general public. Upon the commutation of Lucianos sentence and his deportation to Sicily, newspapers around the world alluded to a secret relationship between Luciano and U.S. naval intelligence during the Second World War. It was alleged that from inside his prison cell Luciano had helped the war effort, a claim that was given credence by New York governor Thomas E. Dewey, who recommended that Lucianos sentence be commuted and he be released. Dewey was the same man who, as special prosecutor, had put Luciano away on compulsory prostitution charges in the first place.


Lucky Luciano Walks, read the headline in the New York Daily Mirror on the day the Mob boss was released. Other newspapers touted the event with headlines of a size usually reserved for wars and elections. Precious little was revealed about the details of Lucianos cooperation with the navy. The facts of his deal were still highly classified. The average citizen of the world was left with the impression that some nefarious relationship existed between the underworld and the governmentin this case, the U.S. military. The fact that Luciano was immediately deported from the United States to Lercara Friddi, Sicilythe town of his birthdid not change the fact that he was a free man, somehow above the law.


Not surprisingly, Luciano had a different view. He was irate that he had been deported to Sicily. His only consolation was that he had no intention of staying put in Italy. From the moment he was exiled, it had been his aim somehow to return to the United States via Cuba.


Luciano and Lansky finally arrived at their destination, the regal Hotel Nacional, Havanas most prestigious address. Lansky was a partner in a corporation that owned a piece of the place. Situated on a bluff, with distinctive twin spires and a spectacular Caribbean view, the Nacional was the pride of Havana.


It was late afternoon. Meyer told his friend that he would not be coming in. That night he would be returning to the United States to begin circulating the word among their underworld pals that Luciano was in Cuba. Their presence would be requested at a major gathering of the tribe to take place at this very same Hotel Nacional in December. The conference would be the first major meeting in fourteen years of Mob bosses from throughout the United States. It was at this meeting that the New World Order would be established and Luciano would reassert his position as a high-ranking member of what was variously known as the Syndicate, the Commission, or the Mob.


The two men said their good-byes. Under the name Salvatore Lucania, Luciano signed the register and was led to his room. Years later, he recalled the moment:




When I got to the room the bellhop opened the curtains on them big windows and I looked out. I could see almost the whole city. I think it was the palm trees that got me. Everyplace you looked there was a palm tree and it made me feel like I was back in Miami. All of a sudden, I realized for the first time in over ten years that there was no handcuffs on me and nobody was breathin over my shoulder, which is the way I used to feel even when I was wandering around Italy. When I looked over the Caribbean from my window, I realized somethin else; the water was just as pretty as the Bay of Naples, but it was only ninety miles from the United States. That meant I was practically back in America.




Luciano spent two weeks at the Hotel Nacional. In mid-November, he moved into a spacious house in the exclusive neighborhood of Miramar, among the estates and yacht clubs of wealthy Cubans and American residents. A few blocks from Lucianos Spanish-style mansion on 30th Street, near 5th Avenue, was the private estate of Cubas president, Ramn Grau San Martn. Luciano wasted no time settling in:




I took it easy for the next few weeks. I had breakfast in bed and then Id put on a pair of slacks and walk around my estate and supervise the four gardeners, as we would discuss the kind of flowers I wanted em to plant. The house was furnished with fantastic antiques and there mustve been a thousand yards of all kinds of silk, from curtains to sheets. It was one helluva change from Dannemora and Great Meadow. The place was owned by a rich sugar planter, but it was the time when things were very low and I only paid eight hundred bucks a month for the whole joint, includin all the servants and the gardeners.




Among the associates with whom Luciano reacquainted himself in Havana was a Cuban senator named Eduardo Suarez Rivas. Through Lansky, Luciano had known Senator Suarez for some time. In fact, the senator had been in New York City at the time of Lucianos deportation. The Cuban senator had been among the dozen or so guests who attended a going-away party held for Luciano aboard the SS Laura Keene, the ocean liner that transported the exiled mobster to Sicily. It was the contention of the U.S. Bureau of Narcotics that, in addition to his duties as a member of the senate in Cuba, Suarez Rivas was a narcotrafficante, specifically a peddler of cocaine, looking to do business with Luciano.



The American mobster was seen often with the senator in the early weeks after his arrival in Havana. Occasionally Luciano went on trips to the countryside with Suarez Rivas and his family. He was seen sunning himself at the pool at the Hotel Nacional with the senator, the senators wife, and their children. At one point, Luciano sought to ingratiate himself with the senator by offering his wife the gift of a brand-new four-thousand-dollar Chrysler station wagon, ordered straight from Detroit. However, an import license for the car was denied. Luciano and Suarez Rivas had to have the car shipped to an associate in Tampa, Florida, who happened to be a prominent cigar manufacturer. The associate drove the car around the Tampa area for a few days until it had accumulated sufficient mileage to be declared a secondhand vehicle. It was then brought into Cuba for a declared value of five hundred dollars. Later, Luciano was able to import a car for himselfa Cadillacthat entered the country with no import tax at all.


In Havana the American Mob boss lived a life of leisure. Along with tending to his garden, his day trips with the Suarez Rivas family, and hanging out poolside at the Hotel Nacional, he made frequent trips to Oriental Park Racetrack in the suburb of Marianao. He also spent evenings at the elegant Gran Casino Nacional. Much of his time was either devoted to cultivating political contacts in Cuba that might be helpful in the future or trying to enjoy the many sensual pleasures that Havana had to offer.


One of those pleasures was women. As Lansky once put it: Charlie liked pussy. It was one of his weaknesses. Of course, Luciano also had some catching up to do. He had been denied the pleasures of the flesh during his ten-year stretch in prison. In Havana, he frequently entertained prostitutes in an executive suite at the Hotel Nacional.


Mostly, Lucky was killing time until the main event in December, when his friends would begin to arrive for the scheduled Mob conference, and their long-held plans for an empire in Cuba could finally be put into place.



No one was supposed to know that Luciano was in Havana, but occasionally the word got out, or someone saw the mobster with his or her own eyes. Such was the case with Bernard Frank, a young attorney living in Miami at the time. One morning in December, Frank got a call at his home from Lucianos pal Meyer Lansky.


Counselor, you awake? asked Lansky.


The lawyer looked at a bedside clock: 6 A.M. I am now, he answered.


Bernie Frank knew Meyer and his younger brother Jake. Five years earlier, the lawyer had appeared in the middle of the night at a bail hearing for some croupiers who worked at a gambling club affiliated with the Lansky brothers in Broward County, just north of the Miami city line. Frank secured the croupiers release, so they didnt have to spend the night in jail. Meyer had always remembered the young lawyer for that.


Whats up? Frank asked the Jewish Mob boss.


Can you be at the airport by nine oclock to fly with me to Havana? I got Carmen Miranda performing at the Colonial Inn and she needs a new set of maracas. The Colonial Inn was a popular carpet joint, or casino-nightclub, on the outskirts of Miami owned and operated by the Lansky brothers.


Frank was about to ask, Cant you go to the local ten-cent store and buy maracas? when Lansky explained that Miranda, the temperamental Brazilian singer, actress, and star then at the height of her celebrity, was demanding a specific set of maracas shed seen in a shop in Havana and would accept no substitutes. The young attorney rubbed sleep from his eyes and thought about it: he had only recently returned to the United States from a four-year stint in the army and had never been to Havana. Sure, hed accompany Lansky on a trip across the Straits of Florida to buy maracas for Carmen Miranda. Ill see you at the airport, he said.


After the hour-long flight to Havana, Lansky and Frank drove first to Oriental Park Racetrack. There, Lansky greeted a number of friends. Then they drove on to a mansion in a nice part of town. The two men approached the door, knocked, and were greeted by a servant. The servant seemed to know Lansky. The man disappeared and when he returned he was accompanied by an Italian-looking gentleman in a silk bathrobe and leather slippers. Lansky said to the man, Charlie, I want you to meet my lawyer, Bernie Frank. To Frank, Lansky said, Bernie, meet Mr. Charlie Luciano.


Frank shook Lucianos hand. Then Lansky and Luciano disappeared into another room to talk privately. The young Miami lawyer sat in the foyer and waited. It dawned on him that the man he had just met was supposed to have been banished to Italy by the U.S. government. Later that night, it occurred to Frank that he was possibly one of the first Americans to know for a fact that the infamous Luciano was in Cuba. The next dayafter he and Lansky had purchased the maracas for Carmen MirandaBernie got his ass back to Miami and kept his mouth shut.




NOBODY WAS SUPPOSED to know. Luciano was in Cuba, and the Mob was on the move. Only later, in the refracted glow of history, would it all make sense: the arrival of Lucky was a clarion call. For Luciano, Lansky, and the rest of the Mob, establishing Cuba as a base of operations was to be the next big scheme in their master plan of creating a multinational crime organization. The prospects were exciting, but the idea was not new; it went all the way back to the Lower East Side, when Charlie and Meyer first led the American Mob out of the dark ages and into the effervescence of the twentieth century


Ever since the underworld had emerged from a collection of street-corner gangs to become a corporate-style, multiethnic conglomerate, Luciano, Lansky, and other mobsters had dreamed of an offshore base of operations. The enticements were obvious. In the year 1919, Congress passed the Volstead Act, ushering in the era known as Prohibition. Henceforth, the manufacture, distribution, and imbibing of alcoholic beverages was a crime punishable by a fine or imprisonment. Bootleggers in New York, Chicago, Kansas City, Detroit, Boston, and many other U.S. cities got rich by giving the public what they wanted. Booze and gambling became the basis of a new underworld empire.


Cuba as an extension of the Mobs hegemony first entered underworld consciousness in the 1920s. Mobsters were well acquainted with the island: early in the Prohibition era, the Caribbean became an important conduit for illegal booze shipments. Rum, or molasses to make rum, was smuggled from the Leeward and Windward Islands along an outer stretch of the Atlantic Ocean that came to be known as Rum Row. Cuba was a primary transshipment point. The islands substantial craggy shoreline, with multiple coves and inlets, made it ideal for offloading contraband. Havana, in particular, became renowned as a kind of smugglers paradise, a hotbed of black market commerce and international intrigue immortalized by Ernest Hemingway in his novel To Have and Have Not. The book is set in Havana and Key West, from which a skipper named Henry Morgan smuggles booze and other contraband between Cuba and the United States. The story ends with a smuggling operation gone bad: Henry Morgan is shot in the gut and left for dead.


Both Luciano and Lansky made trips to Havana in the 1920s to oversee their bootlegging operations, but the first mobster to set up shop in Cuba was from the city of Chicago. Alphonse Big Al Capone, the loudest and most notorious of the Prohibition-era gangsters, booked the entire sixth floor of the Sevilla Biltmore, an elegant hotel located in Habana Vieja (Old Havana), the citys colonial quarter. Capone stayed in room 615. He did not hide the fact that he was in Havana. He attended the racetrack and the opera house, where his favorite singer, Enrico Caruso, had once dazzled local audiences. In 1928 Big Al opened a pool hall in Marianao, near Oriental Park Racetrack. He closed it shortly thereafter, telling a reporter from the Havana Post that Cuba offered no field for this particular class of business. It was no great loss: Capones pool hall was most likely a front for his bootlegging operations.



With the Roaring Twenties in full swing, booze became the magic elixir that would transform Havana into a reigning example of the high life. Sugar, which had sustained the island since its inception as a country, had nearly doubled in price on the world market. Cuba was booming. Landowners, sugarmill owners, bankers, railroad magnates, and American companies grew at dizzying rates. The era was called la danza de los millones, the Dance of the Millions. Newspaper ads in New York, Chicago, and elsewhere around the United States touted Havana as a tourist destination, with the emphasis on alcohol. A popular guidebook of the era was entitled When Its Cocktail Time in Cuba. The appeal was not subtle: the most famous bar in Havana was called Sloppy Joes. U.S. citizens went there to get tight on a popular new drink, the Cuba libre, a mix of Cuban rum, lime juice, and Coca-Cola. Gambling was also part of the equation. There was the racetrack and also the Gran Casino Nacional, at the time the most ornate gambling establishment in the Americas, with a majestic multilayered water fountain at the entrance that would set the standard in casino architecture for decades to come.


There was also sex. Mostly, male tourists left their wives at home.


Joe Stassia mafioso from the Lower East Side of Manhattan who would later become an important man in Havanaremembered his first trip to the city in 1928: Beautiful young whores everywhere, every street corner, every bar. In one club, there were twenty-five girls. You picked the one you wanted to be in a live sex show.


Booze, gambling, and sexwhat more could a Yankee tourist ask for?


To maximize the islands potential, capitalists circled the wagons: a pleasure trust of North American corporations and investors was established, aligned with certain Cuban political interests. The idea from the beginning was that some of the money earmarked for development would be used to grease local officials. In later years, this connection between U.S. corporate interests and corrupt local politicians would help to create the moral rot that would inspire a revolution.


The manner in which the pleasure trust would operate was made abundantly clear in January 1927, when popular New York mayor Jimmy Walker steamed into Havanas harbor to great fanfare. Among other things, the charismatic Walker was known for his tolerant relationship with the underworld. The mayor was first-generation Irish-American, a product of Tammany Hall, the vaunted political organization that was deeply intertwined with bootleggers and racketeers. Philosophically, the Mob was a product of this political-criminal axis, in which gangsters worked hand-in-hand with government officials, business interests, and law enforcement to stroke the underbelly of American capitalism.


In Havana, Walker was feted at a gala that included bank presidents, real estate developers, the president of the Cuban tourist commission, the citys mayor, and the chief of police. Beau James, as Walker was known to his admirers, attended Oriental Park Racetrack and later dined at the Jockey Club. At a ceremony the following day, he was awarded a key to the city of Havana.


Walkers appearance in Cuba was more than just ceremonial. It was intended as a symbol that business in Havana would be run on a par with business in New York City, where elaborate speakeasies, illegal gambling parlors, and swanky cabarets were the engine behind a prosperous nightlife, where the citys high society and mobster elite intermingled to create a glamorous facade.


Meyer Lansky was the first New York mobster to see the islands full potential. Sometime in 1928, he mentioned to his partner the idea of establishing Havana as more than just a transshipment point for booze. The plan was not yet fully formulated, but gambling, of course, would be part of it. A number of casinos and hotels could be financed, built, and operated by the Mob. And nightclubs and restaurants. And banks and financial institutions, which were great for laundering gambling proceeds. With a friendly government in Cuba, there was no telling what the Mob could accomplish. Perhaps they could one day establish the island as their own private fiefdom, a country into which they could funnel illegal proceeds from criminal rackets around the world, and no one could touch them.



Luciano liked the idea, but he and Lansky had a problem. The New York underworldand by extension the underworld in most big cities in the United Stateswas still under the sway of the Mustache Petes, the old-style mafiosi with roots in the Old Country. The two main Mafia bosses in New YorkSalvatore Maranzano and Giuseppe Joe the Boss Masseriawere old-school Sicilians. They didnt like doing business with Irish-Americans and Jews, much less investing in operations based in a Spanish-speaking foreign country. There was no way a couple of young upstarts like Luciano and Lansky could go against the unione siciliano, or branch off on their own, without serious repercussions.


There was only one answer: the old-timers would have to be removed from the scene.


From 1928 to 1931, Luciano, Lansky, and a multiethnic amalgam of young bootleggers served as provocateurs in a bloody Mob war dubbed the Castellammarese War, after the town of Castellammare del Golfo where Maranzano and so many other mafiosi had been born. One near victim of the war was Luciano himself. On the night of October 17, 1929, he was taken for a ride by loyalists of Maranzano. In a warehouse on Staten Island, he was strung up, tortured, and gashed across his right cheek. Luciano was released, but the cut on his face left a nasty scar and resulted in muscle damage that caused a permanent droop to his right eye. It also provided him with a spiffy moniker. When Meyer Lansky came to visit him during his convalescence, Luciano told his friend the story of his abduction and torture, adding, I guess Im lucky to be alive.


Yeah, replied Lansky. Thats youLucky Luciano. The name stuck.


By early 1932, the citys two old-time Mafia bosses had both been murdered in gangland hits engineered by Luciano and Lansky: Masseria was gunned down while eating pasta at a restaurant in Coney Island, having been lured there by Lucky. Maranzano was stabbed and shot to death in his Manhattan office by four Jewish gangsters disguised as New York City policemen. Beyond the Big Apple, a similar purging had taken place, a violent changing of the guard that would go down in history as the Night of the Sicilian Vespers. Across the land, old-style Sicilian mafiosi were replaced by a younger generation of mostly Italian-American, Jewish, and a few Irish-American mobsters. A new kind of Mob was born, based more on the philosophy of robber barons like Cornelius Vanderbilt, J. P. Morgan, Henry Ford, and the Rockefellers than on rural Mafia societies back in Sicily. Luciano, Lansky, and a few others in New York were seen as the masterminds of this dramatic new direction and were therefore established as prominent members of the Commission, a governing body composed of like-minded Mob leaders from Chicago, Cleveland, Kansas City, Philadelphia, Boston, New Orleans, and just about anywhere else where the American underworld enforced its will.


In the spring of 1933, Lansky came to Luciano with an astounding proposition. He was interested in approaching a possible contact in the Cuban government. He wanted to buy in with the Cubans so that the Mob could begin to develop its own gambling infrastructure on the island. The person Lansky had set his sights on was a young military man on the rise in Cuba named Fulgencio Batista.


It is not known if Lansky had actually met Batista at this point or merely designated him as a likely entry point into the volatile, complex world of Cuban politics. Either way, Luciano liked what he heard. The proposition made sense. With Prohibition coming to an end through government repeal, the Mob was looking to diversify and Cuba seemed like a smart move.


The Italian Mob boss convened a meeting of mafiosi at his plush suite at the Waldorf Towers, in the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel on Park Avenue in midtown Manhattan. To a handful of carefully selected regional Mob bosses from around the United States, Luciano explained, We gotta expand someplace and we need a place to send our dough where itll keep making money and also get those guys from Washington off our backs. Meyers been down to Havana and hes made some good contacts. Within a couple months, by August or September, hes goin back again and hell probably make a deal. It could cost us a bundle up front, so everybody better get ready to put in at least half a million each.


Years later, Luciano recalled the reaction to this financial overture on his part:




It was like droppin a bomb. Five hundred thousand bucks as an ante for a kitty in 1933 wasnt peanuts. Chuck Polizzi from Cleveland started screamin and that kinda made me laugh. I told him that we was makin so much money out of his place in Covington [a Mob-owned gambling casino in Kentucky] that plenty of guys were gettin rich off it, so how could he complain about takin a piece of income that taxes could never grab, to make even more. I laid it on him pretty damn hard and from then on there was no complaints.




Lansky took over from there. Over the next few weeks, the cash was gathered and placed in suitcases. Lansky made arrangements to fly to Havana with an associate, Joseph Doc Stacher, a fellow Jew whom hed known since the early days on the Lower East Side. Stacher was a street-savvy, cigar-chomping loyalist who had been a close confidant of Lanskys and a trusted gofer, or errand boy, ever since Meyer first ran crap games on Delancey Street. According to Stacher:




Lansky and I flew to Havana with the money in suitcases and spoke to Batista, who hadnt quite believed we could raise that kind of moneyLansky took Batista straight back to our hotel, opened the suitcases and pointed at the cash. Batista just stared at the money without saying a word. Then he and Meyer shook hands and Batista left. We had several meetings with him over the next week and I saw that Meyer and Batista understood each other very well. We gave Batista a guarantee of between $3 and $5 million a year, as long as we had a monopoly on the casinos at the Hotel Nacional and everywhere else on the island where we thought tourists would come. On top of that he was promised a cut of our profits.





The Havana operation was now in place, though the timing could not have been worse. By the early 1930s, the effects of the Great Depression had set in and Cubas tourism industry was hit hard. The number of visitors going to the island dropped precipitously. During the peak tourism years of 192829, foreigners visiting Cuba spent almost twenty-six million dollars. By 193334, revenues from tourism had slipped under five million. But more than that, political turmoil was sweeping across the island. Cubas brutal strongman dictator, Gerardo Machadowho had ruled the country for eleven yearsfled into exile. Violent reprisals against the remaining Machadistas gripped the country. People were kidnapped, tortured, and burned to death in town squares. Bodies were hung from lampposts and dumped on the side of the road. As had sometimes been the case in the past, the island became a tropical netherworld of revenge killings and political repressionnot exactly the ideal climate for capitalist expansion.


As if all this werent bad enough, the Mob had an even more pressing problem on its home turf. In New York City, an ambitious, aggressive district attorney named Thomas Dewey had designated organized crime as Americas number one social ill. Using methods that had succeeded in bringing down Al Capone in Chicago, Dewey nailed a number of Mob bosses on federal income tax charges. In 1935 Dewey became special prosecutor for the state of New York; it was then that he went after Luciano, indicting him not on a tax charge but on ninety counts of compulsory prostitution.


Luciano made money from a wide assortment of rackets, some of which he ran directly and some from which he merely collected tribute for allowing others to operate. Few people beyond Tom Dewey and others in his office felt that Luciano was directly involved in prostitution. It didnt really matter. In the years since he had removed the old-time Mustache Petes, Luciano had become a celebrity in the press. He wore expensive suits, hung out on Broadway, and basically rubbed his notoriety in the noses of God-fearing, law-abiding citizens everywhere. He was a mobster boss, and everyone knew it. All Dewey had to do was show that organized prostitution in New York did, in fact, exist and then tie Luciano to it in some cursory way and he would have a guilty verdict.


The trial was a circus, with some sixty prostitutes and madams taking the stand. Luciano smirked and chatted with reporters through much of the trial. When he took the stand to testify in his own defense, Lucky came off as crude, with a surly disregard for the truth. He was shocked when the verdict of guilty on all counts was announced, and even more shocked when, on June 7, 1936, the judge socked him with a sentence of thirty to fifty years, the longest sentence ever given in the United States for compulsory prostitution.


Forever after, Luciano maintained that he was framed on a cooked-up charge. Many observers who knew himeven those who would willingly concede that he was a professional racketeer with vast criminal holdingsswore he was not guilty on the charges for which he was convicted.


Meyer Lansky stayed away from his friends trial. The Little Man abhorred publicity. He and Luciano shared an attorney, Moses Polakoff. Through Polakoff, Lansky passed the word to his friend that, from this day forward, he would do everything in his power to get the sentence reduced or the conviction overturned. But Lansky was a professional gambling man; he knew the odds. Getting Lucianos conviction overturned was the proverbial million-to-one shot.


Luciano was an essential cog in the machine. With Lucky away in jail, Lanskys dreams of an empire in Havana appeared to be little more than a passing flirtation.




FOR THE AMERICAN UNDERWORLD and, in particular, members of the New York Syndicatethe incarceration of Charlie Luciano was an inconvenience but not a decisive blow. For the most part, business continued as usual. Even though he was in prison, Lucky was still considered a high-ranking decision-maker and he still received his cut of various rackets. No one was supposed to slack off just because one of the bosses was away at college. The person who stepped into Lucianos role as chairman of the board was Francesco Castiglia, alias Frank Costello, a close boyhood friend of both Luciano and Lansky. It was Costellos job to oversee the day-to-day operations of the Syndicate and to serve as Lucianos eyes and ears on the multicity governing body known as the Commission.


In the wake of major Mob prosecutions that had culminated in the stunning conviction of his longtime associate and pal, Meyer Lansky became scarce in and around New York City. He moved upstate and opened a lavish casino in Saratoga Springs, a horse-racing town with a long underworld history. He opened the Colonial Inn and other carpet joints in South Florida. As a partner with Costello, he made a small fortune by monopolizing the jukebox business, especially in the state of Louisiana. At the same time, he partnered with a group of mostly Jewish mobsters from Cleveland known as the Mayfield Road Gang. Together with this group and with his old friend Doc Stacher, Lansky established the Molaska Corporation, a company that ostensibly manufactured powdered molasses for distilling rum. Proving that old habits die hard, the company distilled its own booze to be soldcheap and untaxedto Lanskys old bootlegging outlets around the United States.


Lansky had a lot on his plate. Still, Cuba beckoned. As he said years later, I couldnt get that little island out of my mind.


Sometime in the mid-1930s, Meyer cofounded a new corporation called Cuba National, which extended his partial ownership of the Hotel Nacional in Havana. Lansky, Frank Costello, and a notorious New Jersey Mob boss named Abner Longy Zwillman were on the companys board. Soon after being formed, Cuba National merged with the National Cuba Hotel Corporation, a larger company that would eventually become part of the Hilton Hotel chain. Lanskys new version of Cuba National was based in Miami, with offices on Flagler Street.


By establishing a business affiliation with Hilton Hotels, Lansky was paving the way for future developments in Cuba. It was the type of long-range thinking for which he would eventually become famous.



In late 1937, during a break in the racing season at Saratoga, Lansky was summoned to the Caribbean by Batista. The man he had singled out as his best bet in Cuba was now firmly in power as head of the Cuban military. Various puppet presidents came and went. With the tourist business on the island in remission during the years of the Depression, both the Gran Casino Nacional and Oriental Park Racetrack had fallen into disrepair. An old gambling contact of Lanskys named Lou Smith had been contracted to clean up and operate the racing at Oriental Park. At Colonel Batistas behest, Smith bequeathed the job of managing the tracks two casinos to his friend and benefactor Meyer Lansky.


Lansky had by now become something of an expert on the running of casino operations. He had established a large network of gambling employeesdealers, croupiers, pit bosses, and floor managerswhom he could trust. He imported some of these people to Havana for the tourist season of 193839 and again in 193940.


Lansky also instituted some reforms and innovations. In 1939, to mark the opening of the renovated racetrack casino, he came up with the idea of presenting gamblers with a Golden Ticket to be handed out at a ceremony. Welcomed at a special reception was Colonel Batista, who was bestowed with his own complimentary key to the casino.


For the first time, Lansky stayed and got to know Cuba a bit. He brought his wife, Anne, and two young sons on one trip. He appreciated the countrys old-world Spanish formality and languid atmosphere, but what he was most impressed by was the degree to which Cuba was ripe for development and open to political corruption. The entire island was there for the taking.


It must have been frustrating: although Lansky was now a gambling operator in Havana, it was not at the level he had once anticipated. He would have liked to initiate the visionary plan that he and Luciano originally discussed, but he was in a tight spot. As a Jew operating within a criminal universe that was highly Mafia-centric, he could not undertake such a grandiose scheme on his own. It required the financial backing and approval of the Commission. Given Lanskys attachments to the Mob, if he had tried to make an independent move there would most certainly have been violent consequences. Many people would have been shot, stabbed, or clubbed to death. Bodies would have been found in car trunks, sealed in 10-gallon drums, or rolled up in carpets and dumped along the New Jersey Turnpike. Lansky didnt like violence; in fact, his entire reputation was built on his ability to avoid unnecessary gangland upheavals. Lansky was known to organize and negotiate in such a way that everyone felt they were getting their fair piece of the pie.


His biggest single impediment was having Luciano locked away in upstate New York. Even if Lansky were to get the approval of the Commission, he could not go forward without his friend: the whole idea for the Cuba operation had been hatched by Lansky and Luciano together. And Charlie would never have allowed the plan to go forward without him. He had given in to an affliction common to many incarcerated mobsters: he believed he could somehow manipulate the system and get himself released.


Lansky thought Charlie was delusional. For a time, he had aided an effort to gather evidence that might get Lucianos conviction overturned, but it had gone nowhere. Privately, Lansky had given up hope and come to believe that Lucky was doomed.


And then the unthinkable occurred.


In April 1942, Lansky was approached by his and Lucianos attorney, Moses Polakoff, who had himself been approached with a startling proposition.


Apparently, with the United States now deeply embroiled in the war in Europe, U.S. naval intelligence had become unnerved at the number of U.S. and British ships being sunk by German U-boats. In the month of March alone, fifty ships had been incapacitated. Not only that, but sabotage in the Port of New York had reached crippling proportions. It seemed as though New Yorks waterfront was riddled with German, and possibly Italian, spies who were tipping off the enemy as to the whereabouts and capabilities of Allied naval forces.



This possibility had been underscored in dramatic fashion that February when the ocean liner Normandie went down in flames while moored on the West Side of Manhattan. The Normandie was in the process of being converted into a gigantic troop carrier, renamed the Lafayette. Its high speed would have made it a difficult target for the German submarines that were patrolling the Atlantic, sinking literally hundreds of Allied vessels.


Multiple fires burned all over the Normandie. It seemed as though arson had been committed in several parts of the ship. Despite the efforts of local firefighters to put out the flames, the huge ocean liner eventually rolled over on its side and lay in the water like a beached whale.


Whether or not the destruction of the Normandie was in fact an act of sabotage was never established; either way, it was a tremendous psychological victory for the Axis powers. The Nazis were already winning the war in the open seas; now, they seemed to have found a way to penetrate the New York waterfront and wreak havoc at will.


To counteract this assault, U.S. naval intelligence had come up with a novel strategy. Since it was commonly believed that the forces of organized crime controlled much of the commercial activity in the Port of New York, why not enlist the Mob as their eyes and ears on the waterfront?


Joseph Socks Lanza, a barely educated hood who was considered the Mobs main man at the Fulton Fish Marketthe epicenter of the Port of New Yorkwas astounded when he was contacted by the U.S. Navy. He was asked, point-blank, As an American patriot, would you and your friends be willing to aid your country in its time of need and help us root out spies and saboteurs on the waterfront?


Lanza answered that he did not have the authority to make such a decision on behalf of his friends. The only man who could give that kind of order to the Mobs rank and file and have it followed was Lucky Luciano.


The navy then approached Moses Polakoff. Same question: would your client be willing to aid his country in its time of need? Polakoff sensed that Luciano would indeed be interested in mulling over the proposition, but he believed the overture would have to be made by someone within his tight circle of friends and associates. Polakoff recommended Meyer Lansky.


A meeting took place at Longchamps Restaurant, on West 58th Street in midtown Manhattan. The participants were New York assistant district attorney Murray Gurfein, who was head of the Rackets Bureau, Moses Polakoff, and Meyer Lansky. After explaining the situation to Lansky, as it had been explained to him by naval intelligence, the assistant D.A. asked the Mob boss, Can Luciano be trusted?


Sure, he can, said Lansky. Ill guarantee it.


Later that afternoon, in room 196 at the Astor Hotel in Manhattan, Lansky met Lt. Cdr. Charles Radcliffe Haffenden, head of the B-3 (investigative) section of the Third Naval Districts intelligence staff. On a desk in front of Haffenden was a dossier on Meyer Lansky that read in part:




[Lansky] was a major figure in bootlegging operations and is concerned today with the manufacture, sale, distribution and the gathering of money from jukeboxes. He is a personal friend of every major Mafia leader and man of crime in America. He is deeply involved in illegal gambling.




Haffenden reiterated the navys position to Lansky, who remembered:




He had obviously been well briefed on my background. I could see the dossier on his desk. He was very careful and polite with me. He said he knew I had a reputation as a gangster but he also knew I was strongly against the Nazis. He appealed to me to be a good American and to think of the Jews suffering in Europe.




Lansky did not hesitate. He shook the commanders hand and said, You can count on me, and I believe Charlie Luciano will go along with the plan. Lansky suggested that in order to facilitate making the pitch to Luciano, the Mob boss should be moved from Dannemora Prison in the far northern reaches of New York State to Comstock, which was near Albany.


Ill take care of it, said Haffenden.


One month later, Lansky and Polakoff were on a train to Albany, where they were met by a driver who took them the rest of the way to Comstock.


Charlie Luciano, meanwhile, had no idea what was happening. He had been moved from Dannemora to Comstock, he was told, for administrative reasons. Late one morning in May, he was taken by the warden to a special interrogation room and instructed to wait for some visitors.


In the six years Luciano had spent in jail by this stage, he had had a few visits from his brother and sister, but he had not set eyes on his friend Lansky since his last days of freedom in New York City.


When he saw us he could hardly believe his eyes, recalled Lansky. He stretched out his arms and shouted, What are you doing here? Charlie threw his arms around me and kissed me. Hed never done that before, but he was pretty carried away.


And so began one of the most unorthodox alliances in the history of the American underworld. In a series of meetings between the Mob and the military, Luciano pledged his full cooperation with the U.S. war effort. He ordered that the word go out along the waterfront for everyone to clamp down on suspicious activity. The results were immediate. On June 27, 1942, the Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI) announced that eight German secret agents had been arrested in New York and Chicago. They had landed by U-boat in Florida and Long Island and brought ashore explosives and more than $170,000 in cash, together with maps and plans for a two-year-long campaign of attacks on defense plants, railroads, waterworks, and bridges. The FBI took the credit, but a crucial role in tracking down the Long Island saboteurs had been played by Commander Haffendens B-3 agents, using fishing fleet contacts supplied by Socks Lanza, Luciano, and Lansky.


There were similar arrests in the months that followed, and attacks on Allied ships at sea nearly came to a standstill. Later in the war, Luciano, at the behest of the navy, also supplied the U.S. Army with important logistical information in support of the July 1943 Allied invasion of Sicily. The go-between for Luciano and the military was always Lansky, who was even assigned his own code number as a naval intelligence contact. The entire project was given a code name: Operation Underworld.


In all the time of Lucianos top secret cooperation with military intelligence, there had never been a quid pro quo arrangement that the Mob boss would be released early from prison. The way the deal had been suggested to the lawyer, Polakoff, was that Lucianos cooperation would be made known to the powers that be when the time was rightpresumably when the war was over. Which is why on VE Day, May 8, 1945, Moses Polakoff swore out a petition for a grant of executive clemency on behalf of his client, Charles Luciano.


Right away, there was a problem with the navy, which had decided that Operation Underworld was a subject not suitable for public consumption. A cover-up went into effect. It would be seven months before Polakoff was able to secure the necessary affidavits and present them to Governor Dewey.


By then Dewey still didnt have all the details, but he had enough to declare in a public statement: Upon entry of the United States into the war, Lucianos aid was sought by the Armed Services in inducing others to provide information concerning possible enemy attack. It appears that he cooperated in such effort, although the actual value of the information procured is not clear.


On January 4, 1946, inmate number 15684 at Comstock Prison was told that his old nemesis, Tom Dewey, had granted him special commutation of sentence. Lucianos euphoria was short-lived, however. Within days, he also discovered that, as a condition of his commutation, he was being deported from the United States to Italy.


Meyer Lansky did not attend the famous going-away party that was held for Luciano aboard the SS Laura Keene and attended by, among others, Senator Eduardo Suarez Rivas of Cuba. Lansky knew there would most likely be reporters there. In all his years in the Mob, his picture had never once appeared in the papers, and his name was rarely mentioned along with those of better-known Mob bosses like Luciano, Capone, and Costello. That was just the way Lansky liked it.


Besides, hed had his chance to say bon voyage to Lucky days earlier. At an Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) facility on Ellis Island, where Luciano was being held before his deportation, Lansky brought cash and some personal belongings to his friend. Despite the fact that Luciano would be seeing freedom for the first time in nine years, he was in a sour mood. Given his contribution to the U.S. war effort, he felt it was an injustice that he was being deported as a common undesirable.


It was then that Lansky soothed the savage beast by uttering the magic word.


Cuba.




THE FIRST TO ARRIVE for the December 1946 Mob conference in Havana was Vito Genovese. It was days before the gathering was officially scheduled to begin. Genovese had delivered a message to Luciano that he would be arriving early because he wanted to have a few days to lie around on the beach. Luciano didnt believe that for a second. At forty-nine years of age, Genovese was squat and leathery, a creature of the night. In the sunlight, he would wither and die like a vampire.


Genovese was a mobster from the old school who had known Charlie Lucky since before the Castellammarese War of the late 1920s. In the Mafia, there were many roles to be played: there were the tacticians, the moneymakers, and the killers. Genovese was a killer. Not a thuggish, mindless killer, but a cunning, tactical killer. Some murders he ordered his underlings to carry out. Others he preferred to do himself. His method was the shotgun, up close and personal; preferably a gory head shot.


Over the years, Genovese had undertaken murders on behalf of Luciano, particularly during the Castellammarese War. But this did not result in a special bond between the two men. On the contrary, Luciano never liked Don Vitone, as he sometimes called Genovese when he wanted to make fun of him. Luciano believed that Genovese had designs on being capo di tutti capi. The position of boss of all bosses was something that Luciano, Lansky, and others on the Commission had done away with when the Mustache Petes were eliminated and the Syndicate was born. At the last major Mob conference, which took place at the Statler Hotel in downtown Chicago in 1932, Al Capone suggested that Luciano himself accept the top position. But Lucky turned it down flat. None of that old-world Sicilian shit, he told Capone and the other two dozen Mob bosses gathered together at the time. This is America. All of us bosses will be equal in stature, just like a corporation.


Upon his arrival in Havana, Genovese was set up in a penthouse suite at the Hotel Nacional, where the nearly two dozen men arriving for the conference would stay and the meetings would he held. The agreement was that there would be no private conferences. Everyone would meet together. The top item on the agenda was to be the Mobs plans for Cuba and Lucianos status now that he was out of prison, just ninety miles off the coast of the United States. Other items of interest to individual members could be discussed, but openly, with everyone in attendance.


Genovese had other plans. As Luciano remembered it:




It was a couple days before I was expectin anybody, around the 20th of December, when Vito called me at my house. It was a private number and he got it from Lansky. Tells me he come down a little beforehand to get a couple days rest on the beach. Now, I knew that little prick well enough to know he didnt come to Havana to get a suntan. That wasnt the way he operated. I knew he had somethin in mindso I told him to come over to my house for lunch.




At Lucianos mansion in Miramar, Genovese got right to the point: Let me tell you what I think, Charlie. I think you oughta quitI mean, retire. Its a good proposition. Youll have all the dough you can ever need. I give you my personal word on that. You wont have to worry about whats goin on. You wont have to think up ideas on how to get back to New
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