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Author’s Note

Over its first hundred years, the NYPD Bomb Squad fielded fewer than 250 officers while half a million served the force in other capacities. For its entire history, therefore, the Bomb Squad—including the Italian Squad that preceded it—has been one of the most elite units in a large and complex organization. At times it has also been among the most secretive.
Perhaps as a result, various sources used for preparation of this history sometimes contradict one another as to dates, the course of events, ranks, and even names. I have made every effort to get these facts as straight as I could, but anyone consulting primary and secondary sources may find certain discrepancies. Rest assured that no such discrepancies alter the general story of the Bomb Squad’s historical origins or its reputation for bravery and thorough professionalism in modern times.

Sources for this book include newspapers, magazines, books, a brief official history, websites, and the recollections of its current commander, Mark Torre. Since it is an informal history, however, I have chosen not to cite my sources other than within the text itself. I invite anyone with greater curiosity than I could satisfy—and with a good Internet connection—to click away.

Like me, you may be amazed by what you find.
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The Italian Squad

In Memoriam

Lieutenant Guiseppe (Joseph) Petrosino—Killed March 12, 1909

In some sense the New York Police Department Bomb Squad traces its origins to events in the Kingdom of Naples more than two hundred and fifty years ago. It was there that a group of criminals loosely organized itself into what came to be known as the Camorra, a secret society that thrived on illegal gambling, protection rackets, blackmail, and political intimidation.
The name Camorra likely derived from capo, Italian for “head” or “boss,” and morra, a timeless game based upon nothing more than the flashing of fingers, along the lines of Rock Paper Scissors or Once Twice Three Shoot. While morra was occasionally used throughout history to settle disputes and for graver matters (explicitly in its relation to the ancient practice of casting lots), it was most often played for money, which is where the Camorra came in.

While some historians trace the Camorra’s beginnings as far back as the 15th Century in Spain, it truly began to flourish in 18th Century southern Italy by offering to protect illegal street betting such as morra games from local police. It soon took on more structure, involving initiation rites, insurance for the families of arrested criminals, and the division of underworld territories. In the chaos following the French Revolution, when the Kingdom of Naples suffered leadership vacuums due to the ever-changing fortunes of Habsburgs, Bourbons and Napoleans, the Camorra used its street connections to act as power broker, further ensconcing and enriching its secret families. The first known meeting of those principals, the Gran Mamma (literally Great Mom, although today perhaps we’d say Big Mothah), occurred in 1820, and despite attempts to crush it ever since, this organized crime syndicate survived. By the late 19th Century, practitioners of its black arts had followed immigrants from southern Italy to the shores of the United States.

Meanwhile, of course, they were joined by members of its more famous cousin, the Mafia or Cosa Nostra, a later (but more formally organized) criminal syndicate, which had emerged in Sicily during the middle of the 19th Century. Like the Camorra, the Sicilian Mafia largely relied upon protection rackets. And, like the Camorra, its practitioners saw in waves of Italian immigrants an opportunity to make a fortune in the New World.

The United States had long accepted immigrants from Italy, but in relatively modest quantities in the first two-thirds of the 19th Century—a low of three in 1832 and a high of 1,489 in 1869. In the latter third of the century, however, those numbers built to an explosion. Nearly three thousand Italians arrived in the States in 1870. A decade later more than twelve thousand came. In 1887 nearly fifty thousand arrived, and in 1900 for the first time more than one hundred thousand Italian immigrants disembarked at Ellis Island. They weren’t the only group to cross the ocean—they were part of the so-called New Immigration from Europe, which also consisted of many Slavs and Jews—but they arrived in droves. To get a sense of the scale, consider that in just fifteen years—1900 to 1914—3,035,308 Italians joined an American population of less than 100 million, according to the U.S. Bureau of the Census.

A large proportion of those immigrants hailed from southern Italy, especially those who settled in and around New York City, particularly on the Lower East Side and a part of downtown Manhattan that came to be known as Little Italy. The majority were honest poor working people aspiring to a better life, but they inadvertently brought with them a parasitic criminal class derived from the Camorra and the Cosa Nostra. As some of the honest ones began to prosper, they increasingly fell prey to that supreme organized crime specialty known as the “protection racket.”

If prostitution is the oldest profession, protection rackets can’t be far behind. “Racket” can be defined as a dishonest scheme for obtaining money, and in the spectrum of illegal activity there are few things simpler than a protection racket. All that’s required is disproportionate muscle and the will to employ it toward nefarious ends. The protection racket strategy consists of the simple and all-too-familiar logic of the schoolyard bully: Give me what I want or I will hurt you.

Unlike the schoolyard bully, however, successful protection rackets target grown men and women. And they promise worse than a twisted arm or a punch in the face. At best they offer a soul-sucking never-ending tax on honest citizens, and at worst they threaten total ruin or death.

In New York around the turn of the last century, the exact means of extortion were as varied as the criminal mind. One such case centered around the activities of Ignazio Lupo, an immigrant from Palermo who ostensibly ran an honest retail and wholesale grocery operation. Lupo would later be implicated in a complex bankruptcy fraud that came to be known as the Grocery Conspiracy, but before that there came his standard operating procedure: threatening to bomb or burn down the store of any smaller grocer who dared not buy goods from him.

Lupo’s extortion wasn’t unique. It fit a well-worn pattern, and sometimes the practitioner didn’t even require the trappings of a legitimate business. Beginning in the late 19th Century, as Italian immigrants prospered, a group of individuals either inspired by traditional organized crime or secretly a part of it saw easy pickings. Using correspondence decorated with threatening symbols such as smoking guns, bloody stilettos, skulls, and hangman’s nooses, they began to extort money through kidnappings of children or threats of violence. The most common signature on the letter soon became a hand drawn in black ink, sometimes a hand clutching a dagger. Thus, before most New Yorkers had heard of the Camorra or the Mafia, they came to know of the Black Hand Society that terrorized a certain element of the city.

One man so terrorized had started as an immigrant cobbler, become a prosperous grocer, and culminated his career by founding his own bank. His name was Pasquale Pati. As the website Gangrule.com reports: “In January 1908, a bomb blew open the front of an Italian Bank ‘Pasquale Pati & Son’ at 238-240 Elizabeth Street. Pati was the most successful Italian banker in New York, with his business capitalised [sic] at $500,000. The bank had the unusual trick of displaying piles of money behind their secured windows as proof of their ability to pay depositors. The son, Salvatore Pati, who was in the bank at the time of the bombing, managed to secure the money whilst the bomb throwers escaped into the crowds on Elizabeth Street. The bomb was not an attempt at robbery, but a warning from the Black Hand after Pati had publicly announced he would not fall for their attempts at extortion. After the explosion, nervous depositors began to withdraw their money, and in the next four weeks over $400,000 in deposits were removed.”

Pati’s fortunes never recovered, and his case was far from exceptional. A letter of the period printed in the New York Times on July 24, 1908, reads as follows: “My name is Salvatore Spinelli. My parents in Italy came from a decent family. I came here eighteen years ago and went to work as a house painter, like my father. I started a family and I have been an American citizen for thirteen years. I had a house at 314 East Eleventh Street and another one at 316, which I rented out. At this point the ‘Black Hand’ came into my life and asked me for seven thousand dollars. I told them to go to hell and the bandits tried to blow up my house. Then I asked the police for help and refused more demands, but the ‘Black Hand’ set off one, two, three, four, five bombs in my houses. Things went to pieces. From thirty-two tenants I am down to six. I owe a thousand dollars interest that is due next month and I cannot pay. I am a ruined man. My family lives in fear. There is a policeman on guard in front of my house, but what can he do? My brother Francesco and I do guard duty at the windows with guns night and day. My wife and children have not left the house for weeks. How long can this go on?”

How long indeed? As the letter suggested, for years Black Hand extortionists acted with near impunity. Even Italians as famous as the tenor Enrico Caruso proved not to be immune. While living in New York, Caruso one day received a letter depicting a stiletto and a black hand and demanding protection money in the sum of $2,000. When he paid it, the extortion escalated way beyond that figure, and he went to the police, who eventually arrested a pair of “businessmen”—Antonio Misiani and Antonio Cincotta.

The New York Times article detailing this arrest in 1910 doesn’t mention the police officers involved, but they almost certainly included members of the Italian Squad, which was founded in 1903 under the leadership of Lieutenant Guisseppi “Joseph” Petrosino.

By the time Caruso faced extortion by the Black Hand, Petrosino was well established as the NYPD’s most prominent and successful Italian-American, but he started out with little social status, an immigrant child from Salerno who arrived with certain members of his extended family in the 1860s. His first big break came in the wake of tragedy. After his legal guardian, his grandfather, was killed in a streetcar accident, an Irish-American Surrogate Court judge took pity on the boy and his cousin, personally housing them for a time, thus introducing young “Joseph” to opportunities that might otherwise have been inaccessible to an immigrant boy of little social standing.

In 1883, at the age of twenty-three, Petrosino joined the NYPD and was awarded badge number 285. Scarcely two years later, the new president of the Board of Police Commissioners, a man named Theodore Roosevelt, promoted the young cop to detective sergeant in charge of the Homicide Division. (Ironically, according to the New-York Tribune, Roosevelt later became the target of a mail bomb attempt himself in 1896.) Roosevelt, inspired by the work of muckraking journalist Jacob Riis, had taken it as his mission to ferret out police corruption, standardize equipment and procedures, and put the newly professionalized NYPD in better service to the citizenry. Although political ambition took him away from the police department after only two years of leadership, Roosevelt left his mark indelibly on the force, and Petrosino exemplified that transformation.

As the first Italian-American to lead the Homicide Division, Petrosino felt shamed at the behavior of those compatriots who had organized themselves to the detriment of society. In response to that sense of embarrassment, early in his career he began to tackle the worst elements among his own ethnic enclaves. By the time Francis Vinton Green, a hero of the Spanish American War, became police commissioner in 1903, Petrosino was ready to carry things a step further. Promoted to lieutenant, he was recruited in April of that year to lead the new Italian Squad, which began life as only five police officers tasked with bringing the Black Hand extortionists to heel.

In an article for The Century magazine entitled “The Passing of the Black Hand,” author Frank Marshall White nicely described the situation that Petrosino faced: “The most frequent crime committed by the Black Hand was that of bomb-throwing, thus wrecking houses and killing and maiming the inhabitants, as a delicate protest when the householder failed to respond to a demand for money. Indeed, the police measure of Italian crime was in the number of arrests for bomb-throwing, other crimes having been found to be approximately on the same scale.”

In 1908 Police Commissioner Theodore Bingham detailed forty-four bomb “outrages” for the year, seventy arrests, nine convictions, and fifty-eight discharges. But by many accounts these numbers sound underreported. Indeed, three years before, on September 3, 1905, the New-York Tribune reported: “Four hundred times a year the nervous citizen of
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