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Dedication

For Lincoln, Jayme, and Oliver, my little enforcers




Author’s Note

During the writing of this book, people important to me from different facets of my life departed, and they were in my thoughts as I tried to make sense of the way things work in our small and strange pocket of the galaxy. I don’t have many answers. Perhaps they now do. I will deeply miss signing this book for Danielle Ben-Veniste, Gerald Bernstein, Jessica Fetui Corotan, Michael Ochsman, Tracy Ochsman, Judith Schilling, and Fred Squires.




Epigraph

I am the sheep, wishing to return to the sheepfold. If you were thoroughly acquainted with the nature of my offenses, I should appear to you much less guilty and still worthy to discharge the duties of a good citizen.

—Jean Lafitte, pirate and privateer, in a letter to Governor William Claiborne of Louisiana

If I could only live to see it, to be there with you. What I wouldn’t give for twenty more years! Here we are, protected, free to make our profits without Kefauver, the goddamn Justice Department, and the F.B.I. ninety miles away, in partnership with a friendly government. Ninety miles! It’s nothing! Just one small step, looking for a man who wants to be President of the United States, and having the cash to make it possible. Michael, we’re bigger than U.S. Steel.

—Hyman Roth, The Godfather, Part II

The Mafia exists in the American imagination because we want it to exist.

—Pete Hamill
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Piker Ryan’s List

Centuries of Pols and Gangsters

Organized crime will put a man in the White House someday, and he won’t even know it until they hand him the bill.

—NYPD organized crime expert Ralph Salerno

On a hot summer day in the early 1980s, I followed two women I worked with in the communications office of the White House out to the South Lawn for a media opportunity with President Ronald Reagan. I was in my early twenties, and my role that day was routine and minor, ensuring I got the contact information for the media in attendance for potential follow-up.

One of the women, Sue, asked me to remind her where I was from. I answered, “Cherry Hill, New Jersey.”

“Isn’t that Mafia?” she asked.

Her question made sense. My hometown had been in the news lately because of a violent mob war. The long-standing Philadelphia–South Jersey “Docile Don,” Angelo Bruno, had been killed in front of his house and photographed, very dead, in the passenger seat of his car, his bloody mouth wide open in a mask of shock. This ignited a power struggle involving a Mafia old guard, “Young Turks,” pro-drug and anti-drug gangsters, and two New York City Mafia families with interests in the region. Bruno had been a savvy operator: Someone close to him told me that when the don wanted to meet with his associates, he would check into Cherry Hill Hospital complaining of chest pain, then get a room in the maternity ward near crying babies to hold sensitive meetings. All of this was to avoid surveillance.

My hometown had received particular attention because it was the headquarters of the “Cherry Hill Gambinos,” Giovanni (John), Giuseppe (Joe), and Rosario (Sal) Gambino, cousins of the late Don Carlo Gambino and partners with Bruno. Authorities alleged these Gambinos were under scrutiny because they were kingpins in the “Pizza Connection” heroin ring, where drugs were distributed through a network of pizza parlors. Put differently, Cherry Hill was considered by law enforcement to be the headquarters of heroin importation and distribution in the United States. This warranted a mention in a report prepared by Reagan’s President’s Commission on Organized Crime Report. Bruno’s legacy as an anti-drug boss was being questioned because while his men were said not to traffic in drugs, which was fabled to be “the rule” in the Mafia, at the very least, he had been in business with men who did. At most, he had been their partners. The Sopranos’ boss, Johnny Sack, once said, “For God’s sake, we bend more rules than the Catholic Church!”

The Gambinos’ headquarters was Valentino’s nightclub, down the street from my high school, a five-minute walk from my house. The brothers’ adjacent homes, essentially a compound, were close by. One of them was emblazoned with a stained glass G. Al Martino, who played the Frank Sinatra–like figure, Johnny Fontaine, in The Godfather, lived around the corner from me in a house with a horseshoe driveway and brick arches that mimicked Roman aqueducts. The Latin Casino Theater Restaurant, across the street from the Garden State Park Racetrack, had also been around the corner and had been Sinatra’s go-to venue in the Philadelphia area. Then there was the Sans Souci Restaurant, now long gone, which had been the supper club where Bruno had been known to induct or “make” members into his family.

In the 1980s, denizens of the area turned the local mob war into a spectator sport, betting on one faction or another, bragging about any attenuated personal link to “the boys” (“My aunt sat next to Skinny Joey’s barber in high school!”). You could be a solid citizen in my community and be acquainted with or related to someone from the racket world. My family had been in the region since the early 1900s, and we had and knew our share of characters going back to Prohibition. Most of us were law-abiding and boring. I was an undersized, straight-arrow kid focused on schoolwork, tennis, and student government. If I was a badass, then Mister Rogers was John Gotti.

When Sue, my boss, asked about my hometown, a few other colleagues perked up at the word “Mafia.” I defended Cherry Hill with the usual rhetoric about gangsters being a tiny fraction of the population.

“You couldn’t bring up Muhammad Ali? He lived in Cherry Hill,” I said. “So does the Flyers’ goalie Bernie Parent. Keith Richards stayed in Cherry Hill for a month in rehab.”

Nobody cared; they didn’t want to hear about the teachers, doctors, and lawyers; they wanted to hear about the new boss, the maniacal Nicodemo “Little Nicky” Scarfo, Philip “Chicken Man” Testa (who had just been blown up by a nail bomb under his front porch, memorialized in a just-released Bruce Springsteen song), Philip “Crazy Phil” Leonetti, Anthony “Tony Bananas” Caponigro (recently found dead in the trunk of a car with $100 bills stuffed in various orifices after having been tortured for plotting against Bruno), Raymond “Long John” Martorano (a Cherry Hill resident, reportedly a methamphetamine kingpin), the pint-sized Harry “the Hunchback” Riccobene, who was making a play for the throne, and my late neighbor, the 750-pound Sylvan “Cherry Hill Fats” Scolnick who before his death had been driven around in the back of a mail truck, which provided him a bit more breathing room as he expanded like Violet Beauregard in Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory.

Then another woman in our White House retinue—I’ll call her Jane—said something that shocked me: “You know, the mob killed President Kennedy.” The others nodded as if this were a known fact. I couldn’t believe what I had just heard.

Before I had a chance to respond, President Reagan came out from the side doors of the Oval Office next to the Rose Garden and began his photo op with a visiting group. He was wearing a light, summer-weight suit. His cheeks were rosy, and his thick chestnut (not black) hair was swept back, showing grayer than conveyed on television.

When the session was done, I responded to my colleague’s JFK comment by asking Jane if she was serious. She said she was, as if everybody had known that the mob killed JFK.

“Have you ever met these guys?” I asked.

“No,” the group said.

“Well, if you ever did, you wouldn’t be impressed with their capacity to kill a president and get away with it for decades.

“The real power,” I added, “is in that room twenty feet away from us.” The sun reflected off the thick bulletproof glass of the three rear windows of the Oval Office.

I understood where my colleagues’ notions about organized crime came from. Literature and cinema assign extraordinary talents to gangsters. A new generation of rappers has emerged with names like Capone, Corleone, Gambino, and Gotti somewhere in their monikers, conveying that “Mafia” means cool and sexily dangerous. Online discussion groups are replete with keyboard warriors angrily tagging those who cooperate with the government as “rats,” as if they are so in-the-mob that they, too, have been betrayed and must pursue la vendetta. Much of what we have come to learn about American organized crime is better than the truth. Crime novelist Mickey Spillane wrote in Kiss Me, Deadly:


The bastards knew everything. What they didn’t know they could find out and when they did the blood ran. The Organization. The syndicate. The Mafia. It was filthy, rotten right through but the iron glove it wore was so heavy and so sharp it could work with incredible, terrible efficiency.



I failed to persuade any of the White House aides of my position. They interpreted my skepticism of mob involvement in the JFK assassination as a twisted defense to frame gangsters in a more harmless light. The term “spin doctor” had just come into vogue to describe our line of work, and I suppose they thought I was plying my nascent trade. Nevertheless, the conversation has stayed with me for forty years because I believed that my colleagues’ lack of familiarity with organized crime informed their assessment of its role in the most notorious murder in modern history.

Over time, I saw that the reverse was also true: I would hear acquaintances talking about White House intrigue as if presidents could dispatch CIA ninjas to unleash massive conspiracies of violence under cover of darkness without detection. This, too, didn’t resemble what my experience had come to be in the ensuing years. While I have never been a big player in presidential politics, or organized crime, I had seen enough to believe that both could do bad things but were constrained by certain limitations, such as the laws of physics and probability.

PERHAPS THEODORE ROOSEVELT WAS THE FIRST PRESIDENT TO VOICE AN opinion about the Mafia. In 1890, New Orleans police chief David Hennessy was murdered. On his deathbed, he claimed that Italians were responsible, saying, “The Sicilians have done for me,” perhaps using an ethnic slur. There had been a conflict involving two local Italian crime clans, sometimes called the first Mafia families in the United States. Hennessy had been suspected of being more sympathetic to one group over the other. More than two hundred Italians were arrested without probable cause. Nine were tried for the Hennessy murder and either acquitted or cut loose after a mistrial. They were widely assumed to be Mafiosi. A vigilante party raided the prison and lynched eleven men. Roosevelt, who had been serving as a presidential appointee on the U.S. Civil Service Commission, voiced support for the killings, proclaiming them “a rather good thing.” It is considered the largest mass lynching in U.S. history and introduced Americans to organized crime using the exotic word “Mafia.” The New York Times referred to the murdered Italians as “sneaking and cowardly Sicilians, the descendants of bandits and assassins.”

Here, the American underworld ethic about not killing law enforcement officers began. It had nothing to do with morality and everything to do with consequences. After all, New Orleans was where the Mafia in the United States and the consequences of killing cops—in the form of public outrage and severe retaliation—first collided with the broader culture. It was no accident that this was a time when there was an uptick in immigration—there is a reference in the Congressional Record to one immigration wave as an “indigestible mass”—so the specter of dangerous foreigners was a ripe narrative.

“DO YOU THINK I’M A GANGSTER?”

I shared these anecdotes with my friend and editor Sean Desmond over breakfast at the Mayflower Hotel in Washington, D.C., where FBI director J. Edgar Hoover had once dined daily. Sean thought it might be worth exploring the myths and realities associated with the mob and the White House, which this book is about. I told him that I had found comparatively little out there in the way of books focusing on organized crime and presidential politics and no recent compendium just on this subject.

Specifically, I wanted to know how mobsters used American leaders. How did presidents and their proxies use mobsters? How much of what we’ve heard about the mob and presidents is true? How much is the kind of lunacy that jams up discussions on Reddit and gives meaning to the lives of people wearing pajamas in their basements who believe they know how notorious events went down?

Because there have been connections between presidents and organized crime, were all exchanges equally corrupt? Were any justified? In some cases, gangsters provided services to help politicians advance. In other cases, they were brought aboard to help confront lethal enemies to national security and civil rights, the kind of threats that are often scoffed at these days by enlightened intellectuals. As we shall see, the Franklin Roosevelt administration’s partnership with racketeers during World War II was done because of national security, not personal or political enrichment. Something similar may be said of the Kennedy administration’s relentless, if feckless, attempts to kill Cuban leader Fidel Castro. In these affairs, we can debate whether the instrument chosen was commensurate with the threats, but the threats from foreign and domestic saboteurs, not to mention racist hate groups, were real.

This is a study of organized crime in presidencies and presidential pursuits. In this book, we will: learn about Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s no-holds-barred campaign to rid the East Coast of Nazi U-boats and sabotage during World War II, and then find resources in Sicily to help plan for the Allied invasion; see how Harry Truman’s roots in a mobbed-up Kansas City political machine stayed with him throughout his career and how he helped racketeers despite his reputation for honesty and straight talk; trace how Joseph P. Kennedy co-opted the mob to help his son get elected and how the Kennedy brothers were running an assassination program involving mobsters to kill Cuba’s Castro; watch how Lyndon Johnson, fresh off his civil rights victory, saw it nearly evaporate when three civil rights workers vanished in Mississippi and the role the Mafia played in resolving the situation; witness Richard Nixon poach the labor movement from the Democrats by commuting Teamsters boss Jimmy Hoffa’s prison sentence and cozying up to his successor, events that led up to Hoffa’s infamous disappearance; see how Ronald Reagan’s career was recharged by his agent Lew Wasserman, whose show business conglomerate MCA used the services of organized crime to expand its empire; evaluate the long-standing business ties between New York racketeers and real estate developer Donald Trump; and be enlightened about the colorful connections of Joe Biden’s ancestors and how a mob-connected union heavy helped him out early in his career.

The modus operandi of politics and gangland is very nuanced and layered. In the absence of mob summits in the East Room, what are the networks and portals between gangland and the White House? And has the mob been a significant cog in the engine of capitalism and democracy and, if so, to what degree?

Understanding how layering and nuance work requires us to differentiate myth from reality. Mob financial kingpin Meyer Lansky denied ever saying, “We’re bigger than U.S. Steel” (a line made more famous by his Godfather II avatar Hyman Roth). In private records, he wrote, “To say more would be glorifying the same liars that say I said we are richer than U.S. Steel . . . Whom did I say it to?”

The very nature of both organized crime and politics is minimizing risk and maximizing gain. As consigliere Tom Hagen told Don Vito Corleone at his daughter’s wedding at the beginning of The Godfather, “Senator Cauly apologized for not coming personally. He said you’d understand.” This line rings true. It’s not easy to get to the truth when writing about people who lie a lot, but I will try, nevertheless.

This brings us to the question of how this book will define “organized crime,” “the mob,” “gangsters,” or “the rackets,” words I will use interchangeably. It’s an essential exercise because Gambino family boss Paul Castellano angrily asked chicken mogul Frank Perdue if he thought he was some gangster after Perdue requested Castellano’s services to ensure labor peace, precisely what the gangster delivered. Because Castellano was a gangster, he just didn’t think he was.

For this book, at the nucleus of “organized crime” is La Cosa Nostra (LCN),* the once-powerful Italian American collection of criminal gangs accelerating activities such as illegal gambling, bootlegging, labor corruption, loan sharking, narcotics, extortion, and protection. When it comes to presidents and crime, much has been made of alleged criminal mischief associated with Bill and Hillary Clinton in Arkansas, not to mention Hunter Biden’s legal troubles. Still, these are not examples of mob involvement as defined in this book. (Although Clinton’s brother Roger tried to get the president to pardon my townsman Rosario Gambino in exchange for a $50,000 Rolex. Bill wisely refused.)

There were rabbit holes I chose not to go down. For example, there is a theory that the Watergate scandal was partly motivated by a desire to cover up the existence of a prostitution ring allegedly operated by a Washington, D.C., mob figure. There has been a great deal of litigation surrounding this subject. I didn’t even want to come close to speculating about different figures, some of whom are living, when I had nothing dispositive of value to add.

Discussions of organized crime inevitably raise the question of ethnicity and criminality. Organized crime parallels the history of immigration combined with human nature, not ethnic or religious heritage per se. At America’s founding, much of the Scots Irish and English behavior toward the Native Americans—the swindles, the violence, the willful spreading of disease upon those who didn’t knuckle under—could be characterized as organized crime. At the beginning of the twentieth century in New York, the Jewish gangs exceeded the power of the Italians. The Irish were in the mix, too. This changed quickly.

Italian Americans suffered from two misfortunes when it came to public opinion. First, the Italians had an organizational system that went back to Europe that was used as a template for navigating the indignities of immigration in the United States. Irish, Jewish, Asian, and Black racketeers had no commensurate cultural precedent. Today, other crime groups, primarily the Russians, are as lethal and sophisticated as LCN ever was but not as attractive to American popular culture. A ranking Justice Department official once explained (not for attribution) why there was such a focus on Italian organized crime:


The Mafia was small and handy. The feeling was the American people would buy it with its family relations and blood oaths a lot quicker than they could understand the complex syndicate. You must remember, we wanted to get public support behind the drive on crime.



Second, Italians were tarnished by a media and entertainment culture that coincided with the rise of LCN and portrayed organized crime as being unique to Italians. Many believe that the RICO (Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations) Act was cutely named for the iconic mob boss character Rico Bandello in the 1931 film Little Caesar. There is something cooler about a crime boss name Rico than one named Sol or Colin. It is more sinister to portray a swarthy band of marauders from a specific alien land descending upon our clean nation than it is to recognize a diverse, loosely affiliated confederacy of capitalist miscreants—which is what the mob is. But look at what happens in online chat rooms when someone dares to suggest there were powerful non-Italian gangsters: The trolls are unleashed.

Nor were Italians helped by America’s history of anti-Catholic bias, including entire political parties established to oppose the greatly feared global reach of the Vatican. Nevertheless, “the Mafia” has become a catch-all metaphor for powerful, sinister forces we don’t understand, not to mention a dark brand of take-no-shit masculinity. While LCN never really protected the communities in which it operated in any meaningful way, they did provide psychic rewards with the notion that hardscrabble bandits were sticking it to America’s overlords.

In 1980, the U.S. Census Bureau estimated an Italian American population of twelve million. The number of LCN members and affiliates amounted to a few thousand. Still, powerful non-Italians emerged in organized crime, such as union boss Jimmy Hoffa (German Irish), mob venture capitalist Meyer Lansky (Jewish), and the Chicago Outfit’s political strategists Murray Humphreys (Welsh) and Gus Alex (Greek). One former federal rackets investigator lamented to me the gross underestimation of these personalities and fetishization of the Italian American mob. Still, LCN is at the core of how organized crime will be covered in this book.

GANGSTERS VS. RACKETEERS

Discussions of the mob are often accompanied by a wink as if it’s all mischief, but we cannot forget that the enterprise is built on the foundation of violence. The thing people believe differentiates mobsters from others is the notion that they are “tough.” Toughness can be an admirable quality; what these men possess that most of us do not is the instinctive will to violence. We all have violence in our toolboxes, but most must reach far to find it. With gangsters, the sharp objects are right up top.

Years ago, I spoke with a former LCN member who testified against his old associates. He had committed two dozen murders. I asked him how he dealt with the emotional effects of having murdered another human being, let alone dozens. “Tony” had a Philadelphia accent and a unique pronunciation of my first name.

Tony said, “Urk, tell me somethin’ ’bout your job you don’t like?”

I said, “I don’t like traveling and being away from my family.”

He responded flatly, “I didn’t like killin’ people.”

I believed him. Tony was an enterprise criminal, someone who killed when given an order during business or if someone “interrupted the flow of money,” as a member of mob land once put it. I didn’t sense he was interested in hurting anyone who fell outside those categories. He was a murderer but not a homicidal maniac. Murder fulfilled no emotional need for him. Tony was someone for whom murder was an implement in his Swiss Army knife. He was more racketeer than gangster.

Contrast this with a stone gangster I once had the misfortune to speak with. Harold “Kayo” Konigsberg was pushing ninety at the time. He had been in prison for murder throughout my entire life. Life magazine had labeled him “the most dangerous uncaged killer on the East Coast.” As old as he was, he was terrifying, unlike Tony, who was in his sixties when we met. Without provocation, Konigsberg would identify a personal slight in a harmless comment I would make—and I try hard not to annoy homicidal mobsters.

Konigsberg had contacted me because I had written a historical novel, The Devil Himself, where Meyer Lansky was a leading character based on his naval intelligence work during World War II, which we will discuss in the next chapter. Konigsberg had hoped I would write about him. I mentioned that I had written about Lansky because of his involvement in a historical event, knew his family, and had access to his private papers. Was I suggesting that Lansky was a historical figure and he wasn’t? Konigsberg exploded.

Konigsberg hadn’t threatened violence directly, but he made belittling remarks and referenced the power he had in his heyday. He told me that “Meyer made me a member!” One wonders what Lansky had made Konigsberg a member of since Lansky, like Konigsberg, was Jewish and ineligible for (and uninterested in) LCN membership. The Jewish racketeers had no initiation rituals besides perhaps circumcision. Konigsberg said, “We controlled presidents.” He tried to insert himself into the domestic anti-Nazi action in the lead-up to World War II without realizing that I might be skeptical about Lansky tapping a twelve-year-old for assignments. I decided my best move was to feign awe and get out of his life as soon as possible. I heard he died a few months later, having terrorized his Florida nursing home. I was greatly relieved.

ONE OF MY POINTS OF CONTENTION WITH MUCH OF THE HISTORY AND true crime I’ve read is the absence of human qualities in many of the players. I’ve always believed that basic impulses motivate people and institutions, not “issues” and “strategies” per se. We know, for example, when we study history, that there was a battle at a specific place and time, but what’s harder to understand is what the players on each side felt about what they did. Mobsters specifically have become one-dimensional figures in much of true crime, ruthless and smirking villains playing a complex long game, controlling the elements while they outfox their enemies. Political and intelligence operatives are often assigned the same omnipotence.

I bought into the pop-culture portrayals of mob types for a long time, probably because I had an immature need to believe that some of the characters I had encountered were exotic (and perhaps, through osmosis, this somehow made me exotic, too). As a child, I remember my father stopping into a small office in Camden to say hello to someone he knew. I loitered in an outer office and wandered into a small room on the side where men were counting money and stuffing it in a bag they handed to an elderly woman. Afterward, I asked my dad why they would let an old lady carry that much money around in a paper bag. He assured me she wouldn’t be touched because “everybody knows whose money that is.” It only took me another thirty years to realize he believed these fantasies, too: Mobsters got robbed plenty, albeit by idiots. The boys had probably been using the woman because she appeared to be an unlikely mob courier.

Also, as a little kid, I remember being in a New Jersey diner with my uncle, and he introduced me to a dapper man he called “Pussy.” When the man walked away, I shyly asked my uncle, “Do people make fun of that man because of his name?” My uncle looked down at me with raised eyebrows and said, “No.” Years later, I learned that this man was Anthony “Little Pussy” Russo and that he had a brother named John “Big Pussy” Russo, and they were part of the New Jersey faction of the Genovese family. I felt a twinge of insider swagger when The Sopranos first aired and a significant character was called “Big Pussy.”*

Presidents and mobsters fill a need in our culture. If we know what makes them tick, we’ll learn more about what makes America tick. But this psychic need obscures something more interesting. It’s fun to find out the peccadilloes of iconic figures, good and evil. Nevertheless, when we learn that the famous and notorious can be as petty, weak, hypocritical, and careless as the rest, we balk because it betrays our need to escape into an alternative world.

While we’re on human nature, an exchange in the film The Silence of the Lambs has always resonated with me when considering the nature of criminals. Homicidal cannibal Hannibal Lecter asks FBI agent Clarice Starling what she believes motivates Buffalo Bill, the killer she is pursuing. She answers that he kills women. Lecter becomes annoyed and tells her Buffalo Bill’s murder is “incidental” and says:


First principles, Clarice. Simplicity. Read Marcus Aurelius. Of each particular thing, ask: What is it, in itself, what is its nature . . . ?



In this book, I will follow Lecter’s lead and suggest what may have motivated the players based on the many things we know about them. To cite one example, we’ll see how Richard Nixon’s foray into Watergate says more about his frame of mind than it does the external threats he faced.

AMERICAN RACKETEERING PREDATES “THE MOB”

The essential goal of organized crime’s interactions with politicians is to make what they do permissible. In this, gangsters compete with the government, which ultimately wants to do the same thing, ideally toward more noble ends. Wrote William Howard Moore in his analysis of the 1950s Kefauver Senate Rackets hearings: “If the government substitutes regulatory legislation for prohibition of gambling, the narcotics traffic, and perhaps prostitution . . . a large segment of organized crime as crime disappears.” One level down from passing legislation is to corrupt policymakers so that vice peddlers can get what they want. Said self-styled philosopher of the democratic way, one Alphonse Gabriel Capone:


There is one thing that is worse than a crook and that’s a crooked man in a big political job. A man who pretends he’s enforcing the law and is really making dough out of somebody breaking it—a self-respecting hoodlum doesn’t have any use for that kind of fellow—he buys them like he’d buy any other article necessary for his trade, but he hates them in his heart.



There were corrupting influences in American politics long before the mob as we know it. The term “mob” first referred to political machines, not criminal gangs. It’s been said that America’s settlers were organized criminals because of the ultimatum they presented to American Indians: “Nice tribe you’ve got there; would be a shame to see something happen to it . . . maybe if you gave us your land, we could work something out.” It’s hard to argue with this characterization. Then, of course, the Indians were made enemies and laws were passed favoring white Europeans.

The essayist James Truslow Adams summed up the American criminal spirit like this:


Lawlessness has been and is one of the most distinctive American traits. . . . It is impossible to blame the situation on “foreigners.” The overwhelming mass of them were law-abiding in their own lands. If they become lawless here it must be largely due to the American atmosphere and conditions. There seems to be plenty of evidence to prove that the immigrants were made lawless by America, rather than America made lawless by them.



There were grifters in the presidential ambit going way back. Aaron Burr, Thomas Jefferson’s former vice president, had the wiseguy spirit. Burr played an important role in catalyzing the Tammany Hall political machine in his effort to help Jefferson win the presidency. In addition to being a pretty good pistol shot, having not satisfied his appetite for risk after killing Alexander Hamilton in a duel, Burr set his sights on founding a new colony within the borders of the young nation’s latest acquisition, the Louisiana Territory. In partnership with the slippery general James Wilkinson as his muscle, Burr led an expedition to scout out the new land he intended to reign over. There were reports that Burr had conveyed to Wilkinson via secret letter that he had received the necessary funding to make his big move.

Wilkinson shrewdly decided that given a choice of backing a Burr on the downslope or the United States of America on the rise, he’d go with the U.S.A. The general alerted President Jefferson, who, furious, sent the troops to get Burr. They caught him in Mobile, Alabama. Ever the smartass, Burr’s defense was anchored in the argument that he hadn’t launched an “overt” military offensive and that he was only hanging around the Louisiana Territory. Among the things that accrued to Burr’s favor was that Wilkinson had forged the coded letter in which Burr allegedly told the general that he secured the funds to go and start his new colony.

Burr was acquitted, but he was not a man who could leave well enough alone; he went overseas to pitch France and the United States’ once-and-future enemy, the British, on backing him to take over territories of the American Southwest where he could rule his own country. No sale. Burr returned to the United States, where he settled on Staten Island, the future home of mobster Salvatore “Sammy the Bull” Gravano and the boss he set up for murder, Paul Castellano. At seventy-seven—seriously old for that era—Burr married the much younger Eliza Jumel, whom he had led to believe he was richer than he was. When Jumel learned the truth, she dumped Burr after a few months of marriage. Jumel had her choice of attorneys, but in a feat of colonial chutzpah, she hired Alexander Hamilton, Jr., the son of the man her estranged husband killed.

Declaration of Independence signatory John Hancock financed smuggling raids. Other Declaration signers—Robert Morris and James Wilson—were involved with land fraud schemes. During the James Buchanan administration, his secretary of war, John Floyd, aided his friends in forming a syndicate to buy cheap land, knowing it would be sold to the government at a profit to build military facilities. This is a similar scam to the one featured on The Sopranos, where Tony and his associates bought dilapidated houses in Newark that would ultimately be purchased by the Housing and Urban Development Department. And while legal in the southern United States, if slavery hadn’t been the ultimate criminal enterprise, it would be hard to think of a worse one in American history.

In 1869, robber barons Jay Gould and Jim Fisk tried to corner the gold market. The pair got to President Ulysses S. Grant’s brother-in-law and had him lobby the president not to sell gold, which he had planned to do as part of a plan to stimulate the economy. Gould and Fisk would hold on to their gold and then sell when it became scarce to make a big score. Grant became suspicious of why his brother-in-law suddenly cared so much about gold policy and eventually found a letter from his (Grant’s) sister to Grant’s wife discussing . . . gold policy. The jig was up. Grant realized it was a scam and decided to put more gold on the market. It wasn’t much of a setback for Gould, who quickly recovered and got even richer. Fisk was shot and killed a few years later in a fight over a showgirl.

During Grant’s second term, alcohol producers known as the Whiskey Ring conspired to bribe revenue and Treasury agents so that they didn’t have to pay taxes to the government. There were 238 indictments and 100 convictions. One of those acquitted was Grant’s assistant Orville Babcock. Grant testified at his trial. Other significant scandals involving what today would be considered racketeering resulted in other resignations in Grant’s cabinet.

A group known as the Ohio Gang surrounded President Warren G. Harding and tainted his presidency. Among the gang’s members were Secretary of the Interior Albert Fall and Attorney General Harry Daugherty. Fall allowed oilman cronies to drill on federal lands in exchange for cash bribes and no-interest loans in what became known as the Teapot Dome scandal (so named for the Wyoming location of one field). Fall was the first-ever member of a presidential cabinet to go to prison.

Attorney General Daugherty was investigated for involvement in Teapot Dome but was found not to have engaged in provable wrongdoing. It hadn’t helped Daugherty’s reputation that he was known for strutting around Washington telling people that President Harding didn’t make a move without consulting him. Harding’s successor, Calvin Coolidge, nevertheless asked for the attorney general’s resignation. A Daugherty aide, Ohio Gang member Jess Smith, committed suicide when he was suspected of complicity in Teapot Dome. Daugherty was later indicted and tried for allegedly taking money during World War I while he was a custodian for “alien property.” The scheme involved the sale of assets of the American Metal Company. He went on trial twice. The first jury was deadlocked, but Daugherty was acquitted in the second trial.

SERVICES RENDERED

What do politicians and gangsters want from each other in the first place? The short answer is power and money, but for an origin story, it’s worth looking at how the dynamics of twentieth-century gangsterism had their roots in the nineteenth century during the Gilded Age. The big cities had a “political machine” system, the most famous being that of William “Boss” Tweed’s of Tammany Hall in New York City.

With waves of immigrants coming from Europe and needing social services, political bosses saw an opportunity. Given that the United States is a republic, and a republic requires votes to elect leaders, who better to get those votes from than millions of people in desperate need of essential services and who have no idea where to go to get them? The political machine bosses said, “If you vote for these particular people, we can get you the services you need—food, shelter, medical care.” These political machines often did provide these services, but something less benevolent lurked beneath the surface. Wrote historian Richard Zacks, “The organization divided the city down to the door frames of the poorest shanty.”

To get people to vote the “right” way, the machines used gangs to motivate the populace. New York had criminal gangs with names like the Plug Uglies, Hudson Dusters, Shirt Tails, Bowery Boys, Whyos, Roach Guards, and the Five Points Gang. The Dead Rabbits were refreshingly progressive, allowing women to join. One, Hellcat Maggie, filed her teeth into sharp fangs.

In the mid-1800s, the gangs perfected the art of recruiting and mobilizing “repeaters,” citizens who were so civic-minded that they couldn’t help from going back to vote. For a fee, these crews would inspire their neighbors to partake in the democratic process. The repeaters were, of course, compensated, as were those who staffed the polls. What might happen when, perchance, an honest citizen questioned the zealous electoral commitment of his peers? That voter likely wouldn’t leave the polling location with both ears. There is rich symbolism in America’s original macabre writer, Edgar Allan Poe, likely dying because a Baltimore political machine’s brute squad plied him with alcohol while holding him captive to induce him to vote for their candidate. This practice was known as cooping.

Once the machine politicians were elected, the bosses’ friends would be awarded lucrative contracts for essential goods and services such as roads, schools, hospitals, and waste disposal. The bosses would get a kickback, a secret payment from whoever won the contract. The public would benefit somewhat, but the bosses profited on a larger scale.
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The Gophers Gang, one of the mobs that served as muscle for political machines


Ethnic identity was a significant component of the machine-gang alliance, with newer Americans trying to gain ground from the more established groups. One would think that recent immigrants in the mid-1800s would have some empathy for enslaved people being subjugated against their will, mainly in the southern United States. Nope. Many immigrants in New York were delighted that there were people out there who were suffering more than they were and rioted to ensure that Blacks remained enslaved when a draft was being considered for federal troops to march south and liberate them. Wrote Herbert Asbury in his famous study, The Gangs of New York:


At every election gangs employed by the rival factions rioted at the polling places, smashing ballot boxes, slugging honest citizens who attempted to exercise the right of franchise, themselves voting early and often, and incidentally acquiring a contempt for the police and constituted authority. . . . The climax of the purely political rioting was reached in 1856, when Fernando Wood was elected to a second term as Mayor. . . . But he had the staunch support of all the lower strata of society, especially the saloon and gambling-house keepers, whose loyalty he had assured by preventing the enforcement of a Sunday closing law passed in 1855.



Wood won reelection because his gangsters were better at beating up his opponent’s gangsters.* Where were the New York police during the carnage? Mayor Wood had given them Election Day off, which was nice. Wood won the election by 10,000 votes, the exact number his opponent claimed comprised “repeaters” and other Gotham phantoms doing their civic duty.

Political shifts based on the encroachment of potentially new Americans would be seen again decades later with the advent of Prohibition. Wrote crime historian T. J. English:


The organizational structure of the New York underworld was in many ways a precursor of professional baseball. The tenant neighborhood street gangs represented the minor leagues, where an enterprising hoodlum could establish a reputation and “show his stuff.” If a gangster distinguished himself at the street level, he advanced to the majors. He became a mobster, which was a position more connected to the levers of political and economic power. If the mobster was really good, he got to play for Tammany Hall, the New York Yankees of the underworld.



The germ of politics and gangsterism oozed out of a Lower Manhattan neighborhood known as the Five Points. The preeminent gangster of the era was Paul Kelly, born Paolo Antonio Vaccarelli in Italy in 1876. Kelly adopted an Irish name in an attempt at simpatico with the predominantly Irish masters of Tammany Hall. It wasn’t that Kelly necessarily thought he could fool Tammany; it was a hustle, a gesture of tribal respect and submissiveness that belied a capacity for strategic violence. It was in the cauldron of the Five Points in the late 1800s that Tammany overlords reached when rhetoric alone failed to inspire political fealty.

Kelly was a step up in the evolution of the various gangs that dominated the Five Points. Multilingual and well-dressed, he aimed higher than his origins, learning about music, literature, and theater. Nevertheless, Kelly was a champion boxer who, despite his diminutive size (a bit over five feet), had been famous for punching above his weight—and winning.

Kelly’s rivals were heavyweights. One of them, Monk Eastman, was a knuckle-dragger who ran a primarily Jewish crew even though Eastman likely was not Jewish. There was much ethnic confusion in those days, with characters like Kelly and Eastman navigating the world of identity as they best saw fit given the tides of the ghetto. Likely, Eastman cultivated Jewish gangsters less out of faith than because Jews at the turn of the century were comparatively new to the country.

Eventually, Kelly and Eastman’s power waned. It wasn’t that good had triumphed over evil; evil had just gotten smarter, not to mention better dressed. A new, savvier generation of political service-provider rose, the most successful one headed by a Five Points graduate named Salvatore Lucania, later known as Charles “Lucky” Luciano.

In 1905, Kelly was ambushed by a rival gang at his headquarters. He was shot but survived. Kelly leveraged his political capital to avoid being charged with anything related to the ensuing gunfight. He decided it was better to remain alive and prosperous than powerful and soon dead, so he focused on the growing business of labor racketeering while keeping a lower profile. This is a pattern we will see again: A ragtag band is there first; a more streetwise crew with muscle pushes the natives out and grows the racket; once the racket is established, a younger and more energetic group comes in, and what they lack in muscle they make up for in money because they can buy muscle with the protection of the law. Eventually, even powerful gang lords got muscled out by racketeers who could adapt to changing political and cultural climates. Put differently, being a badass only got you so far.

Monk Eastman went in a different direction. When World War I broke out, Eastman enlisted. At his mandatory physical, a doctor took note of his body riddled with knife wounds and bullet scars and inquired about the wars in which he had earned them. Eastman brushed off the observation, saying truthfully that the wars had just been local affairs. The anxious physician decided against pressing the matter. Eastman served honorably.

After the war, Eastman returned to gangster life. Not everybody was thrilled to have him back. Loyalty in gangland is a thing Hollywood made up; it rarely happens in the streets. He got into a fight with a Prohibition agent who shot him dead. Eastman’s underlings may have tipped off the agent. Eastman was buried with military honors. Kelly died of natural causes in 1936 after a prosperous but quiet life as a “labor consultant,” recognizing the folly of becoming famous as the primo gangster.

We will see yet another pattern applied as we look at the mob and the presidents. The gangsters and mob-adjacent figures who made concerted efforts to achieve surface respectability (and had a little luck) fared better than those who remained stone gangsters.

The Monk Eastmans and Paul Kellys would eventually be replaced by the suave but equally sinister Arnold Rothsteins (who played a role in the fixing of the 1919 World Series without a drop of blood being shed) and Lucky Lucianos and Meyer Lanskys, who became the architects of the rackets that reigned for the remainder of the twentieth century.

WHEN RACKETEERS STARTED WORKING WITH LABOR, THE MUSCLE-FOR-HIRE template used in politics took off. The phenomenon was at its most brutal in the early 1900s. The fear of disrupting the flow of commerce was the most lucrative racket the mob ever had. Company owners in urban manufacturing centers would pay gang members to “convince” laborers to do their jobs peacefully. These gangsters—called shtarkers, Yiddish for tough guys—also had unions as clients and would threaten companies with shutdowns if they were not paid “consulting fees.” Arnold Rothstein once ignited a war against a garment company while secretly backing both management and labor, incentivizing the conflict and making more money as it wore on. The mob has a talent for providing solutions to problems they invented. A give-and-take between business and labor remains today, even though the tools of persuasion have changed.

In the early days, shtarkers knew it wouldn’t be easy to threaten corporate chiefs because they had a lot of money and influence with the government. If the gangsters went to the workers to foment a revolution, however, it became a messier problem that the businesspeople simply wanted to tamp down as soon as possible. This is how and why labor racketeers infiltrated the unions to a much greater degree than they ever got inside companies. They gnawed at the personnel tree from the ground up.

To offer an example of the kind of services gang gentry provided in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, we can turn to a list that made its way around Manhattan:


Punching $2

Both eyes blacked 4

Nose and jaw broke 10

Jacked out (knocked out with a blackjack) 15

Ear chawed off 15

Leg or arm broke 19

Shot in leg 25

Stab 25

Doing the big job [murder] 100 and up*



This list has been attributed to a member of the Whyos named Piker Ryan, who may or may not have existed. Nevertheless, a New York Evening Post article from 1909 reporting rampant gang activity displayed a similar menu that they linked to Tammany Hall boss Big Tim Sullivan, who did indeed exist. Among the other services these gangs perfected was the pre-Teamsters art of horse poisoning, which could sabotage commerce and infuriate Fifth Avenue’s swells, who would be forced to walk to the theater.

As preposterous as the elusive Piker Ryan’s list may seem now, it contains a principle that lasts to this day, which is that politics, business, and crime are all transactional: Services are rendered by all parties for some fee, even if that fee doesn’t come in the form of a sack of cash. As we shall see, in all the cases in this book, however far-removed powerful politicians may have been from contemporary Whyos, somebody did something for somebody else and got paid for it. Somehow.

Or, as social critic Walter Lippmann put it, “The underworld performs many services that respectable members of society call for.” American corporate interests have been no slouches in mobilizing tough characters, whether the robber barons hiring strikebreakers or more modern companies using racketeers as “consultants” to keep the peace with labor.

[image: image]
The elusive Piker Ryan


THE BIG BANG

Prohibition was the catalyst that brought politicians and mobsters together in a way that catapulted American organized crime into the modern phenomenon that it became. When the Volstead Act went into effect in January 1920, gangs and politicians took serious notice. The gangsters knew that since people who obeyed the law wouldn’t be manufacturing liquor, they had a big opportunity. The law wouldn’t stop people from wanting to drink, and criminals, by definition, weren’t too hung up about breaking the law.

The temperance movement, which was to become the first iteration of American feminism, was rooted in the legitimate concern that alcoholism was destroying families. The problem was about who took the blame. The subtext of much of the activism was that unclean immigrants—with a heavy initial focus on the Irish—had brought the scourge to the republic. How quickly middle America forgot that there had been beer on the Mayflower and that the passengers probably landed at Plymouth Rock because they ran out of beer, which had been considered a safe alternative to unclean water.

African Americans, as always, took a hit as fears abounded that drinking would lead to a rise in unleashed Black power, which translated into violence against the white majority. Germans took a heavy blow because German immigrants had found success in the American brewing industry. These sentiments became more intense as Germany’s aggression in Europe took center stage, eventually leading to the U.S. entry into World War I.

Crooked politicians also recognized an opportunity when they saw one. They knew that many of their constituents didn’t want Prohibition and that mobsters would pay big money for assistance in subverting the law. Prohibition took organized crime from being a loose collection of back-alley gamblers, extortionists, and pimps to industrial manufacturers with professional distribution channels. Smaller operators couldn’t afford to bribe the authorities as easily as organized criminals. Gangsters also had the cash to manufacture quality alcohol, which allowed them to compete with backwoods moonshiners and basement rotgut cooks. For this to work smoothly, they needed local governments not to interfere. It was an easy sell because politicians viewed alcohol as a harmless vice. All gangsters wanted from politicians was: Tell your cops not to bother us, and we’ll keep paying you.

Where people drank, they also wanted to play. One of the most popular forms of play was gambling. The criminal gangs extended their graft from the drinking business to gambling. They paid politicians and local authorities to . . . do nothing. As Jack Nicholson’s Jake Gittes responded when asked what he had done as a police officer in Chinatown: “As little as possible.”

One of the shrewdest political machine beneficiaries of Prohibition was Atlantic City’s Enoch “Nucky” Johnson,* nominally Atlantic County Treasurer, but also a prominent regional racketeer with interests in gambling, prostitution, protection, banking, and, of course, bootlegging. A Republican, Johnson had power that reached throughout the state of New Jersey. He also became a national gangland mediator, hosting mob conferences, including a fabled one in 1929 where bootlegging conflicts were discussed. At the height of his power, he earned today’s equivalent of millions of dollars per year until he was convicted of income tax evasion.

Obscene gangland violence and the Great Depression brought an end to Prohibition. Nonetheless, mobsters still wanted the same things from politicians as they did before Prohibition, including contracts for public works, “no show” jobs, judges who respected “loyalty” and cash more than they did the law, and pliable juries. The difference was that now these things were needed on a much grander scale.

One of the pioneers in political corruption was Frank Costello, the successor to Lucky Luciano, the latter considered the founder of modern organized crime. When Costello took control after Luciano’s deportation, he replaced many Irish Tammany bosses with Italians like himself. So powerful was Costello that wiretaps picked up New York judges calling to thank him for their appointments. In the meantime, mob bosses like Joseph Bonanno maintained offices in venues such as the Abraham Lincoln Political Club in Brooklyn. Costello was to learn that there were limits to the respectability his power could buy.

There is a long tradition of so-called legitimate people using hoodlums to do their bidding to keep a degree of distance between higher and lower. As we shall see in the Ronald Reagan chapter, the Annenberg family, now esteemed philanthropists, is an example. In the section on Lyndon Johnson, we will explore the FBI’s recruitment of one of the most violent mobsters in American history to help solve the Ku Klux Klan murders of civil rights activists in Mississippi. In addition, who is considered legitimate is often a function of where one happens to be standing in the great food chain of life when history is written. In the ancient Middle East, Judea had the Sicarii, knife-wielding assassins who used violence to torment the Roman Empire. The rabbis and other Jewish leaders were said to have abhorred the Sicarii on principle, but how can we ever know? After all, “leaders” are never a monolith: A New York rabbi and judge reached out to Meyer Lansky to make life difficult for Nazi sympathizers in the lead-up to World War II—in the same spirit that General Andrew Jackson reached out to pirate Jean Lafitte to help defeat the British in the Battle of New Orleans during the War of 1812. Today, “Sicario,” a modern adaptation of “Sicarii,” have a whiff of glamour to the degree that blockbuster movies are made about them in the drug world, not the Levant.
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Pirate Jean Lafitte

Courtesy of the Rosenberg Library, Galveston, Texas


WHY THIS BOOK NOW?

I hope to accomplish three things: first, deliver new information; second, provide fresh insight into my subject matter—how the relationship between mobsters and presidential politics worked and how it didn’t; and third, organize what is now known into a through line that hasn’t been done before, or at least not in this way.

There are a few reasons why Wiseguys and the White House came together now, after years of tinkering with the concept. First is Donald Trump, who, according to Trump chronicler Wayne Barrett, “went out of his way not to avoid” interactions with racketeers “but to increase them.” At this writing, the world of presidential politics and organized crime have grotesquely converged with Trump facing multiple indictments brought under the RICO Act, which was created to prosecute the Mafia (RICO will be further explored), and famously leveraged by former federal prosecutor Rudolph Giuliani to attack LCN.* Giuliani is also under a RICO indictment for attempting to overturn the 2020 election in Georgia. Said one LCN defense lawyer upon his indictment, “The wheel of karma is about to crush him.”

Trump was the first U.S. president to admit to openly knowing and dealing with mobsters. He referred to them as “very nice people” on the air to talk show host David Letterman, among others in the public domain. Said Trump in a 2004 speech about why he hadn’t wanted to do a reality show:


I don’t want to have cameras all over my office, dealing with contractors, politicians, mobsters and everyone else I have to deal with in my business. You know, mobsters don’t like, as they are talking to me, having cameras all over the room. It would play well on television, but it doesn’t play well with them.



Trump’s publicly (and recently) documented dealings have helped establish how the “legitimate” world interacts with organized crime. At the same time, Trump has also been known to deny mob ties, as only Trump can do. In addition to being a New York and Atlantic City developer where bumping up against organized crime is unavoidable, Trump emboldened a wave of aggressive investigative reporting on a president and organized crime.

Second, the mob is now a husk of what it had been. Accordingly, enough time has passed and so many key players are now deceased that law enforcement organizations have been more generous with the documents they are willing to redact, declassify, allow journalists to review, and publish. This means that the friends, families, and associates of colorful characters have been willing to share more, now that doing so puts no one in danger. The biggest surprise I have encountered writing about gangsters, historical figures, and those who knew them is how the profoundly human drive to talk overrides discretion. Somewhere within us is the desire to feel significant and a part of the times we live in.

Mobsters and their families have also been willing to share their experiences and misadventures now that statutes of limitations have passed and some key players aren’t around anymore to be prosecuted. Among these things are the private records and diaries of Meyer Lansky, one of the American mob’s visionaries, made available to me by my friend Cynthia Duncan, the granddaughter of Thelma (Teddy) and Meyer Lansky. These records are noteworthy for their insight into the mind of a mob leader whom one biographer gushed “ran America.” To the extent that this book has a Greek chorus reminding us about the realities of mob power, it is the periodic voice of Meyer Lansky.

First-rate journalists in the mob space, such as George Anastasia, Scott Burnstein, Jerry Capeci, Scott Deitche, T. J. English, Larry Gragg, Alex Hortis, Dan Moldea, J. Michael Niotta, Selwyn Raab, Gus Russo, and others have done work from which much can be learned. The Mob Museum in Las Vegas has also synthesized artifacts from the underworld’s heyday.

A surge of conspiratorial thinking in our culture also motivated me to explore the role of gangsters in top-level politics. Americans are justified in believing that bad things have happened in government and crime, and, yes, some of these things can rightly be called conspiracies. Nevertheless, while conspiracies exist, magic does not, and sometimes things work more messily than our minds convince us they do. CIA officer Paul Redmond summarized it nicely when asked about the potential complicity of the intelligence community in the 9/11 attacks: “I spent a career in the CIA trying to orchestrate plots, wasn’t that good at it, and certainly couldn’t carry off 9/11. Nor could the real pros I had the pleasure to work with.”

I have also learned things from my experiences, research, and reporting that finally seemed relevant as this book became focused. As a kid who grew up where I did, and as an author writing about organized crime, I’ve seen some of the workaday realities of this way of life without being a part of it. The same is true, having once worked in the White House. These experiences have given me a modest ability to demystify these subjects. After all, mob bosses have been known to coach Little League, and political aides have been known to talk too loudly in Georgetown bars. On occasions when I purport to know what mobsters were thinking, it is based on either things they said and wrote or what people close to them conveyed they believed.

I won’t pull punches about reaching conclusions informed by personal experiences, often at odds with mythology. Some of these insights will come from my forty-year crisis management career, where I have been involved with people and institutions accused of doing terrible things. These experiences have given me some sense of how power, light and dark, works—and doesn’t. After all, there is a difference between knowledge and belief, and it is belief that dominates the American understanding of racketeering.

Woody Allen once said, “The Mafia spends very little on office supplies.” Accordingly, there are some obstacles to writing about organized crime. For one thing, gangsters are not famous for their recordkeeping. Law enforcement sources and the work of other journalists are helpful but imperfect. We will see these gaps and contradictions most intensely in the chapter on JFK and the mob, especially regarding the assassination attempts against Cuban leader Fidel Castro.

Another challenge is that gangsters often distort the truth about their importance. They enjoy telling others how things really “went down” and like to argue that they are no different than legitimate people in business and politics. (Meyer Lansky’s nephew, Mark Lansky, heard the “we’re no different” rationalization directly from his uncle.) After all, mobsters tried to boost their internal prestige after the Kennedy assassination by dubiously claiming responsibility.

A hurdle for mob chroniclers is that organized crime has become far more than a sociological phenomenon; it is now a belief system with acolytes ascribing anything murky that occurs to the Mafia, much in the same way the CIA has become a proxy that explains a broad range of troubling events that don’t bring a neat emotional resolution. Actor Alan Arkin once wrote that belief systems are “wish lists . . . things you’d like to be true.” Having written about the crime and spy worlds, I have become wary of the fervor with which people have made the world of gangland and intelligence into “paracosms,” fantasy worlds such as Star Wars or Game of Thrones. I never underestimate the role that the sheer desire to be perceived as a player in a significant event motivates what people will falsely claim, sometimes so often that it becomes a core part of their identity. The rumors about J. Edgar Hoover being blackmailed by LCN because of his alleged gay lifestyle are a case in point and will be discussed in the final chapter.

So passionate are adherents to these belief systems that they dismiss as agents of crime syndicates or the clandestine services anyone that doesn’t subscribe to their conclusions or data. Don DeLillo summarized this mindset in Libra: “[History] is the sum total of the things they aren’t telling us.”

Nor should we forget that the mafia-spy-publishing-entertainment phenomenon is a huge business, and this enterprise is catalyzed by what Italian historians have called dietrologia, or “behind-ology,” the idea that vast, calculating, and evil forces are behind whatever events make the world go round. Still, sometimes there really are dark maneuvers in our republic: Wrote Thomas Hunt in Informer, an academic journal about organized crime:


Secret negotiations between the intelligence community, the underworld, and anti-Castro Cubans resulted in a loose alliance among those groups that continued at least through the Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon administrations.



There is no practical way to quantify the degree to which a president was mob-impacted, but it’s hard to wade through so much information about a subject like this and not emerge with some impressions. Accordingly, I came up with a flexible scale of the mob-impacted presidents examined in this book using determinants such as:


	Intimacy or personal involvement and awareness of mob complicity;

	The selfishness of the president’s motivation;

	The degree to which the president’s career benefited from mob intervention;

	The justifiability of the infraction committed by the president or on his behalf;

	The extent to which there was a direct transaction provably involved;

	Public harm;

	How the public would feel if they were fully aware; and

	Redemptive actions.



My grading scale is as follows:


5 Wouldn’t have been president without mob

4 Career significantly affected by mob

3 Mob involvement relevant to aspects of presidency

2 Mob links are not very impactful

1 Tangential mob links at best



This book is more than an anthology of different presidents and their discrete adventures with the mob. I have sought to tie together what these shady deals had in common across presidencies and how we look at an ongoing phenomenon rather than a series of stand-alone encounters. I don’t believe the presidential canard about cover-ups not working or being worse than the crime. Cover-ups have been known to succeed.

Wherever possible, I have included quotations from the players in these events that put their spin on what happened and why. I also try to make sense of what the interactions between presidents (and their agents) and malefactors teach us about how power works, has worked, should work, and may function as we move into a time vastly different from the days when the mob brazenly strode through the civic life of the United States.
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Franklin D. Roosevelt

Black Tom and “the Devil Himself”

If a Chief of Police makes a deal with the leading gangsters and the deal results in no more hold-ups, that Chief of Police will be called a great man—but if the gangsters do not live up to their word the Chief of Police will go to jail.

—Franklin Delano Roosevelt

The boss wanted these eight goons dead. They had been sent over to hurt his people. There had been others before them who had already made back-alley connections in New York. He wanted them all dead to send a message to others who might be coming to play rough.

The boss with the bloodlust wasn’t a crime lord. He was President Franklin D. Roosevelt, who didn’t care how his enemies were dealt with as long as they were. Permanently.

The miscreants were eight Nazi saboteurs who had traveled to the United States via U-boat in April 1942 to conduct terror operations. They were primarily focused on military manufacturing locations, but Jewish-owned businesses and institutions were also targeted. FDR was not trifling with this crew and was to get the outcome he wanted, mostly. Hanging, Old West style, was his preference. Roosevelt’s death wish for the saboteurs aimed to execute them immediately.

Hitler had vowed, “We will always strike first! We will always deal the first blow!” Weeks after Pearl Harbor, the führer added: “America’s war with Japan made us free to act” and “now we shall see what our U-boats may achieve.” Admiral Karl Dönitz, the Nazi naval chief, said:


Our U-boats are operating close inshore along the coast of the United States of America so that bathers and sometimes entire coastal cities are witnesses to the drama of war, whose visual climaxes are constituted by the red glorioles of blazing tankers.



He wasn’t kidding. Hitler’s U-boats had been destroying military and cargo ships in the Atlantic at a great clip in what was known as “the happy time” for the Nazis; such was their destructive success. In 1940 and 1941 alone, they had sunk 282 Allied ships carrying 1.5 million tons of cargo. That number spiked in early 1942, with 500 Allied vessels sunk in ten months. U-boats had also been spotted in the Hudson River and off Long Island. The attacks occurred as far north as the St. Lawrence River and south as the Brazilian coast. A declassified intelligence report identified U-boat attacks “within sight of New York City.” It was widely known that these attacks were occurring. Still, press censorship had been effective and formal reporting in the press on the events at sea was limited, even with the occasional charred body washing ashore. The few stories that made it into the American press occurred only after incidents had been mentioned in media overseas. There had even been stories about ships being blown up and sinking as vacationers watched from shore on their beach towels.

“The Battle of the Atlantic,” as the U-boat war was called, was to become the most protracted engagement of World War II. Prime Minister Winston Churchill said, “The only thing that ever really frightened me during the war was the U-boat peril . . . the U-boat attack was our worst evil. It would have been wise for the Germans to stake all upon it.”

ON FEBRUARY 9, 1942, THE LARGEST CRUISE SHIP IN THE WORLD, FRANCE’S Normandie, caught fire at Pier 88 in New York City and capsized. Nazi sabotage was widely suspected. Roosevelt shared Churchill’s fear of the “U-boat peril,” telling the public a few weeks after the Normandie fire, “We have most certainly suffered losses from Hitler’s U-boats in the Atlantic as well as from the Japanese in the Pacific—and we shall suffer more of them before the turn of the tide.”

With its French owners afraid to sail the Normandie back to Europe, the U.S. Coast Guard boarded the ship after the Pearl Harbor attack and repurposed it for American military transport as the SS Lafayette. It never got to sea with its ten thousand troops bound for Europe. It would have been an attractive target given that it had recently broken the speed record for transatlantic crossing.

Roosevelt had been angling for war with the Nazis for some time, but public opinion and political challenges obstructed him. Among other things, World War I had not been a naval war for the United States, so Americans were operating with an antique perspective on maritime warfare and needed the equipment to conduct it. By the time World
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	Roosevelt was personally obsessed with the minutia of espionage.

	He was particularly focused on naval vulnerability, especially after Pearl Harbor, where one of the ships he launched as assistant secretary of the navy was destroyed. Churchill shared FDR’s preoccupation with maritime espionage.

	Sabotage became a key focus around New York because of FDR’s awareness of the World War I munitions explosion at Black Tom Island and related incidents. This mindset intensified after the Normandie fire, which for some time was suspected of being caused by sabotage.

	The president appointed his intimate friend Vincent Astor as his espionage consigliere and then had him focus not only on the New York area but maritime operations specifically. They were in constant personal contact.

	Astor worked closely with the top officer with supervisory responsibility for Operation Underworld.

	An Astor family hotel was used as the hideaway office for the ferret squad.

	Even when Astor left his formal role as FDR’s top espionage adviser, he took on maritime responsibilities that dovetailed precisely with the activities of the ferret squad and mob figures conducting surveillance in and around coastal New York.

	The Nazi saboteurs were captured in the specific region where the ferret squad was operational. Roosevelt took a personal supervisory interest in their capture, punishment, and media coverage.

	FDR had been governor of New York and was aware of the mob’s capabilities. Luciano, Lansky, and Costello’s participation at the 1932 Democratic convention could not have gone unnoticed, especially since they had played a key role in backing FDR’s opponent for a time.

	Journalist Walter Winchell, who was close to both Lansky and Roosevelt, was an active propagandist for the activities of both men.

	A memo prepared during the Herlands Commission investigation into mob involvement in securing the New York waterfront specifically referenced FDR’s interest: “In the latter part of 1941, the security of the Port of New York was a matter of great significance, not only to the Commandant of the Third Naval District but to the Secretary of the Navy, and the President of the United States.” [author’s emphasis]
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