
[image: Borgata: Clash of Titans by Louis Ferrante. Three vertical stripes of red and white with a black-and-white photograph of a man smoking a cigar superimposed on the top. The man is looking directly at the viewer with a fierce expression on his face.]



Praise for Louis Ferrante

‘A detailed work that covers major events in American mafia history … highly entertaining’

Wall Street Journal

‘He may be a loss to the criminal fraternity, [but] he is most certainly an asset to the literary world’

Aspects of History

‘A fascinating inside look at the history of the mafia … Ferrante’s familiarity with mafia customs gives flesh and immediacy to what could otherwise be a rote historical tome, but he doesn’t draw his authority from affiliation alone: this is a well-researched history in its own right. True crime fans will be captivated’

Publishers Weekly

‘It’s very rare when someone from Lou’s world has the heart of a writer … his talent for storytelling shines through’

Nicholas Pileggi, author of Wiseguy and Casino

‘You could fill a whole library with books about the mob and the history of the mafia. [Rise of Empire] stands out thanks to the background of its author, Louis Ferrante’

NPR

‘Drawing on his experience as an ex-mobster, Ferrante peppers his stories with enlightening morsels about the conditions that facilitated the rise and impunity of organised criminals’

Kirkus Reviews

‘Being inside Ferrante’s mind is an amazing experience’

Joel Stein, TIME



For Gabriella



BORGATA

Clash of Titans
A History of the American Mafia

LOUIS FERRANTE

[image: Logo]



CONTENTS

Praise for Louis Ferrante

Dedication

Title Page

Introduction

Part One: Politics and Power

Chapter 1: Father and Sons

Chapter 2: The Runt of the Litter

Chapter 3: The Brother Act Versus the Brotherhood

Chapter 4: A Paranoid Schizophrenic with Homicidal Tendencies

Chapter 5: Atypical Ambassadors

Chapter 6: Faustian Bargains

Chapter 7: The Chairman and Leader

Chapter 8: The Big Little Man

Chapter 9: The Jungles of Central America

Chapter 10: A Strategic Alliance

Chapter 11: The Bay of Betrayal

Chapter 12: James Bond, Three Stooges and a Comedian

Part Two: Rebellion

Chapter 13: A King’s Ransom

Chapter 14: Sleeping with the Fish

Chapter 15: Mistaken Identity?

Chapter 16: He is Going to be Hit

Part Three: Conspiracy and Cover-up

Chapter 17: Missiles and Whistles

Chapter 18: Master of Intrigue

Chapter 19: Sparky from Chicago

Chapter 20: The Hit Heard Round the World

Chapter 21: Silenced

Chapter 22: The Exhaustive Report

Chapter 23: It Ain’t Goin’ Nowhere

Part Four: War

Chapter 24: Banana Split

Chapter 25: Martin Luther King with a Pinky Ring

Chapter 26: Disunity Day

Chapter 27: Sticking His Head in the Noose

Part Five: Reckonings

Chapter 28: The Return of Bobby and Hoffa

Chapter 29: Where’s Hoffa?

Chapter 30: Convenient Corpses

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Source Notes

Bibliography

Picture Credits

About the Author

Also by Louis Ferrante

Copyright



Introduction

In the first volume of the Borgata trilogy, Rise of Empire, we deciphered the American mafia’s earliest origins in Sicily and traced its relatively uninterrupted hundred-year run in which the secret society moved across the ocean and sunk its roots deep into the American soil, taking center stage as the nation’s premier underworld power, with an astonishingly long reach into the overworld in the way of law enforcement, politics and industry. But can the American mafia truly be referred to as an empire, a label attributed to it by Time and Life magazines, and a theme we will continue to assert over the course of the Borgata trilogy? The use of deadly force to acquire wealth and expand territorially is common to all empires, from Egypt and Babylon, Rome and Carthage, to France, Spain and Great Britain. These criteria – deadly force, acquisition of wealth and territorial expansion – have certainly allowed us to imagine the American mafia as an empire, but can mafia dons be considered emperors?

In The City of God, St Augustine relates a story from a lost portion of Cicero’s De Republica in which a pirate, who was taken captive by Alexander the Great, was asked by Alexander, ‘What is your idea, in infesting the sea?’ The pirate adamantly replied, ‘The same as yours, in infesting the earth! But because I do it with a tiny craft, I’m called a pirate: because you have a mighty navy, you’re called an emperor.’

According to this pirate, as well as Cicero and St Augustine who both concurred with his logic, a crime is a crime, the difference being the size and scope of the endeavor. As Voltaire said, ‘History is nothing more than a tableau of crimes,’ and our mafia history certainly fits Voltaire’s bill just as our subject matter meets the broad definition of empire, and although a mafia don does not command a navy, he does command an army of sworn assassins.

Like all empires that experience a period of marvelous growth while being tested on numerous fronts in a way that threatens their survival, in this second volume of our trilogy, Clash of Titans, the American mafia will encounter severe threats from within and without, all involving deadly human conflict between some of the most powerful men in America.

Although mobsters appear to have very little in common with the badass cowboys we have come to know through spaghetti westerns, most of the classic western movies revolve around outlaws, vengeance and murder – very much like La Cosa Nostra – and there is often a riveting scene in which two men face off against one another in a showdown. In the classic movie, The Western Code, rancher Nick Grindell says to a rival, ‘This town ain’t big enough for both of us.’ In another classic western film, The Virginian, cowboy Trampas says to a rival, ‘This world isn’t big enough for both of us.’ Whether a small town or a big world – or underworld – history is replete with arch-rivals who feel the same as Trampas and Grindell – that someone has to go! Whether we like it or not, conflict is part of the human condition and contests are usually governed by natural selection: the strong survive. But strength does not always mean physical strength, which is never enough to carry the day in the savage but calculating arena of human affairs. Oftentimes, one person achieves victory over another by perfecting what the political theorist, Niccolò Machiavelli, referred to as virtù. Modern translators have different interpretations of Machiavelli’s use of the word, which has nothing to do with our contemporary definition of virtue, meaning moral integrity. The word is derived from the Latin vir, meaning man, and very much like the original meaning of omertà, virtù meant being a man in all things. Machiavelli believed that a leader must be possessed of virtù, meaning a peculiar strength of mind that can outmaneuver opponents through intrigue and guide his own destiny. Since Machiavelli’s philosophical advice has been studied and perfectly executed by American godfathers such as Carlo Gambino and Joe Bonanno – who, among others, will square off in the pages of this book – and Machiavelli’s inspiration to write his most prominent work, De Principatibus, or The Prince, followed his torture and unlawful imprisonment at the hands of the powerful Medici family, who have been accurately referred to as the ‘Godfathers of the Renaissance’, let us travel through time and begin our story with a brief drama from fifteenth-century Florence. This is where we will find not only the distant ethno-cultural ancestors of the mafiosos you will meet in the pages of this book, but a perfect clash of titans that will form the ideal introduction to this second volume of the Borgata trilogy.

In 1469, the same year Machiavelli was born, the patriarch of the Medici family and de facto godfather of Florence, Piero de’ Medici, died. The family’s banking fortune and far-flung enterprises passed into the hands of his twenty-year-old son, Lorenzo.

Two years after Lorenzo assumed power, Francesco della Rovere became Pope Sixtus IV and transformed the papacy in Rome into an Italian principality. An imposing man with no teeth and a flat nose, he was known to wade ‘deep in crime and bloodshed’. The Pope used his power to dish out favors to his own mafia-like family, including unaccomplished nephews who were made cardinals, one of whom was believed to be his biological son, incestuously conceived by his sister. This alleged bastard, Cardinal Girolamo Riario, wanted to buy the small town of Imola, which had a price tag of 40,000 ducats. His uncle (or father), the Pope, tapped Lorenzo for the loan, but Lorenzo wanted the town for himself so he made endless excuses as to why he could not come up with the cash. When the Pope realized that Lorenzo was blowing him off, he asked to borrow the money from another mafia-like banking family, the Pazzis. The Pazzi family had long desired the Vatican account so they promptly advanced the loan for Imola, putting added pressure on the already competitive relationship between themselves and the Medici family, and setting the stage for a showdown.

While this drama was unfolding, the archbishopric of Pisa became vacant and the Pope appointed Francesco Salviati to the post, a move that was in breach of an agreement the Pope had with the Republic of Florence in which the republic, i.e. Lorenzo, had to consent to any ecclesiastical appointments in the region. Lorenzo hit back, denying Salviati access to Pisa by forbidding him passage through Tuscany. As Salviati sat on his hands in Rome, Lorenzo anticipated a papal plot coming down the pike and tried to head it off by forming a triple alliance with two other city-states, Milan and Venice. The Pope accurately discerned the alliance as a direct threat to himself and called on his own allies in the region, including King Ferrante of Naples and the Pazzi family, who, as mentioned above, wanted to displace the Medicis as the Vatican’s premier bankers. Before long, a conspiracy was afoot to remove Lorenzo from power. The main conspirators were Francesco Salviati, the Archbishop of Nothing and Nowhere, who was stuck traipsing around Rome until the gatekeeper of Pisa, Lorenzo, allowed him entry; Francesco de’ Pazzi, a spoiled, arrogant member of the Pazzi family, who managed their bank branch in Rome; and Cardinal Riario, who scooped up Imola with Pazzi money after Lorenzo denied him the loan. Behind these men stood the Pope, who ‘was restrained by no scruple from rendering his spiritual power’ in pursuit of ‘temporary intrigues in which his ambition had involved him’.

The patriarch of the Pazzi family was Francesco de’ Pazzi’s uncle, Jacopo, a cheap, old gambler given to temper tantrums whenever his luck ran dry. But although the old man had some character flaws, often displayed in public, he was no dummy when it came to politics and, after being apprised of the plot developing in Rome, told his nephew Francesco that any stunt against the popular Lorenzo had little chance of success. But the younger Francesco did not let up on trying to convince his uncle that the plot would succeed and that they would reap untold riches once the Medicis were out of the way.

In an attempt to change the old man’s mind, Francesco visited a salty old warhorse, Giovan Battista da Montesecco, who led a mercenary force that was regularly employed by the Pope. Montesecco was asked to participate in the plot but politely declined. When Francesco assured him that the plot had the Pope’s blessing, Montesecco insisted that he hear this with his own ears. The conspirators quickly arranged for an audience with the Pope, who told Montesecco that he did indeed want Lorenzo removed, but he never openly said that he wanted him knocked off. It was a replay of England’s Henry II calling for the death of Thomas Becket by way of sly language that Henry could – and did – later deny after Becket was murdered by the king’s loyal knights. Montesecco left the Pope’s presence, convinced that the murder of Lorenzo was condoned by His Holiness, albeit by means of crafty language.

When the Pazzi patriarch, Jacopo, learned that the hardened soldier, Montesecco, had joined the conspiracy which had the Pope’s blessing, the old gambler was ready to wager the family fortune. The plotters decided that, in order to dethrone Lorenzo, they also had to whack Lorenzo’s younger and only brother, Giuliano. After several unsuccessful attempts at luring the Medici brothers into a trap, it was at last decided that they would be stabbed while attending High Mass together inside of a cathedral in Florence. After hearing the hit would take place in a church, the faithful old mercenary, Montesecco, balked; he was indeed prepared to run a dagger through Lorenzo with the Pope’s blessing, but was not about to ‘add sacrilege to murder’ by killing in a place where ‘God would see him’. Believing God’s vision to be quite limited to houses of worship, Montesecco withdrew from the plot. He was quickly replaced by men with fewer scruples – two priests. Enter Stefano da Bagnone and Antonio Maffei, ‘who were familiar with the sacred place’. While two assassins killed Giuliano, the priests would murder Lorenzo.

The most sacred ritual of the Catholic Mass is when the priest elevates the host, transforming an edible wafer into the body of Christ. What coincides with the elevation of the wafer is the ringing of the altar bells. The hit team agreed that the sound of the bells would signal the cue for the priest-assassins to run their daggers through Lorenzo while Francesco de’ Pazzi and his sidekick, Bernardo Baroncelli, a down-and-out opportunist who was indebted to Pazzi, stabbed Giuliano.

On Sunday morning, Giuliano, who had an injured leg, decided to skip Mass but was persuaded by the plotters to attend. With the Medicis and their would-be killers in attendance, the Mass was celebrated according to the ancient Latin tradition until the wafer went up – and the daggers came down. As Giuliano lowered his head, an expression of humility before the body of Christ, the lead executioner, Baroncelli, delivered a stunning blow into Giuliano’s scalp, nearly splitting his skull in half. Giuliano collapsed to his knees as Pazzi drew his dagger and plunged it into Giuliano nineteen times.

One of the priest-assassins, Antonio Maffei, lunged at Lorenzo, but the attack on Giuliano must have cost him the element of surprise. Lorenzo leaned away from the blow, was nicked in the neck but drew his dagger and slashed at both priests who lost their nerve and fled. Lorenzo left the church and took refuge in the Medici palace, where he and his supporters planned their revenge.

Montesecco, the holy soldier who backed out of the plot, was still on the hook. He was brutally tortured until he gave up all the conspirators, including the Pope. He was then beheaded in a courtyard, a welcome blow that put an end to his misery. The two priests were also tortured; their testicles were hacked off while they were alive then both men were hung from nooses. Archbishop Francesco Salviati, who was denied entry into Pisa, was promised the more prominent archbishopric of Florence if the plot succeeded. He was at least given a splendid view of Florence when a rope was tightened around his neck and he was hurled from a high window of the Palazzo della Signoria, along with Francesco de’ Pazzi who was stripped naked and beaten before being flung from a window. A witness to the slaughter said that Salviati, at the end of his rope, struggled along the wall and sank his teeth into Pazzi’s naked flesh. They hung like slabs of salami and pepperoni in a salumeria until their heads were cut off and impaled on lances for everyone to see.

Jacopo de’ Pazzi, the patriarch who had initially warned his nephew against the plot, escaped the city but was dragged back by angry villagers who were loyal to Lorenzo. He was stripped naked, tortured, had a rope tightened around his neck and was also flung from a window of the Palazzo della Signoria. After he was cut down and buried, the people of Florence dug up his body and dragged it through the streets before fixing his rotted head to the grandiose doors of the Pazzi palace, where it was used as a knocker.

Because Lorenzo, the much more powerful older brother, had survived the plot, he was able to destroy the Pazzi family. With the Pazzi name wiped out due to a bungled hit, let us leave behind these ‘Godfathers of the Renaissance’ for more contemporary godfathers as we skip through five centuries of Machiavellian plots, coups, assassinations and bloodshed to arrive at the start of the next stage of our history which is, in many ways, similar to this Florentine drama.

In January 1961, John Fitzgerald Kennedy was inaugurated as the thirty-fifth president of the United States. He and his younger brother, Robert Francis Kennedy, who John appointed as his attorney general, can easily be compared to Lorenzo and Giuliano de’ Medici: both pairs of brothers were born into money and power, both received the finest educations, both were immersed in politics where they created many powerful enemies, both were religious and attended church together, and both would become targets of assassins. Kenny O’Donnell and Dave Powers, who were known to the press corps as the ‘Irish mafia’, were close friends and advisors to President Kennedy. In a bestselling memoir that recalls their experiences with the president, O’Donnell tells us that Powers was convinced that John, like Lorenzo, would be targeted for death inside of a church. ‘Going to church with the President … made Dave a nervous wreck,’ wrote O’Donnell. ‘Dave was sure that if the President was to be killed, it would happen in a church, either by a shot from the choir loft or by a gunman walking past the President’s pew in the procession of people going to the altar for communion. Instead of praying, Dave spent his time at mass eyeing the kneeling Catholics around him and glancing over his shoulder at the choir loft.’

Unlike the botched hit carried out by the Pazzi family, the cabal who plotted against the Kennedys, one of whom adorns the cover of this book, would not make the same mistake of using amateur assassins and killing the younger, weaker brother and allowing the stronger to survive and exact vengeance on the plotters.

In July 1962, Louisiana don Carlos Marcello invited friends and family to his Grand Isle fishing camp and vacation lodge in the Mississippi Delta. While Marcello was drinking a Scotch, a friend of his commented about the Supreme Court’s recent decision to uphold Marcello’s deportation order, instigated by US attorney general Robert Kennedy, who was also behind a spate of indictments and suffocating tax liens aimed at Marcello. In a fit of sudden anger, Marcello spat out his Scotch and shouted in his Cajun-Italian-American drawl, ‘Don’t worry, man, ’bout dat Bobby. We goin’ to take care a dat sonofabitch!’ Someone asked Marcello if he meant that Bobby would be whacked. ‘What good dat do?’ answered Marcello. ‘You hit dat man and his brother calls out the National Guard. No, you gotta hit de top man.’

When Marcello shouted those ominous words in a whiff of fiery Scotch, President Kennedy had just over a year to live.



Part One

Politics and Power



Chapter 1

Father and Sons

Joseph Patrick Kennedy was born in Boston, Massachusetts, on 6 September 1888. As a young man, he made a fortune as a stocks and commodities trader, perfecting what we would refer to today as ‘pump and dump’ schemes in which stock prices are artificially inflated then sold off at their height. Kennedy also sold short before the stock market crash of 1929 and always exhibited, according to one biographer, ‘an almost uncanny knack for being in the right stock, short or long, at precisely the right time’, leaving many to suspect insider trading. Another Kennedy biographer wrote, ‘better than any Mafia chieftain, Joe covered his tracks’, and he was able to avoid brushes with the law and maintain a cleaner image than many of his underworld associates.

During Prohibition, Joe acquired liquor from overseas distilleries and needed the mob’s help in distributing it across the United States. Frank Costello said that he and Joe were ‘partners’ in the liquor business before and after Prohibition. Columnist John Miller, who was close friends with Frank Costello, said, ‘The way [Costello] talked about [Joe Kennedy Sr], you had the sense that they were close during Prohibition … Frank said that he helped Kennedy become wealthy.’ Testimony has also come from Joe’s side, beginning with author Gore Vidal, who was related to the Kennedy family through marriage. Vidal wrote in his memoirs, ‘the father belonged in jail, along with his close friend Frank Costello. In fact, once a week … the boss of the mob and the president’s father had dinner together in the Central Park South Kennedy apartment … Of course, Joe made no secret of his underworld connections, unavoidable for a man who had cornered the Scotch whiskey market.’

Harold E. Clancy, a Bostonian who was employed by Joe Kennedy, not only confirmed that Joe worked with Costello during Prohibition, but also said that Costello tried to get Joe to invest in his large and profitable slot machine business, an offer Joe declined.

Meyer Lansky and Owney ‘The Killer’ Madden also claimed to have worked with Joe Kennedy in the world of bootlegging. Madden’s longtime attorney, Q. Byrum Hurst, who also served in the Arkansas state senate while Hot Springs was a mob sanctuary, said, ‘Owney and Joe Kennedy were partners in the bootleg business for a number of years. I discussed the Kennedy partnership with him many times … Owney controlled all the nightclubs in New York then … and Joe wanted the outlets for his liquor.’

Don Joe Bonanno once told his son, Salvatore ‘Bill’ Bonanno, ‘Kennedy was no different from the rest of us, except his whiskey went mainly to society people.’ The Bonannos, father and son, especially disliked Kennedy after hearing that one of his boats, ‘heavy with her cargo of bootleg whiskey and illegal aliens’, was spotted by the Coast Guard, and, in an effort to lighten the load and pick up speed, dumped the aliens overboard instead of the liquor, which was worth more. Bonanno’s assertion was backed by FBI deputy associate director Cartha ‘Deke’ DeLoach, who said that Joe Kennedy ‘had associates in organized crime … he had considerable experience in the bygone era of smuggling, and that’s how he made his fortune, according to [FBI director] Hoover’.

Pulitzer Prize-winning author Seymour Hersh wrote a book about the darker side of the Kennedys. ‘In scores of interviews for this book over four years,’ wrote Hersh, ‘former high-level government officials of the 1950s and 1960s, including Justice Department prosecutors, CIA operatives, and FBI agents, insisted that they knew that Joe Kennedy had been a prominent bootlegger during Prohibition.’ One man Hersh interviewed was Abraham Marovitz, a Chicago attorney who represented top mobsters and would one day be appointed to the federal bench by President John Kennedy. Marovitz said of the old man, ‘Kennedy was bootlegging … he had mob connections. Kennedy couldn’t have operated the way he did without mob approval. They’d have knocked him off, too.’

Around the same time that the mob had met in Atlantic City to discuss what the future might look like for them after Prohibition was repealed, Joe Sr jetted off to London to secure contracts making him the exclusive American distributor of Gordon’s gin and two premium Scotch whiskies. Back in the United States, Joe established Somerset Importers Ltd, which he sold to Abner ‘Longie’ Zwillman in July 1946. Joe Kennedy’s defenders, who have attacked the many personal testimonies linking him to bootlegging as a pack of lies, have more trouble explaining away business records which show that Zwillman, who was partners with Frank Costello (before Zwillman was murdered by Vito Genovese), somehow ended up with Kennedy’s liquor company. Historians have speculated as to Kennedy’s timing and reason for selling the company to Zwillman, one saying that, with a son entering Congress, Joe no longer wanted the image of a liquor baron, as if, once the company was sold, no one would utter another word of it. With all of the local and regional representatives for Somerset being mob-connected, Frank Costello, who was already part owner of Alliance Distributors which distributed House of Lords and King’s Ransom whiskies, must have thought it high time to squeeze Kennedy into a sale. If Costello ordered the sales reps to suddenly become lazy, Joe would have gone under overnight. At the time Joe sold his company, Costello was also in complete control of New York’s corrupt political machine, Tammany Hall, and since Joe wanted his son to enter politics and carry New York in a general election, it was smart to make Costello happy.

[image: An elderly man with glasses, smiles at the camera as he stands dressed in a formal suit with a waistcoat, pocket hankerchief and a flower in his lapel.]

Joe Kennedy Sr

Before Joe pushed his children into politics, three of whom we will be meeting shortly, he had ambitions himself of becoming president of the United States. To this end, he aligned himself with the brilliant but sly Franklin Roosevelt who, as we may recall from volume one of the Borgata trilogy, double-crossed Charles ‘Lucky’ Luciano, Meyer Lansky and Frank Costello at the 1932 Democratic convention. Unlike the mobsters who backed Roosevelt but got nothing out of it, Joe Kennedy’s support for Roosevelt was repaid when he was offered the chair of the United States Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), which was like appointing Lucky Luciano head of the anti-mafia squad. Upon being offered the appointment by Roosevelt, Kennedy told the president, ‘I had been involved in Wall Street, and, over a business career of twenty-five years, had done plenty of things that people could find fault with.’ The president was unmoved by Kennedy’s candid admission and is reported to have said, ‘It takes a thief to catch a thief.’ On 2 July 1934, Kennedy was sworn in as the head of the SEC.

By March 1938, following his term at the SEC and after a brief stint as chairman of the Maritime Commission – another odd job for a former high seas smuggler – Roosevelt appointed Kennedy as ambassador to the Court of St James’s in London. The post was one of, if not the most prestigious ambassadorships in the world. In the past, five US ambassadors to the Court of St James’s had gone on to become US presidents, which was Kennedy’s overriding ambition. Many Americans publicly and privately criticized the appointment, including Roosevelt’s secretary of the interior, Harold Ickes, who wrote in his diary, ‘At a time when we should be sending the best that we have to Great Britain [which was preparing for war with Nazi Germany], we have not done so. We have sent a rich man, untrained in diplomacy, unlearned in history and politics, who is a great publicity seeker and who is apparently ambitious to be the first Catholic President of the United States.’

The Brits, who graciously welcomed Kennedy, were quickly appalled by him. Sir Robert Vansittart, undersecretary at the Foreign Office, called Kennedy ‘a very foul specimen of double-crosser’, which was an opinion shared by the Chicago mob’s brilliant consigliere, Murray ‘The Camel’ Humphreys, who had illegal business dealings with Kennedy, and called him a ‘four-flusher and a double-crosser’.

Kennedy was also a war profiteer, using his clout as ambassador to secure precious cargo space on transatlantic voyages. ‘Using his name and the prestige of the embassy … I was able to get shipping space for up to, I think, around 200,000 cases of whiskey,’ said an employee of Kennedy, ‘at a time when shipping space was very scarce.’ As ambassador, Kennedy also used his insider information about world events to trade stocks on Wall Street.

Any hopes Kennedy had of becoming president were dashed in November 1940 at a time when Great Britain stood alone against Nazi Germany, whose war machine had recently overrun much of Europe. According to Assistant Secretary of State Breckinridge Long, Kennedy had been pushing for ‘an economic collaboration’ with the Axis powers and did ‘not believe in the continuing of democracy’ in the United States, an odd viewpoint for a presidential hopeful in the world’s leading democracy. Although Long’s concerns about Kennedy’s pessimism were kept confidential, Kennedy imprudently exposed his thoughts during a long interview at Boston’s Ritz Carlton hotel. Three days after President Roosevelt was elected for an unprecedented third term in office, Louis Lyons of the Boston Daily Globe, accompanied by Charles Edmundson and Ralph Coghlan of the St Louis Post-Dispatch, visited Kennedy in his suite and spoke with him off the record as he munched on a slice of apple pie. ‘Democracy is all done,’ he told the reporters, meaning in both Britain and the United States, the latter of which he did not want to enter the war under any circumstances. Kennedy, moreover, insinuated that Prime Minister Winston Churchill was a drunk, the king was a stutterer, and the queen looked like a shlumpy housewife. The reporters from St Louis respected Kennedy’s confidentiality but the reporter from Boston could not resist such a good scoop. When the article went to print, Kennedy was forced to explain himself or resign as ambassador; he did both, and his lifelong dream of becoming president was ruined. But the determined former bootlegger, maritime smuggler, stock swindler and mafia associate was not done; he simply transferred his ambitions of becoming president to the oldest of his nine children, Joseph Patrick Kennedy Jr.

Born in Massachusetts on 25 July 1915, eighteen-year-old Joe Kennedy Jr toured the European continent in 1933, while he was enrolled at the London School of Economics. In a letter to his father from Munich, Germany, he wrote that Adolf Hitler’s ruthless Brownshirts were ‘very nice and polite … and no one sees no sign of brutality’. He also noted that the Nazi Party’s dislike of Jews was ‘well-founded’, and that Germany’s sterilization law, designed to eradicate the procreation of Untermenschen (sub-humans), meaning anyone with real or perceived mental or physical flaws, was ‘a great thing … it will do away with many of the disgusting specimens of men which inhabit this earth’. (Joe had a sister, Rosemary, with an intellectual disability since birth; she would have fallen victim to such a law and ultimately subjected to a ‘mercy death’.) Perhaps we can excuse an ignorant and insensitive teenager who was still feeling his way through a confusing world, but it is much more difficult to dismiss his father’s response. Joe Sr wrote back that he was ‘very pleased and gratified’ with his son’s letter and that his ‘conclusions are very sound’.

Joe worked hard to keep the United States out of the war with Germany but the country was dragged in after Germany’s ally, Japan, attacked the US naval base at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii, on 7 December 1941. That night, Prime Minister Winston Churchill ‘went to bed and slept the sleep of the saved’, knowing Britain finally had a powerful ally in the fight, while Kennedy worried about losing his fortune as well as his sons, two of whom were of fighting age.

In 1941, Joe Jr had become a cadet in the Naval Aviation Reserve. He took flight training in 1942 and was stationed with a patrol squadron in England in 1943. On 12 August 1944, the 29-year-old navy lieutenant had twenty-five combat missions under his belt, which earned him enough points to return home, when he heroically volunteered for an incredibly dangerous mission. Not long after he took off in his bomber, the explosives in his aircraft accidentally detonated in the skies over Suffolk. Following that tragedy, a silently inconsolable Joe Kennedy Sr shifted his political aspirations to his next oldest son, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, who was also fighting in the war.

[image: A young man sits at the wheel of a Naval patrol boat. He is shirtless with a peaked cap, sunglasses and his dogtags visible.]

John F Kennedy on his Naval patrol boat

John Fitzgerald Kennedy was born on 29 May 1917. Like his older brother, he also joined the navy but instead of becoming a bomber pilot in the European theatre, he commanded a torpedo patrol boat in the Pacific. On Sunday, 2 August 1943, as Lieutenant Kennedy and his twelve-man crew patrolled the dark waters of Blackett Strait in the Solomon Islands, cruising in their relatively small PT boat, they were rammed by a Japanese destroyer, its steel bow slicing the mahogany wood-plank hull in half. One young sailor was crushed to death in the impact while another was lost and presumed to have met the same fate. Kennedy and the other survivors clung to life in a sea of burning gasoline. In an act of awe-inspiring heroism, Kennedy swam around the fiery sea, infested with Japanese ships and sharks, while calling out for his crew. He rounded up ten survivors and was so cool and courageous throughout the ordeal that, when one ‘exhausted and dispirited’ sailor told him, ‘I can’t go any further,’ Kennedy snapped back, ‘For a guy from Boston, you’re certainly putting up a great exhibition out here.’ Kennedy’s goal was not to insult but motivate him to push on; he saved him and others who were injured, several of whom would have certainly gone under if he had not dragged them to floating pieces of hull. The survivors eventually made it to a deserted island approximately three and a half miles away, with Kennedy literally towing one injured man as he swam. Since they had no provisions, Kennedy swam to other islands searching for food and help, both of which he and his crew received when they encountered friendly natives and were rescued by a plucky Australian on 7 August. ‘Bearded, gaunt, unwashed, half-starved, half-naked, blotched with festering coral wounds, cast away on a miserable patch of jungle surrounded by sharks,’ Kennedy was asked by the lieutenant on His Majesty’s service, ‘Come and have some tea.’

During the five-day ordeal, in which Kennedy displayed the utmost grit, he had indelibly etched his name into the nation’s annals of outstanding heroism while providing his father with a record of valor he could market back home and fulfill his dream of getting a Kennedy into the White House.

After coming home from the war, John Kennedy (who I will refer to as Jack) said that his father wanted him in politics. ‘It was like being drafted,’ Jack later told a reporter. ‘My father wanted his eldest son in politics. “Wanted” isn’t the right word. He demanded it.’ Joe Sr confirmed Jack’s story when he said, ‘I got Jack into politics; I was the one. I told him Joe was dead and that it was therefore his responsibility to run for Congress. He didn’t want to. He felt he didn’t have the ability and he still feels that way. But I told him he had to.’ And so Jack ran for Congress in Massachusetts and was elected in 1947, remaining there until 1953, at which point he was elected to the US Senate, placing him one step away from the Oval Office. But getting into the White House would depend on the help of yet another Kennedy son, the third eldest boy, Robert, who, in his ongoing effort to garner national fame for him and his older brother, would take on the mafia as well as the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, a nationwide labor union that was thoroughly infiltrated by the mob.



Chapter 2

The Runt of the Litter

On 20 November 1925, Robert Francis Kennedy was born into the large, wealthy Kennedy clan, who believed that winning was everything. ‘We don’t want any losers around here,’ said his father, Joe. ‘In this family we want winners … Don’t come in second or third – that doesn’t count – but win.’ Jewel Reed, wife of James Reed who served with Jack, later said that Joe ‘wanted them to be number one … I remembered how intensely he had focused on their winning.’ To win, even by cheating, if not openly promoted, was permitted, as long as you did not get caught; Joe Kennedy Jr cheated in a sailboat race and youngest brother, Ted, would be expelled from Harvard for cheating.

Joe Sr also believed that sibling rivalries strengthened character and encouraged his children to compete among themselves. Jack once said, ‘We soon learned that competition in the family was a kind of dry run for the world outside.’ Robert (who we will refer to as Bobby) was, according to a close family friend, ‘the runt of a pretty competitive family’. His mother, Rose, was concerned about his lack of masculinity. ‘He was the smallest and thinnest,’ she said, ‘and we feared he might grow up puny and girlish.’ According to his sister, Eunice, Bobby was also ‘very sensitive’ and ‘got hurt easily’. Sensitive children can be given to tears, but crying was forbidden in the Kennedy household. ‘We don’t want any crying in this house,’ said Bobby’s father, stifling emotions that can, when suppressed at length, spoil someone’s character.

When the Second World War broke out, Bobby dreamed of being a war hero like his two older brothers, but he unfortunately spent six months in the Caribbean where the greatest danger he had faced was ‘a fistfight with a Puerto Rican’, which he lost, and the slim chance of being hit on the head by a falling coconut. His failure to see action left a chip on his shoulder and he became agitated whenever someone asked what he had done during the war.

Following the war, Bobby picked up with his education at Harvard, where he earned a Bachelor of Arts degree in 1948, even though he candidly admitted, ‘I didn’t go to class very much. I used to talk and argue a lot, mostly about sports and politics.’ One professor, who remembered Jack as a hard worker, said that Bobby ‘didn’t pay much attention to academic work’. Another professor said that Bobby ‘liked to play around rather than work’. Not surprisingly, Bobby later commented, ‘I just didn’t know anything when I got out of college’ – which explains why he was turned down by Harvard Law, a devastating rejection that was especially humiliating in the competitive Kennedy clan. Bobby was accepted at the University of Virginia Law School and, after graduating in 1951, he went to work as an attorney for the Justice Department in Brooklyn’s Criminal Division, where he got his first glimpse of mobsters.

Late the following year, Joe Kennedy Sr asked Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin to appoint Bobby as an assistant counsel to his Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations into American communists. Bobby eagerly joined the now infamous senator’s notorious hunt for Reds and enjoyed it so much that Joe Sr once mused, ‘had [Bobby] lived in Germany, he could have joined the Gestapo and been sincere about it’. However, Bobby resigned in July 1953 after becoming embroiled in a feud with chief counsel Roy Cohn. After briefly working for the Hoover Commission, which Bobby found to be a ‘dull’ experience, he landed a job as chief counsel to the Senate committee that was investigating the illegal procurement of military uniforms, which was led by Senator John McClellan from Arkansas. While Bobby was involved in this investigation, journalist Clark Mollenhoff, a Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter for the Des Moines Register and Minneapolis Star Tribune, convinced Bobby to expand the committee’s reach and look into widespread corruption inside the mob-infested Teamsters Union. Bobby’s interest was piqued. The young man who missed the war spotted a chance at achieving a different kind of glory.

In 1903, the International Brotherhood of Teamsters began as a union of truck drivers who delivered necessities like milk, bread, ice and coal. By the middle of the century, the Teamsters were the wealthiest union in the country with over a million dues-paying members nationwide, and were heavily infiltrated by various mafia families across the country who controlled the cities where union locals were headquartered.

In the summer of 1954, President Dwight D. Eisenhower saw the need for more and better roads crisscrossing the United States and formed a five-man committee that recommended a national highway system. One member of the committee was Teamster president Dave Beck, whose interstate truckers would benefit immensely from the new federal funding that poured into the construction of highways. In 1956, Beck broke with most labor unions and endorsed Eisenhower’s re-election campaign on behalf of the Teamsters. Until then, the Teamsters, who made generous campaign contributions to both political parties, had sufficient clout to keep any federal investigations into their mode of operations short and fruitless. When one previous investigation was halted, a surprised congressman pointed to the ceiling of the hearing room and said to the press, ‘The pressure comes from away up there, and I just can’t talk about it any more specifically than that.’ The congressman was referring to the executive branch.

Since politicians rely on votes and do not like to tangle with the labor force, Joe Kennedy warned Bobby that a congressional attack on the Teamsters was ‘political suicide’ and would ruin Jack’s chance of becoming president. A family friend, LeMoyne ‘Lem’ Billings, enlarged the scope of Papa Kennedy’s concerns beyond politics when he said, ‘The old man saw this as dangerous, not the sort of thing, or the sort of people to mess around with.’ But Bobby would not back down, even getting into a ‘furious argument’ with his father. Bobby felt, since the Teamsters had endorsed a Republican in the 1956 presidential election, and Jack would be running for president as a Democrat in the 1960 election, that smearing the Teamsters and exposing them as a hornets’ nest of mob activity would turn the union’s support for any Republican nominee into a negative endorsement. Bobby had also watched Senator Estes Kefauver rise to national prominence as a televised crime crusader during the Kefauver hearings; Clark Mollenhoff pointed out that Kefauver, who ‘edged out’ Jack for the 1956 vice presidential nomination, ‘did his investigations five years ago and it got him enough clout to beat your brother’s butt’. Knowing Mollenhoff was right, Bobby asked Jack to help him fight the corruption inside the Teamsters and earn for himself a national name. Jack, who felt ‘that one Kennedy connected with the committee was enough’, was dissuaded from participating by a number of colleagues including Senate majority leader Lyndon Johnson, who referred to Bobby as a ‘grand-standing little runt’. But, on account of Bobby’s incessant prodding, Jack eventually agreed to work alongside his brother while Papa Joe gave in when at last convinced that the publicity would make Jack ‘known to everybody in the country’.

To prepare for the hearings, Bobby crisscrossed America interviewing victims of Teamster violence and intimidation, while also investigating rigged leadership elections and the misuse of union funds. It was soon apparent to Bobby that union locals were ‘completely dominated by racketeers and hoodlums’, and the endemic corruption reached as high as Teamster president Dave Beck.

Dave Beck, who had become president of the Teamsters in 1952, was born in California and grew up in Seattle, Washington. At age sixteen, he quit school to work and help provide for his poor family, eventually becoming a truck driver and then a union organizer. As president of the Teamsters, Beck moved the union’s primary headquarters from Indianapolis, Indiana, to Washington DC, so that the Teamster hierarchy could be closer to the high-powered lobbyists and politicians who make national policy decisions and pass labor laws. Using five million dollars of union funds, Beck constructed a five-story glass and marble building known as the Marble Palace, located across the street from the US Capitol. Beck’s opulent office was on the third floor with a view of the Capitol dome. But it was not the steep price tag for the Marble Palace that Bobby had a problem with, it was Beck’s misuse of union funds when it came to his and his son’s personal homes in Seattle, Washington. Bobby dragged Beck before the committee, where Bobby produced evidence that Beck had used hundreds of thousands of dollars in union funds to build and renovate his spacious Seattle residence on Lake Shore Drive, which had an artificial waterfall in the backyard and a movie theatre in the basement. Beck had also used union funds to cover personal expenses and had built his son a house. After Beck was disgraced in public and exposed as a criminal, he repaid the stolen money and was ultimately convicted of larceny and tax evasion. Thanks to Bobby, Beck’s downfall was inevitable and paved the way for a new union president whose name would become synonymous with the Teamsters: Jimmy Hoffa.
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