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			PROLOGUE

			Wheeling, West Virginia; 
January 1991

			As soon as I slid the contents from the envelope, I knew it was a bomb.

			The mail had arrived that morning before my assistant did, so I grabbed the pile off her desk on the way back from a meeting. The thick legal-size envelope rested on the bottom, and I opened it first as the morning sunlight streamed through the windows that overlooked Chapline Street. My second-floor U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Northern District of West Virginia was housed in the ornate stone-and-granite Federal Building that still contained a post office on the first floor. This letter bomb had made it to my desk without being inspected, because this was before the era of metal detectors and scanners. The return address was the Ohio County Jail on the other side of town, and it wasn’t at all unusual for inmates to file forms in envelopes like this themselves.

			Small, jagged pieces of steel spilled out with the yellow legal pad I had eased partway from the envelope. In that moment, I didn’t know the only thing saving me from being swallowed by an explosive fireball was that the accelerant, believed to have been lip balm, had failed to trigger the blast. The bomb was designed to detonate when the legal pad was removed from the envelope and the wires of the improvised switch touched. The resulting electrical current was supposed to heat the wire and ignite the detonator, which then would melt the plastic casings of two lighters, free the butane, and ignite it. If it had gone off, the bomb would have produced a thousand-degree fireball up to three feet in diameter. I was forty-seven at the time and came that close to not seeing my next birthday.

			The sender was an inmate named Rodney Curtis Hamrick, and my life had been saved by the fact that he was unable to find an accelerant better than lip balm that would have left my wife a widow and my children fatherless. Believe it or not, Hamrick had managed to obtain all the items with which he’d rigged the bomb from the jail commissary that had, fortunately for me, lacked a better accelerant in its inventory. If he had opted for hamburger grease from the cafeteria, I would not be here today.

			This wasn’t the first time Hamrick had sent bombs and threats through the mail, not even the first time he’d done so from jail or prison. He was in state prison in 1987 when he mailed letters threatening to murder then president Ronald Reagan, was caught in possession of a letter containing a “smoke bomb” addressed to George H. W. Bush, and built five improvised bombs while he was serving time in the Federal Correctional Institution at Petersburg, Virginia. He also threatened to blow up the courthouse in Elkins, West Virginia, a United Airlines flight, and the headquarters of the NAACP in Washington, DC (twice) if he wasn’t released. In April 1990, Hamrick mailed a letter to the judge who had sentenced him, William M. Kidd, vowing to kill the judge and his family on behalf of “the Nazi Socialist Republican Party.” An avowed white supremacist, Hamrick on another occasion had facilitated an escape by fashioning what looked like a pistol out of duct tape. He successfully fired the improvised gun at a fellow inmate and threatened a guard.

			The legal pad had been hollowed out in the center in a six-inch square to allow for the placement of his improvised explosive device. A wire had been connected to the clasp, rigged to release the accelerant as soon as I opened the envelope, triggering the blast that could have been powerful enough to blow my head off.

			More shards of what I realized was shrapnel leaked from the envelope as I cautiously laid it down on my desk and backed out of my office. My assistant had just arrived but stopped short of greeting me when she saw the look on my face. I picked up her phone and dialed the number for the offices of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms a block away.

			“This is U.S. Attorney Bill Kolibash,” I said, after the receptionist’s greeting, “calling from my office down the street.”

			“Good morning, Mr. Kolibash.”

			“Not really. There’s a mail bomb in my office.”

			“Please stay on the line.”

			Seconds later, a male voice I recognized came on. “Bill, this is Special Agent Kerse. Is the bomb secured?”

			“It’s sitting on my desk, Frank. It was delivered from the Ohio County Jail.”

			“I’m heading your way with a team. Move everyone on the floor as far as possible away from your office.”

			I’d just finished doing that when the ATF’s Frank Kerse, a big, raw-boned man who served in the U.S. Army as a military policeman, exited the elevator with his advance team. By the time he completed a visual inspection of the device exactly as I’d left it, another team had arrived with protective sandbags in tow. It took five elevator trips to haul them up to the second floor! The ATF team piled the bags around the desk and secured the office, as if it was something they did every day.

			“I’ve got an army bomb-disposal team on their way from Chambersburg, Pennsylvania,” Kerse said, ending a call he’d made on his mobile phone, a rarity back in 1991.

			That team, consisting of the bomb-disposal expert and his commanding officer, were flown to Wheeling from Chambersburg. Upon arriving about two hours after the call, the expert ordered the evacuation of the entire wing of the Federal Building in which my offices were housed. I stayed behind and watched him suit up in a full-body Kevlar bomb suit and a Kevlar helmet with an inch-thick Plexiglas shield. ATF agents moved the sandbags aside so he could enter my office, where he used a portable X-ray device to examine the bomb. He clipped the X-ray device back to his belt, covered the bomb with a bomb blanket, and attached a hook-and-line set to the device itself. Then he retreated thirty feet down a flight of stairs and remotely pulled the bomb’s components apart. Only then did I breathe easy again.

			“Go buy a lottery ticket, Bill,” Frank Kerse told me. “Today must be your lucky day.”

			Hamrick was identified from the commissary log listing the bomb components he’d purchased. He had targeted me because I was slated to prosecute the case against him for making those threats against Judge Kidd. He was arrested inside the Ohio County Jail and transferred to federal custody. Months later, I stared directly into Hamrick’s sunken eyes through the whole of my testimony in district court. He stared back at me indignantly. It was chilling. His eyes were vacant, as dark and empty as a shark’s, a smirk worn beneath his slicked-back hair. With tattoos adorned up and down his arms and swastikas on the back of both hands, he sat there unapologetic and soulless. He was pure evil and one of the scariest criminals I’d ever encountered, a psychopath without conscience who would never stray from the path that had brought him to where he was that day.

			A jury found Hamrick guilty on all counts, and the district court sentenced him to 210 months in prison on the convictions for attempted murder and mailing of that bomb. They tacked on a concurrent 120-month sentence for assault with a deadly or dangerous weapon as well as the unlawful manufacture, transfer, and possession of a destructive device. The court also imposed the mandatory sentence of thirty years imprisonment to run consecutively with Hamrick’s other sentences, only this time he would be serving his hitch at the ADX Supermax prison in Florence, Colorado, that’s reserved for the nation’s most heinous and dangerous criminals, including the Boston Marathon bomber and the infamous Mexican drug lord El Chapo.

			While in Supermax, though, Hamrick proclaimed himself a jihadi and was transferred to the Communications Management Unit in Terre Haute, Indiana. The CMU was one of several prisons created by the U.S. Bureau of Prisons in response to 9/11, which generally house terrorists and significantly restrict the communications of inmates. But that didn’t stop Hamrick from killing, and nearly beheading, a fellow inmate named Robert David Neal in 2018.

			Hamrick wasn’t the first criminal to threaten my life during my service as the United States Attorney for the Northern District of West Virginia and he wouldn’t be the last. In my twenty years of service, initially as an Assistant U.S. Attorney, I faced all manner of villains from organized crime bosses to corrupt public officials to moonshiners turned marijuana distributors to drug kingpins and even the corrupt swami of the Hare Krishna movement. Many of those I prosecuted were criminal Goliaths who believed themselves to be beyond the law, free to pursue their ill-gotten gains to the detriment of ordinary people like you and me.

			Someone had to stand against them. Someone had to be David, even if it meant receiving an envelope with a bomb inside. Because justice never rests, starting with the first case I ever prosecuted in 1973 as an Assistant U.S. Attorney.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Wheeling, West Virginia, 1973

			That case focused on fraud committed by a tax preparer named Tony Lobise, who was falsifying the tax returns of his clients to assure they would get a bigger refund. It was part of the sales pitch that lured customers through his door, kind of like the H&R Block of tax-fraud preparers. Of course, he never told them that his means for getting them more money back from the IRS was illegal.

			Initially, I had handled civil matters and appeals of criminal cases to the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals after taking the position of Assistant United States Attorney (AUSA) for the Northern District of West Virginia. The appeals involved fairly routine violations of the federal criminal statutes, which made me the perfect AUSA to represent the United States since I had served my last year in the military’s JAG Corps in the Appellate Government Division.

			Although that tax-fraud case was simple and straightforward, it highlighted a pervasive nationwide trend that became a harbinger for some of the biggest and most important cases I tried over the years. According to the 1973 annual report issued by the Commissioner of the Internal Revenue Service, “A total of 4,977 tax returns were prepared for Service employees posing as clients during the 1973 filing period. Of these returns, 1,112 (or 22%) appeared fraudulent. From January 1972 to June 30, 1973, the Intelligence Division filed complaints, arrested or obtained indictments against 420 tax return preparers. So far 209 preparers have been convicted or have pleaded guilty.”1

			Another of my early cases was an attempted bank robbery. The culprits, who had a history of violent crime, were coming into Wheeling from Pittsburgh. Thanks to an informant’s tip, we knew the route they were taking and had FBI agents stationed around the bank they intended to target. And when they got near the site, the agents closed in on foot and surrounded their car when it was stopped between other vehicles at a red light.

			“Federal agents!” an agent screamed as the Tac Team rushed in with guns brandished. “Show me your hands! Show me your hands!”

			The men inside the car obeyed and were arrested without incident. I prosecuted them in the district court in Elkins, West Virginia, before a sequestered jury that didn’t have much trouble convicting them on all counts. That was especially meaningful to me, because I hadn’t had a lot of luck with the firearms cases I’d brought before the same court. Elkins, West Virginia, was about as redneck country as you can get. When new babies were born, rumor had it that a toy deer rifle was put in the crib instead of a football, basketball, or baby doll. I learned the hard way that it wasn’t easy to get a conviction on a firearms case in Elkins because jurors were not exactly the friendliest toward these cases. Fortunately, they felt differently about bank robbers.

			***

			I tried my first major case as an AUSA in 1977. A Charleston, West Virginia–based DEA agent named Randy James noticed from drug-trafficking intelligence reports that the same names he was familiar with while stationed in Chicago had begun to show up in our neck of the woods. He knew the source was a drug network out of Mexico but hadn’t latched on to the particulars of the operation yet. This was before the birth of the actual Mexican drug cartels that can be traced back to the 1980s, and the Mexican gang responsible had recently engaged in a violent shoot-out with officers of Mexico’s federal police force, so we knew we were up against some pretty bad hombres.

			The key witness in the case was a woman named Karen Pappas. Police were summoned to her home by neighbors who had heard shouting and sounds of a struggle. When they arrived, they found marijuana strewn all over the apartment. That gave them probable cause for a search, which included Pappas’s car, where they found an additional 165 pounds of marijuana in the trunk.

			By then, Pappas had been hospitalized for injuries suffered in an altercation with her then boyfriend Eric Walton. She spoke willingly and without counsel present to Randy James from her hospital bed through a swath of bandages and swelling, her speech garbled at times.

			“I just want this to be over,” she started.

			“That’s why I’m here. Tell me about the marijuana police found in the apartment and the trunk of your car.”

			“It was part of the same shipment.”

			Randy leaned forward in his chair.

			“It comes into New Mexico from Mexico,” Pappas continued. “I fly down regularly to make the pickup.”

			“How regularly?”

			“I don’t know. Often. A lot.”

			“How much?”

			“This particular shipment was three hundred pounds.”

			“Did you drive it all the way back to West Virginia yourself?”

			“No, we use an older couple who hides the stash in their camper. Nobody ever pulls them over. You know, who stops Grandma and Grandpa?”

			“You said ‘we,’” Randy noted. “Did this involve Eric Walton, the man you allege beat you up?”

			“Allege? Look at my face. And, yes, it involves Walton. He’s the boss, the man in these parts when it comes to drugs.”

			“And you’ll testify to that in court?”

			“As long as I don’t have to go to jail, I’ll testify about anything.”

			It turned out the fight had been spurred by Pappas finding out Walton was seeing another woman. We gave her immunity and moved her into the Witness Protection Program to keep her safe. She was about to expose a massive drug network supplying the Midwest and West Virginia, which meant the danger she faced was very real to the point we even put a guard on her hospital room door.

			Randy started connecting all the dots, which led us to realize Walton’s weed was being distributed out of Belmont County, Ohio, by way of Chicago and Indianapolis. The Belmont County Sheriff’s Office, backed up by the FBI, raided the storehouse and confiscated all the marijuana that had come up from Mexico by way of New Mexico.

			Eric Walton was arrested on a ten-count indictment returned November 7, 1977, against him and six other defendants. Our case rested squarely on the shoulders of Karen Pappas, whom we kept shielded even from defense attorneys up until the time she arrived in court. Walton had hired a very prominent local attorney, while several of his codefendants were represented by an out-of-town attorney who arrived wearing a long leather coat, expensive jewelry, and a flashy suit. As soon as the judge emerged from chambers, I saw him snicker at the lawyer’s appearance. His message was clear: you don’t come to Elkins, West Virginia, to defend a drug dealer dressed like a wiseguy yourself.

			I spent hours getting Pappas prepared for that trial. I knew our entire case rested on her shoulders and that defense counsel was going to try and impeach her credibility. Walton’s case centered almost entirely on convincing the jury that Karen had set him up in order to seize the drug operation from him. To prove that, they insisted her actions stemmed from a turf war currently underway between the Belmont County, Ohio, part of the organization and the Morgantown, West Virginia, group. The word was Belmont County was making a move to take over Morgantown’s operation. In response, to put the message out that Morgantown was not to be messed with, a couple of thugs headed into Ohio and shot the Belmont County drug kingpin in the anus to make their point—supposedly that way of shooting him was meant to stoke fear in potential rivals and send a message to everyone else to steer clear of the Morgantown drug operation. The Belmont County kingpin wasn’t supposed to die, but he did, so Walton’s defense made use of that internecine conflict to cast aspersions on Karen Pappas’s testimony. But she proved unflappable on the stand, great in direct testimony, and held her own in strong fashion during cross-examination.

			Following a four-day trial, a jury found Eric Walton guilty on two counts: possession with intent to distribute fifty pounds of marijuana and actual distribution of ten pounds of marijuana. He was fined $15,000 and sentenced to five years imprisonment on each of the two counts on which he was convicted, the sentences to run consecutively.

			As for the murder investigation up in Belmont County, Ohio, the alleged shooter turned out to be a Walton enforcer named J. B. Brown. The Belmont County prosecutors handled that case, so my involvement was limited. Prior to the Walton trial, though, we did encounter a problem when we went to pick up the marijuana to use as evidence. A raid conducted by the local sheriff’s department had netted thirty-six pounds. But several pounds of that, consisting of a stronger strain called Acapulco Gold, had gone missing at some point between the evidence locker and the crime lab in Columbus, Ohio, where it had been tested.

			Back then, Kathy Crumbley was the sheriff up there, a kind of legend for being the first woman ever to be elected county sheriff anywhere in the country. In 1977, the song “The Lady Sheriff of Belmont County,” sung by Adolph Anthony, was released as a 45 RPM single by Gold Star Records and included the line, “Where they got a lady sheriff, the only one of her kind.”

			Indeed, she was. Kathy stood a couple inches over six feet and weighed well over two hundred pounds. She gave no quarter to any man, especially those who served under her, and I think she fancied Randy James quite a bit. If she ever found the guy who stole the marijuana from her evidence locker, standing trial would have been the least of his problems. I once heard that Sheriff Kathy’s hairdresser had to stand on a Coca-Cola carton to cut her hair because she was more than a foot shorter. She died in 2011 and will forever be remembered for colorful appearances she made on The Mike Douglas Show and The Tonight Show.

			Meanwhile, I turned my attention as an Assistant U.S. Attorney to a scourge that rivaled drug dealing: public corruption.

			
			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Hancock County, West Virginia, 1977

			It all started with gambling. There are currently five casinos operating legally across the state of West Virginia. There were far more, though, sixty to seventy years before that operated illegally. The vast bulk of them were located in the panhandle area of West Virginia where the state borders Pennsylvania and Ohio. There was a street up there called the Strip where gambling casinos operated with impunity. By the time I became an AUSA for the Northern District, my predecessors had done such a good job prosecuting them that the casinos were gone, in stark contrast to their peak era in the 1950s and 1960s.

			The underworld was committed to changing that. In 1976, a Hancock County resident named Ron Donell, running for sheriff in the county, was approached by a mobster from Steubenville, Ohio, named Silvio “Berdie” Pinciaro. Pinciaro ran gambling in those parts for the Steel City mob out of Pittsburgh under the auspices of Joseph “JoJo” Pecora.

			“How do you feel about gambling, Mr. Donell?” Pinciaro asked.

			“It’s not for me, but I’ve got no problem with it so long as it’s on the up-and-up.”

			Pinciaro cast Donell a wry grin. “Well, if you get elected and allowed gambling in Hancock County, you’d stand to make a lot of money.”

			“Last time I checked,” Donell told him, “gambling was illegal.”

			Pinciaro, the textbook definition of a low-level gangster, didn’t smile this time. He just winked. “That’s why you stand to make a lot of money.”

			Indeed.

			“A hilly section of the 63-mile panhandle that runs between Pennsylvania and Ohio,” Reader’s Digest wrote in an April 1980 article entitled “Sheriff Donell Beats the Racketeers,” “Hancock County was ideal for racketeering. Its casinos drew high rollers from Cleveland, Youngstown and Pittsburgh; area steel mills provided many more eager players. Illegal gambling had become a way of life in the county, leading many residents to assume there was corruption. ‘Get elected in Hancock County,’ Donell had heard, ‘and retire rich in four years.’”1

			But he’d been an Eagle Scout in his teenage years, as well as president of his high school class—a solid citizen, in other words, who came from an equally solid family that had deep roots in the community. Donell reported his encounter with Birdie Pinciaro to the FBI, at which point the Bureau, along with the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Northern District and the West Virginia State Police, started an undercover operation. The FBI special agent in charge of the case was one of the very best I ever worked with, Tom Burgoyne.

			Before long, the case blossomed into something significantly bigger than just a gambler from Ohio trying to expand his business into West Virginia. Once Donell was elected in Hancock County, he agreed to pose as a crooked sheriff. With Donell’s apparent cooperation, Pinciaro and his boys moved in and approached a whole bunch of local bars on the pretext of putting pinball and cigarette machines in their establishments.

			“And while we’re at it,” they’d tell the owner, “we can put in gambling machines, even loan you the money you need to create space for them.”

			So this was never about bringing full-fledged casinos back to Hancock County; it was, instead, about packing the back rooms and basements of bars with video gambling machines and setting up bookmaking operations. This was a working-class area where the bulk of residents worked in steel mills or the retail stores supporting the families that called the area home. Men would get out of work on Fridays, cash their paychecks, and head to their favorite watering holes. Except if Birdie Pinciaro had his way, they’d have something else to spend their money on in those establishments besides alcohol.

			Of course, Pinciaro knew plenty of these mom-and-pop establishments wouldn’t be able to pay the loans they’d taken to build their gambling rooms, so the mob guys would come in and take over. There were kickbacks paid to Donell in his guise as a corrupt sheriff to protect the operations and keep any competitors out of the gambling business. In turn, Donell passed that money up the food chain to the prosecuting attorney of Hancock County, Robert Altomare, thereby implicating the highest local official responsible for dispensing justice in the sting. Pinciaro and his associates must have figured they were covered from on high with both the sheriff and head prosecutor on the take. The kickbacks Donell received and distributed, accordingly, became one of the most vital elements in making our case against Altomare since the evidence was pretty much indisputable.

			Here, for example, is an excerpt from a conversation between Sheriff Donell and county prosecutor Altomare, recorded on December 19, 1978, that became one of the primary pieces of evidence used to prove our case at trial:

			DONELL: Come in, hi, Bob.

			ALTOMARE: Just take a couple minutes of your time to talk about a couple things with you…. Now, here is—no one knows anything about this but you, Dingbat and me—what I think I’ve put together real clean, for a thousand dollars a month each. I mean clean. Ron, we could go into a takeover of slot machines [with] Dingbat, and listen to how we’re gonna do this. Beautiful, Ron, it’s beautiful. I mean I love this.

			DONELL: Okay.

			ALTOMARE: Let me start at the beginning. These machines are owned by the clubs, under a service contract.

			DONELL: Twenty-five percent. [Benny] Phillips.

			ATORMARE: Okay, that means, according to Dingbat [Delong], about four grand a month to Phillips. I’m talking a month.

			DONELL: Just one club.

			ALTOMARE: Total—Newell Legion, Chester Legion, Lawrenceville Legion, Chester Vets.

			DONELL: Un-huh.

			ALTOMARE: Dinger’s telling the guy [who cleans out the machines], Harry, or whoever Harry is, “Don’t come back. After today I’m servicing my own machines.” In other words, Dinger’s not paying Benny 25% anymore, okay, and Dinger owns the machines. Can’t be a problem because Benny can’t go to the State Police, can’t go to you, and it’s not a federal violation so what are they going to do [to] Dinger?

			DONELL: Uh-huh.

			ALTOMARE: Benny’s out. The problem comes in when we try to go to Sam Graham at the Chester Vets and whoever else is at the Lawrenceville Legion or Chester Legion. I just can’t send you in there and say, “Quit dealing with Phillips and start dealing with Dingbat, okay?”

			DONELL: Uh-huh.

			ALTOMARE: No way you can do that, which means there was to be a way to get around that. Here’s what we do…. Dinger throws them out of the Newell Legion today.

			DONELL: Okay.

			ALTOMARE: And Dinger’s not saying a word to anybody else, yet.

			DONELL: Okay.

			ALTOMARE: I want you to get the deputy or deputies, out of uniform between now and Monday, to go into those three places and play the slots, okay, and I think that can be done. If you need [ID] cards, Dinger has cards, give me a call. Now you have your boys make the buys, they know what to do.

			DONELL: Right.

			ALTOMARE: Okay, right, now we will prepare search and seizure warrants based on that, but I don’t want a big explosion in the newspaper about your picking up slot machines. It doesn’t look good, Ron.

			DONELL: Right.

			ALTOMARE: I tell Dinger, “Dinger, Ron has search warrants and he’s going in Wednesday night.” Now Dinger goes to these three places: “The prosecutor and sheriff are pissed off at Benny. I already threw Benny out of my place. I don’t want any trouble. There are warrants for these slot machines.” You make the raid at 10 o’clock that night—the slots are gone. No publicity, nothing, return the warrants, no property found, we don’t call the press, nothing, okay?

			DONELL: Okay.

			ALTOMARE: Next morning, Dinger goes in: “See what I’m telling ya, these guys are putting Benny out of business. Now if you guys will come over to me, let me handle the service contract, I think I can talk to Ron and Bob. I’m not promising but I know this—if you continue to deal with Benny, you’re finished, ’cause they’ll come back.” If they don’t buy that, then we’ll do the same thing one more time.

			DONELL: Sounds good.

			ALTOMARE: Dinger takes those four places over, okay, and we starting getting a piece a month.

			DONELL: Yeah, that sounds better.

			ALTOMARE: That’s a lot better.2

			So we had Altomare on tape not only admitting his participation in the crime and making himself a party to it but actually ordering Sheriff Ron Donell to commit a crime. But the tapes would be useless if we didn’t have the physical evidence to back them up in court. To obtain that physical evidence, our team planned a sweeping raid on all the local gambling establishments on January 26, 1979. Nearly a hundred federal agents and West Virginia state policemen entered those establishments within minutes of each other and seized the machines. That was a Friday night. On Monday morning, I began presenting evidence to a federal grand jury to gain the indictments we sought.

			This was Pinciaro’s operation, but it had been blessed by the Steel City mob out of Pittsburgh in the person of JoJo Pecora, who’d been heavily involved in casino operations along the infamous Strip back in the ’50s and ’60s. He basically controlled all gambling in the panhandle area and saw an opening to do so again throughout Hancock County. While Altomare was the primary target of the U.S. Attorney’s Office, the FBI prioritized Pecora along with numerous other mob types who were seeping into the area.

			All that was standing in the way of Pinciaro’s, and Pecora’s, attempted move into Hancock County in the late 1970s was the federal investigation we’d opened, thanks to Ron Donell coming to us about the corruption. And we had an innovative, then little-known tool at our disposal…

			RICO.

			According to the Department of Justice, the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act, which had passed in 1970, was meant “to strengthen the legal tools of evidence gathering by establishing new penal prohibitions and providing enhanced sanctions and new remedies for dealing with the unlawful activities of those engaged in organized crime.” The power of RICO lay in its conspiracy provision, based on an enterprise rationale, that allows tying together apparently unrelated crimes with a common objective into a prosecutable pattern of racketeering. In addition, RICO provided for severer penalties and permitted a defendant to be convicted and separately punished for both the underlying crimes that constitute the pattern of racketeering activity as well as for a substantive violation of RICO.

			In RICO, “enterprise” is defined as “any individual, partnership, corporation, association, or other legal entity, or any union or group of individuals associated in fact although not a legal entity.” The terms of the RICO law enabled prosecutors like me to tie numerous crimes together into one case, even if they had covered an extensive period of time. By combining individual crimes into a broader context, law enforcement was able to pursue those in charge of an organization rather than just those who reported to them and were not the ones ordering that the crimes be committed.

			RICO, for instance, allowed for the pursuit of a mob boss who ordered underlings to commit crimes in furtherance of the organization but who hasn’t personally pulled the trigger, set a fire, or committed a burglary. But we discovered there was one problem with the law as we began a RICO investigation into public corruption in Hancock County: it had never been successfully utilized on a case of this complexity and magnitude in the nine years since its passage. In fact, the highest profile case to rely on RICO up until that point had failed to produce a conviction against the Hells Angels motorcycle gang despite attaining sixty-four indictments.

			“The trial proceeded tensely,” CAFE reported in November 2021. “194 witnesses presented harrowing stories of the Angel’s violence and misdeeds. Many Angels, known for their brutality toward those who testified against them, sat in the courtroom in the San Francisco Federal Building, where 8-foot high Plexiglass walls were installed around the bench. The sprawling portrait of the Angels’ misdeeds, however, did not convince the jury that there was a centralized meth distribution scheme, the charge on which the indictments depended.”3

			The failure of those prosecutors to win a conviction against the Hells Angels meant we were attempting to become the first investigative body to ever successfully prosecute a RICO case of this magnitude. Good thing that the intelligence and evidence Donell provided checked every single box we needed to accomplish that.

			Living a double life, meanwhile, couldn’t have been easy for Ron. Plenty of the people who’d voted for him had no problem with illegal gambling taking place in the back rooms of bars; it was ingrained in the Hancock County culture and the residue left by the heyday of those casinos along the Strip that had never totally gone away. This was the epitome of a working-class area where men would yank down the handles of those poker machines with hands no amount of soap could clean and the hard hat they’d worn all day resting on the other side of the table. The steel mills were running three shifts back then.

			Many of the bars were located right next to those mills and never closed, which meant they could be as busy at 7:00 a.m. as 7:00 p.m. The same held true for the gambling rooms. If someone wanted to spend a few hours feeding poker machines with nickels, dimes, or quarters or place a bet with a bookie who made a table in the bar his office, that was their decision. One of those bookies, Emilio “Hambone” Julian, had a son who played running back for the University of Pittsburgh. One game, the kid was running down the field for a touchdown when Hambone jumped up in the stands yelling, “Tackle him! Tackle him!” It turned out he had a bet on the other team.

			The evidence we accumulated against all the defendants was really strong because we had some of them on tape owning up to what they did, like a local bar owner named Constantine Karas admitting to bribing local police officers. We had the cash seized from the establishments in which the gambling was taking place. And we also had guys who worked under the kingpins testifying against them to save their own butts, a common feature in all mob trials and RICO cases.

			Ron Donell’s testimony linked everything together. He essentially played the role of a confidential human source for us while he was serving as sheriff of Hancock County. It could have gotten him killed, but that didn’t faze Donell because he saw it as his duty, part of his job as a law enforcement officer. Had he not reported being approached by Birdie Pinciaro to the FBI, there might well have never been a case at all. Ultimately, Donell received $100,000 in bribes to buy his acquiescence in a plot he had actually exposed.

			“Under cover,” the Pittsburgh Press reported in February 1979, “Donell accepted cash payments from alleged co-conspirators and turned payments over to Robert Altomare.”4 Altomare had presented a novel defense, if nothing else. Vociferously maintaining his innocence, he claimed that he was the one conducting an investigation into Ron Donell toward launching a state prosecution, without any police or law enforcement involvement or corroboration in the form of investigative files, reports, memoranda, or any record whatsoever of all the money that was exchanged. But we had 150 tape recordings Donell had made that proved otherwise. Those tapes outlined the various illegal ventures that Altomare as prosecuting attorney had concocted, involving bribery and illegal gambling activities in Hancock County.

			Ron Donell spent the two months between the arrests and subsequent trials in a motel room to prep for his testimony and for his safety. The block of rooms was rented under false names and the federal agents protecting him were paid personally so as not to leave any trail back to Washington, or the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Northern District, for that matter. Even Altomare was in the dark about Donell’s true whereabouts, believing sheriff’s business was taking him regularly to Martinsburg. He didn’t realize the truth until Donell walked into court to testify.

			In addition to Altomare, the grand jury indictments named twenty-four defendants. Multiple trials were held in the Northern District of West Virginia from April 12, 1979, through July 24, 1979, resulting in nineteen convictions. Our trial team consisted of myself, United States Attorney Steve Jory, and Bill Wilmoth, who would succeed me as United States Attorney during the Clinton administration.

			The attorneys on the defense side made for a who’s who list of criminal defense counsel from Charleston, Wheeling, and Pittsburgh. Robert Altomare was represented at trial by Rudy DiTrapano, one of the two best criminal attorneys in Charleston, West Virginia, at the time. One of his codefendants in that particular trial before a visiting judge named Franklin Taylor Dupree Jr. from North Carolina was represented by Stanley Preiser, the second of the best criminal lawyers out of Charleston. Preiser and DiTrapano despised each other so much that whenever Preiser left the courtroom during a break, he instructed his associate Fred Fahrenz to stay at the table so Rudy wouldn’t pilfer any of the strategy notes from his legal pad. We’d have a bench conference in front of Judge Dupree and Preiser would always pronounce RICO properly, whereas DiTrapano made it a habit to say “ry-ko” instead. And when they got to arguing about a legal issue, the judge would say, “Gentlemen, there’s another section of the United States Code called I-95. It goes to Richmond, and if you have an issue with any of my rulings, you want to look at I-95.” Richmond was where the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals was located.

			Speaking of which, when it came time to appeal, it was Stanley Preiser who represented Robert Altomare. Preiser would go on to appear in court in twenty-five different states and is generally considered to be one of the finest defense lawyers of his time, hardly ever losing a case. But he lost this appeal.

			That proved to be small consolation to Sheriff Ron Donell, who became a pariah in the community and ended up with West Virginia state policemen as permanent house guests to protect his family. The blinds were drawn in his house pretty much all the time, and he lost his bid for reelection strictly because he had done his job and refused to look the other way. In response, those who believed gambling was a victimless crime regarded him differently. They weren’t thinking about the bar owners who forfeited their establishments when they couldn’t pay the loans the mob had made to them, or where the money that had paid off the corrupted officials like Altomare had come from, any more than where the profits made off those back rooms ended up. Drugs maybe, or money laundering and, maybe, loan-sharking. There’s no such thing as a victimless crime.

			Some of the biggest tests we faced were challenges to how we prosecuted the cases under the RICO statute. After all, there wasn’t a lot of successful precedent to rely on; basically, none. During the trial, for example, Judge Franklin Taylor Dupree had ruled that certain evidence alleging Pecora’s involvement with slot machines was inadmissible. In his closing argument, defense counsel reminded the jury that the government had promised, in its opening statement, to prove that Pecora had slot machines, then stressed that no such evidence had been put before the jury regarding this allegation. In rebuttal, I stated that the trial court had prevented the government from presenting any evidence of the slot machines but that in any event such evidence was not needed for a conviction because other testimony established three acts of bribery by Pecora, which was more than enough to win a conviction under RICO.

			To a large degree, those nineteen convictions we scored in court were thanks to the vital role the West Virginia State Police (WVSP) played in our operation when it came to surveillance, wiretaps, and all the arrests. One of the lead troopers on the case, Ron Shiflett, was nicknamed Shifty, and he had a minor stuttering problem. On the day of his testimony, though, he appeared extremely nervous and could barely get a word out. Ron had always been a good witness, and I wondered what had caused his nervousness. I’d later learn that his wife had come to court to watch him testify.

			Speaking of the WVSP, the superintendent of the state police back then, Harley Mooney, was a retired U.S. Army general and took no guff from anyone. It was right around this time that, for some reason, the Carter administration’s Justice Department became very circumspect about arresting white-collar criminals. When we told General Mooney about the new Justice Department policy, he said, “Well, that policy does not apply to the West Virginia State Police. Damn, I’m gonna go up there and arrest these guys, put them in handcuffs, and have a tank roll down Main Street with them trailing behind it.”

			JoJo Pecora, in his appeal, threw all kinds of mud at the wall in the hope that something would stick. He stated, for instance, that “the RICO statute is not applicable to the allegedly illegal activities because there was no ‘enterprise or impact on interstate commerce regarding the bribery and misuse of the offices of the county law enforcement officials.’” His attorneys also claimed that “the evidence failed to show that he engaged in a pattern of racketeering activity; i.e., commission of at least two of the acts outlined in § 1961(5).” His contention here was that he had committed only one act of bribery, because the other bribes had been provided by underlings who were, of course, beholden to him. He and just about all the defendants challenged the admission of the taped conversations because those recordings meant we had them dead to rights discussing everything with their coconspirators.

			There were approximately 150 transcripts that I had placed in a binder separated by inserts with different colored tabs. Stanley Preiser thought that the tabs meant we had some color code since we knew the contents of the tapes almost verbatim. Stanley told Fred Fahrenz they needed to find out what our code, which really never existed, was.

			All of these appeal efforts failed, affirming not only the convictions we’d obtained but also the RICO statute in general. Our public corruption case became a model of how to prosecute a RICO case, and many such investigations began to follow our lead immediately. Sometimes history makes you and sometimes you make history, but this was truly a team effort that established the precedent for how I would try some of the biggest cases I handled when I moved up to U.S. Attorney.

			All of which goes back to my years in the JAG Corps. I cut my teeth there in military courtrooms, where lives literally hung in the balance.
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			CHAPTER 3

			Benwood, West Virginia, 1966

			I wasn’t born to be a lawyer. In fact, becoming one wasn’t even on my radar through high school and my first two years or so in college.

			I came to Brown University as a member of the Class of 1966, intending to concentrate in mathematics and physics. That is, until my second semester when my learning curve started to straighten out. The textbooks would fill a backpack on their own, and for physics there were weekly four- or five-hour labs on top of the regular class load. One day I was walking back into the fraternity house where I lived, lugging those textbooks, when I ran into a fraternity brother carrying all of one paperback.

			“What’s that?” I asked him.

			“My history textbook.”

			I nearly dropped the big books I was carrying. That was all I needed to hear. I changed my major to history. My course load, as well as my book load, lightened considerably.

			I was slated to graduate from Brown just as the draft lottery for the Vietnam War was really ramping up. At the time, the two best ways to be granted a deferral were either to become a teacher working in select underprivileged areas or enroll in law school. One of my advisors was a professor named Jim Barnhill, who was in the process of establishing what would become the school’s Department of Theater Arts and Performance Studies.

			“What are your plans after graduation?” Professor Barnhill asked me during my senior year.

			“I’m thinking about law school,” I told him, even though nothing in my background and coursework suggested I’d be a good fit, and I don’t think I’d ever even met a lawyer in my entire life to that point.

			Professor Barnhill shook his head, scowling. “Stop. Forget about it. You can’t talk. You’ve got a West Virginia accent, coupled with a New England brogue [which I had acquired in my four years in Providence], and your diction is horrible. You’ll never make it as a public speaker, let alone manage the trials and tribulations of a courtroom.”

			I didn’t listen to him, fortunately. And years later, when I came back to Brown for my twenty-fifth reunion, I ran into Professor Barnhill on campus.

			“Professor, remember me, the guy who couldn’t talk clearly? Turns out, I did make it as a lawyer, and I think I’m doing pretty well—as a U.S. Attorney!”

			He did indeed remember me and offered his hearty congratulations. It had been nothing personal for either of us. And the truth was Barnhill had taken an interest in me, as he did all his students, staying in touch with many of them long after they graduated Brown.

			Senior year, I didn’t score very well on my LSATs, the test required for entry into law school, and I only had a C+ average. Brown was in the midst of transitioning to what was then called the “New Curriculum,” the brainchild of a visionary education expert named Ira Magaziner. The New Curriculum did away with core requirements and allowed students to take the same classes with only a Pass/Fail grade. Had I come to the school a few years later, I guess I would have left with a P average instead.

			My early education was at a small Catholic grade school. My eighth-grade class consisted of myself and three other students. Although the school was very small, it had an excellent basketball program, and several of its graduates attended Linsly Military Institute, the premier college preparatory school in the Ohio Valley at that time that provided athletic scholarships. I was one of the better eighth-grade basketball players in the Catholic parochial league, and Linsly had expressed an interest in me attending the school. By the time late July rolled around, though, I had yet to hear back from anyone associated with the school.

			So I prepared to attend the local high school where my brother was a senior and began to train informally with the football team. A great season was in the offing, since the team was led by a star player who later received a scholarship at Ohio State and played four years for Woody Hayes.

			As I was hanging out with some of my friends over the summer, a Linsly alumnus who knew me was riding by in his vehicle and pulled over.

			“You ever hear back from
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