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Jimmy Hoffa – The More We Hear, The Less We Understand

‘The Irishman’ is a great film.  OK, so at almost three and a half hours running time it’s a tad on the long side.  But with stars like Al Pacino, Joe Pesci and Robert De Niro working under the direction of Martin Scorsese, those hours are bound to pass quickly, and with, if not exactly enjoyment (it’s not that kind of film), then certainly plenty of interest.  

Indeed, there are many who believe that its multiple Oscar nominations – nine in total – should have translated into at least three or four of the rolls-of-film-podiumed statues.  But for all the qualities of the movie, we should not lose sight that its primary purpose is as a piece of public entertainment.  In terms of relating the true story of Jimmy Hoffa, some of its story lines can be taken with a liberal pinch of salt.

Hoffa’s paternal predecessors can be traced back to Germany, before they emigrated to join the largish group of Europeans who settled in Pennsylvania.  The Hoffa line moved East to Indiana in the mid-1800s.  His mother’s side were also immigrants, some of the many who made the journey across the Atlantic from Ireland.  

Jimmy was born on Valentine’s day 1913 in the small town of Brazil, Clay County which lies in the east of the state of Indiana.  It is not the most salubrious of cities.  Named after a farm in the area (the owner of which called his own homestead after the country in the mid-1800s), it is the poorest in Indiana, with almost a third of its population living below the poverty line.

Back in the early years of the twentieth century Brazil was no different.  Many of its struggling inhabitants were coal miners, subject to the risks and hazards of that dangerous profession.  Jimmy was just seven when his father, John, who worked as a driller in the choking pits, died from lung disease almost certainly caused by his employment.  Naturally, the notions of health and safety, compensations and insurances were little more than fantastical dreams for the impoverished of Clay County, and the family were left destitute.

Mom Viola was not one to feel sorry for herself, however.  ‘She believed that Duty and Discipline were spelled with capital Ds’ said Jimmy sometime later about his resolute mother.  She started to work in a local laundry, and her meagre income from that was supplemented as Jimmy and his three siblings worked after school jobs to earn a few dollars.  This was a family determined to survive.  So, when Viola heard about the manufacturing opportunities for those prepared to work hard that existed in the tough city of Detroit, she upped sticks and took the entire family there.  It was 1924, and Jimmy was eleven years old.

Despite a promising academic career at school, he knew that family came first and aged fourteen he dropped out of education in order to work full time to support, and indeed protect, his family.  But having lost his father to industrial insouciance, and with a mother dedicated to hard work and mutual support, it was inevitable that the rights of the workers should matter to him.  They did, from the outset.  His first full time job became the final piece of that particular jigsaw.

The short but stockily built young Jimmy Hoffa was required to work twelve-hour shifts loading and unloading grocery products from railway trucks.  The pay was atrocious, with money earned only being paid for the actual goods moved, not for the long hours of the shift.  Kroger’s grocery chain may well be a respectable company these days, one which pays its employees a proper wage and which adheres to proper health and safety laws.  But times were different then, ninety years ago.  And so, probably, was the Kroger grocery company.  

Despite his youthfulness, Jimmy began to be recognised by the tough men in the yard, who were impressed by his determination, his bravery and his organisational skills.  He was offered a key role in the union, and soon the grocery workers were on strike.  The campaign was successful, and the workers saw their contracts improved.

This was a remarkable achievement.  The late twenties and early thirties were a time of enormous financial uncertainty in the US.  Employers were ready to hire gangs of thugs to break up strikes, and union men were a ready target for frequently violent assault.  Yet this young lad stood strong and tall, and achieved his goals.

It got him noticed and in 1932 he left the grocery company and accepted the offer of a role as an organiser for the Teamsters Local 299, based in Detroit.

‘Let each member do his duty as he sees fit.  Let each put his shoulder to the wheel and work together to bring about better results.  Let no member sow the seeds of discourse within our ranks...’ the philosophy of the Teamsters is one that would sit well with an idealistic youngster like Jimmy.  It is certainly worth noting that the General President of the Teamsters today is one James P Hoffa; the son of Jimmy.  He is the second longest serving post holder in the one hundred- and seventeen-year history of the union, and has been elected five times to the position, which he has held since 1998.

Union business runs in the family.

Hoffa was a fine union leader.  In the beginning, at least.  One of his tasks was to strengthen the collective might of the Teamsters.  He was hugely successful in this.  The union had 75000 members in 1933; by 1939 that number had swelled to 420,000.  By six years after the end of World War II, that figure had risen to over a million.  The Teamsters were now one of the most powerful unions in the USA, at a time when one in three workers belonged to such an organisation. 

Hoffa developed a highly effective strategy to support his workers’ aims.  He employed strikes on the hoof, calling men out at a moment’s notice.  The strategy created mayhem in management plans, and once the union became large enough that if could not be bullied into submission, led to deals favourable to the striking workers.

He also operated a policy of secondary boycotts, where one union would support the interests of another, and this collective approach further strengthened the Teamsters’ power.  Hoffa became a household name, a working-class hero to many.  In a strangely seditious way, a marker for the American dream.  The USA was a place where anybody could make good.  Look at Jimmy Hoffa.  A man who started with nothing and was now one of the most powerful men in industry.

But there was a downside.  Teamsters were unions which particularly catered for men and, later, women who worked in warehouses, and in commercial transport.  That meant trucks.  And truck unions had established a line of command of their own.  A particularly unpleasant one.  Because many such unions had links to, and were often controlled by, organised crime syndicates.  Hoffa needed to make a choice.  He could leave these unions as independent bodies, relatively small and organisations which largely served as convenient money laundering centres for gangsters, or he could bring them together, and enhance their power.

He chose the latter option, and in doing so came to the conclusion that he could not smash the syndicates that held such influence over these unions; instead, he would work with them.  When war broke out, like many, he faced being drafted and shipped overseas.  But Jimmy had influence now, even though he was only in his late twenties.  He was able to make the case that by remaining in the US and continuing his work as a union leader, he would contribute far more to the war effort than by being sent to fight, and possibly die, in Europe or the Far East.  His influence could keep freight moving, and in doing so that would be a major benefit to the war effort.  Maybe.  

It was a sign of the increasing political skills Hoffa was developing.  By the early 1950s, as we have seen, the Teamsters (or IBT, international brotherhood of teamsters, to give them their full name) had become incredibly powerful.  Daniel Tobin had been president of the organisation pretty much since its inception.  Now, more than forty years on, it was time for a change.  Dave Beck, a Master of Political shenanigans himself, was to be the new incumbent.  A role he secured very much thanks to work behind the scenes carried out by Hoffa.  There had been an internal revolt in the union against Tobin, and this had been quelled by securing support from the Central States for his planned successor, Beck.  The man who had weaved his way through this minefield was Jimmy Hoffa.  He got his reward, with Beck appointing him vice president of the Teamsters.  

As it got bigger, so the union became increasingly political.  It set up its headquarters away from Indianapolis, and to the very centre of political power and influence – Washington DC.  With so many uncertain deals taking place, and the influence on the union of organised crime growing, it seemed, exponentially, Hoffa decided he needed his own personal lawyer.  Just for protection.  The man he chose was Bill Bufalino.

On the face of it, Bufalino seems to come from an immaculate pedigree.  He was a lieutenant in the army, a member of the Judge Advocate General Corps where he served in World War II.  He spent time studying to become a Roman Catholic priest.

Then, in 1942, he found his niche and became a lawyer, qualifying from the Dickinson School of Law in Carlisle, Pennsylvania.  But these admirable career choices hide the truth, or at least, a significant part of it.  In 1945 he met, fell in love with and quickly married Antoinette Meli.  Her uncle was the Detroit crime boss, Angelo Meli.

‘In the underworld,’ Bufalino said later, ‘you either have to be born in it or you have to get in by marriage...I married a Detroit girl.’  Bufalino always denied any connections to the Mob.  However, there is evidence suggesting the contrary.  He began a Jukebox business when such a field was highly lucrative.  But he needed cash to get the business up and running.  $100000 from his wife’s uncle along with another uncertain character, John Priziola, and others, set him on his way.  The Bilvin Distributing Company was up and running; jukeboxes were a handy field, because the delivery and maintenance systems for these technological wonders of their day lay in the hands, in Detroit at least, of the Meli family.

Bufalino’s claim that he avoided the criminal underworld might not stand up to scrutiny; FBI sources described him as a ‘made man’ thanks to his dodgy connections.  But the idea that he was not born into a criminal family also faltered under close examination.  His cousin was a mightily powerful Pennsylvanian Godfather, Russell Bufalino.  Later, Bill Bufalino would make his cousin’s Godfather status legitimate, by asking him to perform that role to his own daughter.

The two were more than cousins.  Bill Bufalino once said: ‘If you want to charge me with something regarding Russell Bufalino, charge me with the fact that I selected him as my number one friend...This is a closer relationship than a brother.’

Bufalino had secured a post as president of a branch of the Teamsters, the Local 985, which happened to oversee Detroit’s Jukebox business.  It ran this for more than twenty years.  During those years he employed his considerable skills as a lawyer to fight the Teamster cause in the court, winning five of seven trials they encountered.

Meanwhile Jimmy Hoffa was feeling the pressure.  Becoming increasingly more hot tempered and unpredictable, he started to establish closer connections to organised crime in Pennsylvania.  The police began to cast their eyes in his direction, especially regarding racketeering. It seemed as though, having sought to get the mob onside to further his union’s cause, now he was becoming indebted to them.  Having a powerful and at least semi legitimate face such as Hoffa’s to front some of their more audacious activities was appealing to the Mob, and Hoffa, it appeared, was always ready to oblige.

Bill Bufalino said later of his friend: ‘There’ll never be another one like that in the Teamsters.  If he was a woman, he’d be pregnant every nine months.  He didn’t know how to say no.  He did so many favours for so many people.’

With pressure mounting on him from all sides, legal and otherwise, Hoffa needed a reliable and well-connected personal lawyer.  The morally loose Bufalino had the expertise and the family to perform that role.

It is a sign of the important role Jimmy Hoffa had taken in industrial relations that he came to the notice of the powerful Kennedy clan – a family never far from controversy themselves, of course.  Robert Kennedy, younger brother to future President John F, was a counsel to the McClellan Committee which had sought to bring the union boss down.  That select committee was convened to look at improper activities in Labor and Management. 

The story which attracted the attention of Kennedy is a complex one.  But one significant in Hoffa’s life story.  In 1955, Hoffa had begun an attempt to usurp Dave Beck as the Chairman of the Teamsters.  The story goes that he had enlisted the help of a mobster, Johnny Dio, and together they created fifteen fake locals, paper unions whose membership amounted to precisely zero, but whose pretend populous could be counted on to put their imaginary weight behind Hoffa’s campaign.  

Problems escalated inevitably and rapidly, and by the following year matters had come under the nose of McLellan’s investigation – at that stage a member of the subcommittee responsible for Government operations.  Such was the influence of Hoffa that he managed to get the matter reviewed under the senate’s Labor Committee only, where John F Kennedy held sway.  A known supporter of the unions, his investigation went skin deep at best.  The result of this complete horlicks was the creation of Labor and Management committee.  From that moment on, Hoffa became a marked man.

Whilst, astonishingly, he was acquitted of any wrongdoing in this vote rigging exercise (evidence of the power of the mob and the influence Hoffa wielded) any breathing space was short-lived.  After his election victory, JFK appointed his brother, Robert, as Attorney General and gave the green light for a stinging and far reaching assault on organised crime.  At the heart of his zealous campaign lay the ‘Get Hoffa’ squad, a collection of hard-hitting prosecutors and single-minded investigators who were determined to allow Robert Kennedy to succeed where he had failed before and bring down the diminutive union man.  Indictments for jury tampering
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