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To my father, for making me read Machiavelli.

 




“We only kill if we have to. And they die—but only because they deserve it.”
 
—Frankie Yale
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INTRODUCTION: Ihepetonga
 
FOUR-HUNDRED YEARS AGO, the Lenape (Leh-nuh-pee) tribe walked here, along a protrusion on the western coast of what would become known as Long Island. They called it Ihepetonga, or Sandy Highland. The Indians walked alone, right up until the Dutch established a village in Ihepetonga in 1636. After that, things didn’t go well for the Lenape.
 
Getting rid of the natives shouldn’t have been a messy problem. They were outposters anyway. A quick shove and they would have quit the mosquitoey swampland of Red Hook and moved closer to the tribe’s epicenter along the Delaware Water Gap.
 
But that wasn’t the Dutch style. There was nothing friendly about the way the Dutch treated the natives. The Lenape who were slow to leave were, as the history book says, “erased.”
 
THE ERASURE
 
The Dutch Director-General was William Kieft, who took it upon himself to persuade the Lenape to leave Ihepetonga. First, he tried taxation, but that didn’t work, because the Indians had no commodities that the Dutch craved—except for their land. Keep your wampum, buddy.
 
So, next Kieft tried slaughter, and that was far more effective.
 
He gave cash rewards to soldiers who were willing to shoot women and children. Not everyone had the stomach for it. In February 1643, one hundred twenty Indians were killed. That started a one-sided war, in which another thousand Indians died, along with a handful of Dutch guys.
 
To be fair, most of the Lenape managed to quit Red Hook while still alive, but Kieft’s bloodlust was worked up and he ordered troops to chase them. The biggest slaughter was in Pavonia, the current site of Jersey City.
 
Just before Kieft said “I’m outta here” and made plans to return to Holland in 1646, he founded Breuckelen, named after a Dutch town. When the English took over, it became Brooklyn. That was just about the end of the Kieft story. He set out to return to Holland but didn’t make it, dying in a shipwreck off the coast of England.
 
The Dutch quickly renamed our area Roode Hoek (technically translated, it means Red Corner), because it was made of red clay and poked into New York Bay, a perfect place for boats to pick up and drop off cargo.
 
In 1655, it became officially part of Brooklyn. In English, the name was translated phonetically rather than by meaning and became Red Hook.

 
DEFIANCE
 
Just before the American Revolution, the Continental Army knew Red Hook was going to have strategic importance when war inevitably came. So, they had built a fort called Defiance, approximately where Valentino Pier stands today, at the end of an ancient Lenape path that later became known as Red Hook Lane.
 
The fort, along with others, was intended to hinder the Royal Navy’s ability to land anywhere along the western Long Island coastline.
 
It was only eight days after the signing of the Declaration of Independence when the fort’s value became obvious. The British ships came, seeking to establish naval superiority in the bay—but they had to get past Red Hook first.
 
Cannon fire from Fort Defiance was fearsome. Those big guns had been built en barbette, which meant they fired over the top of the fort’s walls rather than through gun holes.
 
The cannon fire seriously damaged the British fleet as it arrived, especially the HMS Roebuck, which had been designed in 1769 by Sir Thomas Slade to sail in shallow water, thought to be an advantage when invading North America.
 
The Roebuck, wounded by cannon balls, stalled in Buttermilk Channel then limped southwest as far as Staten Island where it was scuttled.
 
Back at Fort Defiance, the job wasn’t done. Cannon fire from Red Hook helped keep the ferry route clear, so the Continental Army could make a nocturnal retreat across the East River. They successfully escaped to fight another day.
 
Today the site of Fort Defiance is a rare spot where Red Hook’s residents have access to their waterfront, Valentino Park. The site can be found at the westernmost end of Coffey Street. Here multi-generational layers of dilapidation were razed and replaced with a small pebble beach and a pier with benches to look out at the south shore of Governors Island and the Statue of Liberty—a peaceful place. If you go there, try Steve’s Key Lime Pies. (Sadly, a good ninety-nine percent of the Red Hook waterfront remains walled off from the residents.)

 
WEED TREES
 
Not long after Red Hook became the first stop in America for vessels crossing the Atlantic, seeds from the Ailanthus altissima tree, indigenous to China and Taiwan—then commonly known as the Tree-of-Heaven because it grew about as fast as a fairy-tale beanstalk—blew off a boat and found the red soil ashore.
 
Those trees are today known as “weed trees” because they are invasive, growing so fast and sprouting roots deep and wide in even the worst soils and most polluted air. They stink, take over areas, and change local ecology. To this day, there is a constant battle against the Ailanthus trees—throughout Brooklyn, really—but they can never be completely wiped out: every vacant lot has them, every unkempt patch and crack in the pavement. They’re like plant-life rats.

 
FERAL DOGS
 
Weed trees weren’t the only unusual problem Red Hook suffered. There were also the dogs. Packs of them, wild and dangerous. The first reports of feral dogs in the neighborhood came in 1823. They lived under piles of lumber along the banks of the Gowanus.
 
The dogs historically avoided mankind, but they occasionally attacked, as was the case in 1909, when they chased a man up a tree. They skittered when they moved, and could, like rats, squeeze through small openings.

 
ERIE CANAL
 
In 1825, the Erie Canal opened, making Red Hook busier than ever. Now goods could be transported on barges eastward, tugged by mules on a towpath that ran beside the big ditch, from Lake Erie to the Hudson River, without worrying about any pesky waterfalls. Cargo heading westward was handled the same way, brought to Red Hook by ship and then loaded onto barges to be taken to the Erie Canal, or a railroad, to continue their journey.
 
Twenty-five years later, two dredged basins, the Atlantic and the Erie, opened on the Red Hook waterfront, so larger cargo ships had more room to dock for loading and unloading.
 
In addition to large oceangoing cargo vessels, Red Hook also served many barges. The Lehigh Valley Railroad, one of thirteen railroads that operated out of New York, had five hundred barges that brought goods to and from their depot in Jersey City, right on the other side of the Statue of Liberty from Red Hook. Since there were no bridges or tunnels, barges would pick up the goods from the trains and carry them to points east of Jersey City: Manhattan, Queens, Brooklyn, and Long Island.
 
Today, goods are transported in large railcar-like containers. Back then the commodities—sugar, coffee beans, rice, wheat, flour, spices, Egyptian cotton, whatever they were—had to be unloaded in bags, barrels, and bundles from one place to another. A gang of well-muscled men used their hooks, ropes, and pulleys to load up a covered barge with barnlike walls and a roof to protect cargo from the elements. The barge was the container.
 
Not all goods needed a roof. Lumber or hay could get wet and was often moved atop flat barges. Some barges carried gravel and were little more than a hull.
 
From early on, there were riots at the docks. The first recorded mass brawl was in 1846, when a cargo ship arrived containing German workers who planned to earn their passage by unloading the ship once it docked, much to the dismay of the Irish men ashore who normally performed that duty. The two sides decided to duke it out, and the Germans had their way with the Irish, not only keeping their jobs, but staying in Red Hook from then on, in a row of new shanties on what is today Van Brunt Street.

 
GREEN VILLAGE TO SLAB CITY
 
In 1853 Father O’Farrell performed mass at St. Paul’s Church, at Court and Congress Streets. He later left St. Paul’s to form his own parish, the Church of the Visitation. He began saying mass out of a storefront at Sullivan and Van Brunt before moving into a redbrick church on Verona Street, between Van Brunt and Richard Streets. (That church burned during the summer of 1897 and was replaced by the current Visitation Church at Richards and Verona.)
 
Red Hook before the Civil War was a village. Neighbors shared a town pump. Every morning fifteen goats clattered over the cobblestones of Dikeman Street on their way to graze. It was a peaceful place, most of the time, but it could get angry and violent. On Election Day there were fights around the polling place. “Every half hour on the dot,” a weary cop said, wading in to break up another one.
 
Pan away from the clattering goats, and Red Hook was nothing but a swampy meadow, an odious settlement. There was only one stone house. The rest were shanties. Because of the roughshod wooden construction, slabs of timber cobbled together, the area took on the nickname Slab City. Because there was no Atlantic Basin yet, no governing bulkhead, high tide brought the water up to spots where today there are row houses.
 
From very early on, the combination of physical isolation and waterfront vice created a cocktail of danger. Women went out only during the daytime, and at night pedestrians needed to “keep a sharp lookout for the lurking assassins that infested the neighborhood.”
 
By 1860, Brooklyn (including Red Hook) was America’s third-largest city, with a population of four hundred thousand. And that didn’t count those who lived in largely rural Williamsburg, New Utrecht, Greenpoint, Gravesend, Flatbush, and Bushwick—those towns wouldn’t become part of Brooklyn until near the end of the nineteenth century, around the same time that the city of Brooklyn became a borough of New York City.

 
NOT EXACTLY THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD
 
During the Civil War a Black man jumped off a boat in Red Hook, a stowaway escaping from the South.
 
There was almost instantly a gang that threatened to attack him and string him up, so he ran to a Mrs. Callahan’s house, a random but lucky choice, as she took him in and hid him on the roof until nightfall.
 
The escapee’s terror was unimaginable—his fate unknown. As far as we know, he made it out of Red Hook.

 
RACE RIOT
 
During the first week of August 1862, it was ninety-two degrees in the shade, the temperature at which man is most likely to be violent. Hotter and we’re logy. Cooler and we have longer fuses.
 
As was clear when the escaped slave passed through, Red Hook men feared Black men, soon to be emancipated and coming for their jobs. Then the temp hit ninety-two.
 
Trouble started when a pair of Black men who worked in a factory on Sedgewick Street stopped in a liquor store to make a purchase. When a White man entered seconds later and attempted to cut the line, a nasty fight ensued. But it was nothing compared to the firestorm of rumors it started. Anti-Black sentiment exploded. Black employees had to seal themselves into the tobacco factory where they worked because a lynch mob of White men was gathering outside. The mob pummeled the factory with stones and broke all the windows. Someone suggested they set the place on fire. Cops were called and, being White, generally sided with the mob, but no fires were set. A couple of White men were arrested, but nothing came of it. The neighborhood was covered with bills saying the time had come to squelch the Black revolution.
 
Then the heatwave broke, and things cooled—a bit.

 
DRAFT RIOTS
 
The following summer, 1863, was just as hot and again Red Hook erupted. The riots began as a protest against the draft, pulling white men with little interest in the Civil War into active duty.
 
It began as a war of classes. Rich men could buy their way out of the draft. Poor men had to march to Gettysburg and die.
 
The anger, however, quickly shifted to Black people, whose new freedom had caused the fucking war in the first place. The riots started in Manhattan where hundreds of dead Black men were thrown into the East River but moved to Red Hook where angry White men burned down the grain elevators, labor-saving devices, in the Atlantic Basin. Firefighters had no way to get water to the height of the fire.
 
The mob moved on to the homes of Black families. They invaded, pulled the furniture into the street and busted it up. The mob’s final move was a mass attack on a pier that used Black laborers, trying to set fires with “primitive combustibles”.
 
It was especially tough on Black folks for the rest of that summer. If a White person saw them, they’d throw a rock.

 
FIREFIGHTERS
 
When there was a fire, such as the one at the grain elevator, horses galloped to the scene from the station at Lorraine and Smith Streets, pulling the fire department’s iron steam-pumpers, capable of pumping eight hundred gallons per minute, with smoke billowing from their stacks.
 
Until 1869, Red Hook’s firefighters were volunteers. In 1872, the fire department became professional, and a new firehouse was built on Van Brunt Street. The new house kept busy, as fires were a regular hazard in the growing manufacturing district near the piers and the basins.
 
The new firehouse—still there—had two stories and two bays. Engine Company No. 2 was in one bay, Ladder Company No. 1 in the other. Upstairs, up to twenty-five firefighters could be found sleeping or playing cards at any hour of the day and night. They became known as the Red Hook Raiders. (In 1960, the old firehouse became a museum and a new modern house opened a block away, at Richards and Seabring Streets.)

 
SHE WOULDN’T LISTEN
 
The first recorded murder in Red Hook, if you don’t count slaughtering Indians, came in 1859. It stemmed from a domestic dispute. At about nine o’clock on Friday evening, August 5, 1859, Irish-born Patrick and Catharine Noonan, both drunk to the gills, quarreled outside their home on Commerce Street near Van Brunt.
 
Catharine was standing outside on the street.
 
“Get back in this house, woman,” Patrick bellowed.
 
“I have nothing more to say to you,” Catharine replied. She moved to the middle of the street and sat down on the cobblestones.
 
Patrick ran out into the street, grabbed Catherine by the hair, dragged her into the house, and beat her until she was dead.
 
A neighbor, troubled by the ruckus—and then, the quiet—came by to check on the woman. Patrick fled and police were summoned. The husband ran for a block and a half or so and felt thirsty. He was found in a nearby saloon, trying to forget.
 
On Catharine’s battered remains, the coroner discovered fading bruises, indicating that she was beaten regularly. Wife-beating was not as controversial then as it is now, but beating your spouse to death was still frowned upon.
 
We don’t know what the wife did to tick off her husband, but police found it necessary to arrest the witnesses to make sure they were available for trial, as the general feeling in the community was that the husband should be protected and forgiven. The couple had two small children, so he was now all they had.
 
The second murder in Red Hook history was more like a harbinger of things to come. An unidentified man was found with his stomach completely cut out by a gang of street thieves. John Doe killed by Unknown Subject. There would be a lot of that in Red Hook.

 
RED HOOK SPORTS
 
Some of the anger and violence was channeled into more wholesome activities. Red Hook was a hotbed of recreational sports, games played on well-worn fields of red soil.
 
By the late nineteenth century, Red Hook had three baseball parks, Chambers Oval where Blacks played, Visitation Oval, and Ryan’s Oval, which was at the current site of Coffey Park.
 
Illegal boxing matches, bare-knuckle and without time limit, were held at the rear of Old Malone’s Stable at Bush and Hicks. They were human cockfights, called “smokers.” Some of the battered pugilists who put on those shows were Red Brady, Dan Quigley, Bruiser Kerns, and Devil Skin (a.k.a. Kid Holmes), men who fought for a living, outlaw prizefighters. (I won’t divulge the location, but as late as 2014, smokers were held in Red Hook, sponsored by a motorcycle club.)
 
Fisticuffs outside the ring, on the street, was an accepted manner of proving manhood. For some men, that was all they thought about. There were drunken men in Red Hook who did nothing but challenge other men to fights. They would thrust their heads out a window and call out: “I can lick any man in the Hook!” The lucky ones were ignored. Others got their clocks cleaned.

 
P.S. 27
 
Kids went to school at P.S. 27, at Hicks and Nelson Streets. It was a war zone. There were frequent fights, many of them between students and teachers. Guys ended their academic careers by breaking their teachers’ teeth.
 
A teacher would crack a kid across the knuckles with a ruler, the kid would say fuck you and slug the teacher, and finally the kid would be thoroughly beaten with a cowhide strap by the principal.
 
Everyone survived, however.

 
TIN MUNGIERS
 
There was an old tin yard at the foot of Hicks Street, where lived a community of squatters called the Tin Mungiers. They were French swampers or something like that. Not quite feral people, but close.
 
They collected scrap tin from wherever, melted it into solder, and sold it to the junkyard. At night they drank beer and sat around a fire having farting contests. After a certain amount of beer, they came up with bad ideas, such as robbing a nearby grocery store that was guarded by a vicious dog. The idea was to throw the dog some stale meat to distract him and then rob the place. They drastically underestimated the time it would take the guard dog, a pony-sized German Shepherd, to wolf down a piece of meat and move on to other things.

 
GREEN DOGS AND LAUNCHING DAY
 
The neighborhood had weird customs.
 
Every year in August came “Launching Day,” during which it was good luck to throw people in the ocean, or the creek, or the basin—not to drown them, just to get them wet.
 
“Swim and give yourself a bath,” the throwers said, head thrown back with laughter.
 
Launching Day was originally held on August 1 each year, until one year, August 1 landed on a Sunday and too many boys ended up wet in their church clothes. So they changed it to first Friday in August.
 
The tradition was already generations old when someone told a reporter that it dated back to 1807 when Robert Fulton launched the first steamboat into the Hudson—but who knows?
 
As the nineteenth century wound up, concerned citizens moved to regulate, or at least supervise, the Launching Day activities. Back then, in the days before swimming pools, most people couldn’t swim, and each year tragedy marred the day.
 
The supervision and regulation didn’t help. People still drowned on Launching Day. In 1897 it was twenty-one-year-old John Kriete. In 1903, it was ten-year-old John McCullen of Hicks Street who was pushed off a Red Hook pier by friends who “thought he could swim.” Eventually, the day was abolished.
 
Red Hookers were also odd in the springtime. On St. Patrick’s Day, they painted their dogs green. Only domesticated dogs were painted. The wild dogs that roamed the desolation went unpainted and unmoved by the holiday.

 
TRANSFORMING GEOGRAPHY
 
This was a Red Hook that was developing its modern character. Suitable to commerce because of its location, the geography itself was transformed by businesses the better to make a buck.
 
Eventually, the ships that docked at Red Hook were oceangoing vessels coming from Europe and places further east. In its natural state, the Gowanus Creek flowed through marshland into the Gowanus Bay portion of New York Harbor. As the farmland around the creek urbanized, from 1849 to 1869, Brooklyn’s officials converted the creek into a canal twenty-six-feet deep.
 
By the time the canal was completed, the swampland around it had been filled in, fully inhabited, and industrialized. Warehouses were built and then stuffed on the waterfront, storing all kinds of goods: lumber, grains, coffee, raw cotton, leather, and foodstuffs. Manufacturing plants went up as well, producing cigarettes, copper wire, and mattresses.
 
Despite this, the “neighborhood,” the large portion of Red Hook upon which people lived, retained the same village feeling that it had had when there were still goats trimming the grass. Because of the singularity of its purpose—accepting goods shipped in from around the world—and its geographic isolation, which only got worse with modernization, there was a unity of spirit among the residents. Locals could trash the hood all they wanted. Someone from the outside make a crack and they got their head handed to them.

 
THE SLUDGY MIX
 
Industrialization may not have destroyed Red Hook’s community spirit, but it totally fucked the ecology. Almost immediately the Gowanus Canal’s water went bad, as industries, in particular oil and gas manufacturers—including the Vaseline factory that produced the world’s petroleum jelly—dumped their waste into it, creating a gurgling sludge thick with heavy metals, lubricant jelly, and coal tar.
 
Following heavy rains, raw sewage added to the mix. (As recently as the early twenty-first century, the canal made noises, as big black bubbles would form at the surface, glopping and gurgling when they broke.)
 
In 1911, an attempt was made to improve the quality of the canal’s water. They built a one-and-a-half-mile tunnel—called the Flushing Tunnel—that used the tides to provide a flushing system into Buttermilk Channel, the narrow waterway separating Red Hook from Governors Island. The system was only marginally successful, and during the twentieth century, swaths of Red Hook perpetually stunk. It didn’t matter which way the wind blew.

 
CREEKERS AND POINTERS
 
During the late nineteenth century, residents of Red Hook divided themselves into two groups, the Creekers (East) and the Pointers (West). There were fights all the time but no guns. The old gag was that Creekers loved cake and Pointers loved pie. So if a thug grabbed you by the shirt and asked if you liked cake or pie, you’d better get the answer right or you’d get your lumps.
 
On Thanksgiving, long before Macy’s, Red Hook was where the parade began, bands marching from Eddie Chambers’s saloon at Bush and Henry Streets all the way to the Ulmer Park Casino in Bath Beach. Paraders included men astride horses dressed as Pilgrims and Native Americans.

 
GRIME AND DESPAIR
 
Red Hook lost its green. It became a grimy neighborhood of narrow cobblestone streets, where longshoremen with haunted expressions on their faces threw a baling hook over their shoulders each morning and then lugged cargo off ships until their backs broke.
 
Those same men were hardly saints when the day’s work was through, and along Hamilton Avenue, a strip of saloons and brothels opened to help the laborers blow off steam. The men drank boilermakers, a shot of whiskey followed by a glass of beer, and preferred their women plump. Barkeeps were often amazed at the quantity they drank, even when on their lunch break. “They can sure dump it and still go back to work,” said the bartender of the Shaft Alley Saloon on Imlay Street. The key to keeping the peace, he said, was to keep unattached women out.
 
Sailors on shore also supported the vice shops. Many sailors were fleeced and returned to their ships broke and disappointed. The lucky ones avoided lumps on their heads or the clap.
 
The pier workers envied the sailors in many ways, even though they were marks for the confidence games ashore. The sailors were often young and impressionable—and most importantly, they got to leave. They could get back on their ship and sail away, while the longshoreman faced an unchanging never-ending drudge of pain and exhaustion.
 
A lot of money was being made from the ships that brought in goods, but very little ever got to the longshoremen. The system was rigged. Workers shortened their lives and ended up broke. But what other choice did they have? The alternative was starvation for themselves and their families.
 
In 1886, the view from Red Hook of Governors Island and New York Harbor changed forever with the erection of the Statue of Liberty, its welcoming message sometimes seen as a cruel joke to immigrants who arrived and survived only through processes similar to indentured servitude.

 
PENNY BRIDGE TROLLS
 
At the turn of the century, Red Hook was predominantly Irish, although there was a mixture of Irish and German north of Hamilton Avenue, and a sprinkling of Italian throughout.
 
The huge cargo ships and organized crime arrived pretty much simultaneously. Irish thugs set up camp at the old Penny Bridge—which from 1849 until 1946 allowed Montague Street to go from the cliffs of Brooklyn Heights to the waterfront below, first over a steel bridge, and then down a steep ramp that led to the harbor—and like fairy-tale trolls collecting a toll, they held up sailors and dockworkers alike, taking their loose change before allowing them to cross. (The Penny Bridge was there until it was razed to make way for Robert Moses’s Brooklyn-Queens Expressway and the pedestrian walkway above it, known as the Promenade.)
 
The first Red Hook longshoreman were Scandinavian. There were dock bosses named Sven the Swede. Italians arrived around 1895 and pretty quickly infiltrated themselves among the Nordic crowd.
 
At first, the Italians in Red Hook worked on construction crews that built the sewer system, then settled down in the neighborhood with their families. By 1900, the original Red Hook buildings were falling down, and the neighborhood reeked of decay.

 
A VAN BRUNT STREET STROLL
 
But sprouting up all around the decay was life. The docks themselves were beehives of activity during working hours, a well-oiled machine that unloaded imported goods of all sorts off ships from faraway places, unloaded grains and natural resource barges from Upstate New York, the Midwest, and Canada by way of the Erie Canal to be loaded onto ships headed overseas. But you didn’t have to get too far away from the waterfront before things slowed way down. To stroll down Van Brunt Street at the turn of the twentieth century—in the daytime, anyway—was to see a neighborhood that seemingly thrived on its own grit.
 
At Van Brunt and Beard Streets, there was a bar called The Suds Palace, more corrugated tin than palatial, operated by one Jim Kehoe, who used his platform behind the bar to successfully run for state senator.
 
Across the street, was a junk shop run by Mike Cowhey, who usually sat out front smoking tobacco out of a gnarly pipe that looked like he whittled it himself.
 
On Van Dyke Street, there was another saloon, western style, with swinging doors that a kid could look under. Moms sometimes sent the kids to fetch dad if he was needed at home. If the bartender, a man-mountain named Billy Struck, caught children with their heads under the door looking for their drunken dads, he’d run out and squirt them with the seltzer bottle.
 
Playing hooky was common, but there was hell to pay if you were spotted by self-appointed truant officer Paul Steeley. He’d drag you to school by your ear.
 
On Partition Street (now Coffey), Otto Grumm sold Ott’s Cough Remedy out of his drugstore. Ott had plenty of repeat customers on account of his remedy was mostly codeine. Plus there were a lot of persistent coughs due to universal tobacco use, smoky, sooty air, and an unusually high tuberculosis rate, evidence that Red Hook to some extent remained a swamp. (Diphtheria was also a problem. As late as the 1930s, there were drives in Red Hook to immunize babies against the bacterial infection.)
 
The mortician was at Dikeman and Van Brunt. He was Myles McKeon, and when he didn’t have a fresh cadaver on his hands, he would be out on the sidewalk loudly talking baseball with Old Man Demars, who sold denim trousers on the opposite corner.
 
And there was plenty of baseball to talk about. Brooklyn’s pro teams played at Washington Park, which was from 1883 till 1897 on the east side of Fourth Avenue between Third and Fifth Streets, then on the east side of the avenue between First and Third Streets from 1898 until 1913, both locations within easy walking distance from Red Hook. Ebbets Field, on the other hand, would be built all the way on the other side of Prospect Park, in a section known at the time as Pigtown because of the many pig farms there.
 
If you walked on King Street you might run into Dr. Newman, black bag in hand, on his way to make a house call. For penny candy you went to Fred Winkleman’s. Sweets really cost a penny apiece, and sometimes Winkleman featured taffy he’d pulled himself right there in the shop. On Tremont, Tom Archer was the tobacconist, with about seventy-five percent of his business in cigars.
 
The diner was run by Pete Carroll, who spoke a weird, butchered English. Teenagers worked as wait staff and the deal was, according to Carroll, “I’ll give you seven dollars a week and I’ll ate you, or I’ll give you ten dollars a week and you ate yourself.”
 
Along Verona Street you passed the blacksmith and the butcher. The butcher was Charlie Thornley, where you could see a red hook of a different sort. Upon those bloody hooks hung skinned carcasses, bovine and porcine, skinned and awaiting the expert strokes of his razor-sharp knife.
 
One day a man full of rum jumped from a third-floor window on Coffey Street, attempting to commit suicide. But it wasn’t his time. He managed to hit every clothesline on the way down—thump, thump, thump—in easy stages. He landed in a hammock and walked without a limp to the waiting ambulance.
 
It was nothing like today. This was a time when even a whiff of scandal could ruin political ambitions, like the poor fellow who ran for congress to represent Red Hook but had to drop out because, although he and his wife were legally married, they hadn’t been married in a Catholic Church. Uh-oh.

 
HOOLIGANS ON THE PIERS
 
In 1906 the Irish mob, known as the White Hand, came in and within four years had the docks sewn up tight. Those were the good old days. At first, they robbed everyone blind, but there was little violence. Starting around 1910, though, things got rough. Young, savage White Hand goons, chips on their shoulders, fists clenched and ready to bust, dished out the pain.
 
Along with those violent tempers was a strong dose of self-destructiveness. As we’ll see, one White Hander after another played an always fatal game of King of the Hill. It was a game of attrition, and you moved up by shooting the guy above you.
 
Today, it seems almost comical. Again and again, the top cat was bumped by a wannabe, for generations, until they held no more power on the piers, until they ceased to exist, and they never figured it out.
 
So, when the number of Italians increased and the number of Irish decreased, Italian tough guys took special pleasure in stomping the Irish, whose White Hand had ruled for so long. The Irish of Red Hook got a taste of their own medicine.

 
RUTHLESS BOOTLEGGERS
 
When Prohibition came, the White Hand reasserted itself. They moved booze, whacked guys—and shook folks down. But they lacked vision. The Italians moved booze, too. They and the Irish fought sometimes, got along sometimes. These guys had to show some respect, because their moms went together to mass at St. Stephen on Summit Street, corner of Hicks.
 
According to police detective William “Gold Tooth” Brosnan, the problem with the White Hand was that they were never equipped to be big business. They were petty thieves—and drinkers.
 
“They are all nice and quiet boys until they get to drinking,” Brosnan said between puffs on his long black cigar, his piercing eyes and jutting jaw showcasing the glowing upper tooth that gave him his nickname. Maybe Brosnan was purposefully making nice, or perhaps he was genuinely naïve to the fact that some of the White Hand boys were psychopaths. “They never bother anyone off the waterfront, and they have never caused much real trouble. They get to drinking and thinking they are big. Then somebody gets bumped off.”
 
When big money came to the underworld because of prohibition, some of the White Handers developed ambitions way out of whack with their capabilities. The Italian takeover of the piers was inevitable.

 
MORNING SHAPE-UP
 
On the piers, the day began each morning at eight with what was called the “morning shape-up.” With the Italians in charge of the docks, shape-up was even more corrupt than it had been when the Irish were in charge.
 
Docked at the pier would be a rusty freighter, just in from someplace overseas, its hull packed with barrels and crates. On the pier, in a rough semicircle around the “hatch boss” (a.k.a. the dock boss), prospective laborers gathered. In the winter, the hopefuls wore caps and pulled up the collars on their windbreakers. The workers, even those who couldn’t read, knew how to scan the morning newspapers, which listed where incoming ships would be docked.
 
The boss, often an ex-con, had full control, and handpicked who would work that day. He was not arbitrary in his selections. He chose the men who paid the bribe, the ones whose families shopped at the correct stores, and those who owed money to the pier’s resident shylock.
 
If you lived or worked in the neighborhood, you better get your groceries from the right store. The mob grip on Red Hook bakeries was legendarily white-knuckled.
 
The workers, duped at one time into thinking their union would improve their lives, learned that the unions were as corrupt as the dock bosses, run by gangsters, with little interest in the rank and file.
 
Those turned away at the morning shape-up had only one hope left, that they’d pick up a half day’s work at the one p.m. shape-up on a different pier.
 
The hatch bosses were expected to kick up a part of that bribe money to the upper echelon. The system, despite law enforcement and governmental investigations and so-called crackdowns, was in existence for the best part of the twentieth century.
 
And people wonder why so many Italian men decided to go into the rackets. The alternative was backbreaking work that you had to pay to get. Better to rob cargo trucks. It was more lucrative and a hell of a lot easier on the back.
 
If a longshoreman lacked the funds to pay the bribe, perhaps having spent his last cent on food for his children, there was always a shylock on the dock—sometimes the same guys who worked the racetracks in the afternoon—willing to loan money to poor slobs at a vig of fifteen percent a week or worse.
 
Those who were in debt to a shylock were pretty much guaranteed to get work, but it was never a winning situation for the laborer. He would always be poor, and the hoods would get all the money.

 
EVERYWHERE THE SKIM
 
In Red Hook, all things came with a level of extortion. (Not that the U.S. government is any better. Tax is a skim. Extortion? Don’t pay and they put you in a cage.) Each shipment that arrived at a Red Hook pier would lose a percentage in the unloading. Things fell off the boat long before they had a chance to fall off a truck. This stealing was often done by a crooked entity known as “public loaders,” who coerced their way into jobs and stole everything they could lift.
 
The workers weren’t the only part of the process being skimmed. The companies that owned the ships, the goods they shipped, and the stores that would sell those goods all paid and paid, just so something bad wouldn’t happen. There was a no-strike fee, for example. “Labor peace” was a catch phrase for union extortion.

 
HOOVERVILLE
 
The Great Depression blanketed Brooklyn with despair. Criminals suffered too during the economic malaise. It was a lot tougher to score when everyone was poor. No blood from a stone.
 
Poverty in Red Hook brought gloom. To tour the streets along the Gowanus during the 1930s would be an assault to modern sensibilities. People lived in shacks, sagging wooden-frame houses, moldy cold-water flats, with crude, sometimes nonexistent plumbing. Men lived in a shantytown, one of many called Hooverville, named for U.S. President Herbert Hoover who took the blame for the Depression. It was a village of bums, at the current site of the projects, the squalid Red Hook Houses.
 
Despite the doldrums of the era, Red Hook’s main drag, Columbia Street, remained crowded, boisterous, packed with street vendors and saloons where they’d fill your bucket with tap beer. If you were lucky enough to have coins in your pocket, you could buy ice, coal, and fresh fruit and vegetables. Or you could give a penny to the organ grinder’s monkey.
 
There were more horses than cars, so many streets remained dirt, and kids with shovels ran into the street to gather up fertilizer for their home vegetable garden. As in Sicily, the red soil of the Hook did not yield edible vegetables without a boost.

 
FORTIES, FIFTIES, SIXTIES
 
During the Second World War, Red Hook waved the Red, White, and Blue, and kept saboteurs away. After the war the government tried to kick the crooks off the piers and clean up the Brooklyn waterfront. That didn’t work. During the 1960s, the big crime news out of Kings County was the President Street crew, a pack of cockeyed optimists, one of whom happened to be my father. It is one of the ironies of this book: on President Street, the boys were only a few hundred yards from the waterfront, but they didn’t have that much to do with the piers.

 
GROUND ZERO
 
Red Hook is where I was born and where I lived as a kid, and there was no place on earth, not even in Italy, where the texture of mob life was so ingrained in the structures and the people and the system. Very little English was spoken. You needed some to conduct business. For the entire twentieth century, Red Hook was the center of the organized crime universe.
 
This book looks at my neighborhood during that Hundred Years of Mob, from the White Hand to The Clutch Hand, from Francesco Ioele (Frankie Yale) and the Unione Siciliane, to Al Capone, the underworld’s first American-born boss. Hell, he was the first Brooklyn-born boss, too.
 
For a hundred years, the door to Red Hook power kept revolving—cheese importer Salvatore “Toto” D’Aquila, first boss of the future Gambino Family, Manfredi “Al” Mineo, Vincenzo Giovanni Mangano, Frank “Wacky” Scalise, the executioner. And then Umberto Anastasia, a.k.a. Albert Anastasia, The Mad Hatter, who was himself followed in Red Hook by olive oil king Joseph Profaci, and the Gallo Crew, princes of President Street, which is where I came in.

 
A QUICK GEOGRAPHY LESSON
 
Before Robert Moses adapted Brooklyn for automobiles, Red Hook meant everything south of Atlantic Avenue, north of the Erie Basin, and west of the Gowanus Canal.
 
The piers of New York Bay formed the western border. Neighborhoods such as Columbia Heights, Gowanus, Carroll Gardens, and Cobble Hill were the later creations of real-estate people, desperate to distance their product from Red Hook’s stigma. It was all Red Hook.
 
For this book’s purposes, we use the old boundaries. Even then, the neighborhood was bordered on three sides by water, not a big place, approximately one and three-quarter miles from Atlantic Avenue to the Erie Basin and one mile from the Gowanus to the bay.
 
Today, what is considered Red Hook is the area west of Fourth Avenue and below Ninth Street, and bordered by New York Bay to the west and the Erie Basin along the south. Red Hook, what’s left of it, is ridiculously cut off from the rest of Brooklyn, with one entrance and one exit amid an irregular semicircle of dead ends caused by the Brooklyn–Battery tunnel. A recent report stated that Red Hook is suffering from an infestation of raccoons and possums. Even the animals can’t figure out how to leave.
 
But even back in the old days, Red Hook’s geographic isolation was considered a cause of its social isolation. It was its own world and had more than its share of very specific problems. For immigrants it was a physical purgatory between European homelands and the American Dream.


 



PART ONE
 
White Hands
 
IN 1900, THE WHITE HAND RAN RED HOOK. They took their name from the Italian crime organization known as the Black Hand, a heavy-duty American extension of the Sicilian secret society called the Mafia. Guys in Sicily still thought of the Black Hand as their “American branch.”
 
I don’t know if the Irish hoods answered to big-time gangsters back in Ireland. They might’ve been pure American shitheads—they bragged about how much shit they had for brains. They made no bones about their racism. Italians weren’t white and they were, period. Thus, the name, the White Hand.
 
The White Hand kept Red Hook as their headquarters but held influence and were active in other sections of Brooklyn and even in the City (which, if you’re in Brooklyn, means Manhattan).
 
In later years, there was cooperation between Italian and Irish mobs. But at the turn of the twentieth century, they couldn’t be in the same room. The White Hand controlled the docks. Their primary function was to keep the Italians out, a losing battle.
 





CHAPTER 1
 
The Girl Market and Marauding Packs
 
THE IRISH MIGHT’VE HAD THE PIERS, but from the start, Italian hoods ran the whorehouses. How those brothels recruited their staff wasn’t pretty. Girls were kidnapped. Teenagers were seduced—“ruined for marriage” because they lost their cherry—and turned out to trick. The girls needed to be transported, sometimes in pathetic groups, from various areas of the Northeast, in containers on barges on the Erie Canal and the Hudson River, to Red Hook, where there was a physical “girl market.” Italian, German, and “American” girls were all for sale. Ninety bucks and you had your pick. A girl was cheaper than a steer.
 
Here’s how police got around to busting the operation: In January 1910, there was in Red Hook what was referred to as “a commonplace Italian murder.” The crime took place at the corner of Van Brunt and Commerce Streets. The victim was a Degraw Street guy named Alessandro Pisano. Before he croaked, he told an attendant that he’d been shot by two persons, a man and a woman.
 
The man, the dying victim proclaimed, was named Caracappola. And the woman was Antonetta Verdi. Police, in looking for a second opinion on the killers’ identities, learned that a key witness to the murder was seventeen-year-old Florence Ciro, who was in jail and easy to find, housed at the House of the Good Shepherd in Hartford, Connecticut. Ciro said the woman was the one who pulled the trigger.
 
The murder, police learned, stemmed from an argument about a young girl who’d been held in bondage—I don’t mean that metaphorically; we’re talking real ropes and chains—at the home of a well-known psycho named “Glasseye” Frank Cuomo, who’d once been indicted for murder but skated due to nervous witnesses. Cuomo owned a saloon on Carroll Street and lived on Van Brunt.
 
Ciro was asked how she’d become a slave. She said she had no idea. She’d seen money exchanging hands but had no advance warning she’d be held captive and forced to sexually serve some of Brooklyn’s grossest men.
 
Her story was typical. She grew up in Passaic, New Jersey, a good Italian girl, and met a man who said he loved her and appeared to have a lot of money. That beau turned out to be the white slave “recruiter” known to her by the single name Caracappola. Despite the ruse, Florence said she never once doubted the man’s sincerity, and he efficiently deflowered her. Afterwards, enjoying his postcoital tobacco, his change in attitude was jarring.
 
He explained in simple terms that she’d been conned, and now he was taking her to Red Hook.
 
“What’s that?”
 
“A place where used girls go,” he said.
 
Her parents disapproved but could do nothing. Florence was just gone. Beside the emotional pain, her departure hurt the family financially as well. Since she’d been a small child, she’d earned a wage working in a silk mill.
 
Florence was held for a time in Glasseye’s basement dungeon, where she was taught depravity and hopelessness. Then she was taken to the Red Hook girl market and sold for ninety bucks to Francisco Squillace, who ran a house in Connecticut.
 
The men selling her told her that Squillace would then find her a husband who would make her an “honest girl.” Next thing she knew, ugly men were lining up and she was earning (but never keeping) $150 a week.
 
Only girls from out of town were brought to Red Hook to be sold, and buyers from all over the country came to purchase. Girls who were from Brooklyn were taken to a market elsewhere, the feeling being that a girl familiar with Brooklyn would be more likely to attempt escape.
 
In May 1910, on a Saturday morning in Philadelphia, police caught Caracappola, who did have a first name that turned out to be Antonio. Also under arrest was a man known as Mike the Fixer, who had once asked a police captain for “permission” to operate the Carroll Street saloon as a brothel. When the captain said no, Mike the Fixer offered fifty bucks a month.
 
Glasseye’s whereabouts remained unknown.
 
PETER THE DUCK
 
In true street gang fashion, the first White Handers roamed Red Hook led by hoodlum Thomas “Peter the Duck” O’Connell. They had no self-awareness, no clue how much they resembled the wild dogs that skittered in and out of the dilapidated structures on Beard Street.
 
On October 13, 1910, a marauding pack, the human version, came down Court Street looking for mid-afternoon trouble. They came to a saloon at the corner of Court and Congress Streets.
 
“Let’s stop in for a drink, lads,” the Duck said, pushing his boater into a jaunty angle and snapping the brim with a flick of his forefinger.
 
“Uh-oh,” his followers thought. They’d seen him like this before. Someone was going to get hurt.
 
So they went in and were instantly obnoxious to the extreme. They made themselves impossible to ignore. The proprietor, Jimmy Higgins, known for his formidable mustache, was also tending bar. He watched the Duck’s crew acting like assholes as he feverishly polished the same pilsner with a gray rag.
 
“Francis, get a cop,” Higgins said to a boy near the door. Francis dashed down the street in a blur.
 
The gang left before Francis could return with the cop. But O’Donnell returned to Higgins’s bar at midnight and again became abusive. They dragged a Red Hook man named James Donahue out onto the street and beat him. An engineer named Joseph Boyle of Amity Street came to Donahue’s defense, the gang shifted their attentions and killed him. Donahue, also severely injured, was rushed to Long Island College Hospital where he recovered.

 
MURDER OF JOHN MARONEY
 
In 1912, the White Hand first exposed its weakness. There were external enemies that attacked it, sure, but mostly the Irish gangsters killed each other. It is difficult to understand. Man after man fought to get to the top of the hill only to plummet from that peak, shot dead and replaced by the next boss. Why aspire to the top if it meant violent death? It didn’t make sense. Perhaps we underestimate the glory. More likely, we underestimate their egos, which said that they, unlike those before him, were bulletproof, invulnerable, and would stay on top forever.
 
This chain of violence began at five a.m., March 13. Dennis “Dinny” Meehan, John “Pickles” Laydon, and William McGowan knocked on the family entrance to Jacobs Saloon at the corner of Sands and Adams in Downtown Brooklyn, just north of Red Hook. It was also called the Old Crown Hotel.
 
Whatever you called it, the saloon/hotel was trouble waiting to happen. Just two weeks earlier, a sailor was shot there. Story was that the hotheaded proprietor objected to how the sailor danced with a woman. “You grind, you die,” Jacobs said. The sailor suffered only a flesh wound, and Jacobs was only charged with felonious assault.
 
On this night, a couple of weeks later, Meehan, Laydon, and McGowan had to knock several times until someone opened the door, and then only a crack.
 
“Maroney here?” Meehan asked.
 
“Just a second.”
 
Moments later, the forty-six-year-old bartender, John Christopher “Chris” Maroney, still wearing his apron, came to the door and opened it all the way. He saw no one so he stepped out onto the sidewalk.
 
Two shots rang out and Maroney fell limply to the sidewalk. Once robust, he was suddenly little more than a pile of clothes. Hearing the shots, a few people from inside the saloon ran out to see what had happened. Giggles turned to tears and small whimpers of fear. Lying next to Maroney’s body was a .38 revolver.
 
Two policemen were walking their beat about a block away, heard the shots, and came running. They saw a man down, several people hovering over him, and one man running away. The fleeing man was ordered to halt and turned out to be John Laydon, a twenty-three-year-old who lived on Adams Ave., now a thoroughfare best known as the address for the Federal Courthouse. Laydon was a man with a record and a reputation as a “cockfighter.”
 
The downed man was clearly dead, one eye shot out by a bullet, the other wide open, staring sightlessly at the night sky, which was the color of an old penny.
 
Inside, in hysterics, were two “entertainers,” Annie Summers and Catherine Knack. Though the women were inebriated and panicky, patient police questioners brought out the facts. Yes, the women had been in the saloon at the time of the shooting. Just before the shots rang out, they’d been talking to Maroney who was behind the bar. No, he gave no indication that he thought something was wrong.
 
“He was having a wonderful time. He liked the way I sang.”
 
“He sweet on you?”
 
“No, no, no, he was just having fun. Once he come out from behind the bar,” Knack said. “I was singing ‘I Love a Lassie,’ and Maroney was dancing. I didn’t see him get called away. One second he was there and the next he wasn’t. Ten minutes later he was dead.”
 
Summers told police she was nineteen and had been in the back room of the saloon, drinking with a man named Jack Martin and two sailors who were staying at the Naval YMCA. She said she “wasn’t doing nothing wrong.”
 
“We don’t care what you was doing. Did you see the shooting, miss?”
 
“Yes, Maroney was shot by William McGowan, Dennis Sheehan, and John Laydon.” As the cop wrote that down, Summers added, “They call Laydon ‘Pickles.’”
 
Knack nodded in agreement.
 
Summers said, “A man named William McGowan came in and got into an argument with the bartender.”
 
Upon exiting the bar, the girl heard McGowan say, “You come outside,” to Maroney.
 
“The bartender was outside for just seconds when I heard the shots,” Summers added. “I ran outside, and it was horrible. His face . . .” She dissolved into sobs.
 
It didn’t take police long to figure out that Maroney hadn’t been an angel. He’d been a highway robber, a safe blower, served some time but always seemed well-heeled. Word on the street was that Maroney had a crew working out of the Brooklyn Navy Yard, while Meehan was the head of a competing branch.
 
Nobody said “White Hand” out loud. Nobody wanted to blab to officials about who and what Maroney really was. People sought out the cover story so they could corroborate it. Some said that the Maroney who robbed truckers was the old Maroney, that he used to get into trouble but had reformed. Maroney had given himself things to live for. He was a newlywed and was changing his lifestyle top to bottom.

 
THREE MEN ARRESTED
 
Before the day was over, there had been three other arrests. One was Dennis Meehan, who was in the line for king of the hill, the others his friends William McGowan and Harry Burke.
 
On Monday, March 25, the men appeared in the Adams Street court before magistrate Otto Kempner. The men enjoyed their time in court. It was relaxing. Otherwise, they were holed up in the legendary Raymond Street Jail, a drippy dungeon where it was impossible to relax. If you dared stretch out, mice ran across your face. A lot of guys along Raymond Street worried about catching the plague.
 
During Meehan, Laydon, and McGowan’s trial that summer, Meehan’s rowdy friends tried to push their way into the courtroom despite a lack of seats. On one occasion, a fight broke out in the hallway as members of the White Hand clashed with members of Jasper’s Gang, of Chinatown, in the courthouse. Some troublemaker started a rumor that the defense planned to accuse Jasper’s Gang of killing Maroney while setting up the White Handers for the rap. Both crowds, White Handers and Jasper’s, had women among them—crude broads wearing too much makeup and large coats with suspicious bulges. It had been tried before, using women and the guards’ inability to frisk them to sneak guns into a courtroom. Security guards didn’t touch the women, but they always kept an eye on them.
 
One of those women was detained, nabbed on a previous beef. She was Ruth Clayton and was found to have the names of thirty-seven men tattooed on her arm, hauled in because she was wanted for stealing fifty-two bucks from a sailor.
 
Attorney Robert Elder defended the trio. Elder sought to show that Maroney’s widow—who was called to the stand and asked in detail about her dead husband’s shady past as well as her own—had been in the backroom of Jacob’s drinking with Jasper, boss of the rival gang, at the time of the trouble.
 
The trial was never peaceful or orderly. There was a weighty atmosphere of fear as thugs roamed the halls. If Meehan was convicted, there was going to be trouble. Everyone sensed it. Jurors, too.
 
All three defendants were acquitted.

 
BULLET IN THE BRAIN OF MICKEY KANE
 
After Maroney’s death, thirty-year-old Mickey Kane ran the White Hand, a reign that lasted four and a half months. Kane’s real name was Eugene Hayes. He was future boss Dinny Meehan’s cousin on his mother’s side and lived on tiny unlit Fleet Alley, which looked at night like a suitable venue for Jack the Ripper. Kane was a bare-knuckle boxer when he wasn’t running rackets.
 
Kane was shot near midnight on Saturday night, July 27, 1912, on a shadowy streetcorner. There was a crowbar on the ground beside him. At Cumberland Street Hospital, Kane lingered four days before dying.
 
Police at the time were not accustomed to murders in the course of routine business, and their theories clung to easier-to-understand motives like spontaneous arguments and fights. In this case, an ear-witness told police that there’d been an argument about “rushing the growler” at a “beer can party” before the shots were fired, one striking Kane just below the heart and another in the leg.

 
FOUR ARRESTED
 
Four young men were arrested, one a seventeen-year-old named Angelo Manzo. The other three were the appropriately named Harry Hood, nineteen, just out of Auburn prison, where he served three years for burglary, John Crowley, twenty-two, twice arrested for burglary, and Edward Miner, who was a minor.
 
Eventually, the Kings County grand jury determined that Hood fired the shots, and he alone was indicted. Justice Joseph Aspinall, who still believed the murder occurred because someone cut the beer line, refused to send Hood to the Sing Sing chair and instead sentenced him to three and a half years behind bars. Aspinall said he wanted to give Hood a break because his victim was armed with an iron bar when he was shot, and self-defense was a mitigating circumstance.

 
VENDETTA OF 1915
 
Not all the killings of the day were White Hand civil wars. Italian men, bringing with them to America the custom of vendetta, shot each other with regularity as well.
 
Thirty-four-year-old Joseph Vadala who lived with his wife in Red Hook, on Columbia Street, was shot to death at the corner of Union and Hicks on April 28, 1915. There were no eyewitnesses, and no arrests were ever made.
 
A couple of weeks later, just before midnight on May 13, 1915, twenty-six-year-old Giovanni Baucina was shot in the chest at the corner of Union and Clinton. Baucina was rushed to Long Island College Hospital. The following morning police arrested Frank Marino of Sackett Street and Giovanni Peconi of Union Street, two men who were reportedly walking with Baucina when he was shot. Police dragged the men into the hospital but Baucina, sworn to omertà, refused to identify them.
 
“I don’t know them,” the victim said—and died.

 
CINDERS SPILLS HIS GUTS
 
Twenty-seven-year-old Thomas “Cinders” Connelly was boss of the White Hand for about a month, then died at the foot of Poplar Alley, just off Fulton Street, on May 8, 1915. The murder, they said, followed a saloon brawl.
 
Connelly was dead in a merciful few seconds, well before the ambulance from Brooklyn Hospital arrived. Hardened ambulance attendants wanted to look away as Cinders’s disemboweled guts had spilled out onto the alley cobblestones from a hari-kari-like blade job.
 
Police were at a loss, leading to a coroner’s report from Ernest Wagner that was more sociological than forensic. In fact, he seemed to have a chip on his shoulder when it came to science in general.
 
Wagner complained that too many hoodlums were getting whacked without anyone paying for the crime. The coroner thought the reason was twofold: one, detectives didn’t work very hard when crooks were shot and killed, because they assumed no one cared; and two, the new usage of scientific methods had fouled up several prosecutions.
 
“There has been an overdose of scientific methods,” Wagner concluded, his vision aimed firmly backward.

 
RIPPER KILLINGS
 
The fact that this was one hood being offed by another was all but lost on the public, which had had its morbid curiosity caressed by the horrible nature of the crime. Disembowelers worked on the imagination. The killer was a Ripper, just like Jack. It was a prescription for fear, with facts, and reality in general, having little to do with it.
 
The Cinders murder was not the only “Ripper” attack that week. The night before Cinders spilled his guts, a twenty-two-year-old, Reynolds Wetzel from Cedar Street, stumbled into German Hospital bleeding profusely from multiple stab wounds in his abdomen. Police rushed to the hospital to talk to Wetzel before he croaked. The victim said he was walking home along Central Avenue when a man sprung from a doorway and stabbed him. He gave police next to nothing in terms of a description of the man with the knife.
 
“It took all of my energy just to get to the hospital,” he said with a gasp or two.

 
LOCKDOWN AT P.S. 83
 
Following the second “Ripper” crime, the public was on edge. Some jokers in Long Island City started a rumor that the Ripper was stalking P.S. 83, a nearby elementary school. The rumor grew as it spread. The Ripper, people yelled, was in the school and several students were missing.
 
The rumor emptied out the DiNobile Tobacco Company on Pierce Avenue, as five hundred men, most Italian, some fathers of children who attended the school, formed a mob to grab the Ripper and string him up.
 
Not understanding what was going on, only that the school was under attack by an angry mob, the janitor locked all the doors. The school’s principal decided the best action was to sound the fire alarm, so in a few minutes 1,500 students emptied out of the school into the street, and the horse-drawn fire brigade joined the action. The rumor was fictional, however. There was no Ripper, and eventually, the kids went back to class, and the dads went back to work.

 
BONNER ARRESTED
 
Twenty-year-old blacksmith Philip Bonner of Warren Street was arrested soon after Connelly’s murder and charged with the deed. He pleaded not guilty and went to trial. Also arrested was John Crowley—a suspect in the Kane murder, now twenty-four—and three other men.
 
The highlight of Bonner’s murder trial came when he took the witness stand in his own defense. He denied stabbing Connelly and blamed the murder on a “unknown man” who came running down Poplar Alley.
 
Bonner admitted that he was a member of a gang that opposed Connelly’s gang, and that he had run into Poplar Alley to avoid a few of Connelly’s gang members who he saw coming down the street. “I recognized them as guys that I’d had trouble with before,” he said.
 
He was acquitted of the murder, and there was never another public mention of him.

 
DINNY
 
The White Hand’s next leader was Dennis “Dinny” Meehan, one of the acquitted defendants in the 1912 John Maroney murder. Meehan was born in 1889. His family were members of a gang in Manhattan whose numbers had been decimated by a rival gang called the Hudson Dusters. The surviving Meehans, including ten-year-old Dinny, fled to Brooklyn. Dinny himself began in gang activities while in his teens.
 
After a stint at the reform school in Elmira, New York, he rejoined the White Hand as an adult and a burgeoning leader. Some bosses liked to hang back, let the crew go out and do the dirty work. That wasn’t Dinny. He went out with his crew on scores and other pieces of work, because he liked it.
 
By 1920, Meehan had a couple of legal problems worrying him. There were three cases pending: fleecing a guy on Fifth Avenue, hijacking a truckload of ladies’ shoes, and robbing a Red Hook warehouse often thousand dollars’ worth of silk.
 
One thing was for certain. Once he became the boss of the White Hand, his life wasn’t worth a plugged nickel.

 
HE CAN’T HEAR, AND HE DON’T SMELL GREAT NEITHER
 
As early as 1913, we find Red Hook violence involving Italian men walking into Irish bars and causing trouble. There was gunplay at Casey’s Saloon on Adams Street on January 10. It started when a thirty-five-year-old deaf mute named James O’Grady walked into the bar peddling picture postcards. An Italian man named Sanzone asked the peddler how much for a postcard, and the peddler held up three fingers—meaning three pennies.
 
For some reason, Sanzone took offense to the peddler and told the “dummy” to get lost. O’Grady, who lived on Henry Street, didn’t understand, so Sanzone pulled his gat and shot him in the nose. The bullet made a mess of O’Grady’s nose and lodged in his throat.
 
All of Casey’s customers were hauled down to the station and grilled but proved to be surprisingly tight-lipped. The proprietor, Edward R. Casey, was out when the deaf man was shot. The witnesses were hauled before a grand jury. They were all looking the other way at the time of the shooting—who knows what happened?
 
The shooting was particularly irksome to the police because the Adams Street police station was down the block, eighty yards from the saloon. No one had to contact the cops. Unlike the victim, police could hear the gunshot loud and clear.
 
None of the material witnesses uttered a word. Police took Sanzone to O’Grady’s hospital room and the victim wrote in pencil on a pad, “Yes! Yes!” To put another exclamation point on his identification, he pointed an accusatory finger at Sanzone.
 
Sanzone was only charged with disorderly conduct and was fined two bucks by magistrate Kempner.

 
MORE GUNFIRE AT CASEY’S
 
Less than three weeks later, January 30, 1913, five minutes before four a.m., closing time on a Thursday morning, there was another shooting at Casey’s. Two men were shot and down.
 
Casey wasn’t pleased. “Two shootings in a joint in under a month is hell on business,” he complained.
 
Police down the street again heard the shots and were on the scene in ninety seconds, through the front door and down a narrow corridor that led to the saloon in the back. On the hallway floor they found a .32 revolver.
 
The wounded men were White Handers, Garry Barry of East Fourth Street, and “Pickles” Laydon, who we met when he was tried and acquitted for the Chris Maroney hit.
 
They were treated by “Surgeon Ryan” and transported by horse-drawn ambulance to Holy Family Hospital. There it was discovered that the twenty-five-year-old Barry had a bullet in his lung. He was described as near death. Pickles was in better shape, with lead in his right thigh.
 
Pickles limped out of the hospital and was promptly arrested as a material witness. Pickles had a brother who’d been convicted of manslaughter only days before Pickles was shot. The Laydon boys were breaking their mom’s heart.
 
This time Casey of Casey’s Saloon was in when the bullets flew. He was arrested, first as a material witness, and then on blue law charges, for staying open after hours. They got through all the legal paperwork without mentioning that Casey served booze.
 
The others at the bar when the shooting occurred were also held. They were Margaret Barry, a.k.a. Margaret Gordon (the victim’s wife, she said), Mary Walsh, and Edward J. Cline. Police worked under the theory that the victims in the second shooting were the alleged squealers in the first.
 
No squealers this time. No one made a peep. All the investigators knew was the killer used a revolver and had escaped. That meant the killer was not among the material witnesses in the cooler.
 
A lawyer named Bennett threw a big net over the case, agreeing to represent all the witnesses pro bono and advising them to put a cork in it. You could hear prosecutors muttering “fuckshitfuck” under their breaths.
 
It got worse. The case was delayed when the judge who was to preside died. The guy who replaced him didn’t like the setup and put off the trial as long as possible. Justice, usually lightning quick in 1913, was delayed. The new magistrate was gun shy.
 
The Brooklyn Citizen said the shootings appeared to be the work of “an organized band of hold-up men.” That seems like a logical deduction to us, but in those days, it was like a huge lightbulb going on. They used the word organized.
 
This case ended up changing the law. After the arrest of one Harry Reynolds in connection with the Barry murder, several material witnesses were held in jail to ensure they would appear in court when it came time to try Reynolds. Since none of the witnesses could afford the bail, they languished for months, until Justice Benedict ruled that the witnesses had done nothing wrong—except for being in the wrong place at the wrong time—and to keep them in jail for so many weeks was unconstitutional.
 
Garry Barry survived his near-death experience, living for the rest of his life with a bullet in his lung. He didn’t catch the “White Hand Flu,” always fatal, until 1921.

 
HAYMAKER HARRY AND THE DRAGON DANCE
 
In 1916, Red Hook’s many boxing fans rooted for one of their own, lightweight Harry Pierce, who didn’t play much defense but usually connected with his “haymaker,” of which one was enough. Harry fought for the lightweight title a few times, but never took the belt. He ended up with a career record of forty-two wins, twenty-three losses, and fifteen draws. What should have been the highlight of his Pierce’s career, a July 23, 1915, match against Phil Bloom in Ebbets Field, was derailed when Pierce broke his right hand in the fourth round and was unable to continue.
 
Other Brooklyn venues in which Pierce fought included the Broadway Arena (on Halsey Street, near Broadway), Clermont Avenue Rink (in Fort Greene), and the Gowanus Athletic Club.
 
The Gowanus A.C. was a connected joint that had previously been the venue for teen-dances-turned-rumbles put on by the juvie gang known as the Dragons. Those nights would start out as fundraisers for the Dragons to purchase athletic equipment and end up with some Gowanus kid getting cut bad.

 
DEATH ON PRESIDENT STREET
 
On February 24, 1918, a twenty-five-year-old dockworker named John Sommo, who lived on Union Street near Henry, was found by a Patrolman De Younge writhing in pain on the sidewalk in front of 50 President Street—directly across the street from where the Gallos’ headquarters would be forty years later. Sommo was bleeding from a gunshot wound in the chest.
 
Sommo was rushed to Long Island College Hospital, told he was going to die, and asked for a statement. Sommo said fuck you—and entered the Big Sleep. Police scoured the neighborhood but found no one who would even admit to hearing a gunshot.
 
“We believe the victim was involved in a feud between Brooklyn and Manhattan gangsters,” said a detective. “As usual, the Italians we questioned seemed frightened at the idea of being identified with the case in any way.”

 
RED HOOK IN 1920, AN OVERVIEW
 
According to the 1920 census, 113,000 people lived in Red Hook, 71,000 natives and 42,000 foreign-born. Divided into ethnicities, Italians dominated—more than half—the rest, smaller numbers of (in descending order) the Irish, Germans, Norwegians, Syrians, Russian Jews, Swedes, Spanish-speakers, and Africans.
 
The different groups blended, living next door to one another in most places, although the blocks along the piers by that time were almost entirely Italian. The remaining Irish, whose numbers had been shrinking along with their influence over the piers, by 1920 lived mostly along the Erie Basin.
 
The Syrians, then as now, were concentrated along the north edge, snug to Atlantic Avenue. They didn’t blend, because of religious differences, and had an independent community with its own markets and places of worship.
 
Mixing uncomfortably were Italians and Puerto Ricans, who shared the same schools and churches but spoke different languages. Puerto Ricans and Brazilians were disproportionately single men, there to work but without families. Without women, Brazilian and Puerto Rican men tended to fight. There was also much hostility between the Puerto Ricans and African Americans, both groups eager to distinguish themselves from the other. This was a hangover from life in the West Indies, where Caribbean Blacks were eager to distinguish themselves from African Blacks.
 
Puerto Rican and Brazilian men frequented the poolrooms and taverns at Hamilton Avenue Ferry Station, which before the bridges and tunnel were built was the best way to get from Red Hook to the city.
 
And that’s the way it was in 1920, as White Hand self-destruction continued unabated.


 



CHAPTER 2
 
Dinny’s Demise
 
MICKEY GILLIGAN, K.I.A., 1916. His successor, Bill Russell, murdered on Myrtle Avenue, 1919. With each hit, Dennis “Dinny” Meehan rose a wrung on the White Hand ladder until the time came he was on top. What now?
 
The first thing Meehan did was make sure the White Hand’s grip on the docks was tighter than ever. When an early union tried to strike on Dinny’s dock, Meehan sent in his crew and a bunch of guys went to the hospital. The rest went back to work.
 
Dinny Meehan was Irish, born in 1889, Lixnaw, County Kerry, came over on the boat while still a boy. By the time he was twenty-one, he ran the Jay Street Crew, with turf many blocks north of Red Hook. He was smart and tough as nails, radiating power. He became involved in labor, wrested control of the piers, and became number one.
 
Top of the World, Ma!
 
HOME INVASION
 
On Wednesday, March 31, 1920, just before three in the afternoon, three heavy-footed men were surprisingly quiet when they entered Meehan’s house on Warren Street, a three-story frame building. On the lower floor was a delicatessen.
 
The Meehans occupied the entire second floor. In the living room was Sadie’s mother, dozing in a reclining chair, and their four-year-old son Dennis playing with toys on the floor.
 
“Don’t wake up mommy and daddy,” the boy said to the intruding assassins.
 
One of the invaders patted the boy on the head and said, “We’re just going to check in on them.”
 
The gunman entered the bedroom where twenty-five-year-old Sadie, Meehan’s wife of ten years, and Dennis slept side by side. Gunmen fired five times. One bullet entered the back of Meehan’s head, exited at the upper lip, and entered his wife’s shoulder. Dinny was killed instantly.
 
At first Sadie was in pain but happy. She saw the blood on her kimono and hoped against hope that she had stopped the bullet intended for her husband. But the bullet had coursed through the right side of his brain and scrambled the gray matter into mush before striking her. Sadie screamed and her mother came running in. The women together determined that Dinny was dead.
 
Sadie would recover.
 
Dinny’s obit said he was a member of St. Edward’s R.C. Church, educated in St. Ann’s Parochial School, and for the past several years had been employed in a clerical position by the Export Company. It said that even though Meehan was a notorious gangster, he also was known as a “true lover” of his wife and child.
 
“He was someone to be wanted as a friend,” wrote the Brooklyn Times Union. “He was also an enemy to be feared.”

 
INVESTIGATION
 
There were two eyewitnesses, a woman who saw the men enter Dinny’s building and a man across the street who saw them exit calmly and make their escape. The quartet walked quickly but without urgency down Warren Street toward Nevins, about two hundred feet. There, the four men got into a truck, motor running, driver already in place, and escaped quickly along Warren Street in the direction of Third Avenue.
 
Police tried to retrace Meehan’s movements on the last day of his life. He left his house at eight-thirty a.m. with his wife’s uncle, Alexander Campbell, and went to Pier 15. They returned at eleven-thirty a.m., and not long afterward, Meehan and his wife retired.
 
Police tried to interview the wife in Brooklyn Hospital. She didn’t have much to say.
 
Dinny’s mother-in-law, Mrs. Leighton, held her grandson in her arms despite her hysteria.
 
“I saw very little,” she told police.
 
At police suggestion, a trusted neighbor came to look after the boy while his home was thoroughly searched and processed. The boy apparently did not know what had occurred and could be heard playing happily with neighbor children as crime scene technicians went over the shooting scene.
 
Once word of the murder got out, a large crowd of rubberneckers gathered in the street out in front of the Meehan home, so many curiosity seekers that reinforcements from the Butler Street Police Station were sent to maintain order.
 
Captain Coughlin said, “Meehan was a professional thief. He was an ex-convict who has served time in Elmira, in the City Prison, and has been arrested many times on many complaints.” Coughlin pointed out that Meehan had been arrested shortly after the March 13, 1913, murder of Chris Maroney. Seven years before—in White Hand years, that was an eternity.

 
THREE INDICTMENTS
 
At the time of Dinny’s death, he was facing three indictments. He was out of jail on bail for holding up a saloonkeeper in Sunset Park, Brooklyn. He’d also recently (March 10) been arrested for felonious assault and attempted robbery in connection with the stealing often thousand dollars’ worth of shoes from a truck parked in front of the Hanan Shoe Factory on Bridge Street.
 
Edward Gilchrist was also arrested in connection with the theft of the shoes and was awaiting sentencing. There was talk that Meehan had squealed to the cops about Gilchrist’s participation in the shoe theft, and this was the motive behind his killing.

 
FUNERAL
 
On April 4, Meehan was buried after one of the biggest funerals ever in Brooklyn. Among the throng of mourners were sprinkled undercover detectives. The funeral was held at the home of Meehan’s mom, a block from Fort Greene. Meehan’s mom, his four-year-old, and his four sisters were chief mourners. The widow was still in the hospital, recovering from her bullet wound. The casket was surrounded by dozens of floral arrangements sent by various clubs to which Meehan belonged. There were more than one hundred honorary pallbearers. A hundred vehicles, some horse-drawn, some automobiles, followed the casket to the center of Brooklyn and Holy Cross Cemetery.

 
THEORIES AND ARRESTS
 
Investigators believed the murder was the result of Meehan’s antilabor moves. On the last day of his life, Meehan went to Manhattan and attempted to break a strike. When word of this visit got out, he only had hours to live.
 
On the evening of April 1, detectives Patrick Burke and Daniel Clair of the Poplar Street station arrested ex–lightweight prizefighter Frank Madden in connection with Meehan’s murder.
 
Madden, of Harlem, was the business agent of the International Longshoremen’s Union, Local 856. Madden denied any knowledge of the murder and insisted he had an alibi, that he was in a conference with twelve other men in Manhattan when Meehan was killed. Madden pleaded not guilty. Police said they weren’t done making arrests.

 
KILL BILL GILL
 
In September 1921 a twenty-two-year-old man named William Francis Gill, of Fourth Avenue near the Gowanus Canal, was bonked over the head by two White Handers. The blow, which involved some sort of club, fractured Gill’s skull and killed him. Witnesses said the perps were James Merrill, thirty-two, and James Burns, thirty-three. Both had police records and, when arrested by cops, said they knew nothing. As usual, many people witnessed the murder, but almost all of them scurried into the cracks when police came around.

 
WHODUNNIT?
 
The murder of Dennis Meehan remained technically open, and everyone had their theories as to who hit him. The Italians like to take credit for it, that Frankie Yale ordered the hit, challenging Irish control of the piers. (You’ll be reading much more about Yale later.) Carrying out the hit, they say, was twenty-five-year-old Anthony “Little Augie Pisano” Carfano and two gunmen imported from Cleveland, Ralph DeSarno and Giovanni Sciacca. As far as theories go, it was pretty detailed.
 
The widow disagreed, however. Sadie Meehan, who was perhaps in a position to know, said that her husband was murdered by “Wild Bill” Lovett, leader of the Jay Street faction of the White Hand. Her theory made a lot of sense, as Lovett was among those moving up that well-worn ladder, destined to one day have his tragic turn as King of Red Hook.
 
Lovett was not your typical gangster. He was a veteran of the First World War, fought in France with the Seventy-Seventh Division, Company I, 11th U.S. Infantry, a machine-gunner who once crawled from his trench under heavy fire to save two of his comrades. He received the Distinguished Service Cross, then returned to Red Hook to resume a life of crime.

 
BE WARY, GARRY BARRY
 
Meehan’s removal made room at the top for thirty-three-year-old Garry Barry, tall and thin, who became leader of a White Hand subgroup called the Red Onion Gang. His rise to the top came largely through his reputation as a “daring gangster” and a “dreaded gunman.” He’d carried a bullet in his lung from the 1913 murder attempt at Casey’s Saloon we discussed earlier.
 
Barry had been a pain in the cops’ ass since he was a kid. In 1900, at the age of twelve, he was arrested for grand larceny. Since then, there had been arrests for felonious assault, disorderly conduct, carrying a dangerous weapon, burglary, and petty larceny. Every time he was released for lack of evidence.
 
On Tuesday morning (four a.m.), December 13, 1921, Barry was found stabbed to death on Dean Street, near the corner of Nevins. He had been stabbed twice in the chest and his jugular vein was severed. He lay in a huge puddle of blood. The first policeman on the scene summoned an ambulance. The color of newsprint, Barry was rushed to Holy Family Hospital, where he was D.O.A.

 
BLOOD EVIDENCE
 
As often happens in stabbing murders, the killer managed to cut himself in the frenzy. Police easily followed the droplets of blood, like breadcrumbs, from Barry’s stiff to a ransacked apartment on Dean Street. Furniture was knocked over. Drawers were opened, emptied. Somebody had been looking for something in a hurry. It was impossible to tell if they found it.
 
Cops couldn’t believe their good luck. In the apartment they arrested David “Gimpy” Maloney and charged him with murder. Not only did they have their man mere minutes after the crime, but in the apartment with Maloney, along with his wife, Mary, and a neighbor named Harry Reynolds, was Harry’s wife, Sadie Meehan Reynolds, who was also the widow of Dinny Meehan and had pointed her tapered finger at “Wild Bill” Lovett as her husband’s slayer.
 
The four occupants of the apartment were arrested. Gimpy was charged with murder. The others were initially busted as material witnesses, but after they refused to cooperate, those charges were upgraded to murder. All four pleaded not guilty and were held without bail. It wasn’t until they were all in their detention cells that police realized their case’s fatal flaw. None of them were cut.

 
HARRY KILLED BARRY
 
Eventually, all four were released and another man—thirty-three-year-old Harry Sheridan—was arrested in the same apartment building. He came with a sliced hand and an eyewitness who saw him do it. Plus, he still had the bloody razor on him.
 
The building’s janitor told police that he lived in the basement, and during his custodial duties ran into Sheridan and Barry wrestling fiercely in the moldy hallway.
 
At one point Sheridan pulled away from Barry and ran. The janitor could see that Barry was severely cut. He said he was innocent because he’d been defending himself when he killed Barry.
 
“Barry was no good anyway. He was a gunman,” Sheridan added.
 
In the fall of 1922, a jury disagreed. Sheridan did the Sing Sing Sizzle.

 
WILD BILL’S TURN
 
After Barry, “Wild Bill” Lovett, the war hero, took over as gang leader. He didn’t look much like a boss. He was five-seven and frail in appearance, with a constant smile that set him apart from others who sought to rule the docks.
 
Lovett was arrested nineteen times between 1910 and 1923, for assault, robbery, disorderly conduct, grand larceny, felonious assault, and homicide twice. He went to a workhouse six months in 1910 for his third arrest of the year and endured thirty days in jail in 1911 for assault. Other than that, his charges were inevitably dropped. Police appreciated the fact that he treated them as professionals and never resisted arrest.
 
Lovett was one of those guys whose alcohol consumption grew with his ambition. He liked to hit the sauce and then expand his turf. Violence was inevitable. Cops were always on the alert when Lovett and his crew crossed the turf line and tried to make merry in enemy territory. One Saturday nights, it felt like half the cops in Brooklyn were needed to break up a rumble when the Red Hook toughs decided to parade Myrtle Avenue with their chests puffed out.
 
By 1923, the rumbles morphed into gunplay, and the members of Wild Bill’s crew fell like ragdolls. Lovett himself was wounded in a shooting in a waterfront shack. He was taken to the hospital where several slugs were removed from him, although “at least two” bullets remained in him. Police asked him who shot him, and he said, “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of that.”
 
Lovett reportedly told one of his questioners, “I may not have long to live, but I’m going to get all of my enemies before they get me.”

 
PEG LEG WOUNDED
 
Another ambitious Irishman was Richard “Peg Leg” Lonergan, who earned his nickname at age eight, when his right leg was severed by a trolley car. On March 10, 1923, Peg Leg was shot and wounded in the dank Home Brew Club on perpetually foggy Gold Street, in an area where the streets were narrow, murky, and infested with rats, both rodent and human.
 
The club was on the ground floor of a three-story dwelling and didn’t amount to much. A poor man’s excuse for a bar, some tables and chairs, an out-of-tune piano and a Victrola (an old-fashioned record player with a big horn and a crank).
 
Peg Leg’s wife, Catherine, was banging away at the piano, playing popular tunes in a crude two-fisted way. But she stopped when the first shot was fired.
 
Cops showed up at the Home Brew two, three times a week because of complaints. Usually just loud voices and music, but sometimes gunfire. As was normal, they looked the other way regarding booze.
 
Other men—Frank Burrows, who ran the Home Brew, Joseph Lynch, and William Guerin—were also wounded in the attack. Burrows and Lynch were wounded in the body, Guerin in the foot. Burrows was well known to Brooklyn police. He’d only been out of Sing Sing for about a year after doing a lengthy stretch for shooting a cop named Morgan.
 
Lonergan and the three other men were taken to Cumberland Street Hospital, where Wild Bill Lovett was already occupying a bed with gunshot wounds of his own.
 
Fifty persons were inside the club at the time of the shooting. One witness noticed that only a couple of minutes before the gunfire, a man arrived by taxi. He met with two other men on the sidewalk out front and distributed revolvers, then all three entered the club together. Seconds later shots startled the silence and Peg Leg “folded over in his chair,” a bullet in his abdomen. There was an exchange of gunfire. Burrows slouched forward beside a nearby table, also wounded in the gut.
 
The furniture was scattered and knocked over when police arrived, and they could tell by the blood trails that a couple of the wounded men had tried to escape but didn’t make it because they were hurt too bad.
 
Peg Leg’s wife was held as a material witness. She said she didn’t see anything. “I’m not that great of a pianist,” she explained. “I need to look at the keys when I am playing.”

 
ANNA LONERGAN’S FIRST (OF MANY) APPEARANCES IN THIS BOOK
 
In April 1923, John Lonergan, father of Anna Lonergan, was killed in his Bridge Street bicycle shop. Overhead for the shop was very low, as most of the bikes that John sold had been stolen years earlier by his son, Peg Leg, who for obvious reasons couldn’t ride a bike.
 
John’s wife Mary was arrested and charged with his murder. No motive was spoken aloud, but several rumors made the rounds, one that the wife had caught John attacking his own daughter, Anna.
 
As the trial captured the public’s pervy imagination, Anna was in court every day. She worked to cheer up her mother and to keep the family bicycle business above water so that her many siblings could eat.
 
Anna had been called to testify at her mother’s trial and said, “Men. What are they? They get everything they can from a woman, they work her to death and then beat her.”
 
In a spectacular trial Mary was portrayed as a little old lady who’d given birth fourteen times, a full half of those babies dying young. Her victim was a monster running around with a baseball bat in his hand.
 
She was tried and acquitted for the murder. Daughter Anna, before she was through, would lose her father, her brother, and two husbands to the bullet.

 
A LOAD OF RUBBISH
 
Soon thereafter, May 26, 1923, a twenty-five-year-old Red Hook man named Eddie Hughes, who lived on Clinton Avenue, was murdered just outside the Home Brew Club, the same dive where Peg Leg took one in the belly.
 
Hughes worked as a shipfitter’s helper in the Brooklyn Navy Yard. One witness told police that Hughes was killed when he “spoiled the home brew at the Home Brew Club by pouring rubbish in it.” It was the worst lie ever.
 
Hughes was killed on the street by two men shooting from a passing car. “Wild Bill” Lovett again was a suspect. Hughes was laid out at Doyle & Kenny on Bridge Street and buried in Holy Cross Cemetery.

 
QUILTY IN THE FIRST DEGREE
 
The press took to calling Lovett the “Red Hook Terror” because of the rival gangsters that were whacked during his brief reign. One of those rivals was an ill-fated twenty-nine-year-old full-time postal clerk, part-time hood named Timothy Quilty.
 
On May 2, 1923, Quilty was shot to death in a dingy saloon on York Street, in the shadow of the Brooklyn Bridge. His brother, James Quilty, was stabbed and beaten in the same incident. In James’s pocket was a revolver, five chambers of which were empty.
 
Apparently, a gang of a dozen men had stormed into the saloon at about nine p.m. and had only been there for a minute or two when they’d already managed to pick a loud argument.
 
The proprietor, Mr. Shand, talked the arguers into a back room, but they only yelled louder once back there. Then came gunshots, a beat of silence, and then a noisy wood-scraping stampede to get out of the place.
 
The Quilty brothers were alone in the back, Timothy dead and James seriously wounded, sitting motionless in a chair.
 
The proprietor ran out in front of the saloon to call for help, and there encountered his wife, who said she would run and find a policeman. She found Patrolman Thomas Mitchell.
 
“Wild Bill Lovett’s gang is in our saloon and killing my husband!” Mrs. Shand told Mitchell.
 
She later denied she mentioned Lovett by name, but the cop insisted she did. Either way, police were immediately on the lookout for Wild Bill.
 
Inside the saloon Patrolman Mitchell found the corpse of Timothy Quilty on the back-room floor. His wounded brother was huddled against a wall. James was a mess, with a long gash on his cheek and other cuts around his face and head.
 
James told Patrolman Mitchell that he couldn’t recall what had happened because he’d been drinking heavily. Ambulance Surgeon Lederer of Cumberland Street Hospital arrived and patched up the wounded man’s face. While his wounds were being treated, a cop pulled a .32 revolver from James’s pocket, along with five discharged shells.

 
JAMES NAMES NAMES
 
After a few hours, James Quilty sobered enough to name the men who’d slashed his face and killed his brother. They were Thomas “Portside” Flood, who’d lost his right arm in Flanders Field during the Great War, Howard Powell, and Frank Healy. He said that the offenders were already in the saloon when he and his brother entered the first time. There was an argument. Somebody slugged James, who vowed that he would “settle the account later.” The Quiltys left for an hour, then returned, bellied up to the bar, and ordered drinks. The earlier argument resumed, and the proprietor moved the combatants into the saloon’s back room.
 
“A knife slashed my face. Five shots rang out. There was a thump as Tim’s body hit the floor,” James said. “I have no idea where the gun in my pocket came from. Not mine!”
 
The three men named by the wounded man were taken into custody. In addition, James Quilty himself was arrested and held prisoner in the hospital.
 
Other earwitnesses agreed they heard five shots in all. A gunman fired his gun five times and, on his way out, shoved his weapon into James Quilty’s pocket.
 
Timothy’s body was transported to the Kings County morgue, where it was determined he’d been shot through the head, back, and abdomen. Powder burns on his hat showed the weapon had been held point-blank for the head wound, probably the final shot.
 
Prosecutors took statements from everyone who’d been in the saloon. Shand and the others denied that Lovett was present. Shand said he hadn’t seen Lovett in the neighborhood in “some time.”
 
Four days later, Lovett was arrested in a Williamsburg restaurant on suspicion. Picked up at the same time, largely because they were “with” Lovett, were a couple of hoods belonging to the Greenpoint Savages gang.
 
On May 8, 1923, less than a week after Tim Quilty was killed, federal agents raided Shand’s Saloon and arrested Thomas Shand, charging him with operating a speakeasy. They were shocked to learn he was serving booze. The agents insisted that the raid had nothing to do with the Quilty murder but was routine, one of three raids carried out that day.
 
Lovett denied knowing anything about Quilty’s demise. He was jailed for a few hours on weapons charges, then released from the Raymond Street Jail under $2,500 bail.

 
HEALY HITS THE DECK
 
On May 21, 1923, on a drizzling rainy morning, time ran out for twenty-eight-year-old Frank Healy—Bill Lovett’s close friend, White Hand lieutenant, and a suspect in the Quilty murder. Healy was on his way to his waterfront job and had gotten as far as an industrial area when three dum-dum bullets struck his heart.
 
The shooter escaped. Scores of witnesses ran to the nearest window and saw Healy face down on the wet sidewalk. Running down the street toward the docks was a “well-dressed young man.” An employee in a nearby building was the first to call the police. When cops arrived, they ordered the pier sealed off and searched, but nothing of interest was found.
 
The body was searched. Healy was unarmed when attacked. Investigators could tell he was shot at close range because of the tightness of the grouping. The district attorney’s surgeon estimated the shots came from within ten feet. Afterward, police theorized that the shooter hid in the terminal but snuck out before it was sealed off.
 
Police found the guy who called in the murder but were disappointed.
 
“I saw nothing,” he said. “I was just relaying a message from a man who did see the shooting,” the guy said.
 
“Who was that?” the investigator asked.
 
“An unemployed guy who had come into the paint company looking for a job.”
 
The guy who did see the shooting turned out to be Frank Posnak. He told police that he was leaving the offices of a paint company where he’d gone looking for a job when he saw Healy coming down the street.
 
“The murderer stepped out and accosted the man. A few heated words were exchanged, but I couldn’t understand what was said. Then the shots were fired,” the witness said.
 
Unlike some of the Irish guys who died climbing the White Hand ladder, Frank Healy hadn’t been a criminal for long—less than a year, in fact. Before that he was a hardworking dock man with no criminal record.
 
The turning point for Healy came when he began to hang out in East River dives. He guzzled the amateur beer and listened to the indolent philosophies of bibulous pundits. Soon he was just another mug looking to get over.
 
Police knew Healy had been on the scene when Timothy Quilty was killed. After he was released in the Quilty case for lack of evidence, some said he stopped hanging out. It looked like maybe he was thinking of going straight. Then, this.
 
Police rounded up the usuals, friends of Lovett, friends of Quilty. Nobody yapped and cops had no evidence.

 
FIRST ATTEMPT ON LOVETT
 
On May 8, 1923, someone tried to bump off Lovett, and it looked for a time like they might’ve succeeded. The shooting took place on the top floor of a two-story waterfront shanty. Lovett was shot three times in the chest. The cop who found him sought info.
 
“Who did this to you?” the cop asked.
 
“I got mine,” Lovett said. “Don’t ask me any questions.”
 
Police found many bottles of rotgut and a five-gallon still in operation.
 
Surprisingly, Lovett survived, but not for long. Those who were out to get him weren’t going to give up until he was got. All three bullets remained in Lovett’s chest for the rest of his life. All six months of it.


 



CHAPTER 3
 
Falling off the Mountain
 
WHITE HANDERS CONTINUED to scrap and fight to climb to the top of the mountain. And they continued to plummet to their deaths. It got ridiculous. Two days after Frank Healy was shot dead, James Martin was shot and killed on May 23, 1923, in front of the Brownie Club, found lying on the sidewalk by a pair of firemen just walking down the street. They grabbed him at the armpits and ankles, and carried him into a nearby firehouse, where police were called.
 
When Patrolman John J. Crehan of the Poplar Street Station arrived at the fire station he called for an ambulance from Cumberland Street Hospital.
 
“No hurry,” Crehan said.
 
Creham asked the firemen to show him where they found the stiff. They took him there and in seconds the cop found a .45 revolver lying in the street, only a few feet from the curb.
 
Any doubt that this was the murder weapon was erased when, during autopsy, a surgeon plucked an evil .45 caliber slug from Martin’s limpid colon.
 
BROWNIE CLUB SIEGE
 
Police surrounded the Brownie Club and detained everyone inside. They found some familiar names in there. “Wild Bill” Lovett, fresh out of the hospital and still wearing large bandages under his shirt, was hiding in the men’s room, so they cuffed him.
 
Also arrested was one Frank Burns, a friend of Tim Quilty’s. Though he was at the scene of the James Martin murder, he was charged with the murder of Frank Healy forty-eight hours earlier. (Burns, as we’ll see, would have the dishonor of being the final murder victim whose death could be linked directly to Wild Bill and the White Hand.)
 
Richard “Peg Leg” Lonergan was arrested, which struck some police as funny, as his mom had been arrested for the killing of his father. His sister Anna, a featured player in mom’s murder trial, arrived at the station house while the suspects were still being questioned.
 
Anna greatly disrupted the proceedings, screaming repeatedly, “They are killing my brother!” Her cries were so frantic and loud that neighbors complained about the noise coming from the police station.
 
Her demonstration put the police on the defensive. Instead of developing their case, they were forced to tell reporters (and there were many reporters in Brooklyn during the 1920s) that they weren’t beating confessions out of captives—especially not broads.
 
In addition to Lovett, Lonergan, and Burns, five others were arrested and charged with felonious assault. They were George Keenan, James Carey, James Mayo, Joseph Campbell, and Melville Cuneen.
 
This incident was theorized by investigators to involve friends of Quilty versus friends of Lovett. By June, as had become the familiar pattern, all of those under arrest were released for lack of evidence.

 
CRACKDOWN
 
Police hoped to slow the violence by cracking down on members of Lovett’s gang. Twelve gangsters were hauled in and convicted of disorderly conduct. Six were sent to the workhouse, and the others given suspended sentences. Lovett acted like he was being picked on, that the police were on the biggest witch hunt in the history of mankind.
 
To a Daily Eagle reporter, Lovett said, “If the Brooklyn Bridge fell down, the police would blame me.”
 
Lovett was often chatty when he was around law enforcement. “Honest, I never killed a man in my life except with a machine gun,” he said, referring to his war record. “About the only thing the police have failed to put up to me is the tragic Flatbush Avenue elevated railroad accident! It’s a wonder they didn’t say I punched those cars off the tracks,” he said, referring to the 1918 Malbone Street Wreck, still the deadliest accident in the history of the New York subway.
 
Lovett pulled his shirt open. “Look, I’ve got scars from being shot. I was asleep when it happened, and I don’t know who did it or why it was done.”
 
On May 12, 1923, Lovett wrote a letter to the Brooklyn Times Union: “Dear Sir: Wish to thank you for publishing my war record in your paper. Glad to see that one paper will print the good side as well as the bad. Thank you again, I remain, Bill Lovett.”
 
There was something else the press was calling Lovett: Survivor. It was said that Lovett looked like he might be the last survivor of the “bloodiest gang war in Brooklyn history.”
 
But no.

 
THE LOVETT HIT
 
After he was wounded, Lovett told his wife he had quit drinking and quit the hoodlum life. By all accounts, he was telling the truth. The sobriety and mature behavior lasted about five months, until November 1923, when he simultaneously shuffled off the water wagon and the mortal coil.
 
Lovett, twenty-nine years old, was found stretched out and blue on the floor in a Front Street shack. A cop was walking past the shack when he noticed the door ajar, so he passed through the saloon and into the storage area where he found the stiff.
 
Lovett’s head was a mess, crushed and out of shape, his face barely recognizable from a beating, a bullet wound to the neck. No weapon was found. There was no sign of a struggle.
 
The shack was known as an unofficial headquarters for the Dock Loaders’ Union. Dock loaders moved goods from the pier to the truck. Longshoremen remove the goods from the ship to the pier. If anyone attempted to do someone else’s job, there was hell to pay.
 
The leaning structure had a saloon in the front known as the Loafers’ Club, and a small room in back which functioned as a storage closet for tools. In death, Lovett was surrounded by shovels, crowbars, picks, hammers, and hoisting tackle.
 
The neighborhood was a wilderness of weather-beaten structures, yet the death scene was especially squalid. The room had only one window, and it was broken in. Large pieces of glass were on the floor near the body.
 
Police they had a “strong theory” that Lovett had been bumped off by friends of Tim Quilty. The location of the kill had symbolic value. The shack was where the shape-up took place, where prospective truck loaders, casual labor, gathered at dawn in hopes of being selected.
 
Lovett’s police record was a testament to the Law’s futility. Fifteen arrests, several for murder, one conviction resulting in fifteen days in jail for “disorderly conduct.”

 
STORY OF THE CRIME
 
Captain Dan Carey, head of the detective bureau at the Poplar Street Station, was at the death scene in a matter of minutes, lugging a heavy camera and taking explosive flash photography.
 
The crime scene told a story. Captain Carey tried to read it. The shot that penetrated Lovett’s neck had been fired from the yard behind the shack. The shooter and others broke the window and crawled in. They took their time stomping the wounded Lovett to death.
 
The stiff’s body temp was taken. Lovett had been dead for five or six hours. Time of death: two or three in the morning.
 
Gangland veteran Detective William “Gold Tooth” Brosnan was on the scene. Carey and Brosnan had a brief conversation. From this point on, Brosnan was a regular at White Hand death scenes, soon to be the city’s utmost authority on Red Hook gang activity.
 
“Who would want Lovett out of the way?” Carey asked.
 
“I can think of two. One [Frankie Burns] we can rule out because he currently sits in the Raymond Street Jail on a gun offense. The other is on the loose.”
 
Dr. Ernest M. Vaughn, the district attorney’s medical adviser, and Dr. Gerard Moench, the medical examiner, arrived. After the photos were taken, the doctors lifted the head to look for wounds and found the floor splintered underneath.
 
“What do we got, doc?” Carey asked.
 
“Splintered wood from the same frenzied attack that extensively damaged the head,” said Dr. Moench. “Gunshot wounds. Won’t know how many till we get him on the slab.”
 
The doctors agreed that Lovett had been shot first.
 
“Then his skull was battered in,” Dr. Moench concluded.
 
“Have any idea what weapon was used to administer the beating?”
 
“I believe it was done with one or more bale hooks, such as those longshoremen use.” A red hook of a different sort.
 
The nasty cadaver was lifted onto a stained stretcher by wincing minions and covered with a horse blanket. It was taken outside into the morning light and unceremoniously shoved onto a wagon. An aging nag pulled Wild Bill to the Kings County morgue.
 
Casing neighbors did police no good. Everybody was deaf when cops knocked.
 
Prosecutors remembered Lovett as an expert witness intimidator. He’d been arrested a lot and went to jail seldom. Several times the Law thought they had Wild Bill dead to rights, halfway to Sing Sing, only to watch their case unravel like a bad sweater once it got into the courtroom.

 
FRONT PAGE NEWS
 
Lovett’s murder made headlines. The press noted that Lovett gained his position of power through murder, so it was mob symmetry that Lovett went out the same way. Live by the bullet . . .
 
Lovett, sober or not, in New Jersey or not, was a greedy bastard, and he expected tribute from every transaction in Red Hook and over a great swath of Brooklyn.
 
One cop, who asked to remain anonymous, didn’t like all the attention being given to Lovett’s war record.
 
“He never shot anybody unless he had them at a disadvantage,” the cop said. “Lovett was a coward.”
 
The immediate motive for the hit was said to be the money extorted from dock workers, who paid two dollars a week to keep their jobs. That money was supposed to be distributed among the gang leaders, and the theory went that Lovett was pocketing more than his share.

 
SUMMONING THE WIDOW
 
Mrs. Anna Lonergan Lovett—small, slight, blonde, and dressed in a tan suit, a fur coat, and a small black velvet cloche hat—pulled her finely turned ankles into a cab in New Jersey and rode into the city. Taut as a drum, near panic, she paid a ten-dollar fare with a fifty-dollar bill.
 
Nobody told her why she was being summoned. Anna had seen tough times. Her mother was famously accused of killing her father, and Anna testified at the trial about the nature of men. She wanted to make sure now that everyone knew her Bill Lovett was not like that—not like her dad had been.
 
“Bill’s different,” she told everyone who’d listen. “He never beats his woman. He is kind and good.”
 
Anna had also appeared in court as a witness for her brother, Dick “Peg Leg” Lonergan, when he was on trial for disorderly conduct.
 
“Life is just one damn thing after another,” Anna said after that second appearance on the witness stand. “I don’t know why my life is so filled with this sort of thing. If I ever went a year without being inside a court for some reason or other, I would think I was going to die.”
 
And now she was again in a police station, and no one wanted to look at her. She felt panic bubbling up from her stomach.
 
“I am Mrs. Lovett. Has anything happened to my husband? I want to hear what has happened to my husband.”
 
“Madam, your husband is dead,” said Lieutenant Elwood.
 
She collapsed and wept hysterically.
 
The cops gathered her up, gave her a chance to fix her face, and grilled her for hours.
 
“When was the last time you saw your husband, Mrs. Lovett?” asked Captain John Sullivan.
 
“In New Jersey, yesterday morning. But I talked to him on the phone after that, last night.”
 
“What did he say?”
 
“He told me that he was all right and not to worry. I could hear that he’d been hitting the hootch. He said he’d meet me at noon on Wednesday at the corner of Myrtle and Sands. He didn’t show up for that meeting.
 
“By Thursday morning, I was really concerned, and I called some of his old haunts looking for him. A few bartenders told me he’d been there but was gone. Not long after that, police came and got me, and I knew something horrible had happened.”
 
“Do you have any idea who might have wanted to hurt your husband?”
 
“As far as I know, he only has one enemy and the guy’s in jail.” Another reference to Frankie Burns, who was cooling his heels on Raymond Street.
 
She told police that she and Lovett had been married since July.
 
“We got married the day after he pulled a hung jury over a gun found in a saloon,” she said. “We moved to Jersey. He quit drinking. He promised me he’d stop seeing his bad associates in Brooklyn.”

 
LOTUS CLUB LEAD
 
Police learned that one of Lovett’s stops the previous evening had been to a joint called the Lotus Club, and he drank there with a twenty-nine-year-old man named Joseph Flynn.
 
A bloodstained coat was found under Lovett’s ruined head. The coat contained papers that identified its owner as Flynn. Two men were picked up soon after the murder. One was Flynn.
 
“Yup, that’s my coat.”
 
“These letters, they yours?”
 
“Yes, sir.”
 
“Bloodstained.”
 
“I see that.”
 
“You’d better spill.”
 
“All right. But it involves alcohol.”
 
“I’ll look the other way. Talk about Lovett!”
 
“We were drinking yesterday afternoon—”
 
“You and Lovett?”
 
“That’s right, and were all over the neighborhood, in various saloons. We got loose. Late in the afternoon we went to the Loafers’ Club and drank some more. Later, I got up and went out. I wasn’t with Lovett when he was killed.”
 
“It was cold. Why did you leave your coat behind?”
 
Flynn clamped his lips shut after that and was thrown into a cell. He was arraigned on November 2 in Adams Street Court, his bail $1,000. Soon thereafter he was charged with homicide.

 
AUTOPSY
 
Doctors said that the murder obviously shortened Lovett’s life, but maybe not by much. Because of the damage that had been done to his body from the May 1923 shooting. One of the bullets in his chest was heading for his heart. Doctors had not expected him to live more than a year or so.
 
At autopsy it was determined that Lovett had died from the bullet wound and not from the beating. When doctors sawed open the head, they found two slugs in the oatmeal that used to be Wild Bill’s brain.

 
POLICE THEORY
 
The police envisioned Lovett “lying in a drunken stupor” when members of his own gang turned on him, men he’d stood shoulder to shoulder with, now pulling the plug on Wild Bill’s criminal career—and life. Police said, “It is our theory, and we have grounds for it, that Bill Lovett, living in Jersey with his wife, learned through some source or other that the men who had been his pals were dissolving the old gang and going over to Frankie Burns, who is at present in the Raymond Street Jail and Lovett’s archenemy.”
 
An informant inside the jail told cops, “Someone told Lovett that his old cronies were catering to Burns, giving him cigarettes and newspapers. It must’ve galled Bill.”
 
Lovett, police theorized, came to Brooklyn to check out the rumors, barhopped with friends, and drank too much. His “friends” threw him in the back room of that shack.
 
Police said, “We have witnesses who saw three men come out of the building, and we were able to place the time at about one or two o’clock. The body was found by a patrolman at eight.”

 
LOVETT FUNERAL
 
At Lovett’s darkened New Jersey home, a who’s who of gunmen paid their respects to the grieving widow and left wreaths of flowers. Lovett was given a military funeral on November 4, 1923.
 
The funeral mass was held at St. Francis R.C. Church in New Jersey. The American Legion then supplied an escort as the casket was transported from Jersey to Brooklyn for burial.
 
It was a perfect fall day, the foliage at its colorful peak. The beauty of the day was taken by friends as a testament to Lovett’s character. Lovett’s coffin was taken through the iron gates of the National Cemetery in Cypress Hills, Brooklyn, by a white hearse. In front marched “with measured tread” a troop from the local VFW, the Philip Ford Post. An honor guard walked beside the hearse, and behind it was a flower-filled barouche.
 
He was buried as a war hero, in a flag-draped casket, “where only the brave sleep.” More than five hundred mourners attended. The crowd was a mix, ex-soldiers who remembered Wild Bill as one of the best machine-gunners of the World War, gangsters, dock workers, one woman who said she understood heroism, because her son died with Custer, and a dozen or so detectives scanning the crowd for wanted men.
 
At the gravesite, it grew almost completely silent, the only sounds being the caws of circling seagulls and one woman sobbing. At another point, a woman in the back laughed lightly and was scolded in a stage whisper by her friend.
 
The sobbing woman was Anna, married for only three months, a period when she begged her husband to “go straight,” and now a widow, seeing nothing and everything through her black veil.
 
The cemetery was exclusive to war heroes, nine thousand graves under rows of white sandstone grave markers, dating back to the Revolution. In those days, the crowd always stayed to see the casket lowered into the hole, a sight that inevitably made widows’ knees buckle, so it was standard to post a strong man on each of the widow’s elbows.
 
When Anna lost all feeling in her legs and startled violently all three times the honor guard fired their rifles to the sky, the men at Anna’s elbows held her up, practically enveloping her, then she started making whimpering sounds that developed into language, horrible words, “Oh, God! Let me go with him. Why can’t I go with him?”
 
Also at the graveside were Lovett’s parents and the widow’s mother and father, who moved to console their daughter but couldn’t find room. Lovett’s father-in-law told a reporter, “He was always kind to us.”
 
Lovett’s father said, “Well, I guess I can bury him. He never went to church in his life and today I carried him in.”
 
The chaplain from the VFW, Rev. Allan MacNeil, managed to reach in and ghoulishly pat the widow on her shivering shoulder before beginning the brief ceremony: “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust . . .”
 
The only voice arguing that Wild Bill was not and never had been a gangster belonged to his mother. Asked for a comment, she jumped on one scribe: “Reporter, huh? Bah! The newspapers never gave my son a fair trial!”
 
As mourners made their escape from the cemetery, snippets of conversation overheard by reporters in the generally hushed throng were comments such as, “I don’t care what they say about him, what he did in France makes his slate clean. There was none better.”
 
The district attorney, Charles J. Dodd, gave his theory of motive in the case, “In all probability, Lovett was murdered by some gangster, but I am not satisfied that it was a rival. Since Lovett’s release from the Raymond Street Jail in July, there have been numerous opportunities when rivals could have gotten him.”
 
Anna seemed to be in shock. She talked and talked, always in the present tense, always in denial: “We have such a lovely house. Bill loves to work in the garden. We take long hikes in the woods and cook our dinner outside. You know he weighed 110 pounds when I met him. Now he weighs 156 pounds, so you can see how I have built up his health. We go to shows almost every night, and we’re always in bed by midnight. He’s starting a new job, you know. This week. At a Paterson silk mill. He does whatever I want him to. He’s like a child in my hands. He’s never laid a hand on me, always kind. I wanted to go to work to help support the family, but my Bill wouldn’t hear of it. You know they won’t give us insurance. Insurance companies will not underwrite my Bill,” she babbled in a daze.
 
Still in the here and now was Bill’s mom, who lived in a large apartment in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn. Her hair was solid black, and she appeared younger than her years. She told reporters that her only other child, Bill’s brother, George, was in a seminary studying to be a missionary priest.
 
“My only solace now is prayer,” mom said. Then she hammered away at the journalistic integrity of the New York press. “They quote him as saying things that are ridiculous. My son Willie did not sound like a Bowery bum. He was educated and intelligent.”

 
FLYNN IN COURT
 
At Joseph Flynn’s first appearance in court on Friday, November 2, magistrate Walsh asked him if he wanted a lawyer.
 
“I don’t know whether I do or not,” Flynn said.
 
“Well, you had better make up your mind,” Walsh said.
 
“Yes, I think I do,” Flynn replied.
 
Walsh revoked Flynn’s bail and sent him back to jail.
 
Another man was held in connection with the murder, one John Rafferty, who for lack of anything better, was charged with vagrancy. A third man was being sought, police said, a one-legged pier watchman known to authorities only as “Gimpy.”
 
There were also persistent rumors that there was a woman involved.
 
The key in the investigation turned out to be Rafferty, the sixty-three-year-old vagrant, who eventually opened up. He told cops that he entered the room where Lovett was killed at the request of a group of men who wanted to get Joseph Flynn, a man who was drinking with Bill Lovett, out of there. So, Rafferty entered the room and told Flynn that his sister was in trouble and needed him right away. Flynn left hurriedly, leaving his coat behind, and the murderers entered the room. The vagrant was not able to ID the murderers, but his description led police to believe they were members of Lovett’s own gang.

 
BLACK DAN
 
The Brooklyn Eagle developed a witness they identified as “Black Dan,” who said, “Bill was the gamest man who ever walked in two shoes. He feared no one, and death least of all. When you were bumped off you were through, he said, and there was nothing beyond that. Sober, he was a good pal; drunk, he would shoot his best friend if he was crossed.”
 
Black Dan tried to talk Lovett into sobering up, but Lovett said, “Aw, what’s the use? I only have one life to live.” Black Dan said Flynn and Rafferty had nothing to do with it. Gimpy and the girl were red herrings as well. “It was done by a friend of Frankie Burns, who’s now doing a bit for carrying a gun,” Black Dan said.
 
The death of Wild Bill made his widow’s brother, Richard “Peg Leg” Lonergan, the Boss of Red Hook. Anna, the petite blonde widow, lost her father to murder, lost her husband to murder, and now her brother was taking over Red Hook.
 
Peg Leg had a little over two years to live.


 



CHAPTER 4
 
Peg Leg’s Final Error
 
“PEG LEG” LONERGAN RAN THE WHITE HAND like a diplomat, not like a warrior. This rubbed a lot of his crew the wrong way. Like the time he figured he couldn’t win a war with the Black Hand, so he’d make a few concessions now in hopes of peace later. Fuck that, a lot of crew members said, spitting on the pier.
 
Lonergan accepted an invitation to the Adonis Club, on the other side of the Gowanus. Italian turf in 1925. The concessions he made were neither few nor minor. He came back and told his men they were out of Red Hook. There’d be no bullets if they kept to the piers off of Greenpoint, Brooklyn, far to the north.
 
It was weird. Peg Leg walked around in a daze for a few weeks, and when he snapped out of it, he said, “Oh my God, what have I done?” He hadn’t realized, apparently, that the piers he’d been given were shit. They handled only cargo coming up the eastern seaboard, and there wasn’t as much of that as their used to be, because of trucks.
 
Peg Leg’s days were numbered. At three a.m., on December 26, 1925—that’s very, very late on Christmas night—in a dilapidated, two-story building on 20th Street, a dark and deserted spot between Fourth and Fifth Avenues, just south of Red Hook, was a cabaret dance hall that was still jumping, packed with night people who didn’t care that Christmas had been over for three hours.
 
Among the celebrants were Lonergan and his cronies. Like Wild Bill before him, Lonergan had a police record disproportionate to the time he’d spent in jail. He had been arrested fourteen times but was only convicted once, and then only of gun possession. The other arrests resulted in dropped charges when witnesses came down with blind amnesia.
 
The 20th Street dive was a belligerent choice for the Irish men to finish their holiday. They were looking for trouble. No surprise, they found it.
 
AN ITALIAN STRONGHOLD
 
They should’ve stayed in Red Hook, but instead headed deeper into South Brooklyn, to an Italian stronghold. It was a dumb choice for any Irish person—but downright idiotic for someone who’d been attacking the Italian men who had their sights on control of the docks, men like Vincent Mangano, Albert Anastasia, and Joe Adonis.
 
These were guys you did not fuck with. But Peg Leg did. He got very drunk one Christmas and decided to rub the Italians noses in it.
 
On this night Peg Leg and five White Hand colleagues—Aaron Harms, Ragtime Howard, Happy Maloney, Cornelius Ferry, and James Hart—were out drinking and decided to stop in and have a holiday drink with their old pal Joe Adonis at the Adonis Social Club, only a few hundred yards from Gowanus Bay.
 
Well, Joe wasn’t there. But another fellow was, a guy with fresh scars on his cheek and neck. His name, Alphonse Capone.

 
A CATALYST FOR CHANGE
 
Capone went to public school in Red Hook but quit school when he was fourteen, after punching a teacher. He’d been away, in Chicago, on assignment, but was now back in South Brooklyn—those grimy streets he remembered so well, the land of his birth—as a catalyst for change. His mission: terminate Irish control of the docks. He’d already beaten the shit out of a White Hander named Archie Finnegan.
 
On this night, however, Capone didn’t feel like going out to hunt micks. Turned out he didn’t have to. They came to him.
 
How Capone happened to be in the Adonis when Peg Leg came in looking for trouble was mostly happenstance. It had been a tough day, not as a gangster, but as a dad. His son Sonny had just had an operation in a New York hospital, surgery to remove an infected mastoid. The surgery was successful, and Capone went out to blow off some steam. To the Adonis.
 
Peg Leg, in the Adonis, behaved as if oblivious to any danger. Now that he was in the enemy’s den, he was going to be as obnoxious as possible. It was like suicide by Mafia. He made loud references to wops and dagos.
 
At one point, three Irish women entered the bar with Italian men as their dates.
 
“Come back with white men!” Lonergan shouted.
 
That turned out to be Lonergan’s final error. He didn’t even notice as Capone whispered to a colleague, who then slid back his chair, rose, and exited the room.
 
Capone had heard enough.
 
Suddenly, the lights went out....

 
IN CASE YOU DON’T ALREADY KNOW
 
Alphonse Capone’s parents, Gabriele and Teresina, were born in Naples and came over on the boat in 1893. Dad was a barber from Castellamare di Stabia, sixteen miles south of Naples. Mom worked as a seamstress and was the daughter of a powerful man from Salerno. They had already been in America for six years when they had their first child, Alphonse.
 
Eventually they had nine kids. A couple of Capone’s brothers went into the Life, Ralphy Bottles and James Two-Gun.
 
Alphonse’s first home was on Navy Street. While he was still a baby, the growing family moved to Park Avenue—the one in Downtown Brooklyn—to an apartment above dad’s barbershop.
 
Eventually, the Capones moved to an apartment on Garfield Place in Red Hook. Al attended P.S. 7 on Adams Street and then P.S. 33 on Butler Street and Fourth Avenue. He dropped out of school in the fifth grade and began hanging out at Pop’s Poolroom on Court Street. (When Pop closed the joint in the 1980s, a guy from Union Street bought the pool table “that Scarface played on” and still has it.)

 
GANGSTER WITH THREE GANGS
 
Young Capone was hanging around outside the Association Club at Fourth Avenue and Union Street—the same corner where I had the misfortune of seeing my first hit forty-some years later. The club belonged back then to Frankie Yale’s childhood partner in crime Johnny Torrio, a.k.a. The Fox, a.k.a. The Immune, a.k.a. The Brain, a.k.a. Terrible Johnny. Torrio and Yale had been gangsters together in the Five Points Gang, running the smarmiest streets of the Lower East Side.
 
Another unofficial nickname was Torrio the Pimp, as Johnny made his first million on girls, with twenty-four brothels running at once, pulling in a cool five grand per week.
 
Capone learned that he could make extra money running errands for the hoods who drank and played cards at Torrio’s Association Club. It was a time-honored way for youngsters to get their foot in the door of the Life.
 
Al had a job in the legit world, too, working at a munitions company. Over the years, he also helped his family by working in a candy store in Sunset Park and as a paper cutter.
 
Once out of school, Al thumped a tub like a bass drum, for a gang called the Navy Streeters, as they paraded past Irish clubs chanting, “You can’t touch us.”
 
He would eventually be involved with three teen gangs, each bigger and meaner than the one before. First, the Navy Street Boys (with his cousin and future Chicago boss Frank Nitti), then the South Brooklyn Rippers, and finally Forty Thieves Juniors—the prep school for the senior version.
 
The Forty Thieves was just about the oldest of the gangs, dating back to the days when eight and a half million Irish immigrants were pouring into America because of the potato famine. Once exclusively Irish, the Italians were moving in. Johnny Torrio and Lucky Luciano were Forty Thieves, still subservient back then to Forty Thieves boss Paul Kelly. Ah, but the times were a-changin’.
 
Capone moved from teen gangs to adult gangs, first, the Five Points Gang in Manhattan. He hung out at Frankie Yale’s Harvard Inn, a Coney Island bar and brothel. Still a teenager, Capone made sure all players in Yale’s dice games paid their debts.

 
SCARFACE GETS HIS SCAR
 
In 1917 or 1918, Capone was about eighteen and working out of Yale’s Harvard Inn when he earned his nickname. He was talking to a hoodlum’s sister and said, “I’ll tell you one thing, honey, you got a great ass, and I mean that as a compliment.”
 
“I demand an apology!” she said.
 
“You’d better apologize, pal,” the brother said. He was tough guy Frank Gallucio.
 
“Why? I was just kidding around,” Capone said.
 
“Kid with this,” Gallucio said, and up came a pocketknife.
 
The woman was Lena Galluccio, and her brother Frank slashed Capone hard three times across his left cheek and the top of his neck. Capone went down as if shot. He was rushed to Coney Island Hospital, where it took eighty stitches to put his face back together.
 
Capone asked Lucky Luciano for permission to whack Galluccio, but Luciano said no.
 
“Frank was in the right, because you disrespected his sister,” Luciano said.
 
Capone and Galluccio later shook hands, and life went on. According to Gallucio, he and Capone only ran into one another a couple of times after that. Capone seemed like he was trying to be nice.
 
In later years, Capone tried to tell the world that he’d gotten the scars in Europe while fighting in the First World War, but Capone had never even been in the army.
 
As a young man, Al earned a reputation as a fancy dresser who loved to dance. His favorite spots to cut the rug were the Broadway Casino (and dance hall) and the Adonis Club by the Gowanus. One of the things he liked about those joints was he could tell a girly she had a nice ass without getting his face carved up.
 
Yale would be top Italian mobster in Red Hook for much of the 1920s. When Torrio went to Chicago to work for his uncle by marriage, mob boss Big Jim Colosimo, Yale and Capone moved up the corporate ladder.

 
EARLY YALE BIO
 
According to his draft card, Yale was born on January 22, 1893, the son of Domenico and Isabella Ioele, which we’re guessing was pronounced something like Yale. Frankie, the third of five kids, was born in Italy and came over on the boat when he was twelve.
 
When Frankie was a boy, his dad was a wholesale produce dealer working out of Wallabout Market on Flushing Avenue, in the industrial lowlands of South Williamsburg, Brooklyn.
 
He became a hood as soon as he could. He was a childhood friend of Johnny Torrio, and the pair formed a gang together. As he grew, Frankie first changed the spelling to Uale, then Yale.
 
It was good that Yale found a professional outlet for his anger. Without it, he might’ve seriously hurt those he loved the most. As a youngster he once got mad at his brother Angelo and beat the shit out of him, putting him in the hospital.

 
FIRE AND ICE
 
Yale boxed a little as a prizefighter, and his promoters may have been the first to spell his name like the Ivy League school. He fought his debut at the Brooklyn Beach Athletic Club, winning with a first-round TKO.
 
It was during Yale’s boxing career that he was first arrested, in 1910, after he and fellow pugilist “Booby” Nelson started a Pier-Six brawl in a Coney Island poolroom.
 
He didn’t last long in the ring but stuck in the fight game as a promoter who “owned” his own stable of fighters. He also went into the ice business—not offing guys, but selling actual frozen water—which was big business before electric refrigerators. In Yale’s case, you had to get your ice from him or else there was trouble.
 
Around 1915, Yale opened his own joint on Surf Avenue in Coney Island, which he called the Harvard Inn. Get it? Yale, Harvard. He called the place the “showplace of Coney Island.” Ads bragged of the cabaret, the dancing.
 
“Something new every night!” advertisements boasted.
 
Next came union racketeering, an operation that introduced Frankie Yale to the Red Hook waterfront.

 
EARLY BLACK HANDERS
 
The Black Hand had operations in Red Hook as early as 1917, extorting small merchants throughout the neighborhood, which we only know because five Black Handers were busted for it, including brothers Pietro and Sebastiano Solino of Columbia Street.
 
The men were charged with extortion, weapons possession, and “endangering human life,” this final charge stemming from a bomb that exploded in the hallway of the home of Giovanni Santoro on Columbia Street, a fellow who refused to buy protection.

 
BORN IN RED HOOK: LOUIS “LITTLE NEW YORK” CAMPAGNA
 
A member of the Forty Thieves was Louis “Little New York” Campagna, born in Red Hook in 1900, the son of immigrants. Campagna didn’t mess around with local juvie gangs in the 1910s but joined the Forty Thieves in the City, where he ran with Capone.
 
When Campagna was nineteen, he was caught robbing an Illinois bank and did five years in Pontiac Reformatory. He returned to New York and became Capone’s bodyguard, eventually returning to Chicago with Capone to work for Johnny Torrio. When war erupted versus the North Side Gang, Campagna, in true Red Hook fashion, became a “reliable gunman.”
 
As he matured, Campagna settled down and worked a white-collar crime beat. He aided the Chicago Outfit’s attempted takeover of the Hollywood studios through corruption of their labor unions. The plot didn’t work. Turns out, some of the guys who played tough guys in the movies were also tough in real life, and they stood up to the hoods.

 
NITTI
 
Another bigtime gangster who passed through Red Hook was Frank Nitti, born Francesco Nitto in 1886, in Salerno. He came over on the boat when he was four and lived on Navy Street. Life was tough at home, and Nitti spent as much time as he could on the street. Living nearby was his cousin Al Capone, and together they joined the Navy Street Boys.
 
Nitti remained in Brooklyn until he was twenty-four, when his bootlegging skills earned the attention of John Torrio. He, Louis Campagna, and Cousin Alphonse went to Chicago together.
 
Nitti was also in on the attempted takeover of Hollywood. When the feds swooped in and granted immunity to the Hollywood moguls who’d paid the bribes, Nitti thought he’d spend the rest of his days in prison.
 
When indictments came down, Nitti went home to the Riverside section of Chicago, got drunk and, enveloped by a complex gloom that only he understood, wandered hopelessly across an open field, to the Illinois Central Railroad tracks. He pulled a .45 from his belt and, after firing wildly at a nearby group of people, put the gun to his own head and squeezed the trigger.

 
BROOKLYN’S BEAU BRUMMEL
 
While Chicago legends were “just passing through” Red Hook in their youth, Frankie Yale remained in Brooklyn, his specialty being extortion. He was a stylish dresser, known as “Brooklyn’s Beau Brummel.” So Yale looked great as he strutted around Red Hook, scaring the shit out of people.
 
There was nothing cute about his approach. He outright threatened to kill Italian immigrants unless they paid protection, and on the rare occasion that they disregarded the threat, Yale proved he didn’t bluff. Yale had no trouble carrying out his threats—or sleeping afterward.

 
POLICE RECORD
 
Police arrested Yale in 1912 on suspicion of murder, the victim long forgotten, but the door had barely closed on his Raymond Street cell when he was released—case dismissed for lack of evidence.
 
Yale’s most serious legal jam during his youth came in 1916 when he was busted for burglary and assault. He was facing a twenty-year prison term when a Kings County assistant district attorney dropped the charges without an explanation.
 
A year later, he was busted on gun charges in Bath Beach, when cops busted up a brawl in a coffeehouse on New Utrecht Avenue. This bust resulted in Yale’s only prison term, twelve months in Blackwell’s Penitentiary, the ancient hellhole on what is now known as Roosevelt Island, in the middle of the East River between Manhattan and Queens. He stoically did his time, returned to Brooklyn, and never again spent the night behind bars.

 
WINDY CITY BACK STAB
 
Although Torrio was in Chicago working for his uncle, Big Jim Colosimo, he must not have loved the boss as much as his aunt did, because first chance he got, Torrio schemed to take Big Jim off the board.
 
It was 1920, and Torrio asked Frankie Yale if he’d come to Chi-town and do the thing. Torrio set up Colosimo by telling him to go to his café and pick up a shipment of booze. When Colosimo got to the café, he found no liquor, just Yale with a gun, and boom, out went the lights.
 
(A few years later, Torrio again needed Yale’s help, as Torrio’s Chicago empire was under attack by Irish mob boss Dion O’Bannion, who ran a flower shop on Chicago’s north side. In November 1924, Yale entered O’Banion’s flower shop. O’Banion, who didn’t know Yale, greeted him with a firm handshake. Yale gripped so hard that O’Banion couldn’t get his hand free, at which point two Torrio hoods, John Scalise and Albert Anselmi, busted into the shop and thoroughly ventilated O’Banion.)

 
YALE THE FORWARD THINKER
 
Yale’s gang, in addition to extortion, ran a string of brothels, one of them above the Harvard Inn. No one, however, called him a pimp. For excellent reasons, all were afraid of Yale and his boys.
 
In one way, Yale was a forward thinker. He didn’t buy into the exclusivity of the Black Hand, rules saying that you had to be a Sicilian to be a member of the secret society. Seemed dumb, he thought.
 
The thinking was that Sicilians could trust Sicilians but not outsiders. In reality, Yale observed, that was bullshit. Sicilians double-crossed Sicilians every day. You might as well work with outsiders. They couldn’t be less trustworthy.
 
Even the Unione Siciliani, which had Sicily in its name, elected Yale as its president in 1918, the first non-Sicilian to hold that office.
 
If a guy could do gangster things, he could be a gangster for Frankie Yale. He didn’t go as far as the Gallos would years later, not caring where their people came from or how tall they were. But Yale did recognize people from anywhere in Italy, rather than just those from the far south.
 
Yale’s number-one assassin during his reign was Willie “Two-Knife” Altieri, nicknamed for the terrifying way he came at his victims, a blade in each hand, ready to do some serious cutting.
 
There was a guy named Tony Perotta who owed Yale $1,500. Yale sent Capone to collect. Capone went out and whacked Perotta without collecting the money.
 
Yale was not pleased but was nonetheless impressed by the cool way Capone had gone about doing that piece of work. After Al Capone took care of Frankie Yale’s Tony Perotta problem, Yale put the young man in charge of wiping out the old guard that still had power around the piers. Capone’s job was to “rid the waterfront of White Handers.”

 
WHY CAPONE?
 
You might ask, why did the Black Hand, Frankie Yale, need to bring in Capone as a fucking catalyst of change? Answer was, Yale was up to here with the White Hand and felt he needed to bolster his intimidation factor.
 
We’ve talked a lot about White Handers killing other White Handers, and yeah, there was a shitload of that, but the war between the Black and White hands was pretty bloody, too.
 
The trouble started in the early 1920s, when Yale came back from Chicago and made his first move on the waterfront. He started out with one pier, by attempting to extort a loading boss named James Sullivan, just to get his foot in the door.
 
It didn’t go well. Sullivan told Dinny Meehan about the Italian guy trying to scare him. Meehan said he knew how to handle that and ordered a hit on a Yale collector named “Crazy” Benny Pazzo. From then on, the Irish and Italians shot each other occasionally, more corpses staining the Red Hook cobblestones.

 
CONEY ISLAND GUNFIGHT
 
Probably the biggest gunfight between White and Black Handers came on February 26, 1920, when Frankie Yale was having a celebratory dinner at the restaurant next to his Harvard Inn. The night erupted into chaos when “Peg Leg” Lonergan led an Irish mob into the restaurant. Everyone pulled a rod and blasted away.
 
The commotion lasted only seconds, and the Irish that could do so retreated and made their getaway. In the battle, two Yale gangsters were killed—Giovanni Capone (no relation), and Momo Muni-caro—plus an innocent bystander, Anna Balestro.
 
The return fire killed Joseph Behan of the White Hand. That was four days before Dinny Meehan was whacked in bed. Meehan was taken off by his own, but one thing was certain: they did Frankie Yale a big favor.

 
MORE BLACK VS. WHITE
 
A few months after that Coney Island gun battle, Yale bought the Sunrise Café in Borough Park, Brooklyn. He’d no sooner signed the lease when “Wild Bill” Lovett was plotting to blow the place up.
 
They didn’t get that together, but in June 1920, Lovett sent out a hit team to kill Yale guys. The hunt didn’t go well, and they settled for killing Giovanni Desso, the brother of the Sunrise Café’s maître d’.
 
A week later, Yale sent out a trio of gunmen in a car, resulting in the drive-by shooting of two White Handers named McCarthy and Duggan. To cover up the crime, Yale’s boys pushed the death car into the East River.
 
The war between Italian and Irish went on for years. A Black Hander was killed in a hit-and-run accident in November 1924. That Christmas, two Yale thugs shotgunned Duckie Callham. Two days later, Giovanni Martanna was felled by drive-by gunmen, with Skinny Shea driving the car.
 
In 1925, two Irishmen, “Skinny” Shea and “Squint” Walsh, confronted a pair of Yale’s men, Giovanni “Johnny Silk Stockings” Giustra, a.k.a John Januzzi, and Anthony Carfano, on a pier controlled by the Italians. Walsh went to his pocket to draw his gun, but Giustra was much quicker and blew him away. Shea dropped his gun and threw up his arms.
 
“Don’t shoot me,” Shea begged.
 
“I won’t. Take your friend here with you. I need you to deliver a message to Peg Leg. Tell him we don’t want dead or drunk micks dirtying up our nice clean streets,” Giustra said. (Giustra lived another five and half years before he was whacked. See Chapter Seven. His funeral was huge.)

 
THE BAND PLAYED ON
 
Which brings us back to the Adonis Club where Al Capone had had enough of “Peg Leg” Lonergan’s bullshit, and the lights had just gone out. There were maybe twenty persons spread out over a dozen round tables at the time.
 
Witnesses usually can’t agree on anything, but in this case, everyone agreed on two points: one, that the lights went out just before the first shot was fired; and two, that the band kept playing until the shooting sequence was through.
 
At least seven shots from multiple handguns could be heard over the jazzy music. The party came to a screeching halt. Down went Lonergan and two other men. The lights remained out, but the evacuation was efficient nonetheless, customers out the front, musicians out the back. The people got out, but not without breaking every glass in the joint. Tables and chairs were knocked over. Even the smoky mirror behind the bar was shattered.
 
The band, thinking quickly, flipped a trash can over and used it as a step to hop a fence out back and disappear into the Brooklyn night. The drummer left his kit behind, but the bass player somehow hauled his stand-up over the fence.
 
Within seconds you could have heard a pin drop.

 
FIRST RESPONDER
 
The first policeman to arrive at the crime scene was Patrolman Richard Morano of the Fifth Avenue Station. Morano was patrolling his beat, collar up against the wind off the bay, and was strolling past the suspiciously dark and quiet Adonis Social Club, a known “speakeasy.” Morano knew the Adonis well. In exchange for a shot of rotgut every now and again, Morano would whistle past the sounds of booze parties as he walked his beat.
 
Quiet, however, was no good. So his suspicions were already piqued when he saw the man down in the gutter. Morano didn’t examine too closely. He called an ambulance from Methodist Episcopal Hospital, which arrived and dispatched a medic, who officially pronounced the man dead.
 
Patrolman Morano’s second call was for police backup and moments later Acting Captain Fred Kavannagh arrived in a flivver. Soon, Inspector John J. Sullivan was on the scene, followed quickly by Detectives Frank Blank, Michael Dwyer, and Michael Ward.

 
BLOOD TRAIL
 
The police traced a blood trail from the body to the club’s front door, which was closed and locked.
 
“Break it down,” Inspector Sullivan ordered.
 
The club was deserted, and the lights were out. The officers used their flashlights as they entered through a long dark passageway.
 
A cloakroom in the foyer had four overcoats, four hats, and one cap still on hooks. They eventually entered a barroom. Along the wall on the right ran a mahogany bar with a brass rail.
 
Surviving the carnage were several pitchers of beer on the bar, their heads still a half-inch thick with foam. Everything else was broken. The floor was littered with broken glasses and bottles, and sticky with spilled booze.
 
Kavannagh and Morano continued to follow the blood, which led them through an open door at the rear into the dance hall. At that point they found a light switch.
 
Flicking the switch, a single arc light in the center of the ceiling crackled briefly and illuminated. The room was about twenty-five-feet square and had been decorated with orange bunting and a sign, written in an “almost illiterate scrawl” that read MERRY CHRISTMAS AND A HAPPY NEW YEAR.
 
There were more broken bottles, and everything reeked of homemade gin. They noticed that also on the floor were the stubs of gold-tipped cigarettes, indicating that there had been women in the party.

 
THE BLOODY BANDSTAND
 
There was blood spatter on the bandstand, and the drum kit and piano on it, and “Peg Leg” Lonergan’s body was crumpled next to it. Lonergan was wearing a .38 in a holster under his armpit. The position of the gun and his hand indicated that he’d reached for his gun but too slow.
 
The music on the piano’s rack showed that, when the shooting started, the band had been playing “Yes, Sir, That’s My Baby (No, Sir, Don’t Mean Maybe)”—a song made popular during spring 1925 by song stylist Gene Austin. Other sheet music on the well-worn piano showed the joint’s preference for jazz and ragtime music—race music, the Irish cops called it when they were being polite—somewhat gawdy and bawdy for a holiday party.
 
It was about four a.m. when Inspector Sullivan came to the first body.
 
“Saints, preserve us, it’s Peg Leg. What the fuck is he doing in a ginny joint like this?” Sullivan removed his hat and scratched his head. “Well, he died as his father died.”
 
Lonergan, Sullivan understood, came from a violent family. Peg Leg’s mom killed his father, shot him. Got away with it, too.
 
Sullivan laughed.
 
“What is it, Inspector?”
 
“Look.” Sullivan pointed at the corpse’s mouth. Peg Leg’s blue lips still held a “fresh” toothpick.
 
“I heard Lonergan was getting the White Hand up and running again,” one detective said.
 
“Aye, but this ain’t no White Hand kill. These boys played in a bear trap and got caught,” Sullivan replied.
 
“Who are the other two?” The other dead men were both well-dressed and about thirty.
 
“Let’s take a look.”
 
Sullivan winced. The second body had extra damage—overkill. In addition to his fatal bullet holes, someone had split his head open with a meat cleaver or some similar instrument. Sullivan peered with squinting eyes at the contorted face of the stiff and identified him as Aaron Harms. The body in the gutter out front was “Needles” Ferry. Harms and Ferry were both known cohorts of Peg Leg. Harms was armed, but Ferry out front had no gun. Maybe he’d had his pocket picked, a final indignity, by one of the stampeding members of the evacuation. Harms was found lying on top of his fully loaded pistol. (Crime technicians took the fingerprints of the stiffs to verify Sullivan’s on-the-spot ID.)
 
Aaron Harms was a World War vet who lived in Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn, and Neal “Needles” Ferry lived in Clinton Hill, Brooklyn. Ferry had managed to run bleeding from the club as far as the front entrance where he fell dead. From there, someone had dragged his body to the curb.

 
TENANTS UPSTAIRS
 
The tenants in the apartment upstairs were on the stairs, a man and a woman looking anxious and shivery in their bathrobes.
 
“You hear anything?” a cop asked.
 
They said they heard nothing that could be helpful.
 
“There was nothing unusual about the club being active and rowdy after hours,” the man said. “That band plays all night. We’re night people, so it’s no problem.”
 
“We’re used to it,” his wife said. “Men guffawing, women laughing in an unladylike way. But tonight, it was different. It got suddenly quiet—and that was what gave me the creeps. Someone’s dead. I know it.”
 
Sullivan brogued, “Send out an alarrrrm: Brooklyn and Manhattan hospitals, be on the lookout for anyone seeking treatment for bullet wounds.”
 
In total, police found four guns at the scene, fully loaded. One gun apiece on Lonergan and Harms, and two more behind the bar.

 
STICKUM
 
The proprietor, one of them anyway, was a known associate of Frankie Yale, Jack “Stick ’em Up” Stabile, usually just called Stickum, who was held on booze charges. Police wanted to know what he saw.
 
“I saw shit,” Stickum said. “I was down in the cellar tapping a keg of beer.”
 
Stickum was shown the two guns that had been found behind the bar.
 
“These yours?”
 
“This one is. Never saw the other one before.”
 
“How did it get there?”
 
“Maybe someone tossed it behind the bar on their way out.”
 
Close to twenty bullet holes scarred the piano and the walls. Investigators pulled out their handy jackknives and dug into the walls for bullets. The slugs were all .38s.
 
Sullivan saw reporters coming in and immediately gave them the headline they sought.
 
“The most desperate battle in Brooklyn gang history is being waged,” he said, pointing to the corrugated tin ceiling.
 
“Who’s battling who?” he was asked.
 
Sullivan shrugged and offered a surprisingly vague answer: “Rival gangs. Ambitious underlings looking to move up. One or the other, probably.”

 
PEG LEG’S POST-MORTEM
 
After the scene was memorialized by investigators, police released the bodies to an ambulance, and they were taken to the morgue, where a surgeon pulled two bullets out of Lonergan’s brain. Autopsy done, Y-shaped incision all stitched up, the body was claimed by an undertaker named Jerry McClean, who took Peg Leg to the Lonergan home.
 
By noon the next day, Sullivan had located six residents of Red Hook who admitted to being in the club when the gunfire erupted. None of them, however, recognized any of the participants or had any knowledge of the motive behind the triple killing.
 
“It was a private matter between the gunmen,” said one witness.

 
THE PROPRIETOR’S VERSION
 
The witnesses were Adonis co-owners Tony Desso and Fury J. Agoglia, plus Joseph Notol, a club employee from Gowanus. At first all three claimed that they’d left the club hours before the shooting. Police didn’t believe them.
 
Desso changed his tune first.
 
“All right, I was there.”
 
“What time did Lonergan get there?”
 
“About two a.m.”
 
“Alone?”
 
“With four men and several women friends. They sat at a table and ordered drinks. They were belligerent. They seemed to want trouble.”
 
Police learned about Peg Leg’s suicidal ranting. Members of a “rival gang” opened fire. The Lonergan crew returned fire.
 
“How many shots?”
 
“Maybe fifty.”
 
The story didn’t fit the facts. According to the crime scene there was no “firing back.” The “rival gang” took out the Irish mobsters and left. None of the victims had fired a shot.

 
“A LAW UNTO ITSELF”
 
One paper later that day called Lonergan “the newly crowned king of Brooklyn gangsters” and the gunfight “one of the wildest battles ever fought by criminals in this borough.”
 
Another daily rag said: “The White Hand Gang is a law unto itself.” Although running the organization was a losing proposition, as many like Dinny Meehan and “Wild Bill” Lovett had learned before Peg Leg.
 
The White Hand was always in the cookie jar, consignments came up short all the fucking time, and no one said boo. Now that the Italians were playing rough, there was the feeling that the White Hand was doomed.

 
MULTIPLE ETHNICITIES
 
Sullivan didn’t like the multiple ethnicities involved here. It gave him indigestion. Irish killing Irish was one thing. Italians killing Irish was more like first salvo in a war of attrition.
 
Sullivan ordered his men to pick up any known gangsters in their precincts, a move justified by the notion that gangsters seeking revenge were a danger to innocent bystanders.

 
A BLEEDING HART
 
Scouting the hospitals for gunshot wounds bore fruit. Cops found twenty-four-year-old James Hart of Bedford Avenue, a quiet two-lane street that just so happened to run the entire length of Brooklyn, from Sheepshead Bay to Greenpoint.
 
Hart had been shot in the right thigh and grazed on one ear by bullets, wounds assumed to have been suffered at the Adonis. He was in the Cumberland Street Hospital, where he’d been taken after he collapsed on the sidewalk at the corner of Flushing and Throop Avenues, in Brooklyn’s industrial lowlands. He was found four and a half miles from the Adonis. Hard to believe he walked that distance with a bullet in his thigh.
 
Police later said they had eyewitness information that Hart had been in the club at the time of the gunfight.
 
Hart said it wasn’t him, that he’d been shot close to where he was found. He claimed a car full of yahoos on Flushing Avenue were shooting guns in what seemed like a celebratory manner, but one of them must have not liked his looks.
 
Hart was arrested nonetheless, charged with homicide, and a cop stood guard in the hall outside his hospital room. Police told Hart there was nothing about the evidence to support his story. Hart clamped his lips shut.

 
HAPPY
 
Whilst picking up the usual suspects, police nabbed “Happy” Maloney, who was one of the guys with Peg Leg. They threw him in a Raymond Street cell. Almost immediately, police received anonymous phone calls: “If Happy Maloney is freed, he will be shot dead on the courthouse steps.”
 
Inspector Sullivan wanted to know what the caller sounded like.
 
“Italian,” was all the operator remembered.
 
“I need a glass of milk for this ulcer,” Sullivan said.

 
“WHO’S CAPONE?”
 
Also picked up and held was a particularly silent twenty-six-year-old named Alphonse Capone, arrested on suspicion by a patrolman named John Osnato.
 
Reporters asked Sullivan, “Who’s Capone?” Probably the last time anyone ever asked that question.
 
“He lives on Eighteenth Street, near the Gowanus. Our information is that he recently arrived here from Chicago. We do know that once he arrived, he didn’t waste time getting in trouble. Got slashed good in a Brooklyn knife fight.”
 
Off the record, Sullivan told the reporter that Capone was also a millionaire bootlegger. He was the winds of change. The Black Hand was moving in on the Red Hook docks.
 
“Don’t print that!” Sullivan barked, leaving the reporter wide-eyed.
 
Police stopped asking witnesses if they saw anything and started asking if they saw anyone who had seen something. One witness said he thought the cloakroom girl might have been a good witness.
 
She was Miss Alice Callahan. Police found her coat, hat, and handbag left behind at her station when she fled. They went to her house, but she wasn’t there, and her whereabouts were unknown. Cops waited. When she returned, they found her to be tearfully nervous but unable to help the investigation.
 
“I hid in the cloakroom,” she said.
 
The police of the Fifth Avenue Station were forced to admit that, yes, they knew the Adonis was a speakeasy. If no illegal activity could be seen from the street, beat cops strolled by whistling. It wasn’t until there was a body out front that they bothered to go inside.
 
Brass passed the buck. Everybody had wanted to close the place, they said, but somehow, every time they raided, all signs of booze were gone. Somebody gave the Adonis the heads-up. So they stopped bothering.
 
Some New York police blamed the feds, saying they should have been the ones to put the speakeasy out of business. “Not our job,” New York’s Finest would say with a shrug.

 
THE SINGER AND THE PIANO PLAYER
 
Brought in for questioning and held was Helen Logan, who was the club’s cabaret singer. She was described by her landlady as a “good girl” who’d never been troublesome in any way. Logan said there were about ten men in the bar at the time of the shooting, drinking and talking loudly.
 
“I was resting on a chair in one corner of the room when the warfare began,” Logan said.
 
One of the club’s piano players was Mrs. Mary Wilson, a married woman who didn’t act like it. Her husband Cliff was in Dannemora, and her sweetheart was “Stickum” Stabile.
 
“He’s got a piece of the club,” Mrs. Wilson explained.
 
“Where were you when the shooting began?”
 
“I was sitting at a table waiting for Stickum, and I had my back turned to the trouble,” she said. “I never looked back as I fled to safety.”
 
She contradicted herself at one point and said that she’d only seen the spurts of flame from the shooters’ guns and nothing else, her back not turned. Then she switched back and stuck. She did however corroborate Stickum’s claim that he wasn’t in the bar during the shooting.

 
THE BEGINNING OR THE END?
 
From an unnamed source, police learned that one of the victims was called away from his own table to talk to a man at another table. After that discussion, which was brief, the lights in the club went out and the gunfire started.
 
Patrons who lived nearby ran out the front door and kept running until they were safely home. Others were seen seeking cabs in vain on Second Avenue.
 
Police theorists disagreed as to what all of this meant. Some thought this was the start of a gang war, and that more shootings would follow. Others felt this was closer to the end of a gang war, and that the White Hand was kaput.
 
The second theory was considered the stronger of the two. Meehan, Lovett, Lonergan, all dead of gunshot wounds. Who in their right mind would want to be the next in line?

 
THE FEMININE ANGLE
 
While other reporters were following the police, lady reporter Alice Cogan of the Brooklyn Daily Times went out to get the feminine angle, knocking on the door of the Lonergan apartment on Myrtle Avenue, where there was now a casket where only a few hours before there had been a Christmas tree.
 
What Cogan found was Kitty, Lonergan’s widow, sitting in a daze and Peg Leg’s sister Anna, the widow of Bill Lovett. Cogan knew Anna. They’d met during Mary Lonergan’s trial for killing her husband.
 
Anna was spitting mad. “Whoever bumped off Richard is going to get his, good and plenty,” Anna said. She didn’t call him Peg Leg. As she dabbed her red eyes with a handkerchief, she added, “Whoever killed Richard will get his. I’m not saying it will be the electric chair. But he’s going to suffer. Believe me, he will.
 
“Richard wasn’t the devil they painted him to be. Of course, he would go and get drunk and do all kinds of things he shouldn’t. But he never had a chance. The police would hound him, wherever he went.
 
“He tried running a bicycle shop downstairs here, but the cops shut him up when he wouldn’t give them graft. They try to paint poor Richard black, but he was good-hearted. He gave my mother everything he had. Why, on Christmas Eve, he gave his wife Kitty and me all his money but four dollars. Then he met a poor woman on a trolley car, and he gave her the four dollars and came home busted.
 
“We were all having Christmas dinner here, and Richard said that he would go out and get a battery for the tree. He never came back. We thought he’d met some of the crowd and had too much to drink. We were kind of sore at him for doing it but made the best of it. Then, the next thing I knew, I was pulled out of my bed and dragged down to the morgue to identify Richard. God, what a life!”
 
Anna explained that she had just gotten out of the hospital and now had to take care of the Lonergan family. Richard had been the sole provider for the clan.
 
“I begged him to give up that life. When I thought I was going to die, I didn’t know what would happen to my mother. I got Richard one day and I said, ‘For God’s sake, give it up.’ But he would get discouraged when the cops hounded him and go out and get drunk—then God knows what happens.”
 
Anna, a once-beautiful blonde, had been through a lot. She testified at her mother’s trial for killing her father, she married Bill Lovett only to have him brought home dead three months later, with his head split open. And now her brother, shot to death the day after Christmas.
 
Anna, it was noted, had remarried after Lovett’s murder, to Matthew “Matty” Martin, another gangster who moved up a wrung every time a superior was gunned down. Uh-oh. Anna’s dad, brother, and first husband were already dead by gunfire. What the hell did Matty Martin think was going to happen to him?

 
“POLICE DON’T KNOW NOTHING”
 
“Police say they know who did it,” the reporter said to Anna Lonergan.
 
“Maybe. Maybe not. Did the police ever discover who killed Bill Lovett? Bah! The police don’t know nothing.”
 
Police had other troubles, not just a murder investigation that wasn’t going that great. The waterfront in Red Hook was a tinderbox, ready to blow, and beat officers flatfooted around the docks.
 
There was more gunfire in Red Hook that holiday season, where the Christmas spirit felt remote. In another speakeasy, John Connors shot James Finnegan, who was rushed to Holy Family Hospital, where he died. The killer stayed at the scene to finish his drink and then a nightcap. Cops thought too bad they couldn’t all be that easy.

 
A HELL COLD NIGHT
 
On December 28, 1925, two days after Peg Leg died, Detective John Kelly of the Fifth Avenue Station yanked in three more street hoods and charged them with the Lonergan killings. They were George Carozza, Frank Pizza, and Vincent “Jimmy Files” D’Amato. With names like that, the smart money said these guys did not belong to the White Hand.
 
Adonis regulars said, “Carozza. That guy plays the piano in the club.”
 
It was hell cold the night of the 28th. Before dawn, five people in New York City froze to death, three the night before. In Red Hook, a reporter bought a cop a drink from his flask. The wind off the bay was brutal.
 
“Got any inside dope on the Lonergan case?” the reporter asked.
 
“I heard that Pizza wasn’t in on the shooting itself. He stood outside and was lookout,” the cop said. “It’s Italians moving in on the Irish—but you figured that out. Lemme have another hit off that.” He grabbed the flask.
 
There were now ten men under arrest. And Sullivan gave each of them a workout, bright light in the eyes, relentless grilling. But they clamped tight, and Sullivan became frustrated.
 
“They are following their own peculiar laws,” Sullivan said, touching on the concept of omertà.
 
The investigation, the arrests, the theories—they came to nothing. In the long run, magistrate McClosky dismissed the charges against all the arrested men and discharged the prisoners.
 
There was already a feeling in the air. With Lonergan gone, the White Hand was broken. Its pieces would linger, moving north of Atlantic Avenue, subject to further attrition.

 
A GIANT IN DODGER TERRITORY
 
Sometime during the 1920s, the Hamilton Theatre in Red Hook was host of the show Slide, Kelly, Slide, about baseball’s superstar of the 1870s and ’80s, King Kelly. The lead role was played by Johnny Walker in a New York Giants baseball uniform, a fellow named McDonald portrayed the legendary Giants skipper John J. McGraw.
 
Of course, the show played differently in Brooklyn, to audiences of Dodgers fans, where the rival team, the Giants, was despised and the Polo Grounds in Upper Manhattan enemy territory.

 
THE 1925 RIOT
 
A strike on the docks during the autumn of 1925 led to a riot on October 13. A steamship called the Corvy Castle was docked at the foot of Pioneer Street—behind the current site of Ikea. The ship was supposed to be unloaded by “coolies,” low-paid Asian workers, and English strikebreakers, but the largely Irish guys on the picket lines attacked. The coolies ran for it and were chased by immigration authorities on the scene. Police were called. “Several” shots were fired and two men, one East Indian, the other Irish, were wounded. Inspector John J. Sullivan was on hand to help clean up the mess.

 
“THEY CAN’T BUMP ME OFF!”
 
After Peg Leg was offed, the top Irish hood was Eddie Lynch. Predictably, he had a target on his back. Those who wanted him dead were persistent. First Lynch was found shot and severely wounded in a speakeasy on Hudson Avenue, refusing to tell authorities who had shot him. He recovered from his wounds in Kings County Hospital and thought of himself as invincible.
 
“They can’t bump me off,” he bragged.
 
But they could. At seven a.m. on April 26, 1928, a laborer on his way to work in Greenpoint, Brooklyn stumbled over Lynch’s feet as they lay across a dirt path through a vacant lot. The feet belonged to a blond man, smooth shaven, the head resting on a stone, his vest thrown open, an obvious hole in his head, blood everywhere soaking his cheap blue serge suit. The laborer found a beat cop and reported his discovery.
 
There was congealed blood on the right side of the stiff’s head, an obvious exit wound. In death, he wore no overcoat or hat. He had no identification papers on him, and in his pockets two bucks, fifty cents. Despite the quantity of blood on the body and clothes, there was no blood near or under the corpse. The victim had been taken for a ride and dumped.
 
The dead man needed to be ID’d. The neckband of the dead man’s shirt had a label that read FISHER. This led detectives to the haberdashery of George Fisher in Greenpoint, who said the shirt the dead man wore was one of a lot made especially for him.
 
Fisher was taken to the morgue but could not identify the corpse. Police, in the long run, identified the cadaver through fingerprints: Eddie Lynch, ex-con, just out of Sing Sing, boss of Bill Lovett’s old gang. Five-six, one-forty, shot by a .32, dead for at least five hours before his body was found.
 
Who shot him?
 
No idea.

 
ROLLIN’ DEM BONES
 
With Lynch dead, among those in the running for next Irish boss were “Red” Donnelly, Matty Martin (Anna’s new husband), and a twenty-six-year-old dock loader named Eddie McGuire, a.k.a. Eddie Martin (no relation to Matty).
 
The men gathered in a small huddle on Pier Three where goods from Colombia came into the country. The ambitious trio agreed to roll dice to see who would take charge.
 
Eddie McGuire, formerly “Wild Bill” Lovett’s right-hand man, won the dice game by tossing a three and a four first try, and was boss—for about five seconds. Two pistols, almost certainly wielded by Donnelly and Martin, promptly took McGuire out. They left him facedown in the dust and muck of the dock entrance and disappeared down the dark and winding streets of the waterfront.
 
First authorities on the scene could see two bullet holes, one in McGuire’s back, another in the back of his head, perfectly round entrance wounds. Around the body were footprints of scuffling feet.
 
No one much missed Eddie, except for maybe his brother Willie, who was busy promising revenge. A watchman witnessed the murder but was suffering from a severe case of nerves.
 
Four men were arrested for the McGuire hit, Martin and Donnelly, plus two others, George Gibson and James Clifford. Gibson and Clifford’s alleged role in the murder was unclear.
 
Inspector Sullivan said, “Gentlemen, you’re here because you were seen shooting McGuire.”
 
They laughed at him. Sure enough, they were quickly released.

 
“MACHINE GUN” JACK
 
One Capone friend who grew up in Red Hook was Vincenzo Antonio Gibaldi. If that name doesn’t ring a bell, that’s because as a young man he changed his name to Jack McGurn. Later, for good reason, he became known as the legendary “Machine Gun” Jack.
 
He was born in Licata, Sicily, on July 2, 1902. He came over on the boat when he was four and lived in Red Hook with his family. He went to school at P.S. 46, on Union between Henry and Hicks. He probably would have grown up to be a big-time Red Hook gangster except for one thing. His family moved to Chicago when he was fourteen, so he became a big-time gangster there instead.
 
The move came after his dad, Tommasso, died and mom remarried a grocer named Angelo DeMory. Then, in 1923, DeMory refused to buy protection and was offed by the Black Hand.
 
McGurn swore revenge, and during the process of personally killing all three of the men who offed his stepdad, he became reacquainted with Al Capone, who he knew when both lived in Red Hook, and his life in crime was set.
 
Some have written that Capone went to the arena to see McGurn fight in Chicago and recognized him from back East, and McGurn may have been a soldier for the Chicago outfit even before his stepdad got whacked.
 
Whatever the chronology, McGurn was a killer with a steady hand when he avenged his stepdad’s murder, the sort of thing that impressed Capone, and after that, killing people became the boxer’s side hustle.
 
A lot of guys in the Life changed their names, but most Italians stayed Italian sounding when they did it. Vincenzo changed his name to Jack McGurn because he was a young boxer, and his promotor told him that Irish fighters attracted bigger crowds. So McGurn it was.
 
McGurn first used a machine gun in anger on October 11, 1926, when he stuck it out of an open window across the street from Holy Name Cathedral in Chicago and blew away Earl “Hymie” Weiss, who claimed to run the North Side of Chicago. Now it belonged to Capone.
 
When McGurn wasn’t mowing down Scarface’s enemies, he ran a speakeasy, the Green Mill, on North Broadway. The entertainer there was Joe E. Lewis. When Lewis decided to quit working for McGurn and take his talents to a competitor’s speakeasy, McGurn slit Lewis’s throat and cut off a piece of his tongue. (As a kid I remember seeing Joe E. Lewis on TV every now and again—on The Merv Griffin Show or whatever. He stayed in show business although his singing voice was ragged. They made a biopic of Lewis’s life called The Joker is Wild, with Frank Sinatra playing Lewis.)
 
Jack McGurn officially became “Machine Gun” Jack on February 14, 1929, when he planned and took part in the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre, during which seven members of the North Side Gang, Bugs Moran’s crew, were lined up against a wall in a Lincoln Park garage and mowed down by McGurn and three other Capone gunmen with tommy guns. He was arrested in connection with the mass murder, then released when his then-girlfriend and later wife Louise Rolfe alibied him.
 
In 1930, when the Chicago Crime Commission published their list of Public Enemies, McGurn was listed as Number Four. He responded by cashing in his chips and, more or less, going straight. He dedicated much of the remainder of his life to golf. He was good at it. He went in as a silent partner on a Chicago course and played there every day. Among his golf partners was superstar singer Bing Crosby.
 
Despite his retirement, he knew that he had serious enemies out there, so according to one source, he always kept his machine gun in his golf bag with his putter, irons, and woods—just in case he had to blow away a few assassins.
 
In 1933, he entered a pro golf tournament, the Western Open, under the name Vincent Gebhardi, a variation on his birth name.
 
While on the course during the second day of the tournament, he was recognized by someone. “Hey, that guy who just sunk the fifteen-foot putt, isn’t he on the Most Wanted list?” A cop was summoned.
 
“Jack McGurn, you are under arrest,” one of them said.
 
“What for?” he said.
 
“You are in violation of the criminal reputation law.”
 
“Ha ha, you got me fellows. Okay if I finish my round?”
 
They said sure and became part of his gallery for the remaining holes. The arrest, however, ruined McGurn’s golf game, and he missed the second round cut by fourteen strokes.
 
On February 15, 1936—seven years and one day after the garage massacre—McGurn’s enemies finally caught up with him. McGurn was kegling a few frames at the Avenue Recreation Bowling Alley on North Milwaukee Avenue in Chicago when three men walked in and blew him away, his blood mixing with the lane oil and spattering his white bowling shoes. In true ol’-time gangster fashion, the killers left a calling card on the body with a nasty-toned poem written on it.
 
McGurn was buried in Mount Carmel Cemetery in Hillside, Illinois. During the funeral that day, his half-brother, Anthony DeMory, yelled for all who would listen: “I know the guys who killed Jack. I’m going to get them.”
 
But that wasn’t what happened. Three weeks after Jack’s death, brother Anthony was also whacked by three masked men inside a pool hall.


 



CHAPTER 5
 
Red Is Dead
 
AND STILL, THE CARNAGE at the top of White Hand heap didn’t stop. With Eddie McGuire out of the picture, the dice players who shot him somehow didn’t shoot each other. “Red” Donnelly took over, and Matty Martin remained in the wings.
 
Donnelly was from Bay Ridge. Along with Red he was known as Cute Charlie (Red because he was, and Cute Charlie because he wasn’t). His reign at the top of the hill was longer than most but still shy of three years.
 
Donnelly made it into court on the McGuire charges, but as always, the charges were dismissed when previously cooperative witnesses grew mute. It was while in that courtroom, however, that Red found himself face-to-face with a clairvoyant magistrate named Healy.
 
On May 17, 1928, Healy said, “Go out and keep up the good work, Donnelly, no one minds if you people shoot yourselves. The sooner we get rid of gang leaders in Brooklyn, the better it will be for the police and for the people. I’ll dismiss the case because there is no evidence. You are free. Go on out. But be warned: You’ll be next.”
 
And, of course, the magistrate was right.
 
When “Gold Tooth” Brosnan heard a rumor that Donnelly was to be offed, he went to him with a warning: “I’ve been hearing things, Red. You’re known as a hard guy on the docks. You’re living on tribute. You’d better lay off. It’s in the cards that they’ll get you sometime.”
 
Donnelly wanted to laugh, but the truth was troubling, and he managed only a smirk.
 
AN OLD-FASHIONED GUY
 
In addition to possessing the typical overconfidence, Donnelly was also old-fashioned. He steadfastly refused to modernize. His boys raided the piers, those still under Irish control, when ships came in. They took their skim in goods at gunpoint, demanded tribute from all workers, and sold protection to the drivers who picked up the goods from the pier.
 
He refused, however, to become a bootlegger. Pier control was his bread and butter. Others wanted to diversify. The East River/ Buttermilk Channel/New York Harbor shoreland was a fertile ground for a bootlegger, but Donnelly was blind to the potential. Donnelly said no, and that could have been the decision that killed him—not that he wouldn’t have ended up dead anyway, just because.

 
DEATH IN A PIER THREE SHANTY
 
On January 28, 1930, four-thirty on a Tuesday afternoon, fifty-one-year-old “Red” Donnelly was found dead sitting in a chair inside a shanty at the end of Pier Three, a.k.a. the Colombian Line pier, off Dock Street. Although there’s a story that Red told cops his killer’s name was “John Doe,” all contemporary accounts agree Red was dead when found. His head was a mess from two .38 slugs and at least one whomp from a bale hook. The crime scene was only a matter of feet from where Eddie McGuire was iced. As far as we know, this time the killers skipped the dice game.
 
Police, including Detectives Sullivan and Brosnan, were on the scene within a half hour of the shooting. When detectives identified the body, they remembered that Donnelly had been arrested five times for murders, five different murders, and had been released each time.
 
But the Peg Leg hit was the one most on investigators’ minds. That could lead to motive. Peg Leg’s sister’s second husband Matthew “Matty” Martin was mentioned as Donnelly’s successor as boss. Martin, also arrested in Eddie McGuire’s murder, was now a suspect for the Donnelly kill.
 
Dragged in and booked were brothers James and Cornelius Clifford and Harry Shields, who were described as members of the “only real old-time gang” operating anywhere in the city—a reference to White Hand. None of the four had anything to say to police, and all were locked up without bail. James was another of among those arrested and released following the murder of Eddie McGuire.
 
“The White Hand” felt like a dated term, so journalists took a crack at spicing it up, calling the gang that Donnelly had led the “Dock Wallopers.” It didn’t catch on.

 
ARGUMENT ON THE PIER
 
According to an eyewitness, on the afternoon of Donnelly’s death, he and six younger men quarreled on a pier regarding their cut of the day’s profits. The subject drifted into Donnelly’s shortcomings as a leader, in particular his unwillingness to branch out. Eventually the argument died down, the eyewitnesses agreed, but around four p.m., a youngster, one of the men arguing earlier, stuck his head in Donnelly’s shanty and said, “Two men in a motorcar want to see you at the street end of the pier.”
 
Donnelly laughed. “Yeah, maybe they want to take me for a ride,” he said.
 
The younger man didn’t laugh. As it turned out, Donnelly did not have to go see the men in the sedan. They came to him. Witnesses said they met with Donnelly out on the pier briefly, then went with him into the shanty, and walked out without him. Eyewitnesses said that the shooter must’ve used a silencer, because no one heard the shots even though they were only feet away.
 
A half hour passed before anyone else went into the shanty. That was John F. Kerwin of the Columbia Stevedore Company, who later said he went in to use the telephone. He used the phone, all right. To summon the police.

 
UTMOST AUTHORITY
 
“Gold Tooth” Brosnan went to the scene, but before he left, he sent a pair of patrolmen to pick up Matty Martin, who was the only guy Brosnan could think of who was still around from the “Wild Bill” Lovett days and might have ambitions to rise to the volatile top. Besides, Martin was married to Anna, death’s constant companion.
 
Police photographers came soon thereafter and memorialized the scene in the shanty at which point the body was removed and taken to the morgue. There it was identified by Red’s wife, accompanied by Mrs. Anna Lonergan Lovett Martin, a morgue veteran.

 
NICE AND QUIET BOYS
 
Who knows what Gold Tooth thought about the Irish meatheads in private, but in public Brosnan had a seemingly naïve opinion. He said the White Hand boys were nice boys from good families and that it was illegal booze that did them in. Not buying and selling it—but drinking it.
 
“Hootch gets most of them,” Brosnan said. “They are all nice and quiet boys until they get to drinking. They never bother anyone off the waterfront, and they never caused much real trouble. They get to drinking and begin to think they are big. Then somebody gets bumped off.” Then reality began to seep in. “The Lovett gang is and always was just a gang of wild boys who are petty thieves and very little more. Now that big money has come into the underworld through bootlegging and dope racketeering, some of them have become ambitious. Trouble is in the air.”
 
“If you could speak to the thugs on the docks right now, what would you say?”
 
“I’d say, go out there in the streets and keep up the good work. Shoot each other all you want to, and the sooner we get rid of gang leaders on the piers, the better off we’ll all be.”

 
HYSTERICAL WOMEN
 
The Oscar for biggest meltdown went to Harry Shields’s wife, whose husband had been one of the men jailed for the Donnelly murder. She ran around the police station as if this whole business had made her psyche come apart.
 
“Did you arrest my husband? Are you the one who arrested my husband?” she squeaked, grabbing the lapels of a series of cops, ranging from patrolmen to Detective William Kenna. She stopped at Kenna because he answered the question yes. He let her say her piece.
 
“That’s a sin, that’s a mortal sin,” she screeched. “He’s never been arrested before, and he isn’t guilty now. My husband started working on the docks during the war [the First World War]. A bunch of no-good gorillas have gotten in control there now and lives aren’t safe anymore.”
 
Kenna knew Mrs. Shields was nuts. Lives hadn’t been safe on the docks since long before the war.
 
Anna Martin was there, too. Nobody wanted to look at her. She was the ghost of murders yet to come. After a brief pause to make sure Mrs. Shields had her shit together, both women were allowed to enter the cells and visit their husbands.
 
On January 29, the four men under arrest were brought into court for arraignment. Anna Martin was there in a blue coat, black hat, and fire-engine-red muff, basking in the attention the press paid her.
 
Outside the courtroom reporters were jollying Anna, saying classy shit like, “You must be pretty used to this by now, huh?”

 
RED’S FUNERAL
 
On February 1, Donnelly was laid to rest. The schedule involved subterfuge, as it was publicly announced to start at ten a.m. but started an hour earlier. A crowd of two hundred persons gathered outside Donnelly’s home on Ralph Avenue, arriving just in time to see the elaborate chestnut casket carried from the house. The pall bearers were all waterfront gang members, and conspicuous among the “mourners” were investigators seeking intelligence.
 
Widow Olive Donnelly was near collapse. It had been a hellish forty-eight hours for the widow, beginning with the news of Red’s death, the trip to the morgue to ID the body, with her brother at her side. And now she had to go through the motions at the funeral, as numb as a person can be and still stand, with everyone looking at her, checking out her knees, taking side bets on when they’d buckle.
 
The casket was carried from Donnelly’s home to St. Benedict’s Church, at the corner of Ralph and Fulton, and then to his East Flatbush grave in Holy Cross Cemetery.

 
MURRAY MURDER
 
On February 6, 1930, less than a week after “Red” Donnelly’s funeral, gunfire again erupted, this time in a shanty “club” called the Dock Loaders’ Rest Room. (The term “rest room” was not reserved exclusively for public toilets as it is today. Even on President Street in the 1970s, one of the clubs was called a “Rest Room.” It meant “Lounge.”)
 
Murray was shot in the head, near the waterfront, on Atlantic Avenue, Red Hook’s northern border. Down in a heap went fifty-five-year-old Jimmy Murray, a former Bill Lovett lieutenant.
 
Earwitnesses told police they heard six shots, followed by the noise of chairs and other furniture being tipped over, and the “tinkling of broken glass.” About a dozen men came running out of the club into the street where they scattered in various directions, mostly toward the darkness of the waterfront.
 
Inside the shanty, police found Murray, shot in the forehead and carved up with a knife. The police hit the waterfront in search of the killers. No dice.
 
“All the suspects are already in jail because of the Red Donnelly hit,” Gold Tooth complained.
 
Murray had just finished a stint at Sing Sing for busting open a safe. That made him a “yegg,” in the parlance of the day.
 
Dying but not dead, Murray was taken to Long Island College Hospital and surrounded by cops, who told him he was going to die, so there was no point in keeping his killer a secret. Murray told them to go fuck themselves.
 
They brought in a priest to administer the last rites, and even that didn’t loosen Murray’s lips. Murray died before the night was through, his lips still sealed.

 
BULLET FOR THE BARON
 
Several months passed, then another stiff turned up, this time the body of William “Baron” Simpson, a twenty-nine-year-old, shot to death in an alleyway leading to Pier 16. Simpson was known as a fighter, a man whose fists did the talking, but his pugilistic prowess was powerless to stop a bullet to the back of his skull. He’d been shot point-blank, a .38 pressed against his head. The gun was found near the body, with one of its six chambers empty.
 
Police had no suspects at first. Then they talked to “Whitey” Simpson, Baron’s brother, who said he’d seen his brother having an argument with three men that morning. The argument ended when Simpson started punching the men, beating them so mercilessly that they were forced to flee.
 
The argument took place only a few feet from the alley where his body was discovered. Whitey told the cops the men must’ve come back with a gun.
 
To say that Simpson was the new boss on the docks was an exaggeration, but the latest victim had been demanding tribute while working as a dock boss and had also made moves to control the waterfront’s wandering crap games.
 
Gold Tooth told a reporter that keeping track of the Irish gangsters was a lot tougher than it used to be. There was a time when a single gang controlled the waterfront, but no longer. Things had splintered into smaller, less powerful but more desperate gangs.

 
HAPPY HOMICIDE
 
Thirty-two-year-old “Happy” Maloney, who had years before been the subject of death threats saying he’d be shot on the courthouse steps if he was released from jail, finally received his bullet in January 1931.
 
Luckily for him, he was only slightly wounded. He was shooting pool in a hall on Bridge Street with his brother Tom when he was shot in the abdomen. He was taken to Cumberland Hospital where a detective wanted the name of his shooter.
 
At first, he said a stranger came in off the street and shot him, a guy he’d never seen before. But when pressed by the cop, he concluded the discussion, “I’ll take care of this myself.”

 
MATTY MARTIN MURDERED
 
On December 16, 1931, “Red” Donnelly’s successor, Matty Martin, met his inevitable end, in a DeKalb Avenue speakeasy, when he was shot twice in his right side. The gunman, thirty-six-year-old Richard Tanner, was also wounded in the gunfight and later walked himself into the Brooklyn Hospital emergency room with a pair of slugs in his right arm. Surprisingly, police found that Tanner had no criminal record. Martin, who had been arrested in connection with multiple murders but never indicted, lingered in the hospital for a few days.
 
Martin’s wife, of course, was Anna Lonergan Lovett Martin, who would attend her (at least) fourth funeral in which the deceased had died by gunfire.
 
Martin was lured to the speakeasy by Tanner and two other men, James Clifford, a dock boss whose name had come up plenty in White Hand killings, and Thomas Montigari, who was a bootlegging partner of Tanner. Clifford and Montigari were located at their homes and arrested.
 
When the end for Martin was near, Gold Tooth told Martin the names of his suspects.
 
“Wasn’t them. Set them loose. I’ll take care of it,” Martin said. The cop left and the wife came in, so Anna was at her husband’s side when he died. She told police that Matty had told her the name of his killer, but she refused to divulge what he said.
 
“I’m going to leave it in the hands of God and fate to take care of the killers,” she said. Anna told police that her latest husband was a “home-loving man,” knew he had enemies, and seldom drank in strange speakeasies.

 
FINAL WHITE HAND KILL
 
The penultimate murder victim whose death could be linked to “Wild Bill” Lovett and the White Hand was Franks Burns, who’d been a Lovett crony from way back but missed seven years in “Little Siberia”: Dannemora. It was soon after Lovett’s death that he went in and summer 1932 when he got out.
 
Burns was thirty-three when they cut him loose, and he was only free and back in Brooklyn for a couple of months when they plucked his body out of the bay, his hands and feet tied with sash cord and a burlap sack tied around his head and neck.
 
One can only imagine what Burns was thinking during that brief spell of freedom. The White Hand was powerful in Red Hook when he went in and replaced by psychopath Italians when he came out.
 
What he’d been doing since his release from Dannemora was a mystery. He hadn’t been seen around the waterfront, where he wouldn’t have been welcomed. If he was hiding, he wasn’t hiding well enough, as his killers found him, no trouble. Police assumed that he was killed for nothing recent, that this was an old grudge, perhaps dating back to the Lovett hit. Some patient assassin had waited for Burns to do his time and be loosed. Burns’s killer had been almost intimate about it. There were no bullets in Burns’s body, which meant the killer tied him up and then killed him with his hands. Death, the coroner determined, was by strangulation.

 
GOLD TOOTH
 
Surviving the White Handers who died on his beat was “Gold Tooth” Brosnan, who made a career of arresting Irish men for the murders of their bosses, only to see them released for lack of evidence, knowing that sooner or later it would be their turn to have a chalk line drawn around their stiff.
 
Born in 1877, near the banks of the mighty Gowanus, he knew Red Hook better than most cops. He became a cop in 1902. After the White Hand was done, Brosnan broke an ankle while chasing a crook down the street. In February 1933, he developed pneumonia—a victim of thousands of long black cigars—and was rushed to PostGraduate Hospital, where he died at age fifty-six. He was buried in Holy Cross Cemetery.

 
LAST KILL
 
The last act of aggression attributed to the remnants of the White Hand came in 1932, when a Bay Ridge hood named Charles “Vannie” Higgins, who controlled some piers south of Red Hook, tried to move in.
 
Higgins was known as the “Last Irish Boss in Brooklyn” and made a fortune bootlegging and, after Prohibition, built an empire of taxis and loading trucks. Those trucks wanted access to Red Hook. The Italians told him to forget about it.
 
On June 18, 1932, Higgins was attending his daughter’s tapdance recital at the Knights of Columbus in Prospect Park when he was hit. As he breathed his last, cops tried to get him to say who shot him, but he refused to answer. With his death, the last residue of the White Hand was gone.





PART TWO
 
La Mano Nera
 
ROMANCE MUST HAVE BEEN IN THE AIR. Not long after the Harvard Inn opened, Frankie Yale met a woman named Maria Delapia, with whom he had two daughters, Rosa and Isabella.
 
Around the same time, Al Capone met a woman named Mary Coughlin, everyone called her Mae. She grew up in Red Hook at Court Street and Third Place. Capone knocked her up, and she gave birth to a boy named Sonny, born with congenital syphilis, a condition that was untreatable in those pre-antibiotic days and led to his infected mastoid. Sonny was the boy who would be operated on the day before Peg Leg bit the dirt.
 
Three weeks after becoming a dad, Capone did the right thing and married Mae at St. Mary Star of the Sea church on Court Street in Red Hook. (This must have been her parish as it was not his. Capone’s family attended St. Michael’s Church.) Frankie Yale himself attended Capone’s wedding.
 
It is said that, for a time after his marriage, Capone tried to go straight. He moved with his new family to Baltimore and took a job as a bookkeeper for a construction company. Maybe. That could have been a cover story, as the gangster life must’ve been well ingrained in Capone by that time.
 
Whichever it was, it didn’t last long. He was forced back in when Black Hander Johnny Torrio told Capone that he still worked for him. Torrio had to go from Brooklyn to Chicago to take care of business—supposed friends were harassing his sister’s husband.
 
Torrio ordered Capone to go from Baltimore back to Brooklyn to cover for him there, and Capone happened to be in Brooklyn on Black Hand business on November 14, 1920, when his father dropped dead while playing pool in a dingy joint on Garfield Place.
 
Soon thereafter, Capone was summoned to Chicago to help Torrio with his rogue Black Handers problem, and Capone became a Chicago hood, eventually the top Chicago hood—although he later said that Chicago was easy after dealing with Red Hook.
 
Capone went to Chicago for good in 1925, after Torrio was ambushed in front of his apartment building and seriously wounded. Torrio recovered and retired from the Life. Capone, now twenty-six, took over his huge empire.
 
NOT NEW
 
The Black Hand might’ve been new to Red Hook while the White Hand ran the piers, but they weren’t new. Going back to the turn of the century, the Sicilians had been wearing out policemen in the City.
 
By 1908, the NYPD had handled 424 Black Hand cases—thirty-six convictions. The brotherhood’s archenemy was Officer Giuseppe “Joe” Petrosino, who arrested them if they looked at him funny. But putting the Black Handers in jail faced the usual difficulties, and Petrosino himself was whacked, these being the days before cops were off-limits.
 
As is as true today as ever, sometimes when a problem gets to be too big, we try to render it inconspicuous by repeatedly and loudly denying it exists. Cosmopolitan magazine ran a major piece on the Black Hand, referring to it as a hoax.
 
Ah, but the Black Hand, la Mano Nera, was not just real, it was everywhere.

 





CHAPTER 6
 
Juvenile Delinquents
 
ONLY A FEW MONTHS after the hit on “Peg Leg” Lonergan, the Brooklyn Times-Union published a highly optimistic feature—“It’s a miracle!” —about the juvenile delinquents of Red Hook losing their horns in favor of halos. It was something akin to divine intervention.
 
It said: “The wharf rats who have long haunted the shipyards and slum backlots of Red Hook, even members of the intrepid ‘White Hand Mob,’ have reformed.”
 
Why the sudden shift to law and order? It was the Boy Scouts! Don’t laugh. Oh, okay, you can laugh a little. According to this report, the juvenile gangs and their adult counterparts were “reorganizing themselves” into scout troops. Take that switchblade and learn how to whittle! Don’t make bones, make a campfire! Do not kneel to throw them dice, kneel to praise the Lord.
 
The source of this info was a Boy Scout commissioner named Larry Phelps, who said that at first only fifteen or twenty youths had the balls to walk away from their gangs and join scout meetings held “on the other side of Hamilton Avenue.” But the first scout meeting held in Red Hook (at P.S. 30) drew fifty persons, including some men who wanted to be adult supervisors.
 
At that meeting, scouting leaders told the gathering the benefits of scouting. Phelps said, “There are two features of this new move to the Red Hook section. One is the revelation that Red Hook boys have no greater penchant for rowdyism than any other boys, and the other, that the new scouts tell me that there is more of a thrill in the scout program than in their waterfront adventures. Scouting is going to be a boon to the Red Hook community.”
 
W-e-l-l-l-l . . . it didn’t work out. Everything seemed sunny and charmingly wholesome until a pack of scouts, seeking merit badges for “breaking and entering,” burglarized a Columbia Street rowhouse. There would be no miracle. The horns stayed horns. The goody-goodies did their best to change the tone but the corrupt power of Red Hook was too strong.
 
SEVENTY-NINE GANGS
 
According to the Sub-Commission on Causes of the New York State Crime Commission, which apparently was a thing, one in every twenty Red Hook boys between the ages of five and sixteen was arrested and charged with a crime in 1926.
 
In 1927, Red Hook had seventy-nine teenaged gangs, and “by far” the worst percentage of juvenile delinquency in the five boroughs of New York City. One day kids would be playing punchball at the foot of Van Brunt and President Streets, a homer being when the ball sailed over two sewer covers, and the next day they were thinking up protection schemes and plotting scores.
 
Who was on the Sub-Commission on Causes of the blah-blah-blah? It was made up of William Lewis Butcher, a social worker and self-proclaimed “boy expert,” Jane M. Hoey, assistant director of the N.Y.C. Welfare Council, and Joseph McGinnis, Speaker of the State Assembly. They published a report in March 1927, which gives us solid numbers to let us in on what it was like back then.

 
POVERTY AND MALNUTRITION
 
They blamed poverty, hunger, and neglect. The boys lived in “wretched housing, and [with] lack of sanitation and recreational facilities.” Boys were in a perpetual state of malnutrition. Parents of youthful criminals were rarely aware of what their kids were doing when in the streets or with whom they were doing it.
 
Since the turn of the century, only three new tenement houses had been built in all of Red Hook, from Atlantic Avenue to the Erie Basin. Everything else was older than that, most seventy-five to one hundred years old and grandfathered past new safety laws. The buildings had no front yards and were built flush against the dirt sidewalks, making the streets resemble more those in Philadelphia or Baltimore than those in the rest of Brooklyn.
 
The buildings didn’t even have staircases with bulkheads, but instead featured straight ladder scuttles to the roof. Because of this, kids could not play on the roof the way they did in the rest of the city, and were forced to stay in basements or, more likely, in the street.
 
Those basements received very little attention, largely because none of the buildings had furnaces. Supers were few and far between, so getting something fixed could take time as every handyman worked several houses.
 
This was true of everywhere in Red Hook except the southernmost portion, along the Erie Basin, where there were still large vacant lots used for dumping. These lots doubled as playgrounds for the kids of that area, who enjoyed building bonfires and playing in the rubbish. They also served as marked territory for Red Hook’s packs of feral dogs. Red Hook kids didn’t go to camp. They stayed home and tried to find work to help their families. Those who couldn’t work caused trouble.
 
There was a stretch of nice houses on Clinton and Henry streets, but just about every other house in 1927 lacked baths and central heating. Few apartment dwellers had a toilet of their own. Even three-story buildings had a single outhouse in the backyard—often is disrepair. Others had the bathroom in the hall.
 
The sub-committee reported: “Merely stating this fact in cold terms does not begin to describe the primitive character of these arrangements when it is considered that growing children, working boys and girls, men and women have to utilize these foul places during the dead of winter as well as during the summer.”
 
Finding a toilet was hard enough. Finding a place to take a bath was even harder. None of the houses checked by the sub-committee had bathtubs. They had a coal-burning stove and cold running water.
 
The cost of a room in Red Hook in 1927 was between $4.00 and $4.50 per month. The average flat had three or four rooms. Throughout the neighborhood there was no such thing as a lease.
 
No one moved out of the neighborhood, because just about every place else cost more. The only housing in flux were the occasional private homes that were divided up to provide bachelor rooms for dockworkers.

 
ISOLATION
 
The report not only counted juvenile delinquents but painstakingly analyzed their gang membership, habits, meeting places, and the problems they presented to the rest of the neighborhood and society in general. Red Hook was sixty-five percent native born, mostly children, and thirty-five percent foreign born, mostly parents. The neighborhood’s social and geographic isolation were directly linked. Red Hook residents rarely left Red Hook. Their business and social lives began and ended in their home community. Their opinions and knowledge of activity outside of Red Hook was based entirely on their Red Hook experiences. And most men were tied to the docks to make their living.
 
A third reason for the isolation was public transportation. No subways served Red Hook—there were only streetcars, equivalent of today’s buses. This not only made it difficult for residents to get out and go places, but it discouraged outsiders from coming to Red Hook and spend money.

 
HAPHAZARD EXISTENCE
 
With the leader of most households being a longshoreman, with irregular hours and irregular pay, many families were forced to live a haphazard existence, day-by-day, without realistic plans. It was easier to commit crimes than work for a living.
 
The irregular nature of being a dockworker also created a social issue that was specific to Red Hook. It gave large numbers of men leisure periods. If there wasn’t a ship to load or unload, just about every adult male in Red Hook had nothing to do, and that meant trouble. Men drank, gambled, fought, and sometimes brought a knife or a gun to a fistfight with tragic consequences.
 
There weren’t many visitors to Red Hook, but those that did walk in, either because they were lost or curious, were troubled by the scenes of men, all muscular in body and grim in demeanor, standing around street corners, emanating a dangerous aura of hopelessness and anger. Strangers were greeted with suspicion and hostility.
 
“You go back to where you came from and maybe you don’t get stomped,” they were told.
 
You either worked on the docks or you became a crook. That decision was often made very early in a young man’s life. You could tell by the ranks of the juvenile gangs who the future crooks were going to be. Teenage gang leaders in Brooklyn gave the world Joey Gallo, Carmine Persico, Meyer Lansky, and Bugsy Siegel. The list could go on and on. Gangsters start young. By the time a boy is in sixth grade he knows if he wants to be in the Life.
 
(That remained true across the generations. By the time your friendly narrator, Uncle Frankie, was learning the ropes, doing what I was told, I was part of the farm system for future gangsters, and sure enough the kids who ran the juvenile gangs grew up to boss the big boy gangs, too. I was street smart but not worldly. I knew Red Hook like the back of my hand and the rest of the world like the back of my head.)

 
WOMEN EXTREMELY NAÏVE
 
Red Hook women were extremely naïve. Even more so than their husbands, they knew nothing of life outside Red Hook, hemmed in by the factors already discussed, and often by their inability to speak English. Women and girls lived a “narrow and oppressed” life. Some girls weren’t allowed to listen to the radio until they were engaged—might give ’em ideas. Girl children were routinely excluded from many recreations and amusements. Stay home and sew until you’re old enough to marry. Boys were allowed to play as they chose, but like their fathers, were estranged from the Church. It was up to the Italian women to do the praying.
 
The female life, the sub-committee said, was one of “drudgery,” trying to keep the home running smoothly, the boys out of jail, and the girls out of trouble. “Trouble” meant pregnant.
 
Women only got out to shop for groceries and go to church. Adult women had no recreational outlets in Red Hook. Women were allowed to go to the movies, but seldom did. A trip to the theaters by sub-committee members revealed the audiences to be made up almost completely of children and adult men.
 
You could find boys and girls at the movies weekdays during school, investigators learned, because the owners admitted truants. Not their job, they said.
 
Kids also routinely snuck into the movies through rear and fire exits, the sub-committee noted, this being in some cases “the first crime in a tragic criminal career.” (That one cracks us up.)
 
Small boys went without supervision. Moms prayed they wouldn’t turn to crime but knew it was inevitable. Boys were not encouraged to stay in school longer than was necessary. Rather than educating the boys, families put them to work as shoe-shiners or newsies to bring in extra pennies. There were child labor laws, but they were enforced zero percent of the time. Boys were little earning machines.

 
LIFE FATHER, LIKE SON
 
In 1927, Red Hook had 105 pool halls, 14 movie shows, 6 dance halls, and 3 bowling alleys. Pool halls charged two and a half cents per cue, and movies cost fifteen or twenty cents for adults. The rationale for the few dance halls was that the Italians didn’t allow their young women out of the house. Pro girls came in, dime-a-dance girls.
 
Sub-committee members paid a frightening visit to the pool halls of Red Hook. Those halls were filthy and crowded with “very tough looking fellows.” They concluded that “a policeman who was not on very friendly terms with them would be in danger of losing his life.” There were patrons who were thirteen or fourteen years old, and the boys were talking “a blue streak of obscene remarks.”
 
The sub-committee believed that the poor example being set by the adult men of Red Hook contributed to the high rate of juvenile delinquency. Though all men were certainly not members of organized crime, they were all fearful of and obedient to those who were.
 
A level of small-time larceny permeated all aspects of life. A dockworker sometimes brought home a case of whatever he’d been unloading that day. It was a perk of the job, which was otherwise backbreaking and soul sucking.
 
Adult men, of course, are chronic gamblers, so their sons took to shooting craps about the same time that kids in, say, Park Slope or Flatbush were learning to play baseball.
 
Bootlegging was big in Red Hook, too, both make-your-own—the drinking of which meant taking your life into your hands—or smuggled in on a boat docked only a few hundred yards away.
 
If a kid was a good thief, he never had to worry about a fence. Walk in to a bar with an armful of ladies’ coats, and he’d find plenty of customers looking to take them off his hands cheap.
 
The sound of gunfire was so common that no one paid attention.

 
THEY’RE STILL JUST KIDS
 
The sub-committee researched all seventy-nine juvenile gangs in Red Hook in 1927 and was surprised to find that even though all of those gangs committed antisocial or illegal acts, the majority of the time, these children did normal children’s things—“innocuous play,” they called it. Some gangs, for example, were also sports teams, and competition between gangs didn’t always feature fists.
 
There was almost one gang per street corner. One hung out at Henry and Degraw streets, another at Columbia and Sackett, yet another at Columbia and Carroll, and so on.
 
A gang at Sullivan and Van Brunt was in constant conflict with another at Dikeman and Conover Streets. Every day the groups would gather at a reasonable distance and throw rocks and bottles at each other.

 
JUNIORS AND SENIORS
 
In some gangs, there wasn’t that much innocuous play. Several gangs were breeding grounds for future hard-core criminals. These included the White Hand Juniors, ten- to fifteen-year-olds who hung out at the corner of Hoyt and Warren Streets. Counterintuitively, although the White Hand Seniors had been Irish, the Juniors were all Italian.
 
“Their chief activities are dice and rowdyism,” a police report read.
 
The Degraw Street Boys had a cause. They were anti-Protestant and mostly got in trouble for throwing rocks through Protestant church windows. They also interrupted services with rowdy behavior and, at least once, keyed a minister’s car.

 
BUSH STREET GANG
 
The Bush Street Gang (Bush and Henry) was made up of German and Irish boys between ages eleven and sixteen. They were a pack of thieves, cutting lead pipe out of vacant houses, stealing firewood and coal. Cops knew the Bush Streeters were tough and needed to be “handled roughly.” They were such a menace that landlords near their headquarters had trouble renting apartments, despite reasonable rent and indoor plumbing. Prospective tenants would show up to look at an apartment, and almost immediately, an attempt at extortion would be made. You want to live on our block, the boys would say, you better pay.
 
Only one gang of girls was mentioned in the sub-committee’s report, also thieves, stealing mostly to impress boys. They stole money and then took the train to Coney Island to spend it.

 
SACKETT GANG
 
The Sackett Gang hung out in a vacant lot along the waterfront. They had twenty-five members, ages nine through fourteen, and were a combination of Italian and Spanish-speaking boys. They ruled Sackett Street from Hicks to the water, an area that today is part of the infrastructure for the Brooklyn–Battery Tunnel. Most of the time, when members of the Sackett Gang got in trouble, it was because they were rumbling other gangs who wanted possession of that much-coveted waterfront lot.
 
Fights were usually fists only, but sometimes would be fought from afar with thrown bottles, rocks, and pieces of lumber. Because their beach playland was so desired, it required constant guarding, so members were forced to attend all meetings and take a shift standing watch. Guard duty also served sometimes as a lookout for cops during crap games.
 
One of the reasons why waterfront turf was so valuable was its access to swimming in New York Bay, water so foul that no modern boy would jump in. But these were the days before swimming pools, before air-conditioning, and swimming in the waters off Red Hook, as foul as that was, kept you cool on a blistering summer day.

 
WORST ALONG THE WATERFRONT
 
Red Hook’s worst conditions were on streets that ran along the waterfront. There were always vacancies in these areas, rat-infested streets where the remaining people were remnants of old populations too weak to move. Families that lived on those streets were most likely to have delinquents as children. The chances, it seemed to them, of a kid going bad increased proportionately with proximity to the water.
 
The study revealed twenty-eight gang hangouts in Red Hook: twenty-three street corners, four pool rooms, and one sandy strip of beach on New York Bay. Investigators were aware, however, that most gang hangouts were secret, and their investigation had failed to reveal those locations.
 
For most youthful gangsters, the gang itself and the boys’ membership in it were secret. A boy would suffer a great deal of punishment before admitting that he was in a gang or that his gang was a bad gang.
 
The gangs were often defined by the area in which the members lived and the turf they “controlled.” Seven of the groups had the sanction of the Catholic Diocese and were allowed to use church rooms for their headquarters. These “gangs”—“clubs” was the word the church preferred—were least likely to contain lawbreakers. But this, too, was not a hard-and-fast rule. There were gangs that were known to shoot dice right under the monsignor’s nose and sometimes engaged in malicious mischief.

 
MANY NEVER GREW UP
 
Italian boys in Red Hook were most apt to be in a gang. Italian elders set an example of lawlessness. That’s my story all over. When I was a kid, I not only dreamed of growing up to be a gangster; it was the only ambition I had, the only life path I could envision.
 
If you’d have told me when I was a kid that I would grow up to be an author, a publisher, and patriarch of a great family, I’d’ve said you were nuts. I grew up. A lot of guys never got the chance.

 
SUGGESTED SOLUTIONS
 
The sub-committee listed suggested fixes for Red Hook’s JD problem. The first was to concentrate on the children. Create park space for the kids of the neighborhood, anything so they wouldn’t have to play among the broken glass and rotting garbage of vacant lots.
 
Another suggestion was an effort to get the boys of Red Hook to go to church. It was common for boys to attend church until they were confirmed and not after.

 
RECTOR? I HARDLY KNEW HER
 
Not everyone agreed with the report. During the Spring of 1927, Monsignor Alfonso Arcese, rector of the Sacred Heart Church at Degraw and Hicks, blamed Red Hook’s juvenile delinquency problem on a city law that said a kid could “drop out” of school at age sixteen but had to attend at least one class per week until he was eighteen or else be considered a truant. The law, which was intended to ease the JD issue, did the opposite.
 
Monsignor Arcese said: “The law prevents boys from getting good jobs. They cannot settle down to good occupations.” Staying in school was the way to go, but for those who did drop out, they should be free to do any job they can find without interference from the Board of Education.
 
In the long run, nothing helped. Red Hook’s kids went bad early and stayed bad. Their lives and the lives of their families were now dominated by the insidious Italian organization known as the Black Hand, with Frankie Yale in charge.


 



CHAPTER 7
 
Frankie Yale’s Last Car Chase
 
FRANKIE YALE’S CREW, the portion of the Black Hand that ran Red Hook, would one day be bossed by Albert Anastasia, would one day become the Gambino crime family with Carlo Gambino as Boss of Bosses, would one day be bossed by John Gotti. While Yale still ran the show, the roster of his gang contains more than a handful of mob hall-of-famers, so let’s start with a list:
 
 

 
Boss
 
Frank “Frankie Yale” Ioele
 
 

 
Underboss
 
Batista Balsamo 
Johnny Torrio
 
 

 
Associates
 
Alphonse “Scarface” Capone 
Vincent “Tony Springs” Romeo 
Jack “Stick ’em Up” Stabile 
Rocco “Rocky” Fischetti, a.k.a. Ralph Fisher, Capone cousin Charles “Trigger Happy” Fischetti, Capone bodyguard and cousin 
Giuseppe Florina, a.k.a. Joe Speranza, early Anastasia kill partner 
Ralph Capone 
Frank Capone 
Joseph “Big Beef” Polusi 
Julio “Crater Face” Piccone 
Frank Nitti 
Frank Brancato 
Albert Anastasia 
Joseph “Frenchie Collins” Carlino 
Sylvester “Sylvie” Agoglia 
Constantino Scanavina 
Vincent “Jimmy Files” D’Amato
 
 

 
Soldiers
 
Giuseppe “Momo” Municharo 
Anthony “Little Augie Pisano” Carfano 
Benedetto “Crazy Brown” Pazzo 
Vincent “Sham Brown” Caponi 
Joseph “Joe Squats” Esposito 
Vincent Mangano 
Phillip Mangano 
Anthony Desso 
Joseph “Rackets” Capolla 
Joseph Profaci 
Tony “Chief” Bonasera 
Willie “Two-Knife” Altieri 
Jimmy “Nap” Napoli 
George “Gino” Ballati 
Vincent “Jimmy” Crisalli 
Alfred Mineo 
Salvatore “Sammy” Pollaccio 
Johnny “Bath Beach” Oddo 
Miquel “Micky” Dimassio
 
 

 
Brooklyn Notorious
 
Jack McGurn 
Guido Bianco 
Rocco Morganti
 
JOHNNY SILK STOCKINGS
 
The first Italian waterfront czar was Giovanni “Johnny Silk Stockings” Giustra, a.k.a John Januzzi. We met him before, because he was in a gunfight with White Handers “Skinny” Shea and “Squint” Walsh in 1925, killing Walsh.
 
Giustra was a dominant power during the 1920s. He was naturalized in 1927 and lived on First Place, same street where I grew up. He was Calabrian and a member of a criminal faction at odds with the Sicilian Mafia.
 
He controlled six International Longshoremen Association (ILA) locals at one point, using Emil Camardo as his front man. Several of the Red Hook piers at the time were known as Camardo piers—but it was Silk Stockings who had the power.
 
Giustra was also a partner, with Carmelo Liconti, in an undertaking firm, where he made sure business was brisk. In 1930, he was arrested for extortion.
 
In May 1931, Giustra was invited to a peace meeting in Manhattan. Word was he was trying to “broker an end to the Castellammarese War,” now that Joe the Boss had been offed.
 
He never made it to the meeting. He was shot to death on Monroe Street, found in a tenement hallway with his pearl-handled pistol laying at his side, unfired. His partner Liconti was knocked off two months later.
 
After Giustra’s death, his widow married Joseph Sergi, who was a “real-estate partner” of Albert Anastasia.
 
Giustra’s funeral was a big deal. It featured a convoy of eighteen cars loaded with flowers, the hearse from the Church of the Sacred Heart, and 132 other cars containing mourners. Of the huge floral pieces sent by mourners, the most spectacular was a humongous heart with a bloody dagger run through it. The donor preferred to remain anonymous. Fifty cops guarded the crowds along the parade route. Thirty-five plain clothesmen mingled to prevent trouble.

 
TONY SPRINGS
 
With Johnny Silk Stockings in the ground, Frankie Yale became The Man in Red Hook. While the Irish still squabbled over piers north of Atlantic Avenue, Yale had the Red Hook docks under his thumb. They turned into a tremendously profitable operation, one that only needed violence now and again to maintain the natural order.
 
Yale’s crew included Vincent “Tony Springs” Romeo, who lived in Red Hook and worked on the docks, a physical presence that kept the labor force in check. Romeo was part of Albert Anastasia’s Calabrian crew. He’d been jailed for assault and robbery, arrested twice for murder—we’ll get to those—but never convicted. Romeo himself would be whacked in 1942.
 
Frankie Yale’s crew was as impressive as any in the history of organized crime, but it failed to protect him. He might as well have gotten in line with Wild Bill, Peg Leg, Red, and the other Irish leaders and waited his turn for the bullet.
 
Yale was popular in Red Hook, as most successful bootleggers were. The booze he sold didn’t cost an arm and a leg, and you didn’t have to worry about burning out your eyeballs like the stumble bums who ate Sterno.
 
People said he wasn’t born bad. He was reasonably well-behaved as a kid. He grew into his badness. His environment rotted his character. Even when he was at his murderous worst, they said, there was a part of him that took his place in the community seriously and often felt the need to give back.
 
Of course, being that he made his first million taking protection money from next-to-broke Italian immigrants, there was plenty of giving back to be done.

 
PRINCE OF PALS
 
Perhaps he worried about the fate of his immortal soul. He became a charitable man, freely helping the poor. He gave five grand to St. Rosalie’s every year. He had a lovely wife, two little girls. If you ignored what he did for a living, he was a desirable citizen. He had a home, a church, parents, kids that he’d do anything for.
 
“Oh my, what a great guy,” his neighbors said. “Too bad he lives by the gun. You know how that turns out.”
 
He was hated by union men, because he broke strikes, but the disenfranchised loved him. When the local deli was robbed, Yale paid the guy back for what he lost. When a peddler lost his cart, he gave the man $200, with some free advice: “Get a horse. You’re too old to walk.”
 
No one called him Brooklyn’s Beau Brummel anymore. Now they called him the Prince of Pals. He was Red Hook’s own—a king.

 
FROM CALABRIA TO FIVE POINTS
 
Yale was born in 1893, in Longobucco, Calabria. He came over as a child and, as a young man, teamed up with Johnny Torrio and joined Paul Kelly’s Five Points Gang in Lower Manhattan.
 
Yale and Torrio took protection in Red Hook to a new level. They shook down everyone in one way or another. All Italian immigrants were under the threat of death if they didn’t pay Yale and Torrio protection. Everyone paid. Those who didn’t were offed. Yale had killed dozens of men by the time he turned twenty-one.
 
Yale was also charged with getting rid of what was left of the White Hand. He is best remembered as a transitional figure when Red Hook went from White Hand to Unione Siciliano control, but getting rid of the last of the Irish was nothing compared to the damage he did to Italian longshoremen who had their pay skimmed and skimmed again by Frankie Yale.

 
ON THE LAM AT SEVENTEEN
 
When Yale was seventeen, around 1910, he hung out in a Coney Island pool hall. One night, he and his friend Bobby Nelson got into a fight with a group of drunks and beat them so badly that they were hospitalized for months. The case forced both Yale and Nelson to go on the lam, but not for long enough. When Yale returned, he was arrested.
 
Yale was the most Americanized Italian hood that Brooklyn had known up until that time. He ran an organization of men whose people came from all areas in Italy, not just Sicily. This inclusiveness opened job opportunities for many Italians who’d previously been held at arm’s length by Sicilian exclusivity. Mob snobs.
 
The Italians were better at this shit than the Irish, and they made more money on the piers than the White Hand could’ve dreamed of. When the dock workers tried to strike because of the way they were treated, Yale’s boys taught the laborers the foolishness of their ways. The men threw the hook over their shoulder and returned to work because it was better to be ill-treated than to be dead. Albert Anastasia—the Lord High Executioner himself—had been whacking Yale’s enemies for him since 1920.

 
YALE COLLECTS . . . AND COLLECTS
 
Yale skimmed everything in Red Hook. If you ran a whorehouse, Yale collected. Local merchants all paid protection. When you paid for ice for the ice box, Yale received a cut.
 
The oddest business Yale ran was as an undertaker. He had his own funeral parlor at 66th Street and 14th Avenue in Bensonhurst. Yale took ’em off the board and put ’em in the ground.
 
His second-oddest side hustle was as a tobacconist. He sold his own brand of cigars, manufactured in a plant in Dyker Heights, Brooklyn, sold in boxes with his likeness on them. The cigars stunk, literally, but it you ran a corner store, those were the cigars you sold, if you knew what was good for you. The cigars were so bad that for a time, any bad cigar was called a Frankie Yale.
 
Brooklyn police would use any excuse to jerk Yale around. He had a gun permit because he sometimes transported large sums of money to and from his various restaurants. During the summer of 1922, cops popped him for gun possession.
 
“Fellas, I got the permit right here, signed by Justice Selah Strong.”
 
They arrested him anyway and held him until Judge Frank Gannon, Jr., scowled at the prosecutor and the arresting officers before slamming down the gavel and setting Yale free.

 
DENIED CITIZENSHIP
 
In 1923, Yale sought U.S. citizenship but was sent packing by New York State Supreme Court Justice William F. Hagarty, who said that even though Yale had never been convicted of a crime, “his record indicated” that he should not become a citizen.
 
The judge not only turned down Yale’s citizenship bid but he also forbade him from reapplying for a number of years, a number which—spoiler alert—Yale never got to. Denying Yale citizenship kept deportation on the table.

 
FIRST SHOTS
 
The first shots were fired at Yale on February 6, 1921, when he and two of his men were ambushed by three gunmen as they stepped out of their car to attend a banquet in downtown Manhattan.
 
Yale had been on his way to the Duane Field Club on the third floor of the building, where a jazz band was jamming for a Sunday night party. The location was once famous as “Diamond Dan” O’Rourke’s saloon.
 
It was about eight thirty p.m. when the band stopped playing after what sounded like a full-fledged gun battle erupted outside. As Yale and the two other hoods got out of the car out front, many shots were fired from a tenement across the street. You couldn’t even see the snipers, flat on their bellies on the fire escape.
 
Earwitnesses said they heard as many as fifteen shots, all in quick succession. Folks ran to the windows to see what they could see. Three men were down on the sidewalk, one dead, one seriously wounded, and one grazed.
 
The dead man was Yale’s bodyguard, twenty-six-year-old Michael Demosci, shot once through the head. Yale was shot in the left breast. The other wounded man was George Bellitti, with a bullet wound that grazed his head. Yale was taken to Broad Street Hospital, where he was treated for a bullet lodged in his lung and arrested on gun charges and as a material witness. He was handcuffed to his bed. Bellitti was taken to the Elizabeth Street police station, where he was patched up, questioned, and thrown in a cell.
 
Several windows were broken in the shooting, and the front walls of nearby buildings were pocked by slugs that missed. Police found the sniper’s nest across the street. The shooters and their guns were gone. All cops found was a bare room with a four-leaf clover drawn on the wall with a green crayon. The police thought at first that this was some sort of Irish emblem but later learned that White Handers, if they drew, always drew a shamrock, three leaves. The four-leaf clover, someone pointed out, was a cross-cultural symbol of good luck and, for all they knew, could’ve been drawn long ago by a child of former tenants.
 
Patrolman Frederick Ulsamer was the closest cop to the shooting. He was down Park Row and saw a spurt of flame when the shooting began. He ran toward the incident, but the shooters had fled by the time he reached the downed men on the sidewalk.
 
The shooters hightailed it to the street, guns in hand, then dropped them and ran south on Park Row. Investigators were uncertain if the shooters had themselves been wounded by return fire and instructed all area hospitals to look out for patients with bullet wounds.
 
In their respective hospitals, Yale and Bellitti said they had no idea what happened. They “happened to be going by the building on Park Row when shooting started.”
 
The shootings occurred against a backdrop of Chinese New Year, with nearby Chinatown being jammed with firecracker-throwing celebrants. Because of the overflow crowds, some working in teams to impersonate dragons, police had difficulty cordoning off the crime scene from a dense group of curiosity seekers.
 
In March, Yale ordered a hit on White Hander, Eddie McFarland, who was promptly dispatched. For the hit, he brought in “Honey Boy” Fletcher from the Detroit Purple Gang. Willie “Two-Knives” Altieri went along to point out the target.
 
McFarland and his lovely date were sitting in the back row at the movies in Red Hook, enjoying a picture called The Revenge of Tarzan. Fletcher attacked from behind and repeatedly stabbed McFarland as his date screamed her lungs out. Fletcher, staying cool, used the lady’s hanky to wipe the blood off his knife.

 
BULLETS FLYING AGAIN
 
On June 15, 1921, a hood named Ernesto Melchiorre visited Yale’s Harvard Inn, had a couple of drinks and then walked out into the Coney Island night. When next observed, his head was no longer attached to his body.
 
Police first learned of the Melchiorre hit from a watchman for the Independent Coal Company. “There’s a drunk down in the lot next door. Drunk wagon better come,” the guard said.
 
“Is he hurt?” dispatch asked.
 
“Oh yeah.”
 
“How bad?
 
“Well, he sure as hell didn’t cut himself shaving,” the watchman replied.
 
When the wagon came, police found a dead man with his head severed from his body. The victim was wearing a new gray suit and new black oxford shoes. In his pocket he carried fifty business cards that read: VENEZIA RESTAURANT AND CAFÉ, KENMARE STREET. PROPRIETOR, SILVIO MELCHIORRE. Silvio turned out to be the dead man’s brother.
 
Seasoned homicide cops said it looked like the “neck wound” came from a single blow, from an “ax or cleaver,” delivered from behind. Melchiorre was killed in a vacant lot on Neptune Avenue in Coney Island, and found lying within ten feet of the sidewalk, blood still oozing from the neck. At first the victim’s identity was unknown, but police guessed Italian and maybe twenty-five years old.
 
On June 17, cops arrested Yale and Pasquale Griffo of the Lower East Side and charged them with the murder of Ernesto Melchiorre.
 
Asked what it was all about, one detective said, “It was a booze feud.”

 
RETALIATION?
 
Exactly a month after the beheading of Melchiorre, bullets again flew in Yale’s direction. He and his brother Angelo were driving west, on Cropsey Avenue in Bath Beach, toward Coney Island. They had gotten to the corner of Cropsey and Bay Twenty-first Street when three gunmen in another car pulled alongside and opened fire.
 
The shooters drove right past the Bath Beach police station while making their escape.
 
Angelo took a bullet. The papers listed him as a chauffeur. A second man was wounded. He was Rocco Lawrence, a private detective, who was shot in the right shoulder and right leg.
 
Frankie Yale, no doubt the target, was unharmed.
 
The closest police officer to the Bath Beach shooting was bicycle cop Jacob Long, who followed the shooters’ car on his bike for a time, then in a commandeered car, but the shooters escaped.
 
The wounded men were taken to Coney Island Hospital. The Bath Beach attack was believed to be retaliation for the Melchiorre beheading.

 
SILVIO A SUSPECT—BRIEFLY
 
Melchiorre’s brother, Silvio, was a suspect in the Bath Beach shootings of Yale’s brother and the private dick. Silvio, only seven months out of prison on a murder charge, stopped being a person of interest a week later when he himself was whacked in front of his Little Italy café, at the corner of Elizabeth and Kenmare Streets. That shooter disappeared running northward on Elizabeth.
 
The only eyewitness to Silvio being whacked was a twelve-year-old boy named Morris Devinski, whose name and address were printed in the next day’s paper. The boy told police that he saw Melchiorre talking with a man in front of the side entrance of Melchiorre’s saloon. As the two conversed, a third man approached with a revolver in his hand and shot Melchiorre five times.
 
The shooting, police said, was carefully planned.
 
With Ernesto and Silvio Melchiorre both dead, their mother, Mrs. Antoinette Melchiorre, who lived in the uptown Little Italy we now know as East Harlem, told investigators that she had come to America with her family in 1911, and Ernesto and Silvio were her only boys. She held a handkerchief to her mouth and nose as she told police, through an interpreter, that she knew nothing about her sons’ business.

 
THIRD ATTEMPT OF THE YEAR
 
On August 8, 1923, there was yet another attempt on Yale’s life. Frankie’s chauffeur, Frank Forte, had taken the Yale family to a christening at a nearby church. When Yale decided to walk back to his home, Forte drove Maria Yale and her two daughters back.
 
As the women exited the vehicle, a carload of four gangsters rolled past, mistook Frank Forte for Yale, and pumped him full of bullets. Yale by this time must’ve known that his days—his minutes—were numbered.

 
BOOZE TRUCKS HIJACKED
 
Al Capone had worked out a deal with Yale to import his illegal booze from Chicago to New York under Yale’s protection. Yale got mad when Capone chose Tony Lombardo to oversee the Unione Siciliana without talking to him about it first.
 
Yale favored another man and publicly dissed Capone. Capone got wind of it and “kept an eye on” Yale. Since Yale was a mentor to the young Capone, Yale figured there was no way Capone would have him whacked. How wrong he was.
 
Someone was hijacking Capone’s booze trucks en route from Chicago to New York. Capone thought Yale was doing it. Capone sent one of his best men, Vincent “Jimmy Files” D’Amato, to survey the truck-hijacking situation, and he reported back to Capone, yeah, it was Yale.
 
D’Amato was one of those arrested for the hit on “Peg Leg” Lonergan. He was manager of the Gold Garage on Gold Street and lived with his dad and sister. He had been away for a year on a drug charge, but was out.
 
On July 8, 1927, D’Amato was whacked, shot in the neck, abdomen, and left side on Twenty-first Street, just across the Gowanus Canal from southernmost Red Hook. The location was also around the corner from the spot where “Peg Leg” Lonergan was fatally shot.
 
Pissed, Capone sent a message, an open letter to the underworld, that there would be “a reply” to D’Amato’s death.
 
An eyewitness saw the victim with two men standing near a black sedan parked on Twenty-first Street and Fourth Avenue, only a few minutes before D’Amato’s body was found.
 
A second passerby told investigators that D’Amato’s two companions followed him as he headed on foot toward Third Avenue. They shot him and dashed back toward Fourth Avenue, where they were seen getting into a dark sedan.

 
YALE’S TIME
 
Yale’s time came on Sunday afternoon, July 1, 1928. Capone was safely in Miami when he sent a team of six pro killers to New York.
 
Yale piled into his brand-new coffee-colored Lincoln coupe and headed north on New Utrecht Avenue, a long and wide road that cut diagonally across the grid from Bensonhurst to Prospect Park.
 
As usual, Yale was driving his car down the precise center of the street, believing that this made him more difficult to ambush from the sides. But it offered him no protection from the rear. He noticed he was being followed.
 
While stopped at a red light, Yale looked into his “car spotter,” which is what they called rearview mirrors back then, and saw a Buick sedan on his ass. Inside were four hoods.
 
When the light turned green, Yale hit the gas hard and raced up New Utrecht, the Buick in close pursuit. Yale wildly spun the wheel and turned onto 44th Street. He didn’t get much further, about a block and a half. The shooters pulled up close and opened fire. After Yale’s car crashed and came to a stop, one shooter jumped out of the pursuing car, pulled Yale from behind the wheel until he was stretched out on his back on the sidewalk, and emptied a .45 automatic into Yale’s head, just to make sure. Yale was shot in his brand-new clothes, a light gray suit and a snappy Panama hat. He wore multiple diamond rings.
 
Other than the point-blank shots, the shooters were wild, firing four times, plugging a parked car and narrowly missing ten-year-old Jeannette Weinstein, who was inside. The kill was quick and brutal, and was seen for good reason as the “reply” that Capone had promised.

 
TOMMY’S DEBUT
 
Eyewitnesses said the Yale’s shooters were in an “olive-drab” Nash sedan, containing four men. (One of them was future boss Frank Costello.) It was a dark sedan, with Indiana license plates, although police later theorized that the eyewitnesses had been mistaken, and that the plates came from Illinois. That fit in better with their theory that Yale’s murder was part of a Chicago mob war.
 
There were four shooters, a witness said, one with a sawed-off shotgun, another with a submachine gun, and two with automatic pistols. The Yale hit is given credit as the first mob hit ever to feature a tommy gun, predating by seven and a half months the Valentine’s Day massacre in Chicago that popularized the weapon in the public’s imagination.
 
According to one eyewitness, Yale’s head was shot “almost off his body.” A load of shotgun pellets had blown away much of his neck.
 
Police quickly found that Yale’s car had been armor-plated and was considered bulletproof. But the windows were not bulletproof, a fatal mistake.

 
TWO WIVES
 
After photographing the stiff at the scene, the coroner hauled it off to the morgue where it was ID’d by the black clad and weeping widow Maria “Mary” Yale (née Delapia), accompanied by a neighbor, Ray Bruno.
 
After Mary, who’d left Frankie two years earlier, filled out a few forms, undertaker John Graziano hearsed the body to the Yale home where it was prepped for funeral. (The question of to whom to release the body became complicated when a Lucienda Julotta “Lucy” Yale, who lived on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, said she was the wife, and her two-month-old baby was Yale’s. The first wife got the body—but there was drama.)
 
Yale’s friends went to the Brooklyn Burial Company on Atlantic Avenue and purchased a $15,000 casket, trimmed in solid silver.
 
Not long after the body left the morgue, Yale’s troops arrived, acting tough. They punched their palms and told a reporter that they didn’t know who did it, but whoever it was, they were going to give him “the works.”

 
BENNY IS SMITHEREENED
 
Retaliation was swift. Only eight hours after Yale’s death, another hood bit the dust, this one in Uptown Manhattan. Fruit salesman/ bootlegger Benny Kanowitz was blown into a million pieces by a car bomb, an explosive device called an “ingenious instrument” by police.
 
Yale’s eulogies said that he was a gangster and a bootlegger, but would be best remembered as a “fixer,” a guy who successfully kept himself and his friends out of jail. Most famously, he sprung Al Capone after Capone was identified as at the scene of “Peg Leg” Lonergan’s murder.
 
One theory, a good one, was that Yale had once been Capone’s friend, but no more. Every detective in Brooklyn was assigned the case.

 
TRACING YALE’S MOVEMENTS
 
Detectives piecing together Yale’s last hours found that he’d been to visit his girlfriend, wife, whatever she was, Lucy, on the Upper West Side, the morning before he died. From there he went to a speakeasy, a joint called the Sunrise Club, and had been drinking for two hours when he received a phone call. The caller told Yale that Lucy was home alone with their baby daughter and was somehow in trouble, and that he’d better return home immediately.
 
Hanging up, he explained that the call was about his wife, he didn’t specify which, and that she needed help.
 
Joseph Piraino offered to give Yale a ride, but Frankie waved him off.
 
“I have my car,” Yale said.

 
A CONVOY OF MOURNERS
 
The crowds came out for Yale’s funeral. The body was laid out at Boyerton Funeral Chapel, on Lafayette Avenue in Brooklyn. The cortege from the parlor to the church featured thirty-eight cars, all covered with flowers, like a Rose Bowl float.
 
There were 250 other cars full of mourners, and the streets were lined with fifteen thousand onlookers, hoping to catch a glimpse of something memorable. The church was St. Rosalia’s in Bensonhurst.
 
When members of Yale’s gang arrived, impromptu usher Little Augie Pisano took them by the elbow and led them up front to their seats.

 
AWKWARD
 
Both of Yale’s widows were at the funeral, both weeping. Yale’s two young daughters by Mary, Rosa and Isabella, were there, but seemingly unaffected by grief.
 
Lucy held her baby to her chest. At the funeral parlor a large ribbon had been tied around a pole, saying “We’ll See Them, Kid!” It was a message to Yale’s spirit indicating that vengeance would be swift.
 
Little Augie Pisano, the head usher, had to work harder than perhaps he’d envisioned. His job was to keep the widows as far apart as possible. There would eventually be a fight between them for Yale’s estate, but today, Little Augie wanted to keep the peace.

 
“EVERYBODY LOVED MY FRANKIE”
 
Also, there were members of other gangs. The guy who ran Harlem at the time, Louie the Wolf, a Johnny Pump of a man with an oversized black mustache, arrived with thirty of his best men in tow.
 
There were 150 cops on the scene, in plain clothes, mingling with the mourners. The last to enter the church was Yale’s mother, supported on either side by Frankie’s two brothers. At one point, as she walked down the aisle, she wrenched her arms free so she could raise them over her head in lament.
 
She cried out, “My Frankie, oh my Frankie, everybody loved my Frankie.”
 
Father A. F. Cioffi presided over the funeral mass, and during his homily referred to the deceased as a devout worshipper.
 
When the service at St. Rosalia’s was over, Yale’s most heavily muscled goons lifted the casket, which must’ve been heavy as hell, and carried it to the hearse for the parade to the cemetery. The motorcade was led by ten police motorcycles, as Yale’s remains were taken on a meandering route along the Gowanus, then down to the streets of Bay Ridge and Bensonhurst.

 
KEEP THE WOMEN OUT OF THE HOLE
 
By the time the casket reached Holy Cross Cemetery in East Flatbush, the crowds had thinned. There was no ceremony at the gravesite, so the only sounds were the weeping of Yale’s mom and wives.
 
When gravediggers began to lower the hammered silver casket into the grave, the competition for alpha mourner was on. All three women made a move to jump in the hole but were held back by relatives.
 
The mom scooped up dirt in her arthritic hands from the pile created by the freshly dug grave and threw it onto the casket. Members of Yale’s gang stepped forward and dropped red roses into the hole. Nobody jumped in the hole.
 
Then everyone stepped back. The gravedigger spit on his rock-hard palms, picked up his shovel, and went to work.

 
THE ABANDONED CAR OF MR. COX
 
In the meantime, detectives were overwhelmed.
 
“Saints preserve us, there’s more suspects than Carter’s got little liver pills,” Inspector John J. Sullivan said.
 
On July 2, they located the murder car abandoned on 36th Street between Second and Third Avenues, a couple hundred yards from the docks in Sunset Park, Brooklyn. Patrol cop called it in.
 
“How do you know it’s the right car?” Sullivan asked.
 
“Well, sir, it’s got the weapons in it. Machine gun, shotgun, and automatic pistols, a .38 and a .45.”
 
So that was a break. When the car was traced, it was found to belong to a Mr. Cox, a fake name. The car had been sold by a Nash dealership in Memphis, Tennessee, and had been registered in Chicago, then driven from Chicago to Brooklyn.
 
That clinched it for theorists: Yale’s hit men were imported from the Outfit.
 
There were other indications that this was true. The machine gun traced back to a town in Illinois, and the shotgun and pistols traced directly to Chicago. The night before the hit, the murder car and the killers stayed in an Atlantic City hotel.
 
Sullivan wasn’t afraid to say it: “When the murder is traced to its ultimate source, we will find Alphonse Capone.”
 
(Police were so quick to rule out local guns that Albert Anastasia had an idea. When he sent a hit team to off a guy in New York City, he gave them hats from a Chicago milliner. “Lose ’em on your way out,” Anastasia said. The cops saw the discarded hats as clues and told reporters they suspected the assassins were shipped in from Chicago. In reality, the killers would be “Bugsy” Goldstein and “Blue Jaw” Magoon from Murder, Inc., home and playing cards behind Midnight Rose’s Candy Store in Brownsville, Brooklyn.)
 
With the funeral over, the free members of Yale’s crew held a powwow and Little Augie was officially elected as Yale’s replacement running the docks.

 
JOY SHOOTING
 
On July 10, 1928, in a case that was later chalked up to mistaken identity, a carload of Italian men cruising Red Hook in a green Chrysler sedan opened fire on four Puerto Rican men hanging out at the corner of Sackett and Van Brunt.
 
Five different guns were used, a possible record for a drive-by shooting. Everyone in the car wanted a piece of the action. Two of the victims died. The other two were wounded, one in the jaw, the other in the left shoulder. The shootings, which might’ve been nothing more than joyriding and joy shooting, was given significance, as it brought an official end to a truce on violence following Frankie Yale’s funeral.

 
FLORINA IS PACKING
 
Eleven days after Yale’s death, police arrested Giuseppe Florina of Sackett Street. Florina was one of those rare hoods who’d gone from the death house in Sing Sing to freedom. (We’ll get to that story in the Anastasia section in the next chapter.)
 
On this day police nabbed Florina in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. They’d seen him climb into a taxi with a suspicious bulge in his hip pocket. So they stopped and frisked—sure enough, Florina was packing.
 
Police were, however, frustrated to learn that, despite Florina’s record, he had a license to carry the poorly concealed weapon, and there was nothing they could do to hold him. Florina, just to be a pain in the ass, also offered a solid alibi for the Yale hit. Although there was grumbling about why a judge would give a guy like Florina a gun license, he was released.

 
YOUNG PUT-TOGETHER WOMEN
 
There was excitement on August 2, when police picked up two attractive young women, well-dressed and “put-together,” in connection with the Yale murder. The women frustrated hungry photographers by hiding in the center of a tight huddle of detectives, John J. Sullivan and nine others. Photogs couldn’t get a shot; the women were escorted to a police car.
 
Those same photographers and their reporter pals ran to their autos as the cop car with the women in it pulled away from the curb. Those journalists were taken on a scenic route around Brooklyn, along the piers in Red Hook, then across the Gowanus and down Fourth Avenue to Bay Ridge, through the streets of Bensonhurst, and all the way to Coney Island. The press remained in constant pursuit.
 
“Where are they going next, Canarsie?” one Brooklyn scribe snarled.
 
After three hours on the road, the reporters on their tail the entire way, the women were returned to the downtown courthouse where they spent six hours being questioned in the chambers of Judge Charles J. Dodd. OUT OF ORDER signs were put on all elevators during the time the women were in the courthouse.

 
WOMEN ID’D
 
By the next day, the press knew the women’s names, but not much else. They were Lee Wiley, a Native American cabaret singer and dancer, and Ruth Elwood, also described as a dancer.
 
The importance of the women revealed itself patiently. They’d been picked up because they were gabbing with friends and workmates, saying they knew someone who supplied guns for the Yale hit, a guy named Parker “Fatty” Henderson, Jr., from Miami, Florida, son of a former Miami mayor. They’d met Fatty the previous year, when they were down there for a job.
 
Investigators desperately wanted them to implicate someone from Chicago, Capone in particular, who had a palatial mansion in Miami. But the women maintained they knew no Chicago hoods.
 
Police, when they finally commented on the women, said that both told a clear, believable story, and because of that, cops were holding them for their own safety. There was buzz that there’d already been an attempt to “get at” the women, but police denied it.
 
Then the connection came that law enforcement had been hoping for. They located Fatty, and he admitted that he had purchased a dozen guns as a favor to Capone.
 
“Only I didn’t know it was Capone. I didn’t know his name until just now and you showing me this picture,” Henderson said.
 
Cops didn’t buy that for a second. The smallest schoolchild knew what Al Capone looked like.
 
“Okay, you didn’t know the guy’s name. Why did he want so many guns, Fatty?”
 
“He didn’t tell me what the guns were for,” Henderson insisted.

 
WHERE’S CAPONE?
 
Police in Florida were keeping an eye on Capone’s home, but he hadn’t been seen in two weeks, since well before Yale was put on the spot.
 
A frowning Fatty was hauled up North, smuggled in a courthouse side door, and put before a Brooklyn grand jury on August 6, 1928. He brought with him a receipt for the weapons’ purchase, which verified that one of the pistols had the same serial number as a gun found in the murder car.

 
HOW ARE WE SUPPOSED TO PUTT?
 
The Yale hit lost the front page briefly to make way for one of Brooklyn’s all-time-most-gruesome killings, and that is saying something. On August 6, even as the grand jury was meeting six miles to the north, the body of a middle-aged man was found, displayed for all to see, on the eighteenth green of Dyker Beach Golf Course, just off 86th Street.
 
The gruesome part was that the body was just short of decapitated, the head ninety-five percent chopped off, from one blow with an ax. The body had been killed elsewhere and placed on the green after the blood had drained. The ax had only been used once, but the body was covered with what the coroner counted as forty-four stab wounds.
 
The stiff was photographed and then moved to the Kings County morgue, where it was identified by a traumatized widow as a dry cleaner named Marino from Queens. The guy had ticked off somebody, but investigators were fairly certain it had nothing to do with Yale.

 
AUGIE’S UPTOWN PIECE OF WORK
 
Gunfire that did appear Yale-related occurred on September 11, when a pair of cousins, Joseph Percella and Michael Vitello of Frog Hollow, Bronx, were shot down on East 150th Street in the City. Percella’s uncle John was also wounded.
 
Police said the dead men had been bootleggers in competition with Yale’s crew. A be-on-the-lookout was put out for Little Augie. Police staked out both his fourteen-room suite on Manhattan’s East Side, and his house in Brooklyn, but he’d vanished.

 
THE NOT-NICE NEPHEW
 
Two days later Yale’s nephew, twenty-three-year-old Frank Turciato, and his friend Louis Rapolo were arrested for assaulting a seventeen-year-old dance instructor named Annette Martin.
 
They wanted her to do more than teach dance, and when she refused, they “slapped and beat her.” She had a shiner to prove it. Rapolo said there was an argument, but nobody hit nobody. After giving the matter thought, she decided not to press charges, and it went away.

 
LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION
 
Gunfire erupted on September 29, in Borough Park, right outside Yale’s old headquarters in that neighborhood. A laundry wagon driver, twenty-nine-year-old Benjamin Zigalante, was shot as he was trotting his horse down the street.
 
Police believed it was the location of the shooting that was sending a message, and the man and his horse were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.
 
Zigalante was shot in the leg, rushed to United Israel Zion Hospital, where surgeons found he’d only suffered a flesh wound.

 
TWO TOMMY GUNS
 
The New York police got aggressive. A few guys went to Florida and paid a visit with Capone himself, who apparently agreed to an interview. We don’t know what was asked and answered, just that Capone was unhelpful.
 
Next up, they sought a ballistic connection to Chicago. Police Commish Grover Whalen sent two detectives to Chicago to check out new leads. Whalen was convinced that one Frederick Burke (a.k.a. Dane) was the man who killed Yale, using a now notorious weapon. Burke was one of the most wanted fugitives in the country, theoretically on the lam after shooting a cop in St. Joseph, Michigan. Burke, it was said, was a member of Egan’s Rats of St. Louis, which specialized in robbing banks. Sergeant Harvey Butts, NYPD ballistics expert, determined that the bullet that killed Yale did not come from the celebrated Chicago gun.
 
The ballistics report sent New York investigators back to the drawing board.


 



CHAPTER 8
 
The Death Dance of Mike Shots
 
LITTLE AUGIE HAD BEEN the public replacement for Frankie Yale, head usher and troubleshooter at the funeral, voted in as boss, and vanished suspect in the September 11 twin murders. But in reality, thirty-four-year-old Michael “Mike Shots” Abbatemarco wore the boots on the ground, running the docks of Red Hook. Some said Mike Shots didn’t sleep. He was too busy pushing poor slobs around. (The nickname was originally spelled Schatz, the German word for sweetheart, but the spelling didn’t last.)
 
Abbatemarco made his first million in beer and narcotics, and he was said to still be active in those rackets, along with his new gig, soaking every pier from Atlantic Avenue to the base of Conover Street.
 
The Mike Shots story had a sudden ending. At four fifteen a.m. on October 6, 1928, he was found slumped over the wheel of his sports car at the ass end of Bath Beach (83rd Street between Twenty-fourth and Twenty-fifth Avenues), dead from four shots from a .38, three in the head and one in the chest, pumped into him at point-blank range.
 
DEATH DANCE
 
Assuming the gun didn’t move much, we get a sense of the victim’s death dance by his wounds, one in his neck, his chest, his right cheek, and probably last his forehead. The cheek shot blew his teeth out, and they were scattered inside the car along with assorted other gore.
 
The body was found by a beat cop, Patrolman Vincent Ferrante, who was expecting no trouble as he strolled along the quiet residential block. He saw a brand-new Nash coupe, green with white racing stripe, its front wheels near the curb but its hind end out into the street. The motor was running, and the hatless driver appeared unconscious. Up close, he looked real dead. Ferrante called it in and the scene was worked over.
 
Three of the slugs were still in Mike and the fourth had to be dug out of the seat cushion. In the vacant lot across the street, about a hundred feet away, police found a .38 Smith & Wesson long with one remaining cartridge. The gun was dusted for fingerprints without success. But the pistol still had its serial number, and cops were hoping that would be a valuable clue.
 
Abbatemarco was a rich man, yet only had five bucks in his pocket.

 
MOVIN’ ON UP
 
Even though Mike Shots had quite the reputation as a bootlegger and overall underworld power-player, he had next to no record. He’d been popped a couple of times. One arrest came when he was caught by the feds pulling black-market whiskey from a ship docked at the United Fruit Company’s pier. Despite an ensuing gunfight in which a man, not Mike, was shot, Abbatemarco walked.
 
Another bust came in Flatbush, Brooklyn, when cops found a loaded gun in his car. He’d been the victim of a crime in Red Hook, four gunmen once shot at him and missed as he sipped espresso in a little joint on Union Street. He told the judge he had a right to defend himself and got off with a scolding.
 
Judging from Mike’s lifestyle, he’d come into some major moolah. He had lived until recently with his Irish wife, Tessie, on First Street, just on the other side of the Gowanus, but obviously more money had come his way, as he bought one of those Bay Ridge mansions that overlook the bay.
 
Abbatemarco acquired his bootlegging skills honestly, as he was the nephew of Johnny Romanelli, a Brooklyn undertaker who, as soon as Prohibition began, used the receptacles of his business—that is, caskets—to smuggle drums of pure alcohol, which would be diluted into “liquor.”
 
Mike’s turf was extensive. He supplied the booze for Red Hook, Sunset Park, Bay Ridge, Bensonhurst, and Coney Island. His partner was Little Augie, not by choice. He’d been promised bad things would happen if Little Augie were not his partner.

 
THE DEATH SCENE
 
When Abbatemarco’s body was found he still had one foot on the clutch. His right arm was positioned as if he were reaching for the gear shift. He wasn’t getting anywhere, though. The emergency brake was on. For some reason, Mike’s gray hat was on the street several feet behind the car.
 
The one eyewitness was a baker, Jack Simons, on his way to work. He saw a man get out of the murder car. The man, wearing a light topcoat and a light soft hat, walked toward him for a moment, then stopped and turned back toward the car. After that, the baker paid him no mind and seconds later heard the shots, so loud he thought he’d jump out of his skin. He turned back and saw the same man now running toward him, carrying something in his hand. The baker was certain he was about to die, but the shooter ran right past him, cut a corner through a vacant lot, where he dropped his gun, and was gone.
 
The neighborhood was asleep. No one admitted to hearing the shots. One woman later said she heard something but thought it was a car backfiring.

 
LAST HOURS
 
Investigators looked into Abbatemarco’s last movements. They learned that the victim was not an early riser. He was out at four in the morning because he hadn’t been to bed yet.
 
He’d played cards with six other men in the back room of a joint he owned a piece of, the Lyceum Cafe at Union Street and Fourth Avenue—the same corner where I would see his first hit when I was five. Two of the card players were Mike’s cousins, Arthur and James Cardillo. When the game was over, his cousin James walked out with him, said good night, and last saw Mike heading for his car on Carroll Street.
 
Mike was a well-known friend of Frankie Yale. His relationship with Little Augie was more complex, perhaps simplified by the fact that Augie had disappeared. Some said Augie was in Chicago. Who knows?

 
FRANKIE SHOTS
 
Police took the murder of his brother as an excuse to lean on Frank Abbatemarco, Frankie Shots, who would become a major Red Hook player, but in 1928 was described as a “slight, sallow looking young man.” (He’s important to our story, because he would become the President Street Boys’ capo when they were young.)
 
Back in 1928, though, Frankie Shots didn’t have much to say. Police were looking for a reason to arrest him, hoping his tongue would loosen following a night on Raymond Street. They got nothing and let him go.
 
Little birds began to talk to the cops: Mike Shots was iced by someone he trusted, by someone he allowed to ride with him in his car. At the card game, everything went smoothly. No arguments. No fights. But there was an edge because the stakes were high. His car was parked on Carroll Street. Mike’s cousin James saw him to his car. Mike said he was headed straight home.

 
“A DIRTY LIE”
 
Abbatemarco’s body was prepped for funeral by John Romanelli, who was both an undertaker and Mike’s cousin. He’d also handled Frankie Yale’s body after the morgue was through with it.
 
One of the Brooklyn papers asked Romanelli if this was going to be another big mob funeral like Yale’s.
 
Romanelli took offense. “Mike never was a gangster or a chief,” he said. “He never packed a rod, and he was so good-natured that he never hurt anybody. It’s a dirty lie that he was Frankie Yale’s partner. He was in the trucking business. Everyone who knew him can tell you that he was generous and pleasant, and he didn’t have an enemy in the world, I can’t understand who would want to murder him.”
 
He was probably telling the truth as he saw it. He just didn’t know the full picture.
 
Some said aloud that it was a sign of Mike’s stature that Frankie Yale’s casket cost fifteen grand and Mike’s only ten. Still, Mike would spend his eternal rest in the folds of purple silk. By any measure Abbatemarco had been a big-time operator. He ran three thousand kegs of beer from Philly into Brooklyn every week.

 
MIKE’S PARADE
 
On the morning of October 10, a cortege of 135 cars followed a Fort Hamilton military escort from the Abbatemarco home through the streets of Red Hook, which were lined with mourners.
 
A man who gave you beer in a time of no beer, well, that was a man and a half. The little shops and restaurants of Red Hook were empty, as everyone was out at the curb, wearing Sunday best, hair slicked down, paying their respects.
 
The parade went down President Street, Nevins Street, and to Carroll, past the Lyceum Café where Abbatemarco played his last hands of poker, and eventually to the Church of Our Lady of Peace on Carroll Street, practically on the bank of the Gowanus. Across the street from the church, every window was open, with two or three heads sticking out.
 
He’d earned the military escort by fighting for close to a year and a half in France during the First World War as a sergeant in the Sixteenth Engineers. The army had originally turned down the widow’s request for an escort, because Abbatemarco had received a dishonorable discharge. But she insisted it was his right, and they eventually saw things her way.
 
At the church, just outside the gate, a thousand persons had gathered, men, women, and children. They watched quietly. As the cortege approached, police stepped in and made everyone cross the street and watch from the other side. Near the church’s front steps tough guys warned journalists not to take photos and were ignored. Plainclothes cops mingled, searching for mourners who might also be wanted.
 
When the cortege pulled up out front, the casket went into the church first. Mike Shots’s mom followed immediately behind, and though her head was bowed, her legs were steady.
 
Following her was the widow, Tessie, and their two-year-old son, Little Mikey. Tessie faltered at one point, a small stumble, but then stopped and began to lament, “I’m coming, I’m coming to be with you, Mikey!” She then dropped to her knees and had to be yanked back to her feet.
 
It was a High Mass, which meant it went on forever. Everything was sung rather than spoken, with Father Alphonso “Sing a note, any note” Parziale doing the bulk of the high crooning. Near the altar were many floral pieces, one sent from Chicago by Al Capone, another sent by Little Augie from parts unknown.
 
At Holy Cross Cemetery, before three hundred mourners, the military escort was joined by a bugler from the base, who played Taps, and riflemen, who fired three volleys at the gravesite, which was only about one hundred feet from Frankie Yale’s grave.
 
Predictably, Tessie tried to toss herself into the pit, but was restrained. Widows trying to jump into the hole was apparently a thing back then. She approached the hole a second time, but less aggressively, throwing a flower onto the casket and holding up her small son.
 
“Look at your boy, Mikey,” she said.
 
The kid didn’t know what was going on.
 
It was at the gravesite that the family first took notice of three beautiful blonde women holding handkerchiefs over their faces, partially to blot up emotion and partially to keep anyone from getting a good look at them.

 
EVAPORATED OPTIMISM
 
Early in the investigation, police told reporters they expected to make an arrest “within hours.” But as time dragged on, that optimism was gone, replaced by a collective shrug of the shoulders.
 
There was still one angle to work. Mike had a weakness for the broads. Somewhere in the case, investigators hypothesized, there was a femme fatale.
 
Three months after the murder, a guy named Ralph “Captain Moon” Sprizza was dragged in and charged. Police called him “the last man seen with Mike Shots.” Captain Moon had a record as a thief, but this seemed out of his league. He was quickly released.
 
The baker Jack Simons remained their whole case. Who knew if he’d ever ID anyone? He wasn’t stupid. He knew why there was always a police car parked outside his house in Bensonhurst. After a while he began to emphasize how dark it was on that street when the shooter ran by him, how he couldn’t make out the guy’s features.


 



CHAPTER 9
 
Toto, Too
 
LESS THAN FOUR FULL DAYS after Abbatemarco was hit, Black Hander Salvatore “Toto” D’Aquila was whacked. Sicilian-born in the nineteenth century, he was thirtysomething when he came over on the boat, already a veteran of the rackets. He entered the American thing at capo level for Giuseppe “Clutch Hand” Morello’s crew.
 
Clutch Hand was Mafioso through and through and got his nickname because he was born with a deformed right hand, which had only one hook-shaped finger. That deformity struck fear. As a young man, as far back as 1896, Clutch Hand was a gang leader, his first crew known as the 107th Street Gang, with turf in the old uptown Little Italy. When Morello went up the river, instead of moving up, Toto chose to switch crews, and formed his own thing of which he could be boss. He was good at it and gained power in Little Italy. Eventually, he became serious competition for those still loyal to Morello.
 
The main guys in D’Aquila’s crew were Frank Scalise, who you’ll read more about later, Manfredi Mineo, Umberto Valenti, and Giuseppe Traina. The cover story during much of D’Aquila’s adult life was that he was a “butter and cheese merchant”.
 
When the Clutch Hand got out of jail, D’Aquila tried to have him whacked. Failing, Toto—with wife and daughters in tow—headed uptown, way uptown to Southern Boulevard in the Boogie-Down Bronx, no longer able to show his face in Little Italy because of the target on his back.
 
LUCK RUNS AMOK
 
Toto’s luck ran out at six p.m. on October 10, 1928. He dared to return downtown—his daughter needed to see a doctor. While she was in the doctor’s office, he was shot dead on the sidewalk at the corner of Avenue A and East 13th Street.
 
Three gunmen Swiss-cheesed Toto, then jumped back into a car that sped westward on 13th Street. His wife and daughters—ages three, five, and twenty-one—were in the office of Dr. D. Cascio, on Avenue A, close enough to hear the shots.
 
Toto had stepped out to look under the hood of his car, as it was clunking during the ride down from the Bronx. The three gunmen called out to D’Aquila. He pulled his head out from under his hood and stood up straight to face them before they began firing.
 
A cop threw a blanket over the corpse’s ghastly head. Kids gathered around to gawk. An Irish cop tried to shoo away the rubberneckers, young and old. “All right, move along. The man is dead. Everything else is under investigation,” he said.
 
The blanket was removed for the photographer who memorialized the scene and then again for the medical examiner, who officially proclaimed the victim dead. A technician chalked a line around the corpse before attendants threw Toto on a stretcher and hauled him off.
 
Police allowed the wife and the eldest daughter to receive some medical care for their hysteria, then dragged them down to the Fifth Street police station for a good grilling.

 
CARMELLO’S BARBER SHOP
 
On January 17, 1930, the streets of Red Hook sounded like a shoot-’em-up Western in those newfangled talkie movies—guns blazing, shouts of “cheese-it, the cops,” and police whistles calling for backup. A Columbia Street barbershop was being knocked off. Barber Carmello Martinez was shaving a customer when the robbers entered the shop, each brandishing a gun. The barber gave up a three-hundred-dollar diamond ring, a watch worth a hundred bucks, and one dollar in cash. The guy being shaved and several customers waiting were also robbed.
 
Patrolman Charles Byrnes of the Bergen Street Station was quickly on the scene.
 
A sailor, Radamus Leandri, around the corner from the shop, saw police in pursuit of someone. Then he saw a cop coming for him, so he ducked into a tenement. Thinking that odd, Patrolman Frank Sullivan followed the sailor.
 
Sullivan called on the sailor to put his hands up and freeze. The sailor refused to do so, for reasons only he knew. When Leandri reached for something that the cop thought might be a gun, Sullivan killed Leandri with three slugs to the gut. Turned out Leandri had nothing to do with the burglary.
 
One of the burglars fired at Byrnes but missed and struck ten-year-old Salvatore Famereto, who lived on Degraw Street and was returning home from school. The bullet entered his abdomen.
 
The fleeing men used a car at first, but the streets were so narrow and congested that they gave up the vehicle and fled on foot. Patrolman Byrnes was closest in pursuit.
 
Byrnes chased the crooks down a crowded block and into a store. He ran through the store to the rear door, where he looked out and saw the perps going over a fence. He opened fire on them as they dropped into an alley on the other side.
 
Byrnes scaled the wall and continued his pursuit in the alley. The police cordoned off the entire block and searched building by building until, as luck would have it, Byrnes himself caught the culprits.

 
FREEDOM FOR ROSE
 
Back at the scene of the sailor’s death, police picked up a woman named Mrs. Rose Bankater and questioned her. Her story was hair-raising. She said she was twenty-one years old and had been in Red Hook for about three weeks.
 
“I’m married to a housepainter in Boston. I got bored and came to New York looking for romance,” she said.
 
“Why Red Hook?”
 
“I tried to think of everyone I knew who might be living in New York, and the only address I could remember was on Sedgwick, so there I went.”
 
“What happened when you got there?”
 
“I found that the people I knew had moved a long time ago,” she said. “Instead, I encountered Leandri. He promised me romance but held me prisoner instead.”
 
This made Patrolman Sullivan feel a lot better. He went from accidentally shooting a bystander after a burglary to having taken out a kidnapper and white slaver, thus freeing his captive.

 
RED HOOK AFTER DARK
 
On January 12, twenty-four-year-old Bernard Accardi shot and killed Salvatore Papacema, with a single bullet in the heart, and seriously wounded Joseph Durcio.
 
Accardi and another man didn’t like the fact that Papacema and Durcio were dancing with their dates. The gunmen followed the victims and young women out of the dance to a coffee shop on Ninth Street.
 
The dancing “dates” at the center of the murder were arrested and charged with vagrancy.

 
MACHINE GUN AL
 
On January 15, 1930, police rounded up a teenage Italian gang in Red Hook. Alfred Barletta, Rocco Desapio, Cesar Montana, and other Red Hook street terrors were feeling blue on Raymond Street, charged with multiple counts of assault and robbery. The kids blabbed, leading to the arrest of “Machine Gun Al” Barletta, who supplied guns to the outlaws of Red Hook, young and old.
 
Which brings us to Red Hook’s most infamous boss: The Mad Hatter, Lord High Executioner, Albert Anastasia.


 



CHAPTER 10
 
The Mad Hatter: Umberto Anastasio
 
A DESERTER FROM THE ITALIAN NAVY and far, far from home, teenaged Umberto Anastasio jumped ship in Red Hook. He had survived a hellish boyhood of natural disasters and famine and arrived in America hard, cruel, and cold.
 
If he had ambitions to make it in organized crime, he had come to the right place. The FBI traced Anastasio’s activity with dock gangs back to 1921. His brothers, Tony, Jerry, and Joe, joined him after a few years, took the initiation, joined a crew, and divvied up the waterfront.
 
At first, they worked for Frankie Yale’s crew but moved up with each hit until Umberto Anastasio, now known as Albert Anastasia, was on top. He also ran Murder, Inc., for Lucky Luciano, which made it convenient if somebody pissed Anastasia off. He could do his own killing, but advisors told him to farm out those duties once he became powerful. He earned the moniker, Lord High Executioner —which just so happens to be the name of the book we wrote about him, which if you haven’t read it, you should.
 
More than ever, dockworkers were cruelly dominated, subjected to the daily shape-up, subjected to degrading verbal abuse. There were still more workers than jobs, a fact that left the pier boss with tremendous power. He decided who would and wouldn’t be able to feed their families.
 
Mob control over all money in Red Hook was absolute. Men knew that there was no point in attending shape-ups unless they bought bread at the correct bakery and purchased groceries at the mob-controlled store. In fact, a system was usually in place whereby the worker could pay in advance for the month’s shopping and receive vouchers for mob-controlled stores.
 
TERREMOTO
 
Young Umberto was a guy who learned fast to rely on his toughness. He was embarrassed about his speech. He felt he spoke neither Italian nor English very well. But he was tough as nails, with hands like a wrestler, qualities that suited him when it came to both getting work and handling himself with his competitive and ill-tempered coworkers.
 
His nickname was “Terremoto” or Cyclone, a reference to his quick fists. No one got in the Cyclone’s way anymore.
 
One of the best parts of working on the piers, Umberto thought, was that, as long as no one was looking directly at you when you did it, stuff fell off the boat all the time and managed to go home with you at the end of the day.
 
If someone told him they didn’t like it, Umberto fed him a knuckle sandwich. One of the reasons he accrued power so efficiently is that he had the look of a leader—something in Umberto’s barrel chest, in the chiseled nature of his features, in the way he just laid out guys who got in his way.
 
He loved to gamble but he wasn’t always good at it, and he was quick to assume a conspiracy against him when his luck turned abruptly. He was never one of the guys. He didn’t have friends. He didn’t have fun. At least not in a civilized way. He thought it was fun to hurt people. That was the thing that got him off.

 
FIRST KNOWN KILL
 
Anastasia, now called Albert, was already astute at breaking legs and softening skulls, but as far as we know, he didn’t kill anybody until May 16, 1920, five months into Prohibition and still four months shy of his eighteenth birthday.
 
On that day Albert and his lifelong partner in crime, Giuseppe Florina, argued with a guy named George Terrillo at the corner of Union and Columbia in the heart of Red Hook. Terrillo, it is said, was angry that Anastasia and Florina had robbed a friend of his. He demanded they give the money back. Instead, Anastasia and Florina pulled their guns and shot Terrillo, who was dead before his head hit the sidewalk, which it did with a sick thud.
 
Mrs. Margaret Farrera Viccio witnessed the murder. She said the thing she would never forget was the look on Anastasia’s face when he squeezed the trigger. It was the face of a complete maniac, a purely evil human being who was taking the life of another and enjoying every second of it.
 
“You sure of who you saw?” cops asked.
 
“Yeah. It was Florina and his friend Albert,” she said.
 
She explained that it was a delicate matter on account of she was a married woman, but she knew Florina when she saw him because she used to be his girlfriend. Still, even with the positive ID, it was months before Florina and Anastasia were arrested and thrown into the Raymond Street hellhole.

 
RIOT OR RESCUE
 
There are indications that the murder of Terrillo was more than just an argument. Anastasia and Florina pulled serious backing when they bumped off the guy. At their 1921 murder trial, extra security was present in the State Supreme Court room, as there was a perpetual threat of “riot or rescue.”
 
Guards worried both about people trying to get out of the courtroom and those trying to get in. The key prosecution witness was Mrs. Viccio, who fearlessly testified. At one point, while she was on the witness stand, Anastasia caught her attention and drew his finger across his throat.
 
Florina—his face flushed with outrage that an ex-goumada would turn on him—stood up, tore at his hair, and screamed at the woman: “Shut the fuck up. You are killing your family with your lies,” he yelled.
 
Both defendants were removed from the courtroom and the trial went on without them. They were placed in a cell one floor below, where they paced like tigers in the zoo. A roiling mob of Calabrians simmered in the halls outside the courtroom.
 
On May 10, 1921, Florina and Anastasia, now eighteen years old, received word that the jury had arrived at a verdict. By court order, the defendants’ countrymen, who’d hovered menacingly over the proceedings, were forced out of the courtroom—and the courthouse, onto the streets with the court gates locked—before the jury entered to deliver its verdict:
 
Guilty, murder one.
 
The sentencing hearing was held on Wednesday, May 25, 1921, before Justice James C. Van Siclen. The defendants were allowed to make a final statement. Anastasia was insecure about his verbal skills and chose to remain mute, but Florina talked and talked and talked. His statement lasted forty minutes. He went over every point in his defense.
 
“I am being sent to my death by my former sweetheart,” he said. “I think I am going crazy.”
 
Judge Van Siclen condemned the men to death in the electric chair.
 
As Anastasia was being led from the courtroom, he crooked his forefinger and stuck it in his mouth and pulled a menacing face at his defense attorney.
 
The attorney was smuggled from the building through a secret exit and taken back to Raymond Street one last time to prepare for their move up the river. Anastasia and Florina were originally scheduled to be executed on July 3, 1921, but they ended up enduring eighteen months in the Death House.

 
DEATH HOUSE
 
In the Sing Sing death house Albert was stoic, resigned to his fate. Might as well die in the electric chair as anywhere else. Albert’s tough-guy attitude attracted the attention of Jimmy “The Shiv” DiStefano. He watched Anastasia. Once, when Albert was lined up for food, he got into a fight with another inmate and gave the guy a tremendous beating. The beating was both efficient and enthusiastic. DiStefano was impressed. Maybe something could be done. Bigger miracles had occurred. The Shiv told Lucky Luciano about Anastasia, how the kid showed a lot of potential even though he was scheduled for the hot seat.
 
Sure enough, there began, slowly at first, new movement regarding the case. Anastasia and Florina were within five days of donning Ol’ Sparky’s cap and braces when Kings County District Attorney determined that Mrs. Viccio’s testimony was unreliable.
 
The men came off death row and were granted a new trial. Back to the Raymond Street Jail they went. At the second trial, all the witnesses clammed, and the charges were dropped. Anastasia and Florina went from the Death House to the streets, which almost never happened.

 
“MY ENFORCER”
 
Anastasia returned to the piers a hero. Lucky Luciano became a close friend and champion of the teenager.
 
“You’re going to be my enforcer. Take care of union bullshit,” Luciano said.
 
“Whatever you want, boss,” Albert said.
 
Anastasia and Florina were only out of jail for a couple of weeks when they were in trouble again. The instant they tasted freedom they had one thought on their mind. They were going to teach that bitch, Margaret Viccio, a lesson. Bumping her off wouldn’t be gallant. Or maybe they just couldn’t get to her. An FBI memo written decades later said the key witness against Anastasia and Florina “returned to Italy.” So maybe she was gone, but her husband and brother were around.

 
REVENGE
 
Florina had meant what he said. By testifying against him she had killed her family. First the brother: On the morning of August 15, 1922, Anastasia and Florina blew away thirty-eight-year-old Carmelo Farrera as he sat at a table in the summer garden behind his grocery store on Degraw Street, between Columbia and Hicks.
 
Then the husband: The next day, at one-thirty p.m., at the corner of Hicks and Degraw, only a few feet from the scene of the previous day’s murder, Joseph Viccio was shot ten times and killed.
 
The shots came drive-by style from three men in a six-cylinder touring car. The gunmen drove slowly up beside him and continued shooting until he was dead on the sidewalk.
 
Viccio was rushed to Long Island College Hospital five blocks to the north where he died without regaining consciousness. Anastasia and Florina were arrested, but police had the wrong motive. It was true that Farrera had been scheduled to testify on August 17 in a Boston courtroom against six men, all Italian, who were accused of murdering Michael Scarpone. Apparently working on a tip, cops picked up fourteen thugs who were hiding out in Boston, and guess who was in that group: Anastasia and Florina.
 
Maybe Farrera was slotted for removal anyway and our boys volunteered to handle it on account of their own personal vendetta. The New York Herald described the arrested men as members of the Black Hand.
 
The fact that the murdered men were the brother and husband of the woman who’d put Florina and Anastasia away in 1921 was missed—accidentally on purpose, maybe. As was true of many prosecutions back in those days, cases were sometimes constructed with built-in flaws so they could fall apart at the drop of a hat.
 
Anastasia and Florina were charged with the Farrera murder but were quickly released.

 
ANASTASIA THE BODYGUARD
 
In 1923, now twenty years old, Anastasia proved he wasn’t afraid of dangerous work when he became driver and bodyguard for forty-six-year-old bootlegger Biago Giordano. The work was dangerous because the two previous bodyguards—guys named Giuseppe Stello and Gregario Lagano—were killed on duty. Stello was killed in Boston in August 1922 in what might’ve been part of the successful disruption of the previously mentioned Michael Scarpone trial. Lagano, his replacement, a former Henry Street pickpocket, lasted until November, when he was gunned down in the Tosca Garden on Columbia and Union Streets on election night.
 
For all the attempts on Giordano’s life, he still paraded Red Hook proudly pretending to be a legit real-estate tycoon. So there was every reason to expect trouble as young Albert coolly drove the bootlegger around Red Hook in Giordano’s touring car, his hand never far from his own rod.
 
There was incoming, sure, but these guys dished it out, too. On April 6, 1923, Giordano called a guy named Vincenzo Busardo and told him to meet him at the corner of Sackett and Columbia. When Busardo got there, he was shot from behind. He survived long enough to tell a Detective Denney of the Butler Street Station that the last thing he remembered was seeing Giordano and his bodyguard, Anastasia, standing on the sidewalk licking their chops. Then he was ambushed.
 
Vincent died and Anastasia was arrested, but quickly released because a corroborating witness couldn’t be found. If you’re keeping count, that was Albert’s fourth known murder and his third homicide arrest.
 
He was just warming up.

 
BUCKSHOT IN THE BELLY
 
At nine fifteen a.m., April 28, 1923, the inevitable: Anastasia was driving Giordano’s car down Sackett, going west, approaching the corner of Sackett and Henry. (As a young man, Mike Benson lived on that corner with his future wife, rear apartment above the pharmacy.) Two men, with a rifle and a shotgun, fired a fusillade through open windows of a house on Sackett, turning the left side car doors into Swiss cheese and leaving the men bloodied and slumped in the tonneau. Anastasia’s left side and stomach were peppered with buckshot, while Giordano took four slugs, one in the left hip, two in the shoulder, and one in the chest.
 
The weapons were recovered, the shooters disappeared. The next day Giordano died in the Hospital of the Holy Family without saying who shot him. His obituary noted that, at the time of his death, he had been taking care of his murdered brother’s widow.
 
With Anastasia recovering, the Brooklyn Eagle said he would remain high on the hit list, along with his friend Florina.

 
GUN CHARGES
 
In June 1923, Anastasia and Florina were nabbed and charged with illegal gun possession. On the arrest report, Florina was reported as living on Sackett Street, but Anastasia had moved to Clinton Street, still in the neighborhood.
 
There were no witnesses to make disappear, just an arresting officer, and the men were swiftly tried and convicted. Florina defended himself by saying that he had a permit for his gun that had been issued to him by the police. He eventually admitted, however, that the permit was a forgery, that he’d obtained it for five bucks in a barbershop. They were sentenced on July 14, 1923, to three years in the Blackwell’s Island Penitentiary.

 
SOME ’30S SIDELIGHTS
 
“We Got to Eat”
 
Moving away from the Anastasia story for a moment, by late 1931, poverty and lack of work drove some men crazy. A thirty-year-old dockworker, Henry McNair, appeared in the Larson Baking Company on Henry and Mill Streets (current site of the Red Hook Houses) with a knife, demanding bread for his family.
 
“I got a wife and three kids,” he screamed. “We got to eat.”
 
Fifty-one-year-old John Thorsen was so frightened by the intrusion that he dropped dead of a heart attack. McNair was grabbed by police and dragged kicking and screaming to the police station, where he smashed several windows and almost escaped before being subdued.
 
Friends told authorities that it wasn’t McNair’s fault. He’d been acting funny ever since 1929, when he received a blow to the head while riding a Coney Island roller-coaster.

 
Dumping Grounds
 
Sometimes cops would pick up the morning corpse in Red Hook and discover the stiff had nothing to do with the neighborhood. The killers just dumped him there in hopes the case would be lumped in with other kills, other killers.
 
One example of this came on October 18, 1931: the murder of Salvatore Trimboli, twenty-five years old, lived on Prospect Place, in Crown Heights, Brooklyn. Trimboli’s body was dumped from a car at the corner of Sackett and Columbia. Trimboli was known to have been involved in the policy and slot machine rackets. Arrested for the murder in Washington, D.C., was Dominick Surace, described by NYPD as a “small-time gangster.”

 
Sack o’ Potatoes
 
On August 7, 1932, a nineteen-year-old Red Hooker was on his way home through a desolate section of the neighborhood when he happened upon what looked like a sack of potatoes. On second look, he could see it was a human body. He ran to the police station and rode back to the scene with cops.
 
The body, it was discovered was wrapped in two burlap sacks with a third over the corpse’s head. The body was tied with sashcord, the knees drawn up to the chin. The guy was well-dressed and had received twenty-two stab wounds with an icepick. The stiff had been dead for about three days, killed elsewhere and dumped in the Red Hook wasteland.
 
The combination of burlap sacks and sashcord reminded investigators of a 1930 murder in Borough Park, Brooklyn. But no definite connection was ever made, and the sack o’ potatoes on Clinton Street remained a mystery.

 
The 1937 Strike
 
Dockworkers went on strike during the summer of 1937. Ships needed to be unloaded, and when scabs were hired, there was trouble. The biggest riot was near the Robins Dry Dock and Repair Company. There were four hundred picketers, an uncounted number of scabs, 125 cops, and a cloud of dust. Cops withstood a barrage of rocks and squelched the violence but only after beating up many men themselves.
 
After that, the violence became sneakier, and for the whole summer, strikers and nonstrikers alike had to be careful when they went out alone. Guys were being mugged and savagely beaten.


 
MURDER OF MORRIS DIAMOND
 
Albert Anastasia always wore a hat and was considered nuts, so he became known as the Mad Hatter, like that freaky dude in Alice in Wonderland who wasn’t all there from breathing milliner fumes.
 
Anastasia didn’t spend a lot of time on the Red Hook piers. He had his kid brother, “Tough Tony” Anastasio (who kept the original spelling of his last name) to do that. There had been a lot of bosses on the piers since the White Hand relinquished its grip, but Tough Tony was the most dangerous. Tony first set foot in Brooklyn in 1924, age eighteen, when he, like his older brother, jumped ship at Red Hook. He wasn’t just tough, either. He was shrewd and made a lot of important friends because of his position in the longshoremen’s union.
 
If you were a loudmouth activist on the docks during Tough Tony’s time, he’d have your legs broken. Not only were you in agony and unable to work for months, but your twin casts up to the hip were advertisements telling others to keep their mouths shut.
 
Albert Anastasia had control of the docks but wanted more. He was still facing resistance in the garment district in the City, and thus took out Morris Diamond, the head of the garment district labor union. On May 25, 1939, Diamond was on his way to work, leaving his house in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, when Albert Anastasia himself gunned him down. The victim was rushed to Israel Zion Hospital at seven-fifteen a.m. He only managed to identify himself, but not his killer, before he croaked.

 
RED HOOK STADIUM
 
During Anastasia’s reign (to which we’ll return in the next chapter), there were efforts by the federal government to build up Red Hook, make it less desolate and bleak. In 1939, the Works Progress Administration (WPA), a Depression-era FDR concept to put unemployed men to work, built a cast-stone grandstand structure that remains to this day.
 
The plan to upgrade Red Hook was undone by, among others, Robert Moses, who believed in “clearing the slums,” no matter how many people lived there, in the name of progress. Moses carved up Red Hook, and in the process made it even more geographically isolated than it had been before.
 
To make way for the 1939 WPA project, a big patch of homes was razed, their occupants barely compensated.
 
The structure originally overlooked track and field meets, and soccer, cricket, lacrosse, rugby, and football games. The field was later replaced with an Olympic-size swimming pool, which is still there. When the piers heated up with strikes and scabs and pitched battles in 1953, New York police set up a temporary headquarters in Red Hook Stadium.

 
MOSES AND THE MOUNTAIN
 
Moses’s re-visioning of Brooklyn, which included the Brooklyn–Battery Tunnel and the Brooklyn–Queens Expressway, had the effect of isolating the poor on the waterfront side of his constructions, a factor that contributed to the devastation in those places caused by Superstorm Sandy in 2012.
 
When the huge ditch was dug to build the expressway through Red Hook, they had to put the dirt somewhere, and they used an empty lot off Hicks Street. The “Hicks Street Mountain” became the site of epic games of king of the hill, escalating in the 1950s into rumbles between warring street gangs that resembled the Marines trying to take Mt. Suribachi on Iwo Jima.

 
RED HOOK HOUSES
 
There was more razing and relocating and construction in 1939. A big chunk of Red Hook was a ramshackle mix of residents and junkyards—that is until eminent domain was invoked and all of that ramshackle was leveled. On the huge vacant lot, almost a quarter mile in one direction and a half mile in the other, the Red Hook Houses were built, a housing project that went on for blocks and blocks of what has been called “uninspired uniformity.” The projects occupied forty acres bounded by Dwight, Lorraine, West Ninth, and Clinton Streets, overlooking the Gowanus Canal and the Upper Bay.
 
From the start the projects were too large and underfunded. Eventually there would be twenty-five six-story units holding 2,500 families and approximately 9,500 persons. In addition to the resident buildings, there was also two buildings for stores, a nursery school, and a community building. When first occupied, the rent was $5.41 a month. Those interested in renting an apartment were asked to go to the Red Hook Management Office on Bush Street. Open houses were held on Saturdays and Sundays.
 
The Red Hook projects were the second city housing development to open in New York, preceded two years earlier by a complex in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. The Red Hook Houses is still the largest NYCHA complex in the five boroughs.

 
AN ANGRY STEW
 
Authorities said that “an effort would be made” to give first dibs on the new apartments to the men and their families who worked the piers. They admitted however that there was no rule saying longshoremen received first dibs.
 
Those buildings, when brand-new, were considered the pride of Brooklyn, and people came to Red Hook to see them, as if they were a tourist attraction. It took less than a year before the sense of utopia wore off and a grim reality exposed itself: putting thousands of poor people in one fifty-block area creates an angry stew.
 
Predictably, crime in the area exploded.

 
HEROIN—WE CALLED IT BABONIA
 
In the 1950s, when heroin first became available in Red Hook, the teen boys of the projects were first to shoot up, first to steal to buy more, and first to overdose and die.
 
It got to be routine for ambulances to show up at the Red Hook Houses and haul away a sixteen-year-old boy with rolled up dungarees and a needle in his arm. (The other frighteningly frequent call was for babies falling out of windows, a mandatory homicide investigation, as the rate of infanticide among the poor and desperate was sadly frequent.)
 
The big boys selling the dope used eighteen- to twenty-one-year-olds to work at street level. One of the teenaged pushers had a mom who was sort of a den mother for the babonia boys, and when the narcotics squad swooped in and busted the ring, mom went with them. Those under arrest were Sal Pennino of Henry Street, the twenty-one-year-old ringleader, Tony Oliva of Winthrop Street, August Cafaro, nineteen, of Mill Street, Frank Ciscone, eighteen, of Nelson Street, and Sal’s mom, Angelina Pennino.
 
When cops raided the Pennino home, they found Angelina on her knees in the bathroom trying to flush multiple decks of heroin down the toilet. She realized she wasn’t going to get them all to flush in time and so made a dash for the kitchen window, which she was halfway through when a cop grabbed her by her matronly ass. “Ahh, the two-cheek sneak,” he said with a brogue—and pulled her back inside.
 
Today the Red Hook Houses still have many of the same problems it had seventy years ago. It remains the largest and ugliest city projects in New York, sun-bleached and emanating an aura of despair.

 
RAPE CITY, HERE WE COME
 
Sex attacks in the complex itself became so frequent that women and children were not allowed outside after dark. The situation became a full-blown scandal when one Greta Windsor, twenty-nine years old, committed suicide by sticking her head in the gas oven.
 
She left a note that read, “To the people of Red Hook: This is to show you what we must deal with here. I went downstairs about ten p.m. a few days ago and I headed for Clinton Street for a walk. A girl starts running over to me breathlessly, she asked if she could walk with me as she was afraid to cross the park alone. I didn’t see how I could refuse. Then she told me that a man was following us. I turned around and I saw that there was. She said she had had some trouble with him, then as we passed a garage, I left her talking to some guard and I walked on. Well, since that night I always seem to feel someone was trailing me. So here goes. I could have lived a while longer but that’s if I wouldn’t have moved here.”
 
After three attacks in one weekend, women residents refused to go outside after dark.
 
Some wondered if it was a serial rapist or just multiple rapists coming in from around town because Red Hook was underrepresented by police and “easy pickins”.
 
The menacing of all females who dared go outside alone was standard practice until a beefed-up police presence forced the creeps back to their holes.


 



CHAPTER 11
 
Murder of Pietro Panto
 

“America, I thought, stopped at Columbia Street.”—Arthur Miller


 
THE CORRUPTION ON THE RED HOOK DOCKS was at an all-time high by the end of the 1930s. The hoods in charge now were far more sophisticated and vicious than the White Hand meatheads who pushed workers around a generation earlier.
 
The corruption in Red Hook now went beyond the docks, developed the absolute infiltration of all aspects of life. A lot of that happened under Frankie Yale’s reign, but Albert Anastasia locked it down.
 
By the late 1930s, the same guys squeezing dockworkers were punishing those that didn’t shop at the right Italian bread bakery. Girls and gambling were also part of the big picture.
 
“GUERILLAS AND GUNMEN”
 
There were guys during the Albert Anastasia/“Tough Tony” Anastasio era that were foolish enough to “represent labor” on the piers. Twenty-eight-year-old longshoreman Pietro Panto was one of those guys, and to no one’s surprise, he didn’t live long.
 
Panto was a rabble-rouser, a gifted speaker in both English and Italian, a man whose accent said he’d been born in Italy but had lived in Brooklyn for a very long time.
 
Panto didn’t like conditions on the piers. There was nothing special about that, shape-ups were fucked up, the system abusive, and so on, but unlike everyone else, he couldn’t keep his yap shut about it. “The docks are run by gorillas and gunmen. They run several unions and pay the laborers pretty much as they please,” Panto said.
 
Panto had that most dangerous of commodities: charisma. He was the sort of guy who, if left alone, could start a revolution, with strikes and demands and scabs and violence.
 
Panto actively opposed the International Longshoremen’s Association (ILA), under the control of Emil Camarda, a legit businessman, a figurehead, and pals with Vincenzo “The Executioner” Mangano. When Camarda founded the City Democratic Club, as a place where politics and corruption could coexist in smoky rooms behind closed doors, he placed the clubhouse in a building owned by Mangano.
 
To be a further pain in the ass, Panto investigated, and had found a direct connection between ILA Vice President Emil Camarda’s City Democratic Club and waterfront rackets.
 
Panto received several warnings, one from Camarda in person. “I like you. You’re a fine man. But it would be better for you to stop this troublemaking.”
 
At Panto’s final speech, delivered in Italian, he told a gathering of 1,250 longshoreman in South Brooklyn’s Star Hall that it was time for a change, time for dock workers to stand up for their rights. Anastasia had spies in the crowd. They reported back that Panto was planning an ILA revolt. And that was all she wrote.

 
“DON’T GO!”
 
On the evening of July 14, 1939, Panto was talking to his fiancée, Alice Maffia. (Seriously, that was her name.) They were standing close, in her dreary Red Hook kitchen. As they spoke, she reached up and smoothed his large black mustache with a finger. Beside her, there was a scrub board. The washing machine had a crank.
 
Alice’s brother called up from the street. Panto had a phone call at the corner cigar store. In those days it was unusual for a home to have its own telephone.
 
“I got to go meet some men,” he said upon returning. “About union business. I don’t trust these guys.” She noticed that he was in his Sunday best.
 
“Who are they?” Alice asked.
 
“Couple of tough mugs.”
 
“Don’t go,” the girlfriend pleaded.
 
“I’ll be back in an hour,” he said putting on his hat. “Then I’ll help you make sandwiches.”
 
A car stopped out front. In it were two union guys Panto knew, and a third guy he’d never seen before.

 
MURDER, INC.
 
Anastasia sent man-mountain Mendy Weiss from Murder, Inc., and some guys to take care of the Panto problem. Weiss usually offed guys without breaking a sweat. But Panto fought back.
 
During the attack, Panto bit down so hard on Weiss’s fingers that he reached the bone in several places. It was Panto’s final act. He was thrown in a car and garroted till dead.
 
During the time Panto was missing, a half-dozen floaters were yanked from the waters off Red Hook, but none of the bloated corpses were him. He’d been buried in quicklime at a chicken yard, in what today is known as Lyndhurst, New Jersey. But nobody knew that at the time. All anyone knew was that Panto had disappeared.
 
When the grave’s location and the method used to accelerate decomposition were disclosed, they struck a bell. Frankie Yale had a guy hit once, just after the First World War, an honor killing. A friend’s sister had been outraged (an transitive verb back then that meant rape but also included seduction and abandonment). Long story short, the guy caught with his dick out ended up in Lyndhurst, New Jersey, buried in quicklime.
 
The Panto case put a spotlight on waterfront corruption unlike any other murder. Brooklyn papers detailed the kick-back racket and the inhumanity of the shape-up.
 
Another thing the Panto murder did, was give police an inkling as to how the organized crime whacking system went, by way of a secret brotherhood of professional killers, unaffiliated with any of the Five Families of New York but only with the Commission of bosses organized with crime families across the country. The Panto murder also revealed that this pro-killer system and “waterfront terrorism” were connected. That connection was Albert Anastasia.

 
LIFE CHEAPER THAN EVER
 
For generations, guys who worked the docks or ran the docks were clipped or disappeared. Same old same old. But since Anastasia took over, the pace had picked up. Life was somehow cheaper than ever.
 
Guys who did the wrong thing died at a frightful rate, sometimes with a bang and sometimes with a splash. Street cleaners found perforated stiffs almost every morning, the tugs in the harbor routinely fished bloated cadavers out of the waters.
 
For the street cleaners, it was a pain in the ass as they had to stay with the body until the cop came, and the cop almost always stopped to get his breakfast first. “The corpse ain’t going nowhere,” the cop would say as he wolfed down a jelly donut.
 
By 1939, most of what happened in Red Hook was considered none of the cops’ business—by both the hoods and the cops—but the Panto case was sensational. The Brooklyn powers-that-be saw a political need to do something.
 
Albert Anastasia was hard to find, but his brother Tough Tony not so much. He was taken by police and held on $100,000 bond. On the list to be questioned was Giuseppe Florina. The Sing Sing Death House boys still at it almost twenty years later.
 
It felt good to lock up Tough Tony, but they couldn’t hold him. No one in their right mind would say anything about him to the authorities.
 
Tony and Albert were well known to the public, largely because they showed up in bold print in the daily syndicated newspaper column of Walter Winchell, who referred to the brothers as “Brooklyn banditi.”
 
When Kings County District Attorney William O’Dwyer turned fifty years old, he was asked what he wanted for his birthday. He answered: “The best celebration I could hope for on my birthday would be the solution of the Panto murder. There was a man who was courageous, who spoke out for what he thought right, who wanted to help the weak because he was strong. His murder was the biggest squelch of civil liberties in South Brooklyn.”
 
O’Dwyer, who knew Red Hook well from his days as a rookie cop, saw the waterfront as a microcosm of the volatile world situation, on the verge of exploding into the Second World War.
 
“The first thing that Hitler and Mussolini did when they rose to power was choke the unions. Gunmen now attempt that here. Panto’s killer must be found,” the DA said.
 
On the stone sides of the Montague Street ramp, where it led down to Furman Street and the docks, someone wrote in chalk, “Where is Pete Panto?” It became a catch phrase.
 
When Abe “Kid Twist” Reles of Murder, Inc., famously sang (but didn’t fly), one of the things he told police was the whereabouts of Panto’s body. Reles also told police that Albert Anastasia was behind Panto’s murder—“in Brooklyn, we are all together with the mob on the docks”—but he never got to say it in court as he “fell” to his death from a sixth-story window in Coney Island while in police custody.
 
In that same hotel at the time of Twist’s fatal fall was Murder, Inc.’s “Tick-Tock” Tannenbaum, who’d also turned rat and told police a hearsay story of how Panto was killed. Tannenbaum told cops he’d had a meeting in July 1939 with fellow Murder, Inc.-er Mendy Weiss. The men had a conversation while walking where there were no wires along the Prospect Park lake. Tannenbaum noticed that Weiss’s hands were missing skin. He asked about the wounds and Weiss said he got them during the Panto murder, which he committed “in a house” with Tough Tony and a guy named Jimmy Ferraco.
 
Weiss, who would one day die in the Sing Sing electric chair, reportedly told Tannenbaum that the Panto murder gnawed at him. “I hated to take that kid,” Weiss reportedly said.
 
Soon thereafter, a steamshovel pulled Panto’s body, trussed up in rope and inside a canvas sack, from its quicklime grave in a frozen marsh on the bank of the Passaic River in Lyndhurst. Finally, after eighteen months of being missing, he could be buried properly.
 
Thousands showed up for Panto’s funeral, which became an anti-mob protest. Dock workers carried Panto’s casket past the City Democratic Club, enemy HQ. During the mass at Sacred Heart, the streets outside the church were jammed with grieving and angry longshoremen.
 
But with the key witness taking a Coney Island dive, DA O’Dwyer’s investigation into Panto’s murder sputtered to a halt.


 



CHAPTER 12
 
After the War
 
IT TOOK A WORLD WAR to stop the Red Hook violence. Starting with the attack on Pearl Harbor, on December 7, 1941, even the hoods and the wharf rats joined the war effort. While Lucky Luciano was telling the Pentagon the best places to invade Sicily and the boot of Italy, Albert Anastasia was tasked with protecting the docks from sabotage.
 
Thus, during the Second World War, there was little violence along the piers. Patriotism made strange bedfellows. Conditions for the workers remained horrible, but there was significantly less griping as everyone “did their part” to bring the boys overseas home.
 
During the war years, the International Longshoreman’s and Warehousemen’s Union, a West Coast union under the control of troublemaker Harry Bridges, made an early attempt to draw Brooklyn dock workers away from the ILA, which he correctly accused of criminal corruption.
 
After the war, the piers went back to the way they were, with unions and mobsters and angry workers all turning on the heat. Then, as we’ll see, the government got into the act. Riots erupted. And riots on the docks were especially ugly, because the rioters were armed with bale hooks.
 
There were two things going on: one, waterfront corruption was suddenly under constant public scrutiny; and two, the piers lost some of their hustle and bustle as New York City ceased to be an industrial leader. People were pulling their money out of Red Hook. No one was coming to the rescue.
 
“KILL THE RAT!”
 
On the docks, goodwill evaporated the instant Japan surrendered. Pier heists became bolder than ever before. A ten-ton shipment of steel disappeared. Ten tons! Vanished.
 
The postwar piers were every bit as cruel as those before the war. The most famous waterfront murder in the postwar years was that of Anthony Hintz, Pier 51 boss. On January 8, 1947, Hintz left his Greenwich Village home, heading for work, when he was accosted by three men, one of whom fired six shots into him. The others, “Squint” Sheridan and Daniel Gentile, shouted encouragement, “Kill the rat! Kill him!” they shouted.
 
Gentile was an ex-boxer, fought under the name Danny Brooks. The gunman and his friends fled down Christopher Street, and a dying Hintz told an ambulance attendant that Johnny “Cockeye” Dunn shot him.
 
Dunn was arrested and ended up on July 7, 1949, in the Sing Sing electric chair. Squint and Gentile died in prison.

 
ANYBODY CAN SPEAK
 
In 1948, a Red Hook lawyer named Jim Longhi wanted to end the days of longshoremen being afraid to talk aloud about the abuses they suffered at the hands of thugs. He arranged for Paul O’Dwyer, former DA and now NYC mayor William O’Dwyer’s kid brother, to come to Red Hook and address the longshoremen, give them a pep talk, tell them that the gangsters who ran things on the waterfront were on the run.
 
It was a pipe dream. No one was running.
 
O’Dwyer gave his speech: “This is a new day, men! The day of the gangster telling you that you can’t speak is finished. This is emancipation day for the Italian longshoremen of Red Hook, and you are not bound by these thugs anymore. Freedom of speech has come to the waterfront, when a man may speak without fear.”
 
The response was muted. Then one fellow, a tough-looking guy, raised his hand and said, “You mean anybody can get up there and speak?”
 
O’Dwyer nodded enthusiastically and invited the man to come up and speak his mind. The man moved to the front and took O’Dwyer’s microphone.
 
“My name is Anthony Anastasio,” the man said. That was it for the free speech movement. When the time came to next approve their contract with their union, no longshoreman expressed dissent, and the ILA deal passed in a landslide.

 
JUVIES ON THE RISE
 
After the war, the number of Red Hook’s juvenile delinquents grew until they were considered the area’s biggest problem—which was saying something. The thing postwar adults didn’t get at first was that these gang members were not malingering but were actually afflicted with a cultural malaise, existential despair, and anger beyond their years—that is, seriously fucked up. It wasn’t just a matter of curing boredom during long hot summers. These kids had issues that learning to play basketball wasn’t going to cure.
 
Was it the war’s fault?
 
Who the fuck knows?
 
The theory goes that the Big One had such a profound effect on America that young people saw the world in terms of war, saw themselves as small generals, building small armies, with the front lines and battles taking place right there in the streets where they lived.
 
Others said that was so much bullshit. Gangs went back to the days of the fucking caveman. But after the war it was different. The new juvies smoked Luckies, drank Rheingold, combed their hair into duck’s asses in the back.
 
There was already a lot of heroin. In 1950 you could cop decks of H in only two places in New York, Harlem (Lexington, One-two-five) and Red Hook. A lot of guys got ruined. A lot of guys hated drugs as much as polio, because they’d seen street brothers turn junkie and fade like the setting sun.
 
The stupid teenagers didn’t know it was them doing it to themselves, as certain mob bosses preached an antidrug policy one minute and imported ships loaded up with heroin the next. Kids were the victims, strung out, criminal, and in decline when they should’ve been playing football in Carroll Park.

 
JUNIOR PERSICO, KING OF THE JDS
 
And the king of the 1950s Brooklyn teen gangs went on to become a mob boss. His name was Carmine Persico, known as Junior to his comrades. Carmine wasn’t playful, but rather ruthless and moody. As a youth he spoke softly in educated English.
 
My mom knew him when they were teenagers. She said he could be charming. Of course, he could also be cold as ice. No one in their right mind ever wanted to be his enemy.
 
According to my mom, some of the guys that would be at Carmine’s side when he became boss were already there. Cousin Andrew “Mush” Russo was hanging out. So was a young kid, still little, named Gennaro “Gerry Lang” Langella. Lang’s parents were from the Campania region of Italy. He looked up to Junior as a big brother, and he grew up to be his lifelong friend.
 
Mush Russo acted like a bully sometimes, but he didn’t think of himself that way. He had a protective side when he was around those clearly less fortunate than he. He couldn’t stand it when guys picked on the handicapped kid, called him gimp (polio was still a thing), and he was quick to give bullies a taste of their own medicine.
 
My mom had a crush on Gerry Lang, who grew up before her eyes. “He was such a sweetheart,” she exclaims, seventy-five years later.
 
Hugh McIntosh, she recalls, wasn’t around yet. The guy they called Apples or Hughie Mac later became part of Carmine’s crew. He was humongous and always at Carmine’s side.
 
When out of prison, Carmine also counted his brothers as members of his crew, Alphonse “Allie Boy” Persico, who was older than Carmine, and Theodore “Teddy Boy,” who was younger.
 
Even though Allie Boy was older, there was never any thought of him being in charge. Carmine was smarter. Carmine had the leadership qualities. Less was expected of Alphonse. Carmine was the special one.
 
Years later, when Carmine was the one in prison, his other brother Teddy served as a messenger, so Carmine could stay boss from behind bars.
 
Persico’s ambition was to be gangster number-one, a man of great power, softly giving orders. He was smart, could’ve been a lawyer. What did he think of criminality? It was natural—nothing but a left-handed human endeavor.

 
GARFIELD MIDGETS
 
The old cliché with hoods is that they got their start extorting their classmates’ lunch money. In Carmine’s case, that’s close. He joined a gang when he was still in grammar school: the Garfield Boys, midgets division. Before long, he was leader.
 
The Garfield Boys earned a reputation for being tough, feared by other gangs. They hung out on Garfield Place in the Park Slope neighborhood, around the corner from Carmine’s house. Because he was middle-class, his dad had a white-collar job, he had more on the ball intellectually and socially. Most of the Garfields were the sons of the unemployed, sons of longshoremen, sons of bad drunks, and sometimes orphans. Some of their competitors were Red Hook boys: Wanderers, Gowanus Boys, Savages, DeGraw Boys, Presidents.
 
Persico the adult gangster still had many of the old gang with him. Anthony “Scappi” Scarpati was a Garfield Boy. Other Garfields included nineteen-year-old Frank Brandofino of Fifth Avenue, Vince Caruso, and Anthony and Dominic LaBua. Brandofino was executed in June 1970, when a man stepped out of a car and shot him five times in the head and body as he was leaving his home in Flatlands, Brooklyn. Frank’s brother Anthony, a reputed “intimate of Joe Colombo” was shot six times in 1959 but survived.
 
There were two types of leaders on the street. There was Carmine’s type, the brainy little bastards, who led because they could think things through, and the other type, the kid who was the toughest fighter. Some gangs had two leaders, the brainy one for strategy and the tough one for tactics.

 
JUNIOR TAKES HIS FIRST BULLETS
 
On January 9, 1951, Carmine Persico, seventeen years old, was returning on foot from the movies to his home on Carroll Street, walking with his twenty-year-old brother, Alphonse. The brothers had almost made it home when three young men sprang from a nearby parked car.
 
One said, “There they are.”
 
Another pulled a gun and fired twice, striking Carmine once in each leg.
 
The hit team scrambled back into the car and laid rubber getting out of there—but they didn’t get far, crashing into a parked car less than a block away. The shooter and his pals ran for it. The entire incident had been well-contained in a small area. The attackers stole the car from a woman who lived just a few blocks up, also on Carroll Street.
 
An ambulance was called, and Carmine went to the hospital. Alphonse was questioned by police and said he was trying to talk Carmine into quitting the street life and spending more time on his studies. That was why they went to the movies. It was all part of Carmine’s “rehabilitation program.” He said it with a straight face, too. Cops had to admire him for that.
 
No worries. Carmine saw who shot him. It was Steve Bove, a guy with whom the Persicos had been arrested for fighting in Coney Island in 1949. Bove lived on Brooklyn’s Third Avenue, worked as a dock sweeper, and was currently assigned to a Staten Island pier. He’d done stints in Sing Sing and Elmira.
 
Cops went to the hospital to talk to Carmine, who never said a word. He silently gazed upon his interrogators with an expression of mild distaste.

 
BOVE TAKES A RIDE
 
Carmine remained mute, and Bove didn’t have long to live. In fact, he had only until the frigid early morning hours of February 23, 1951, six weeks later. Driving through Red Hook was a well-known Thoroughbred racehorse jockey named Albert “The Blue Beetle” Grillo, who worked all the top tracks, Belmont, Aqueduct, Saratoga, Monmouth Park in New Jersey.
 
At that moment Grillo was no doubt shitting bricks because his passengers were the Persico Bros. and Bove, all snoggered, and hating each other’s guts.
 
We don’t know how the evening got started, only how it ended. According to the official story, Carmine sat shotgun and kept an eye on Grillo. Allie Boy was in the backseat with Bove.
 
The car worked its way through the sooty Red Hook streets, bouncing into potholes, rattling over cobblestones, and then across the Gowanus Canal. Allie Boy calmly pulled a snub-nosed police special from his pocket, pointed it at Bove’s head and shot him five times.
 
“What the fuck?” Grillo said, jumping with the sound of the gun. “What the fuck are you doing?”
 
“Pull over,” Carmine said.
 
Grillo did as he was told. Allie Boy rolled Bove’s body into the gutter only yards from the Carroll Street Bridge. It was the next morning before someone called the cops to report a dead body in the gutter.
 
Dr. George W. Ruger, Assistant Kings County Medical Examiner, performed the post-mortem in the county morgue and found that Bove was shot with a .38, four shots in the back of his head and a fifth bullet grooving his back. All five slugs were recovered, four still inside the body, and a fifth in the Carroll Street gutter.
 
Allie Boy took the rap for the Bove hit and lost decades of his life to incarceration. By the time he was released, his kid brother was a very big man in Brooklyn.

 
PERSICO AND THE GALLOS
 
Not every Brooklyn street gang was at war with every other gang. Some had things in common, cousins or something like that. They became affiliated, so things stayed friendly.
 
That was what happened with Persico and the Gallo brothers, who hung out on President Street. The Gallos didn’t grow up in Red Hook. Kensington, a middle-class neighborhood well to the northeast, was their childhood home.
 
As teens, the Gallo brothers formed a crew called the Cockroach Gang, and they ruled the turf around Sackett Street and Fourth Avenue, at the bottom of the Park Slope in Gowanus.
 
The Cockroaches hung out at the same time as the Persico brothers’ Garfield Boys, who ran the turf along Garfield Place in Park Slope, just up the hill from the Cockroaches, and the two clubs were at first rivals and then allies.
 
(As adults the Gallo crew didn’t really have a name. They were the President Street Boys because of the location of their headquarters. Later, when the sideburns grew longer, they were called the Mod Squad.)

 
A WANDERING PRIEST AND BURNING CHURCH
 
Not all Red Hook news was criminal. Some was just sad. In 1949, as now, the biggest church in Red Hook was the Church of Visitation of Our Lady at Richards and Verona Streets, across from the northwest corner of Coffey Park. That December, parish priest Father Joe Ansbro, fifty-eight years old, endured two operations for tumors in his brain and was behaving peculiarly. He wandered off one day in the cold and was found ten days later, frostbitten and confused, on the front porch of a home in Maryland. He had no idea where he was or how long he’d been there, and was treated at a nearby hospital for frostbite.
 
A month after Father Ansbro wandered off, the church suffered considerable damage from a two-alarm fire, on Friday morning, January 6, 1950. It started when a nine-year-old altar boy dropped the taper on a rug while attempting to light a votive candle. The fire spread to three nearby Christmas trees and then to holiday decorations on the wall. The Christmas crib was destroyed, and smoke damage was extensive throughout the church, blackening a statue of the Virgin Mary. The gothic stone church had been built in 1896 to replace the previous church destroyed by fire. This time the infrastructure survived, but repairs needed to be made to the pews and altar, a process that began almost immediately.
 
Father Ansbro died in May 1950.

 
THE EXECUTIONER
 
For a time, Albert and Tough Tony’s godfather was Vincenzo Giovanni Mangano, a.k.a. Vincent Mangano, a.k.a. The Executioner. Mangano owned the City Democratic Club in Brooklyn. He was one of the original five commissioners when the five-family system was set up by Lucky Luciano and Meyer Lansky.
 
It made sense. Mangano was Sicilian and still maintained ties with the actual Sicilian Mafia. He came with the Sicilian guys’ stamp of approval. His rackets included booze, dope, and the smuggling of illegal aliens from Italy. In the early ’30s, when he’d been in the U.S. for less than four years, here he was, a boss. Mangano was aloof, a rich man with clean fingernails, having little or no contact with the sweat and grime of the piers that buttered his considerable bread. He left the sweat and grime to Anastasia.
 
During the war, Mangano still didn’t get his hands dirty, but he did try to help the Allied effort. He had an import-export business and used that capacity to become the Army’s number-one liaison between the American and Italian Mafias.
 
Mangano’s resilience within the legal system was impressive. He’d been arrested for manslaughter, thuggery, and gun charges, and never broke stride. Mangano, to the day he died, gave his address as on President Street—although for many of those years he resided in a Florida mansion. Then Mangano vanished. There was no mystery however on President Street, where the boys knew the real story.
 
Anastasia was a man as cold as they come, and underboss, to Mangano, was never the title he had in mind for himself. Anastasia reportedly doctored a tape recording and took it to the Commission to get permission to have Mangano bumped off. The Commission believed Anastasia’s evidence to be real and assigned Vincent Squil-lante to hit Mangano. This was the kind of treachery that the Commission later took into consideration when it was the Mad Hatter’s turn.
 
The reason we knew the lowdown was because my Uncle Joe Shep was there. (You’ll be reading more about Uncle Joe later.) Years afterward, Uncle Joe told me that everyone was wrong when they said Albert Anastasia ordered the hit on Mangano. I looked at him with disbelief. “That’s because Albert Anastasia killed Vincent Mangano himself!” Uncle Joe said. “Albert did the right thing: He got the okay from Frank Costello and Lucky Luciano. He had to get word to Lucky in Italy, and Lucky sent back his blessing. Lucky said Mangano was not whacking up to him (paying tribute) like the old days, so fuck him. Albert set up a meet with Vincent in a Columbia Street warehouse.”
 
Uncle Joe said, “Vincent was to pick up some gambling money that Albert was whacking up to him. ‘That’s not the only thing getting whacked,’ Albert said.”
 
It was April 18, 1951. Uncle Joe said there was no chitchat, no dramatic dialogue. Albert shot Vincent as soon as he walked into the warehouse. Vincent had a smile on his face and his arms outstretched when Albert shot him. Mangano’s body was taken out to sea, gutted, and fitted with concrete shoes.


 



CHAPTER 13
 
The Waterfront Commission of New York Harbor
 
DURING THE SPRING OF 1953, the New York State Crime Commission, with help from the New Jersey Law Enforcement Council, climaxed an eighteen-month investigation with a report saying that the only way to clean up the docks was for the state to control the waterfront and drive the corruption out, like rats out of Hamlin.
 
Generations had gone by since the first days of the White Hand, and the piers were more corrupt than ever. Dock bosses ruled. Shape-ups were still determined by bribery. Shylocks offered loans to guys who couldn’t feed their families, and pier guards knew better than to try to stop crews who were systemically ripping off cargo.
 
In restaurants, an officer of a stevedoring firm paid off union officials to insure “labor peace.” Strikes were commonplace, usually just a quickie squeeze, benefiting everyone except the poor laborers.
 
That was the state of the waterfront, and everyone knew it. Getting someone to say it out loud was another matter. Saying things out loud could get a guy hurt. Panto had said it out loud—and where was he?
 
NAME WITNESSES
 
The crime commission investigation had called quite a few big-name witnesses, including Albert Anastasia and his brothers Tough Tony and Gerardo “Bang Bang” Anastasio. None had anything interesting to say.
 
Back in 1952, the fix was clearly in when Bang Bang lost in his election to become a union delegate—defeated in a landslide, in fact—but got to be a delegate anyway. There was an emergency meeting of the local, and a motion was passed to create another delegate position and to give it to Tough Tony’s brother.

 
GOVERNMENT TAKEOVER
 
The crime commission’s report called for formation of a permanent State Division of the Port Administration to oversee shipping, stevedoring, and the ILA; abolition of the shape-up hiring system; registration for all longshoremen, hiring officials, watchmen, and public loaders, with licenses revoked of any men convicted of serious crimes or considered undesirable. Of course, undesirable could mean whatever they wanted it to mean.
 
Formation of a Waterfront Commission was urged, one that would do whatever it took to get the gangsters off the docks. Plans were for the new system to be in place by the end of the year.
 
Governor Thomas E. Dewey said he was in favor of the plan but warned that it must be done right. It would only work if the government men were themselves honest—and Dewey was smart enough to know that was not a given. Corruption was everywhere. But if it were done right, the governor said, it would mean “a new era” for the “greatest port in the world.” He signed the bill to create the commission on July 1, 1953.
 
Simultaneously, New Jersey governor Al Driscoll signed similar legislation to end “organized piracy.” In August, President Eisenhower signed a bill that allowed New York and New Jersey to form a single commission to rule the piers on both sides of New York Harbor.
 
No wholesale replacement for the shape-up system was proposed, but it was suggested that an information system be set up so labor can know where it is needed. If a laborer found no work on Pier X, he had no way of knowing that men were needed at Pier Y. A system to get the workforce to the piers where it was needed helped both labor and management.

 
A ROCKY START
 
The New York head of the bi-state Waterfront Commission was sixty-year-old Lieutenant General George P. Hays, a veteran of both world wars. His Jersey-side counterpart was Major General Edward C. Rose.
 
The government takeover didn’t go smoothly. The ILA immediately filed suit against the commission claiming, in essence, “you’re not the boss of me.” The Waterfront Commission set up an investigation bureau to handle any reports of corruption. In the meantime, the commission went about the laborious process of licensing all forty thousand longshoremen working New York Harbor.
 
A small Waterfront Commission Police Department was formed to enforce commission rulings, with headquarters in the Red Hook Terminal on Columbia Street. It’s still there.

 
TOUGH TONY’S HIRING HALL
 
Gangsters wasted no time testing the new system. Tough Tony announced plans to build a longshoremen’s social center and hiring hall at the corner of Union and Court Streets in Red Hook. But his plans hit a roadblock when Brooklyn’s Building Superintendent Benjamin Saltzman didn’t approve the plan. Zoning issue: Tony was proposing a business structure in a residential area. No soap. (The government ended up building their own hall, so morning hiring could occur indoors if the weather was bad.)
 
By the autumn of 1953, the ILA found itself in a battle for survival. A thousand-man local (Local 1199-1) bolted from the ILA and received a charter from the American Federation of Labor (AFL) as the International Brotherhood of Longshoremen (IBL).
 
At noon on September 25, there was a rally for the new union in Erie Basin. Those who attended were urged to quit ILA and join up. ILA guys screamed. It looked for a time like there might be a riot, but cooler heads prevailed. Truth was, everyone was corrupt. They just wanted the same piece of the same pie.
 
The government was still setting up shop. Registering forty thousand longshoreman was a difficult clerical task. The men being registered didn’t speak much English or read or write. There was an Ellis Island aspect to it. Guys came in to register with one name and left with another, usually shorter.
 
The Waterfront Commission named the former head of the New York State Crime Commission, Joseph Kaitz, to be the commission’s new director of licensing and investigation.
 
Officials were bizarrely optimistic that the government was going to “clean up” the waterfront, that the licensing system would create a “well-meshed sieve” to weed out “crime and other ills.” Joseph Curran, president of the National Maritime Union, had a more realistic prediction, saying that “a government hiring hall controlled by politicians” would be inadequate when it came to “eliminating racketeers.” He also complained that the government intervention and its resulting publicity besmirched the reputations of many thousands of “decent longshoremen” in its attempt to weed out the “guilty few.”

 
THERE’S A RIOT GOIN’ ON
 
During October 1953 there were three pitched battles between the ILA and IBL union factions. Even though a judge had ordered an injunction against a work stoppage, Tough Tony was able to blockade the unloading of a freighter. A thousand cops were on hand to help light the fuse.
 
Some saw the attention law enforcement was paying on the piers as an opportunity to commit crimes inland. If you timed it right, when the World Series game between the Dodgers and the Yankees was on the radio, you could pretty much guarantee that no cops were around. While the riots were going on at the piers and the cops were headquartered at Red Hook Stadium—and Roy Campanella and Carl Erskine were beating the Yankees in Game Three—two men, one with a gun, bumped off the East Coast Furniture Carriers Co. on Van Dyke Street. They got six hundred bucks off the head of the place, Milton Goldrick, and left him tied up in a back room. An hour later, the game still on, the same pair robbed a liquor store on Atlantic Avenue, leaving the attendant locked in a washroom.
 
That same week, a thirty-five-year-old man named Joseph Nelson of Red Hook was shot and killed in his Bush Street home by a bullet fired from the gun of Welfare Department Patrolman Harry Baskerville. Baskerville was booked and charged with murder, but successfully argued that it was an accident.

 
THAT AIN’T A PINEAPPLE
 
Everyone got excited on October 16 when a live hand grenade was found at the corner of Columbia and Halleck Streets, by an unidentified dock worker. The grenade was taken to the temporary strike headquarters in Red Hook Stadium, where it was determined to be a dud.
 
Minutes after the bomb scare, there was another hubbub at the Breakwater Pier, where scabs were being lured by ILA men to a private shape-up. Both the IBL and NYPD showed up to keep it from happening.

 
BANG BANG BUSTED
 
There were about a dozen arrests that day, including “Bang Bang” Anastasio, who was sick with throat cancer, which didn’t keep him from getting in trouble. Bang Bang was among those cuffed on the pier and led away by cops. Kings County Judge Sam Leibowitz arraigned Bang Bang for inciting a riot and ordered him held on ten grand bail, a high figure because of his criminal record.
 
Simultaneously, a federal grand jury heard testimony from twenty-two longshoremen that Tough Tony’s agitation led to violence on the piers.
 
The grand jury indicted Bang Bang and a dozen others as instigators and throwers of bricks and bottles, however Judge Leibowicz granted Bang Bang severance, being that he was in critical condition in the hospital following his first throat cancer operation.
 
On October 26, 1953, a stevedore union rally was held in Madison Square Garden. Government officials tried to address the masses but were lustily booed. Cheered were speakers that condemned union interference by outsiders, and that they preferred to “settle differences among ourselves.” There were 350 cops at the rally.

 
REGISTRATION
 
By the end of the month much of the blood had been rinsed off the piers and the government claimed to have registered nineteen thousand longshoremen with another eight thousand to go. As with any governmental takeover, the results were ninety percent paperwork, five percent red tape, and the rest hot air.
 
Seventeen pier superintendents and dock hiring bosses were denied licenses because of criminal records, and all seventeen appealed, clogging up the courts. The number of laborers refused licenses was 255, out of 27,443 who applied, including all applicants who had a criminal record less than five years old.

 
SPANISH TONY
 
The government’s attempt to abolish the shape-up system caused chaos. One of the hiring bosses who did not get a license from the commission was thirty-nine-year-old Antonio “Spanish Tony” Calvo, who had four times been arrested for bookmaking. Calvo’s appeal read in part: “The commission’s action in turning down applications for longshoreman registration by persons with criminal convictions was creating a state of chaos and confusion along the waterfront, which may well precipitate strike, boycott, or rebellion.” It was a threat.
 
His crew protested by striking and loudly rallying at the Breakwater in Erie Basin. A guy from the Brooklyn Eagle wandered around the angry gathering asking for comment. A longshoreman named Paul Rossi of Carroll Street said that all the government’s work to clean things up would be worth shit if they didn’t abolish hiring foremen all together. They could call it whatever they wanted. It was still a shape-up.
 
Did the government think that hiring bosses were going to be corruption-free simply because they lacked a criminal record? It was naïve and stupid.
 
The strike protesting Spanish Tony’s barring lasted less than a day. With plenty of police still on the scene, men trooped onto the piers, were called up, and went to work quietly.
 
On the pier where Spanish Tony had previously called the shots stood the newly licensed boss, Sal Randazzo. Standing nearby was Tony Anastasio, keeping an eye on things. Tough Tony said that he’d attended a meeting the night before at which it was decided the men should go back to work.
 
“We will have peace on the waterfront. Today we are working in Brooklyn,” Anastasio said. “I resent the talk of hoodlums and criminals and goons on the waterfront. Out of 27,000 union members, the waterfront commission found only two hundred to be barred—and out of those only four or five were from Red Hook.”

 
“GET LOST”
 
Now, you may ask yourself, did the pier bosses with criminal records, barred from the waterfront by the commission, quietly stay away? The answer is no fucking way.
 
They started to come back within a week.
 
Barred boss Albert Ackalitis, a member of the old Arsenal Mob (precursor to the Westies), was telling the licensed guy who’d taken his place to get lost if he knew what was good for him.

 
SWISS CHEESE SYSTEM
 
Critics of the government’s attempted waterfront takeover pointed out that the current system had loopholes you could drive a hijacked truck through. Racketeers were going to easily get around the puny obstacles the government had put in place.
 
The system did not include, for example, waterfront maintenance crews, which were used to repair and clean ships while docked. Those crews were given access to the far reaches of the cargo ships and worked unobserved. Thus, they could easily unload narcotics or other kinds of contraband.
 
An anticrime committee spokesman casually pointed out that the Waterfront Commission’s statements about the changes they’d made were “misleading,” and “nothing had happened to change the fact that mobsters still control the docks of the port of New York.” As if to emphasize the point, the body of an ice-picked longshoreman was plucked out of the Hudson River hours after the comment was made.
 
Within a week, the commission became aware that it wasn’t the anticorruption machine it thought itself to be. Commissioners were covering their asses. They were eager to declare “mission accomplished” and hightail it out of Dodge.
 
“Once the cleanup is completed,” they said. “The commission is willing to relinquish its control.”
 
To whom? The question didn’t even need to be asked.

 
PUBLIC LOADERS OUTLAWED
 
On December 9, 1953, a special three-judge federal court outlawed “public loaders” in the port of New York, because that group was mob-controlled and regularly collected loading charges for work that wasn’t done. The ruling read: “The public loaders have been guilty of such flagrant abuses that it is against the public interest to allow them to continue.”

 
REPLACING THE ILA
 
As the longshoremen needed unionization but the union in place had gone bad (ILA), the idea was to replace the corrupt union with a supposedly squeaky-clean union (IBL), a pipedream at best. The same plan had failed the year before, but the AFL was back trying again.
 
By December 20, an election was held for the 23,000 dock workers to determine which union they wanted. The election did not provide the clear-cut results that had been hoped for, with Tough Tony’s ILA winning by 9,060 to 7,568, with 4,505 of those ballots being investigated for fraud.
 
The government, fully aware that many longshoremen voted for the ILA because they were afraid not to, was left in a weakened position, in which they were requiring the laborers to join a union other than their first choice.
 
The ILA said they won the election and that should be that, but Governor Dewey believed the National Labor Relations Board should refuse to certify the ILA as the longshoremen’s official bargaining agent.
 
The ILA began to get big-time financial backing. John L. Lewis, the president of the (theoretically) unrelated Mine Workers Union, gave the ILA a reported one million dollars to help the union maintain control by striking.
 
In February 1954, the Waterfront Commission was still barring longshoremen after their investigative branch found them to have criminal records. Those barred in Brooklyn included Albert Ackalitis, Sonny Campbell, Nick Tanzella, Joe “The Hat” Chiarello, and Angie Merolla.
 
That year the film On the Waterfront came out, directed by Elia Kazan, written by Budd Schulberg, and starring Marlon Brando, which turned corruption on the docks into a national issue.

 
ACKALITIS: ONE OF THE TOP GUYS
 
To be fair to the Waterfront Commission, getting the mob off the piers was mission impossible. Technically, all five crime families in New York had a piece of the piers, but the Genovese family was most dominant.
 
As a physical presence on the piers, along with Tough Tony, the top guy was Albert Ackalitis. “The Greek” they called him, and he could strike fear into the heart of anyone who crossed his or Tough Tony’s path. His job was to collect loans, tap into pension funds, and keep order among the laborers. To help with discipline, Ackalitis kept a full stable of enforcers.

 
A CORRUPTION PROCEDURAL
 
Here’s an example of how Ackalitis worked: In 1950, three years before the government attempted their waterfront cleanup, a corporation known as Jarka Corp. wanted to work a new pier and needed to assign a new pier boss. Jarka was told to hire Tough Tony. The company refused at first, but after some nudging, they agreed. Jarka hired Tough Tony and Ackalitis both, it turned out. A corporation vice-president said the reason was simple: They needed peace on the docks, and this was the only way to accomplish that. Ackalitis told anyone who would listen that keeping a man off the piers because he had a criminal record was downright inhumane: “Because a man has done wrong once don’t show that he’s a criminal. Why, a man can’t get paroled unless someone will give him a job.”
 
In private, company officials admitted that given a choice, they would hire twenty Albert Ackalitises. “We get more work out of him than anyone else. We are not interested in his personal life,” those officials said—in private.
 
Ackalitis’s headquarters was on Pier 18 on Manhattan’s lower west side, Hudson River, but his influence ranged to Red Hook and across the Hudson in New Jersey.
 
In 1954, with the Waterfront Commission a solid year into their “clean-up,” Ackalitis hadn’t moved. “Tough Tony” Anastasio was still in place, although he’d at least slowed down on calling wildcat shutdowns to punish companies that weren’t paying up. The squeaky-clean machine that the Waterfront Commission had envisioned was nowhere to be seen. Fear and chaos still ruled the docks.

 
COMMISSION STILL EXISTS
 
The Waterfront Commission of New York still exists (the New Jersey portion of the bi-state organization withdrew in 2014), with headquarters on Columbia Street in Red Hook. Today, the WC of New York harbor has become part of the federal Department of Homeland Security. To this day, the commission’s goal is to “investigate, deter, combat, and remedy criminal activity” on the piers.
 
The most recent charges brought by commission investigations came in 2008. “Leaders and members” of the Gambinos were charged with racketeering conspiracy, money laundering, illegal gambling, theft of union benefits, loansharking, and lying to investigators.
 
So, what’s new? Not a fucking thing.


 



CHAPTER 14
 
Chitoz Busted and Other News
 
HERE’S AN EARLY STORY about a guy who went on to become a President Street Boy: On January 9, 1950, Genaro “Chitoz” Basciano, nineteen and living on Carroll Street between Van Brunt and Columbia, was busted for robbing a Red Hook grocery store that was only around the corner from where he lived. With him was eighteen-year-old Jack Ruggiero. Chitoz learned an important lesson. If you’re going to bump off a grocery, at least do it outside the neighborhood where everyone and their mother doesn’t recognize you even with your ski mask on.
 
One of the young Red Hook gangsters who ran with Chitoz back then was Joseph “Joe Desi” DeSimone. Joe Desi and Chitoz grew up to be a hit team together. Joe Desi started out with the Profaci Family, but ended up with the Bonannos, where he was allegedly involved in the 1981 murders of Philip “Phil Lucky” Giaccone (who was once DeSimone’s capo), Dominick “Big Trin” Trinchera, and Alphonse “Sonny Red” Indelicato, Bonanno guys who were in on the Carmine Galante hit. (Unlike most of his cronies, DeSimone lived to be old, but that didn’t stop the Justice Department from harassing him every chance they got. When he was eighty-two and just out after twelve years behind bars for murder, he was sentenced to a two-year bid for parole violations, consorting with known felons. The man was eighty-two! Everyone he knew was a known felon. What’s he supposed to do, live out his years like a hermit?)
 
On February 12, 1950, police arrested a Frank Coleman and accused him of loansharking longshoremen. He had some ’splaining to do when he was arrested. When he was searched, he had the pay envelopes for three longshoremen in his pocket.
 
Five days later there was a fatal fight outside a Red Hook tavern on Dwight Street. Fifty-year-old Amato Arevalo was killed by thirty-two-year-old Raymond Hines. Hines struck Arevalo, who fell and cracked his head on the floor, bleeding into the sawdust.
 
MISS GOWANUS–RED HOOK
 
Back in the 1950s, there used to be a Miss Brooklyn beauty pageant, and one of the contestants each year was “Miss Gowanus-Red Hook”. The talent portions of those shows were a riot. So many baton twirlers and shiny accordions.
 
During the summer of 1951, Miss G-RH was nineteen-year-old Rose Romano, a “pert brunette,” who paraded past judges in her two-piece sky-blue bathing suit. She was very cute, but the newspapers the next day were more interested in her first runner-up, Sally Norman. Whereas the winner’s most interesting numbers were 34-25-36, the runner-up, a tall blond originally from Paris, had the number 47625 tattooed on her left forearm, a souvenir of her time in the Nazi death camp Auschwitz.

 
IN OTHER NEWS . . .
 
On March 15, 1950, cops hauled in four Red Hook teenagers for the holdup of a deli on Wolcott Street. The arrested boys were Daniel Carvalho, Thomas Brown, Frank Rizzica, and Frank Fonseco. During the arrests three handguns were confiscated.
 
On August 4, two gunmen invaded a loft plant, the Normandy Container Corp. on Imlay Street near the Atlantic Basin and got away with the $1,500 payroll. The gunmen tied up several employees and made them promise not to yell for help for ten minutes. The witnesses described the men as “Mutt and Jeff,” which meant one was tall and the other short.
 
In an inside job, a four-hundred-dollar television set, a rarity in 1951, was stolen from the Mulkor Warehouse on Conover Street. Arrested were three men in their thirties, Anthony Shipone, Ignazio Giocomozzo, and Philip Grannucci, who owned a bar on Columbia. This was a time when most TVs were in bars and served as a drawing point. Within a few years TV would become common in people’s living rooms, but not yet.
 
On March 26, 1951, a sawdust plant at the corner of Dikeman and Conover caught fire, and as you’d imagine went up like a tinderbox, covering the neighborhood with a choking blanket of smoke. The fire started at four sixteen a.m., cause unknown.
 
On April 27, 1951, four men, armed only with sticks, mugged a pair of Norwegian sailors on liberty for the evening. The attack took place at two a.m. at the corner of Halleck and Columbia Streets. The thugs took the seamen’s passports and about nine dollars.
 
On October 4, a trio of men, two of them armed, accosted grocery store operator Nicholas Daminite as he was closing his Columbia Street store. They forced him to reopen and took ninety dollars from the cash register.
 
During the summer of 1952, with bored kids roaming the streets, there was a rash of arson. All the torched buildings were abandoned and boarded up, but the fire department was kept busy on some of the hottest days of the year.

 
DRIVE-BY
 
On April 12, 1952, eighteen-year-old Charles J. “Tiny” Fazio, a member of a Red Hook gang, who had a reputation as a Red Hook tough guy, was arrested for the mistaken identity drive-by murder of eighteen-year-old Salvatore Cetta.
 
The victim had been walking side by side with a friend on Carroll Street. Fazio fired once from a .25-caliber automatic but shot the wrong kid. The murder weapon had exchanged hands several times since the shooting and was eventually tossed off the Williamsburg Bridge into the East River.
 
A dredging operation failed to recover the weapon. Fazio’s nickname, Tiny, was ironic, as he stood six feet and weighed close to two hundred pounds. The arrest was made after police learned that Fazio and Cetta’s walking companion, who was a Navy Yard gang member, were archenemies.
 
Fazio was still in high school, and his classmates told police that he “carried a gun most days at school.” Fazio worked for his dad at his electrician’s shop on Court Street.
 
These were boys who weren’t quite men, and they’d graduated from fists to guns, with tragic results. Following the arrest, police learned that there had been another gang member driving the car when Fazio shot Cetta, who was AWOL from the Navy.

 
JD STATS
 
At the end of 1952, police released stats on Red Hook’s JD problem. There were 236 crimes committed by persons under sixteen, resulting in 76 arrests.
 
At ten p.m. March 11, 1953, sixty-eight-year-old John Chenski, who lived in an apartment above his deli on Van Brunt Street, was stabbed in the back with his own butcher knife and shot with a zip gun by three teenaged thugs during a holdup. Two sixteen-year-olds and a fifteen-year-old were arrested when sanitation workers driving past in two trucks heard Chenski crying for help and jumped from their trucks to capture the teens.

 
COCKTAIL FOR DISASTER
 
A potential horror scene was averted in June 1953, when police seized from the trunk of a car twenty Molotov Cocktails—gasoline in a bottle with a cloth “wick,” light it and throw it, a street-punk hand grenade.
 
The cocktails were in a variety of bottles—whiskey, milk, soda, and one champagne—and were discovered after members of the Brooklyn Youth Squad caught wind that there was a rumble scheduled for the Hicks Street Mountain—the four-hundred-foot-long and sixty-foot-high mound of dirt created when they dug the big ditch to connect the BQE with the Gowanus Expressway as part of the borough’s Belt system—so they patrolled the neighborhood, looking for packs of feral boys.
 
They found just such a pack at the corner of Warren and Henry, and dispersed the cluster. The boys had been “formulatin’ war plans.” When the cops pulled up, several boys made a run for it, leather soles slapping cobblestones, and two of the runners tried to get away in the guilty car.
 
Those two, the ones going for the car with the cocktails in the trunk, were hauled into court before magistrate Abner Surpless, charged with unlawful assembly, violation of the Sullivan Law, and felony possession of explosives. They were Adrian Fanning, seventeen, of First Place, and sixteen-year-old Jacob Geha, of Sackett Street.
 
“What gang do you belong to, boys?” Surpless asked.
 
“We wit da Kane Street Midgets,” Fanning replied.
 
“And what were you going to do with the cocktails?” the magistrate inquired.
 
“We was gonna have a showdown wit da Dukes,” Geha explained.
 
“The Dukes?”
 
“Yeah, they from Gowanus.”
 
“What is the dispute about?”
 
“Two Midgets got jumped by Dukes in Carroll Street Park,” Fanning said. “Ten on one. They pummeled him.”
 
“How was tonight’s confrontation arranged?”
 
“Through the grapevine.” Fanning turned toward the gallery where his mother was weeping somewhat noisily and said, “Jeez, Mom, don’t cry.”

 
HICKS STREET MOUNTAIN
 
“And where was this showdown to be held?” Surpless asked.
 
“It was battle of the Hicks Street Mountain,” Geha said.
 
“The what?” Surpless asked.
 
One of the lawyers explained that it was a leftover from construction, a large pile of dirt in a big otherwise empty lot.
 
Surpless, seemingly oblivious to the homicidal intentions behind the gas-filled bottles and encouraged by the fact that there were parents there, concluded, “These two boys are young rascals, and you parents here in court are partly to blame. If this thing is not checked, it could be the first step to Sing Sing. What the boys need is a good old-fashioned walloping.”
 
Surpless turned his attention back to the defendants: “I’m also sentencing you to fourteen days in the Raymond Street Jail.”
 
Again, Fanning turned to the gallery and this time was disturbed to see that his mother had fainted.

 
HOT, BLOODY SUMMER
 
The Molotov cocktails might’ve been confiscated, but the summer of 1953 was determined to be violent, and sure enough, gang warfare turned bloody on July 27, when sixteen-year-old William Bogan was attacked at the corner of Lorraine and Columbia.
 
He’d been talking to a pair of friends, one a girl, when six hoods approached and began to beat Bogan. Two shots were fired during the fight but missed everything. Bogan was stabbed in the left shoulder and was taken to Long Island College Hospital, where he was treated and sent home.

 
FREE X-RAYS
 
That same summer was bloody in another way. While the docks were in chaos and juvenile delinquents were graduating into big-boy crimes, tuberculosis was rampant. Rule was, you crossed the street if you saw someone spit blood.
 
The health emergency got so bad that three organizations, the Gowanus Community Center, the Department of Health, and the Red Hook/Gowanus District Health Committee, a unit of the Brooklyn Tuberculosis and Health Association, got together and offered all adults in South Brooklyn free chest X-rays.

 
BLACK DIAMOND HIJACK
 
On December 17, 1954, two masked gunmen hijacked a truckload of canned hams and bacon (at the time worth $21,000) at the corner of Lorraine and Smith.
 
“We mean business,” one of the masked men said. “Don’t do anything and keep your mouth shut. Maybe you won’t get hurt.”
 
The theft took place only seconds after the truck finished being loaded at the Black Diamond pier at the foot of Smith Street. During the theft, the gunmen kidnapped the driver and dropped him off in Sunset Park.
 
 

 
 
Then, in 1956, I, your friendly narrator, Uncle Frankie, was born in Red Hook, and from about 1960 on, I’m an eyewitness.





PART THREE
 
President Street
 
PICTURE THIS . . .
 
The inside of a hospital. it’s daytime but the waiting room is dark. Then there’s a bolt of light, almost like a solid thing. It’s a thick-wristed nurse opening the drapes forcefully, angry at the darkness, let in the fucking light.
 
My mom, Dee, is sitting in a chair at the bedside of a sick man. She doesn’t even react to the change in light or to the nurse who is checking a few things around the bedside, clicking off a checklist in her brain.
 
Dee waits until the nurse is gone and picks up the phone. She calls me at home.
 
“Frankie? You should come down now. I think it’s time,” she says. I’ve never heard her sound so weak.
 
Despite his illness, my dad has the strength to reach out and grab the phone away from my mom.
 
“Frankie, hey son, don’t worry about me. Eh, if you want to get away, Florida is beautiful this time of year. I’m not going to stop you. If you bring my grandkids. I’ll take you all to that restaurant I was telling you about.”
 
My mom starts to cry. She gets up out of her chair and walks over to the window. She closes the drapes a little but not all the way.
 
My dad’s voice lowers, “Frankie, get me out of here.”
 
“I’m on my way, Pop.”
 
 

 
 
On the way I did a lot of thinking. I grew up with only one career option: I was going to be a hoodlum. My dad drove into me the rules of the Life. I recalled a conversation we once had. He told me that if I fucked up and needed to be whacked, he would be the one sent to kill me.
 
“So don’t,” he said.
 
“I won’t fuck up, Pop,” I said.
 
 

 
 
By the time I got to the hospital, he’s slipping in and out of consciousness. He’s out when I get there but woke as I sit at his bedside.
 
“Son. How’s Emily? The kids?”
 
“Fine, Pop. They’re fine.”
 
It’s a long time before he speaks again.
 
“You know . . . if I go . . . they are coming after you.”
 
“I’m not worried about those scumbags, Pop, and neither should you. I’m here now.”
 
He smiles, just a little smile, and drifts off for the last time.
 
TALKING TO LOUIE
 
A few days later I was back in Red Hook, sitting alone at a bar, a place where the bartender is Joe and the other customer is Louie, who sits directly beneath the TV. They know I’m in mourning and give me space until I have a few drinks in me.
 
Louie says to Joe, “Next one’s on me.”
 
Louie came over, draped a friendly arm over my shoulders and gave me a hug.
 
“I’m sorry to hear about your old man,” Louie says. “They stopped making them like that a long time ago.”
 
“You’re not fuckin’ kidding, Louie.”
 
“Everything all right? How you holding up?”
 
“I have no idea what the fuck I’m gonna do now.” I laugh. “I don’t even know how the hell I ended up here. The only thing I know is that crazy bastard father of mine took me on one wild fuckin’ ride.”
 
Louie orders himself a drink.
 
“I got time to listen,” Louie says.
 
“All right,” I say. “You asked for it. The story starts with the President Street Boys. . . .”

 





CHAPTER 15
 
The Boys
 
I REMEMBER THE PRESIDENT STREET BOYS mostly by their nicknames, Smokey (Joseph D’Antuano), Little Angelo, Cockeyed Butchie (Joseph Musemeci), Ralphie Goodness, Stanley the Hat, Mooney (John Cutrone), Tarzan (Johnny Lusterino), Louie “The Syrian” Hubela, Sammy “The Syrian” Zahralban, The Beard (Tony Bernardo), Jelly (Joe Gioelli), Chitoz (Gerry Basciano), The Greek (Pete Diasporas), Punchy Illiano, his cousin Armando “Mondo” Illiano, and Roy Roy (Roy Musico). And in charge were the Gallo brothers: Larry, Albert (a.k.a. Kid Blast), and Crazy Joey—not that anyone ever called him that to his face. Sometimes they called him “The Blond.” Joey was the middle brother but from the start was the one everyone talked about. He had a sharp tongue, a savage wit, and a sadistic streak as wide as Ocean Boulevard. When I was a little boy the Gallos would pinch my cheeks hard to make me cry and teach me to be tough.
 
ALBERT AND MARY
 
The parents were Albert and Mary Gallo. Papa was a soft-spoken hoodlum but slick as a fox. Mary was rough around the edges and held nothing back—especially when it came to her boys.
 
Papa earned. His brainchild: Direct Vending Company, HQ at 51 President Street. He’d rent coin-operated machines, jukeboxes, bowling machines, shuffleboard, and use his sons to enforce a system whereby all the bars of Brooklyn needed to use Gallo machines. Papa made a shitload of money, one dime at a time.

 
PRESIDENT STREET IS THE PLACE
 
Papa’s choice of the President Street location was well thought out. It was Red Hook, on the north side between Van Brunt and Columbia. The Block. Pretty run down. He knew people, and maybe got a deal on the property.
 
He also might’ve picked the block because, in wartime, it would be easily defended. It was sealed in at the east by the big trench dug to accommodate the Expressway and, on the west, by the piers. The street came to a T on both ends. Further protection was offered from the south by the entrance to and mouth of the Brooklyn–Battery Tunnel.
 
Across the street from Papa’s HQ and closer to Columbia (#74) was the diner run by Mondo’s mom, Punchy’s aunt—and Punchy lived on my block and knew my mom. That was the first connection.
 
Mondo’s basement, which would one day be known for its feline wildlife, wasn’t finished or done up nice. It was just a cellar: dirt floor, a ceiling that seemed to be made of pipes, a storage space for swag. Guys hid out down there.
 
There were a lot of clubs on the block. Mama Rose’s place, at #73, was where they used to have all-night card games when my mom was a kid. Mondo and his mom had a club at #74, with Tarzan Lusterino doing the cooking. (Tarzan had a joint on Ninth Street and Third Avenue called The Blue Beetle, named after his partner, who was a jockey. That’s the same Beetle who was driving the car when “Allie Boy” Persico whacked Steve Bove and dumped his body on Carroll Street.) Eventually, the Gallos had two clubs, at #76 and #75. Roy Roy’s club was at #77.
 
When Joey hung out on President Street, he and Mondo and Punchy became fast friends. Joey brought along Pete the Greek, who was Joey’s childhood friend from Kensington. Add the other Gallo brothers, and things grew from there.
 
Albert and Mary Gallo had two daughters and three sons. They opened a luncheonette on Church Avenue in Brooklyn, and the whole family pitched in. The oldest boy was Larry, born in 1927, brains of the operation. Albert, Jr., Kid Blast, was last, born in 1930.
 
Joey ran with bums from when he was a little boy, operated his first crap game at eleven, and by puberty was an established street kid, running numbers for one of Profaci’s crews. (That’s Joe Profaci—the Old Man, they called him—the “Olive Oil King” and boss of one of the Five Families. Profaci started out his adult life as a grocer in Chicago. It didn’t work out, so he moved to Brooklyn, imported olive oil, and became a member of Frankie Yale’s crew.)
 
Joey was the X factor. He was fear personified. He could make a guy shit his pants by snapping his fingers. His unhinged persona only made him scarier.

 
BATH BEACH JOHNNY
 
The Garfields of Carmine Persico and the Cockroaches of the young Gallos grew into young adulthood and sort of blended, and worked the rackets for Profaci made man Johnny “Bath Beach” Oddo.
 
Joey was “discovered” by Oddo, a Brooklyn bookmaker, and the boys became part of his crew.
 
Oddo got his nickname because he lived in Bath Beach, a slender slice of Brooklyn that ran along the waterfront, south of 86th Street. His resumé was legendary. He began his gangland career while still a teenager and worked his way up to lieutenant for Al Capone.
 
In 1939, Oddo was convicted of attempted extortion and conspiracy, but the judge was unusually lenient on him, giving him a suspended sentence rather than a jail term. After Pearl Harbor, Oddo declared that he wanted to be drafted so that he could fight for his country. Three Kings County judges proclaimed him unfit for the Army and advised his parole officer to keep a close eye on him.
 
Joey Gallo did odd jobs for a guy named Harry Fontana, and Fontana introduced Joey to Profaci, the Old Man himself. Joey made the Old Man nervous. He was concerned that Joey was really crazy. Profaci thought he was on goof balls or something. To answer the question, Profaci kidnapped Joey and locked him in a room for a couple of days to see if he’d go into withdrawal. By the time Joey was released, no dope to withdraw from, he hated Profaci’s guts.

 
FRANKIE SHOTS
 
Eventually, the Gallo crew worked under the auspices of “Frankie Shots” Abbatemarco, the old-time Red Hooker whose brother Mike Shots got whacked back when they were practically kids (see chapter 8). He was now a big-time Bensonhurst bookie and policy banker who ran Profaci operations in South Brooklyn. Thus, whenever a President Street boy got in a jam, Profaci sent the best lawyers, and he was back in Mondo’s Club having a drink before dark.
 
Frankie Shots used Joey as a collector. Joey always came back with the money.

 
JUNIOR
 
Another guy who hung around in Red Hook and on President Street a lot was Carmine Persico, not yet called “The Snake.” They called him Junior. He was another guy who’d been around Red Hook forever. My mom knew him when they were teenagers. Jelly, Punchy, Chitoz, and Louie the Syrian were there from the start.
 
But Joey didn’t like being under anyone’s auspices, especially the Old Man’s, and from very early on ran his own operations, from which he paid tribute to no one.
 
Mondo Illiano became a trusted ear when Joey needed to vent. Mondo was what they called in those days a midget. Although Mondo sometimes made a joke of his height himself, Joey forbid anyone else to do it. Mondo was a grown man and deserved to be treated as one.
 
Mondo’s cousin Punchy didn’t get his nickname in the usual fashion. Most Punchies are called that because they’ve been on the receiving end too much, but this Punchy got the name for dishing them out. (Punchy was later close to my father, and they stayed close their whole lives. He ran the street fairs in South Brooklyn and finally became a made man in the 1970s.)

 
BROTHERS
 
Joey Gallo was small in stature, with balls of steel. He laughed like Frank Gorshin as the Riddler on the old Batman TV show. That was Joey’s laugh, even when in court. From April 13, 1944, to August 13, 1959, Joey Gallo was arrested seventeen times. One time, Joey was put on probation by a judge. The other sixteen times charges were dismissed.
 
Brother Larry, who had no nickname for some reason, was also a small guy—but tough. He had heart and a temper but, unlike Joey, who got into everyone’s face, Larry could control his volatility, and this was considered a sign of maturity, of leadership. He had Joey thoroughly weaponized. Joey was his not-so-secret weapon. With Joey at his side, Larry figured he had the kind of juice needed to be the boss of his own family. If fate hadn’t taken a hand, he probably would have gone on to run the Profaci family. But Joey went to prison when I was seven and got out when I was sixteen—and there went the X factor.
 
Blast was small like his brothers but knew how to hold his own with larger tough guys. He was a good-looking guy, and he had a good head on his shoulders, like Larry. He had something else in common with his brothers, a mean streak that always lurked in the background, ready to flare up.

 
THEIR BIG BREAK
 
Profaci came to trust the Gallo brothers to be as violent as necessary without fucking up, and he assigned them one of the biggest hits in mob history, the hit on Albert Anastasia, a boss, the underworld’s Lord High Executioner.
 
It would be one of the biggest hits of all time, a record that stands to this day. The hit team would consist of Joey and Larry, their friend Carmine Persico, and Larry’s number-one gunman, Joe “Jelly” Gioelli.
 
But before we get to that, I’ve got to tell you about Cleo.

 
CLEO
 
Joey Gallo knew a guy who sold exotic animals—weird animals that normal people didn’t keep as pets. This guy, Tony, liked to play the horses and knew Joey through the bookmaking operation, something like that.
 
One day Tony called Joey and told him he had a monkey. Joey told Tony to bring the animal down to President Street. But the monkey was not popular, he threw his shit around like they do and only lasted a couple of weeks. Joey was going to shoot the monkey but ended up calling Tony to come take the monkey back.
 
There persisted the notion that Mondo’s club needed an exotic animal, to spice things up a bit and to intensify the club’s aura in a way that could be frightening to potential enemies.
 
Tony says, “Mondo, I got a lion cub named Cleo.”
 
“Perfect,” Mondo said.
 
The lion moved into Mondo’s basement. She was little at first—but she had big, big paws. She grew and grew and grew.
 
Everyone today claims to have seen the lion in person. In realty, the only guys who got to see the lion were crew members and the poor jerks who owed them money. One guy who we know saw Cleo in person was Albert Anastasia’s bodyguard, Anthony Coppola.
 
Which brings us to the day of the Barbershop quartet . . .

 
COPPY MEETS THE LION
 
The day started out with a good time, the kind of day that makes every gangster feel good, like he’s contributing to the overall good of the world. On President Street, the boys received a “load”—that is, a truck full of swag.
 
Mondo went around ringing bells and knocking on doors, parents would wake up kids, who would run out and empty the truck, and move the swag into the basements.
 
Then housewives would buy and sell whatever it was that came off the truck. Most of the time, no one really knew until they opened the boxes what it was. Sometimes it was radios, pillows, stereos, or toys. One time, it was school uniforms, and they convinced a Red Hook school to use them as the required uniforms until we ran out. That was the nice part of being in the Life. This time, the truck was full of pillows.
 
Things got interesting that afternoon when Joey and Larry came into Mondo’s club with a large sweaty man in tow. Mondo recognized the guy as Anthony Coppola, called Coppy. He was Albert Anastasia’s bodyguard.
 
Coppy was nervous but trying to act cool: “This place is dead. Where’s the broads?” he said and forced a laugh.
 
Larry answered in his impatient voice, “Don’t try to change the subject. You know his routine.”
 
“Yeah,” Coppy said, already sounding defeated.
 
“We need you to do something,” Larry said.
 
The beads of sweat were popping out on his forehead. “Look, Larry, what’s this all about?”
 
Larry didn’t answer, he just flashed a glance at Mondo, who left the room. The men could hear his footsteps on the basement stairs. In a moment, Mondo was back, and he had the now fully grown Cleo on a leash. He walked the lion in a small circle and then led her back down the stairs.
 
“What the fuck was that?” Coppy said, now physically leaning toward escape. But Joey, who hadn’t said a word, had the sadistic lights flashing in his blue eyes, grabbed a handful of Coppy’s coat and pushed him toward the basement door.
 
Larry said, “This wasn’t the way I wanted to do this, but you’re gonna find out. Now move!”
 
Coppy got as far as the basement doorway and grabbed the moldings trying to resist. Joey peeled Coppy’s fingers from the molding, and Larry pushed him through the door. Bottom line, they knew exactly where Albert Anastasia was going to be later that day. The man had a routine, Coppy said.
 
Coppy was released unharmed.
 
After giving Coppy a head start, Carmine Persico, Joey and Larry Gallo, and Joe Jelly caught a subway at Carroll Street. It was called the RR train back then, the Broadway local. On the train they stood and held onto a leather strap. They talked about the bad news coming out of Flatbush. Their Brooklyn Dodgers were moving to Los Angeles. The owner, Walter O’Malley, said so.
 
“Fucking mick,” Joey said.
 
Carmine Persico said, “Hey Joey, if you were in a room with Hitler, Stalin, and O’Malley, and you had a gun with just two bullets, who would you shoot?”
 
“I’d shoot O’Malley twice!” Joey said, and they all laughed.

 
CHAIR NUMBER TWO
 
Anastasia was right where he was supposed to be, in chair number two. The barber threw his haircutting cape over Anastasia, turned the chair so he was facing the mirror, with his back to the lobby door.
 
Outside, on the bustling street, the “barbershop quartet” was gathered. They put black leather gloves on their shooting hands, pulled their scarves up to cover their faces.
 
The hot towel was on Anastasia’s face. The barbershop door made a bell tinkle, and this got Anastasia’s attention.
 
“Coppy, we good?” Anastasia asked.
 
But unbeknownst to his boss, Coppy had left, muttering something about “moving the car.”
 
When Anastasia didn’t get a response, he pulled the towel off his face. Seeing the gunmen in the mirror, Anastasia made a couple of wild swings with both arms, punching at reflections.
 
A volley of shots sent the Lord High Executioner to hell.

 
CONQUERING HEROES
 
Back on President Street, waiting for the quartet were Frankie Shots, Abby, Mooney, Chitoz, Roy Roy, Louie the Syrian, Pete the Greek, and Mondo.
 
Everybody cheered and slapped the boys on the back when they came into the club.
 
Abby said, “You guys, this is crazy!”
 
Carmine Persico came off as humble, “I know, right. Larry, thanks for bringing me along on this.”
 
Larry clasped Persico’s shoulder. “You did good, Carmine.”
 
“Hey, whatever you want, I’ll back you, like everybody else in this room,” Persico said. Oh, the irony.
 
Frankie Shots said, “Try to keep a lid on these guys, will you, Jelly?”
 
“Ha!” Jelly said. “I’m tryin’.”
 
Persico said, “Anybody need a drink? Come on, Jelly.”
 
And so, the men moved to the bar. Frankie Shots addressed the quartet with something solemn in his voice.
 
“You boys have done an important thing. Something that would have been unthinkable even a year ago. If the head of Murder, Inc., isn’t untouchable, nobody is.”
 
“You’re right, Shots,” Joey said. “Nobody is.”
 
Shots said, “This opens the door for you. Larry, you could be a boss.”
 
“You should be the boss, Shots! Who knows more than you?”
 
“My time has passed, maybe Abby here, one day,” he said, referring to his son.
 
“Come on, Pop,” Abby said, a little embarrassed.
 
Shots moved on, “The thing is, the captains need a leader. We all know Profaci is screwing everybody, but nobody can do nothing about it.”
 
That set Joey off. “Don’t get me started on that asshole, with the big house in Florida and the flying back and forth. We’re paying for that shit!”
 
Mondo said, “I heard the motherfucker hires a priest to say mass in his fucking house.”
 
Larry ignored Mondo and tried to calm his volatile brother down, “Joey, he’s the boss. He’s the boss of the family.”
 
“What fucking family?” Joey said, his eyes very wild now. “We’re all just crews out here on our own, kicking upstairs, but nothing ever gets spread around. Listen, I’ve been talking to some of the other captains. They don’t like it either.”
 
“Which captains?” Larry asked.
 
Joey chose not to be specific. “Everybody!” he said. “They’ve all had it with fucking Profaci. And this dues shit. What the fuck is this, the old fucking days?”
 
Larry frowned. “The membership dues or whatever? That’s how they did it in the old country.”
 
Abby said, “Yeah. We figured it out. Profaci’s take on that is fifty grand a month!”
 
Shots took up his son’s argument, “And that’s supposed to be for the people who get pinched and their families—but fucking Profaci keeps it for himself, the fuck. Larry, it’s the principle of the thing.”
 
Joey said, “I’m with you, Shots. Tell you what: Let’s just stop kicking up to the Old Man.”
 
Larry said, “Hang on, Joey . . .”
 
Joey didn’t feel like hanging on. “Fuck ’em, fuck ’em all. He misses a couple months’ payments from our crew, maybe he’ll renegotiate. Let’s drink to it.”
 
Larry said, “And if he don’t?”
 
Joey held his glass up high. “Fuck Profaci,” he said.
 
“Fuck ’im,” Shots and Abby said.
 
Larry was last. “All right, fuck ’im,” he said.
 
The problem with the plan was it pissed Profaci off big-time, and he handled it the old-fashioned way. There would be trouble, of course, but not before Joey, Larry, and Carmine Persico got buttons for the Anastasia hit. Jelly, as we’ll see, didn’t fare as well.
 
Many people still believe that someone other than Joey, Larry, Carmine, and Jelly whacked the Mad Hatter, but they’re wrong. You think Profaci gave Joey his button out of love?

 
NO LIFE FOR MAN OR BEAST
 
Just about the time my dad showed up on President Street, Cleo the lion made her exit. Mondo could no longer control her. Larry Gallo went down into the basement one day with a gun in his hand.
 
“I’m about to feed her,” Mondo said with a worried expression on his face. “Do you want to help? Uh, what’s up, Larry?”
 
“She doesn’t belong here, Armando. This is no kind of life for her.”
 
Larry put the gun to Cleo’s head.
 
“Please don’t, Larry,” Mondo said.
 
“It’s for the best.” He pulled back the hammer.
 
“Wait, I’ll get her out of here. I’ve been thinking that she’s getting too big for President Street. How about you let me find her a new home, okay?”
 
“Okay. Someplace wild,” Larry said. “Jersey, maybe.”
 
They both laughed.
 
I later heard that Cleo went back to the guy who’d sold her to the boys.

 
ENTER RICK DIMATTEO
 
The Di Matteo family—that was how they wrote it back then—originated in Naples, Italy. My dad’s grandparents came to America around the turn of the twentieth century. His parents met in the U.S., both immigrants, and returned to Italy to be married around 1930.
 
Their second son was Richard Antonio Di Matteo, born at Methodist Episcopal Hospital in Brooklyn, on March 4, 1937. As a kid, Ricky lived at Carroll Street and Third Avenue. That’s Gowanus or maybe the very base of Park Slope. His parents were legit. Gabriel worked in construction, Carmina as a seamstress.
 
Ricky started in the Life in 1958, just after he was discharged from the army. He was a high school graduate from a poor Italian family, and he bounced around for a while, worked maintenance for American Airlines, discovered that he liked to box.
 
It was something that many poor kids turned to. You risked losing your marbles, but there was glory in fighting for a living, as long as you won more than you lost. There was, in theory, a pot of gold at the end of the boxing road, but no fighters ever got to it. Some had it for one fleeting moment, but money sharps picked their pockets almost immediately.

 
SUNNYSIDE GARDENS
 
He fought mostly at Sunnyside Gardens, the sort of place where guys on their way up fought guys on their way down, with the newcomers being showcased on TV for bigger shows against stronger competition at Madison Square Garden.
 
Ricky fought in the preliminaries as a middleweight—but he was not a pugilist with top-ten level skills—that’s top-ten in the world—and was smart enough to cut his boxing career short with his wits still about him.
 
Out of the ring for good, Ricky hooked up with Anthony “Little Augie Pisano” Carfano—who you’ll remember as the head usher at Frankie Yale’s funeral—and Anthony “Tony Bender” Strollo. Both were caporegimes in the Genovese crime family. They ran nightclubs in the city and were looking for a bouncer.

 
LITTLE AUGIE AND TONY BENDER
 
Little Augie was the key factor there. He was a man with a history and a lot of enemies. He was a mob killer, shot people for Vito Genovese, Lucky Luciano, and Frank Costello.
 
Six times Augie had been arrested for murder, but each time they’d had to cut him loose. Augie oversaw collecting the Genovese cut from New York’s garment district. Augie also controlled labor unions there and may have used his muscle to rig a few city elections.
 
Little Augie was about fifty, but he still enjoyed women as much as ever. He’d had a couple wives. One was a cop’s sister. A dapper dresser, he was known for his white felt fedora with black silk band, his finely tailored suits, and his shiny shoes.
 
He was a Genovese lieutenant, although he and the boss weren’t chummy-chummy. Augie’s allegiance was in question. In 1959, Vito had called for a meeting of his lieutenants, because he was worried about family solidarity. Everybody showed up except Augie, who was discussed in his absence.
 
Tony Bender was the guy who saw Ricky win one of his Sunnyside Garden fights by KO and offered him a job interview. Quizzed and tested, Ricky demonstrated that he was good at handling himself and others, so he was hired.
 
He worked at two clubs in Manhattan, The Wagon Wheel and The Gold Key. One night he got into a fight with a Black man who’d been spending too much time talking to a white woman—taboo in most neighborhoods back then. Ricky floored him twice and threw him out of the club, and only later learned that the guy was Emile Griffith, who went on to win belts as both a welter- and middleweight.
 
It was while working as a bouncer for the Genovese guys that Ricky got to know Larry and Joey and members of the Profaci Family. Ricky and Larry hit it off and became best buddies.

 
KISSES OF DEATH
 
On September 25, 1959, Augie was shot in the back of his head while sitting at the wheel of his Cadillac. Augie’s last date was with a married beauty queen named Janice Drake, who had a sexually open marriage to comedian Alan Drake. For mob guys, a kiss from Janice Drake was like the kiss of death. She had dates with Albert Anastasia and garment district powerbroker Nat Nelson, each on the eve of their deaths. Augie and Janice were ambushed as they drove down a dark Queens street near LaGuardia Field, which has since grown into an international airport.
 
Janice slumped to one side, eyes open, staring at the windshield, with a bullet hole in the center of her forehead. Augie fell to his right, his head on Janice’s lap.
 
The hit looked like the start of something, so Larry Gallo needed a bodyguard. He came to the Peppermint Lounge in New York and asked Ricky to come out to Red Hook, President Street, with him. Ricky did, and from then on, my dad was a fixture on the block.

 
THE HILLTOP BAR
 
Ricky got a job running a joint for the Gallos, a place called the Hilltop Bar, where the bartender was a woman named Dee, who happened to be my mom.
 
On his first night on the job, Ricky heard a drunk acting up in front of Dee and threw the guy out. Ricky and Dee hit it off. It was funny. One time Larry was in there, and he saw Dee do this trick she had, hiding change under the bar pad, and shortchanging the customers.
 
Larry said, “Holy shit! She’s one of us.”
 
Ricky, of course, eventually made a pass, but Dee pushed him away. She told him she had a kid—that was me—and she was divorced, and she didn’t want to get with any guy who wasn’t serious.
 
So he was serious. On their first date, he invited me along. By the time it was over, everybody loved everybody.
 
As a boy, I would go to the bar to make a few dollars. I’d clean up the place. Plus, I brought my shoeshine box. When the guys came in, they laughed at me. They could see I was setting them up. I could bring in $150 in tips on a good Saturday afternoon. Not bad for a kid in the 1960s.

 
TV STARS
 
When the Gallos went on TV in 1958 to testify before a Senate rackets committee—the McClellan Committee—they earned instant fame. Joey in particular gained superstar status, rocking sunglasses and chewing gum as he was questioned by camera-hog politicians. Joey pleaded the Fifth 140 times.
 
Somehow, Joey wrangled an invitation to visit his archenemy, Robert Kennedy, in Kennedy’s office.
 
“Nice rug,” Joey said. “Perfect for a crap game.”
 
Kennedy laughed. It was such a ballsy thing to say.

 
RED HOOK: A LIVING THING
 
It seems like a cliché now, the way things were in Red Hook when I was a kid. There were no more organ-grinder monkeys, but there were still wild dogs down on Beard Street. We loved that wildness, like the Old West.
 
The neighborhood was a living thing back then. There were multiple pool halls, where a kid could hang out and learn the ropes from the older hoods as they shot eight ball, bakeries that gave the entire neighborhood a heavenly smell, pizza joints, and fancier restaurants, where they put a tablecloth on the tables and every meal started with bread and oil.
 
There were bars for the young hoods and bars for the old men with the busted blood vessels in their noses, and everyone in between. Jimmy Roselli or Frank Sinatra was always on the jukebox or someone’s record player. And everyone yelled.
 
We didn’t need cell phones—or even telephones of any kind. If a mom wanted her kid, she threw open the window and called out for him. If he wasn’t within earshot, the chances were good that the message would be relayed.

 
PRESIDENT STREET
 
Ricky became my dad—and my idol. I wanted to be just like him when I grew up. Who wouldn’t? He was good-looking, well-dressed, well-respected, made money, drove fancy cars, and seemed to have the world by the balls. Of course, there was a vicious business side to Ricky as well, but I didn’t learn about that until I was older.
 
Older guys tended to hang out in Mondo’s club, the younger guys at Roy Roy’s club, which during wartime was where a lot of the hiding was done. Roy’s club was run by his mom, who had a husky and loud voice made of whiskey and tobacco. The club was our hangout, but (other than in times of war) it was open for business, too, and a popular lunch spot for Red Hook’s thousands of longshoremen.

 
BELIEVING THE LEGEND
 
To me, Ricky and the guys who hung out on President Street were gods in a world of devils. I believed in the legendary version of the mob, the one that kept the people safe and happy (for a price) in a world in which government, law enforcement, and other gangs were corrupt and needed to be defied.
 
It was okay if sometimes life in my neighborhood seemed to mimic an old Western movie, or a shoot-’em-up gangster picture taking place during Prohibition. It was okay, because we were the good guys.
 
The Gallos’ decision to stop kicking up to the Old Man was just the beginning. They were determined not to answer to anyone. It’s a dangerous way to live. It didn’t take long before the brothers and their small but dangerous crew were waging an all-out war with an established mob that had more men, more money, more guns, and more turf.


 



CHAPTER 16
 
Frankie Shots: Red Hook’s Own
 
THE DECISION BY FRANKIE SHOTS to stop paying tribute to his godfather was, as one might expect, fatal. Not only did Profaci order Frankie Shots killed for insubordination, but he assigned the Gallo crew to carry out the hit to prove their loyalty to the family.
 
Larry decided to let Carmine Persico handle the hit. Joey didn’t say anything—but he didn’t like it. On November 4, 1959, eight p.m., Carmine was one of two shooters in the hit on “Frankie Shots” Abbatemarco, his old boss.
 
They shot him as Shots was leaving his cousin’s saloon, Cardiello’s Tavern, at Carroll Street and Fourth Avenue. Carmine and another man, in topcoats and fedoras, coolly drove Frankie back into the bar and filled him with holes on the saloon floor.
 
RUNNING NUMBERS
 
Frankie Shots grew up to be a numbers runner for Profaci, a good job for him, as he was quick with numbers, and—for a while—prompt with Profaci’s cut. Frankie Shots’s numbers game pulled in seven grand a day, almost all in one-dollar bills, so Profaci’s cut was significant.
 
The numbers’ popularity was the reason the government took it over, called it Lotto, and turned it into a “voluntary tax.” The numbers were making millions of dollars for Profaci, even as Profaci was alienating President Street with increasing tribute demands.
 
Profaci lived in luxury: a mansion in Florida, another in Holmdel, New Jersey. The Gallos were in the downstairs club of a President Street tenement. It wasn’t the cut of the rackets that got under the Gallo crew’s skin so much as the personal tithe they were all supposed to come up with. It cost $25 a week to be in the Profaci Family, no matter how low you were in the pecking order, no matter what struggles for survival your family might be enduring. Profaci wasn’t a lovable father figure the way some bosses were. He was more like Ebeneezer Scrooge sneering “Bah! Humbug!” to the folks of Red Hook.
 
With Frankie Shots dead, the numbers game under his control went to Profaci’s relatives, and the President Street Boys who formerly ran for Frankie Shots were out of work. The poor neighborhood got poorer, while Profaci got to build an extension on his Florida mansion.

 
A KNOCK ON THE DOOR
 
It was only hours after Frankie Shots was killed when there was a knock on the door of Mondo’s club. Inside, Joey and Larry stopped and stared at the door. They weren’t expecting anyone.
 
Joey walked to the door and looked through the peephole. It was Anthony Abbatemarco, Frankie Shots’s son, nervous and shuffling his feet.
 
“Shit, it’s Abby.”
 
“Don’t let him in,” Larry said.
 
Joey opened the door. Abby walked in.
 
“They got my dad, he’s dead! I’m next. You got to help me.”
 
“Come on, calm down. It’s going to be okay,” Joey said.
 
Mondo took Abby by the arm and led him to a chair.
 
“Come here, sit. When did it happen?” Mondo asked.
 
“Tonight, at Cardiello’s. They shot him. There are cops all over.”
 
“You got a tail?” Larry asked.
 
“No, I was careful,” Abby said. Mondo had fixed a drink and set it in front of Abby, who clasped it with both hands.
 
“Abby, you can’t stay here,” Larry said.
 
Abby’s eyes flashed panic. “I’m a dead man out there. And this shit is your fault!”
 
“Our fault?” Joey said, eyes wide and innocent.
 
“You egged him on. You told him not to pay. You might’ve been the ones who done it, for all I know.”
 
“Listen to me, Abby: this is one person’s fault, and one person only. Profaci. Your dad died standing up to him,” Joey said. He turned to Larry and added, “And we’re not gonna disrespect him by giving you up now.”
 
Larry nodded. “Roy Roy?”
 
“Yeah, Larry.”
 
“Take Abby to your club till we figure out what to do here. You’ll be safe there, Abby.”
 
When Abby was out of the room, Joey told Larry that he went along with the hit on Frankie Shots because he believed, as did Shots, that Larry could be boss. “You in charge, me your right hand, this is what we wanted. But there is no half-assing this. You have got to make a move, a big one. What are you gonna do, boss?”
 
Larry said nothing.

 
A VISIT FROM LENNY
 
Of course, it wasn’t long before three Profaci enforcers came down to President Street in search of Abby.
 
“Where’s Abby?” a guy named Lenny asked.
 
Joey got in the guy’s face. “He’s right on the other side of that door,” Joey said, pointing at the curtained-off back room. “But he might as well be on the fucking moon, ’cause you pricks will never get past me.”
 
Lenny turned to Larry. “We’re not dealing with the Crazy One. Larry, be reasonable, hand him over.”
 
“Not going to happen,” Larry said.
 
“This comes from Profaci himself.”
 
Joey jumped in again: “The way he’s screwing us, he’s in no position to make demands.”
 
“I don’t know anything about that. I take orders, just like you.”
 
Joey planted his feet. “Tell fucking Profaci to come down himself and get him.”
 
Larry piled on. “While you’re at it, tell the Old Man that not only is he not getting Abby, we’re not with him anymore, until we can meet face-to-face and work things out.”
 
“Now go on, messenger boy,” Joey said.
 
“Real tough guys,” Lenny said. “This is not over.”
 
Punchy spoke up: “I’m really fucking scared, hotshot.”
 
Lenny left, at which point Larry and Joey immediately started arguing about what had just happened. They decided that before they had a sit-down with the Old Man, they were going to need some leverage. Joey had an idea.
 
“Let’s kidnap all those motherfuckers. Then Profaci will be willing to talk.”


 



CHAPTER 17
 
Dawn of the Sixties
 
AS WAS TRUE OF THE REST OF NEW YORK, the 1960s were a rough time in Red Hook. The fires in the Bronx and in Bushwick, Brooklyn became famous, as landlords, seeing their property value plummeting, as the world itself deteriorated and crumbled, would often torch their own buildings, usually abandoned, to collect the insurance money.
 
Red Hook had those, too—but another kind of arson was also prevalent. Tenants were torching their own homes. Word was, welfare gave you a thousand bucks if you were forced to relocate because of a fire, and many of Red Hook’s poor thought that was a good deal.
 
In the abandoned buildings that weren’t burnt out, squatters lived, and you could see them on Sunday mornings doing their laundry with a bucket and a “johnny pump” (known everywhere outside Red Hook as a fire hydrant).
 
MAD DOG
 
In December 1960, a prisoner from the circular brig on Governors Island escaped, jumped into the frigid and potentially poisonous waters of the Buttermilk Channel, and swam to Red Hook. His name was Joseph George “Mad Dog” Sullivan. How he got from birth to the shores of Red Hook was quite a trip.
 
Sullivan was born on March 31, 1939, in Belle Harbor, Queens, the first-born son of a New York City cop and his wife. (He would later refer to himself using his confirmation name, Joseph John Sullivan.) Eventually, Joseph had three brothers and two sisters. Belle Harbor, nicknamed Irish Town, shares a long sandbar with Rockaway Beach and Breezy Point. You had to take a bridge or a boat to get anywhere else.
 
He was named after his dad’s brother who died at twenty-two. Uncle Joe, dead years before Joseph was born, had been a tackle on the Notre Dame Fighting Irish football team, had plans to go into the monastery, but died of pneumonia, following a series of concussions on the playing field. There had been a dark cloud over Yankee Stadium that autumn when Notre Dame took on Army and ol’ number 79 wasn’t there.
 
Joseph, Mad Dog, was also the grandson of a cop. His grandfather, Big Tim Sullivan, had been an NYPD captain.
 
Joseph was an altar boy at St. Elizabeth’s Church, where he sang in the choir and was seduced by a nun. When he was thirteen, he and his dad were scheduled to go to a ball game at Yankee Stadium, but his father had to cancel because he wasn’t feeling well. Soon thereafter he went into the hospital and died. Joseph moved in with his aunt and uncle so that his mother could better overcome her grief. The aunt had thin taut lips and hated all men. She cloaked her tortures, denials, and deprivations in a cowl of Catholicism, chanting the rosary like an incantation as she abused the boy. Joseph later commented, “She had a crucifix on her wall big enough for me to nail a midget on.”
 
He returned home to mom and was shocked at the way things had deteriorated. His mother had built a shrine to his father in their home, turned to drink, and began to berate young Joseph. She made him kneel in front of a photograph of his father and pray that he could be half the man her husband had been. As he prayed, she’d hit him in the head and say, “Don’t bother. You’ll never be the man he was.” (Despite what must have been ambivalent feelings, Joseph later got a tattoo on his left arm that read MOM.) She accused him of killing his father with his selfishness, which stung even though the boy knew it couldn’t be true. He’d had nothing to do with dad’s death, but his mom saying it was like taking a whip to his back.
 
Within a year, he ran away. The last thing his mother said to him was, “Honey, could you get me a bottle of beer from the refrigerator?”
 
He was caught, picked up as a truant, and sent to the youth house, where the sense of nurturing was on the chilly side as well. He lived in a foster home for a time. There, Sullivan was guilty of “acting out,” seeking attention in potentially harmful ways. He was a thief. Like many kids who had nothing, he stole so that he could have his own things like everyone else.
 
But he was caught stealing and sent to live in B-2 Cottage at Warwick Reformatory in rural Warwick, New York, the middle of nowhere for a city kid. He was placed on the lawn mowing squad. All the other kids were sick, some a lot worse than him. And they were all Black, as were the adults who worked there. Sullivan was a natural target. Kids would beat him up, because they were bored. He quickly learned to fight, and after a time was dishing out more than he took.
 
When he was fifteen, he made repeated escape attempts, running through woods and swamps, but was always caught. Once, he managed to steal a car and get back to New York City. After that, they sent him to a series of institutions, each more hellish than the last—like descending further and further into a burning ring of fire: Elmira Reformatory, Coxsackie Reformatory, Napanoch, which was known in the vernacular of the day as an institution for “retard criminals.” The only step further down was Mattawan State Mental Hospital, where kids died weekly. At Napanoch, a bully tried to punk him, but instead, Sullivan busted his head with a piece of pipe. Nobody knew who did it. The kid was still in the hospital when Sullivan was released back into the public five months later, now a legal adult and completely desensitized to violence. Mad Dog wasn’t a big guy—five-nine maybe, one seventy pounds, with brown hair and hazel eyes—yet he had developed a persona that seemed straight out of old gangster movies, strutting like a tough guy and speaking with a gravelly voice.
 
Sullivan struggled with freedom. He was fired from three jobs in eight days, once when he punched his supervisor in the face. He teamed up with a childhood friend turned heroin addict named Blackie, and the pair hitchhiked out West while Blackie kicked the habit. (Before the days of rehab, junkies used to get clean in places where they knew there was no heroin, like the desert.) They made it to California and Las Vegas, before being picked up in a cattle-freezing blizzard in Wyoming because Blackie resembled a Canadian bank robber. Sullivan was packing a Smith & Wesson .38 and was booked on gun charges. He and Blackie were separated by the cops and never teamed up again. In jail, Mad Dog was told he was facing five years and so tried to escape out a window and fell to the ice below, breaking his shoulder and scraping so much skin off his face it took two years to heal. The attempt was so foolhardy that Cheyenne police mistook it for a suicide attempt. He was eventually sentenced to only twenty-two days on the gun charge and came to like the jail, which was much warmer than the icy Wyoming winter.
 
Once out, and desperately in the need of shelter, he enlisted in the army, in Colorado. He failed to make it through basic training, went AWOL, made it back to New York on a bus, but was only free in the city for forty-eight hours before he was caught and jailed in the circular bastion stockade of Governors Island, in New York Harbor.
 
It was a place where you could look out through the bars and see the Statue of Liberty. For months he plotted escape and trained by taking ice-cold showers. He escaped in December, and that was when he swam to Red Hook, where a guy could climb up out of icy waters and, while soaking wet, walk through the neighborhood without anyone even considering a phone call to the cops.
 
The current took him farther south than he might’ve liked, but he came ashore at Pier 44, and walked to Gowanus, where he used a knife to commandeer a ride from a cabbie to East New York, where he hopped the turnstiles and caught an A train “home.” Only one brother was up, and he gave Joseph dry clothes to change into.
 
He was caught again, spent six days in a tin box with a slot in it for food before getting out by setting his mattress on fire. They dragged him out and rendered him unconscious with a needle. He woke up to an interview with a psychologist, during which he giggled inappropriately, earning him a stint in the mental wing of the Valley Forge Army Hospital. When his sanity returned, he was given a Bad Conduct Discharge and mustered out. It was just the start of a legendary criminal career during which he became a respected hit man and the only guy ever to escape from Attica Prison.

 
COMMISSION MUSCLE
 
While Mad Dog was just passing through, the corruption on the piers remained firmly entrenched. New organizations were looking to oust the crooks. On August 20, 1961, the Waterfront Commission, still at it after eight years, forced five officials of the Brooklyn ILA with criminal records to resign.
 
One of the five was John Scotto, father of Anthony Scotto, who was the organizational director of Local 1814, business administrator of the New York Shipping Association ILA Welfare Fund, and son-in-law of Tough Tony. Scotto had a criminal record consisting of convictions of petty larceny and attempted unlawful entry.
 
Anthony Masciana resigned. He’d been convicted of petty larceny. Others were George Pierce (petty larceny), Frank “Banana” Scala of Degraw Street (went AWOL from the Navy during World War II), and Sal Trapani, who lived on Court (convicted three times of bookmaking).
 
The commission held hearings and all the union leaders with criminal records were given a chance to testify, and the ones who did were forced out. Those who were subpoenaed but took the fifth were Batista Balsamo (convicted of negligent homicide), Frank Gagliardi (unlawful entry, theft from interstate commerce, bookmaking, and running numbers), and Manuel R. “Butch” LoPorto (petty larceny).

 
KIDNAPPING PROFACI’S HIGHER ECHELON
 
While the “clean-up” of the piers proceeded in baby steps, back on President Street, the kidnapping scheme proceeded smoothly. Joe Jelly, Chitoz, Punchy, Big Lollipop, Louie the Syrian, and Vincent “Chico” Regina simultaneously kidnapped the upper echelon of the Profaci Family. They nabbed the Old Man’s brother, Frank Profaci, Joseph Magliocco, John Scimone, and Salvatore “Sally the Sheik” Musachio.
 
The executive board. What a haul.
 
They wanted to kidnap the Old Man himself, but he couldn’t be found. Some said he caught wind, but not necessarily. Being remote from mob shit was his style. He was too busy tending to his stable of horses or out on his yacht.
 
The kidnapped men were held in the basement of a commercial laundry, handcuffed to pipes. Joey refused to free them, even to allow them to go to the bathroom.
 
Mondo said, “Joey, let them go to the bathroom.”
 
Joey replied, “Nah, let them sit in it.”
 
“But we got to smell it,” Mondo complained.
 
“Blame Larry. Kidnapping was his idea. I wanted to just kill the motherfuckers.” That wasn’t quite true but served to terrify the captives, which was the idea.
 
Joey liked talking to his captives, the pricks. “We could always change our minds,” he would say. “We got the shovels and the lime right upstairs. I’m on the fuckin’ fence!”
 
When Magliocco pissed himself, it was a humiliation that he’d never forget, one for which he would vow revenge.
 
The captives were held for two days, two soiled and wet days. Joey threatened to bump them off one at a time to put pressure on Profaci, but Larry talked him out of it. In the long run nobody shot nobody.
 
“If we do the right thing, the other bosses will side with us,” Larry argued, and Joey eventually gave in.
 
The kidnapped men were released when the Old Man agreed to negotiate. Profaci at first seemed confused that he was getting so much trouble from his own family—and he had to be informed that the Gallos didn’t consider themselves his crew anymore.
 
“They want a sit down.”
 
“Okay,” Profaci said. “Send someone to broker a deal. Somebody neutral, not one of ours. Then after the deal is made, we let things get calm and quiet. Then we kill them all.”
 
Joey kept his word and released the men without harm. Before setting them free, Joey gave his hostages a last speech.
 
“Remember this: You are still alive. You still get to breathe in and out, still get to see your families, and you know why? Because I am allowing it. Don’t forget it.”

 
PROFACI’S BRITTLE PROMISE
 
With his fingers crossed behind his back, Profaci agreed that the Gallos could be their own thing.
 
Profaci added, “You may have Red Hook as your own province.”
 
That was a joke. He knew they weren’t going to stay on the block, or in the neighborhood, or anywhere, for that matter.
 
Joey said no matter what the Old Man said, they were going to go wherever they wanted. Even Little Italy. They’d go to Little Italy if they fucking wanted to. Who the fuck gave the Old Man Little Italy?
 
So the agreement was shit from the beginning.

 
YOU REALIZE . . . THIS MEANS WAR
 
It was later said that the Old Man reneged, but truth was, the kidnappings started the war, and it wasted no time getting underway. It was during this period that the Gallo crew earned the nickname “The Gang That Couldn’t Shoot Straight.”
 
Every night the boys would go out hunting and shots would be fired at the Profaci guys, but no one was hit. Along with my dad, the guys out there shooting were Joe Jelly, Punchy, Chitoz, Mooney, Louie the Syrian, Ali Baba, Louie the Cadillac, Mondo, Pete the Greek, Roy Roy, Smokey, Joey Mags, Lenny Dell, Jimmy Geritano, Abby, Sammy Zahralban, Cockeyed Butchie, Anthony Sorantino, Big Lollipop, Little Lollipop, Chico Regina, and Tony Bernardo.
 
Larry was led to believe that Carmine Persico and John Scimone were on his side. Larry would painfully realize this was not true.

 
JELLY GOES FISHING
 
Payback for the kidnappings was swift. On August 17, 1961, Sally D’Ambrosio and John Scimone invited Joe Jelly to come fishing with them off Sally’s boat. Jelly liked to fish and had been on the boat before, so he had no reason to think anything was wrong. Jelly left his girlfriend’s house for a relaxing day.
 
While on the boat, Sally shot Jelly, then chopped off his ring finger and wrapped it in a three-day-old Daily News. They chopped the rest of him into stew-size chunks, put the pieces except for the severed ring finger in a fifty-gallon drum, and dropped the drum into the sea.

 
LARRY GOES TO THE SAHARA LOUNGE
 
Cut to August 20, three days later, no one knew where Jelly was, but there was starting to be concern. That day Larry received an invitation to The Sahara Lounge, a bar in East Flatbush, for a meeting with Scimone and Persico. Scimone, back in the day, had been the Old Man’s driver and was also present at the Apalachin fiasco.
 
No one was around, and the only person to take Larry to the meeting was Blast. Larry had made a rule that none of the Gallo brothers should go anywhere together. Ricky volunteered to go with him.
 
Larry said, “I don’t want to go in there with bodyguards and all that, sends the wrong message.”
 
Ricky wasn’t sure about that, but he hadn’t been around long enough to argue, and Larry went to the Sahara alone. Carmine Persico met Larry at the door.
 
“Hey, how you doing?” Carmine asked.
 
“Good, glad to wrap this up,” Larry replied.
 
“No shit,” Carmine said. “We’re in back.”
 
Sally D’Ambrosio, just back from his boat trip with Joe Jelly, was also there.
 
Larry was outnumbered three to one in the Sahara. Larry was talking to Scimone and Persico.
 
“Guess you got a pretty sweet deal,” Scimone said.
 
“Hey, Sally. Well, yeah . . .”
 
“I wasn’t talking to you, Larry,” Sally said, and put a rope around Larry’s neck. The rope was attached at both ends to an iron bar, and tightened when the bar was turned. Larry thrashed wildly in self-defense.
 
Carmine spoke soothingly, “Sorry, Larry. Don’t fight it. Don’t.”
 
Luckily for Larry a beat cop checking on the bar walked in.
 
“What the fuck are you doing open, you never heard of no blue laws?” the cop said.
 
Larry couldn’t talk but he could hear. He kicked with his foot and made a loud stomping noise, one that made the cop investigate further. And that broke it up. Sally ran out and during his hasty exit shot a cop named Melvin Blei in the right cheek, breaking his jaw. Sally got away.
 
Larry slumped to the floor and heard the cop calling for backup. Larry survived but he had a mark around his neck for the rest of his life. It was after that that Larry gave Persico his nickname, “The Snake.”
 
The same day as the meeting in the Sahara, a member of the Gallo crew named Alfonso took Joey’s car to pick up guns at The Caribbean Lounge in Bed-Stuy and was shot at. The shooters thought it was Joey—so the Profaci boys had tried to kill Larry and Joey on the same day.

 
SPECIAL DELIVERY: ONE FINGER
 
It was the crack of dawn the next morning. A car drove at slower than pedestrian speed by Jackie’s Charcolette, the Gallo family lunch place. The passenger-side window came down and a rolled-up Daily News flew out, striking the steel security door of the closed restaurant.
 
As the paper sat on the sidewalk, visible was a small bloodstain that had soaked through the newsprint. About an hour later Mama Gallo arrived to open up. She was reaching in her purse for her keys when she noticed the newspaper—and the bloodstain.
 
She picked up the paper and unrolled it. Jelly’s finger fell out, his ring still on it. She screamed until everyone within miles was up. The finger sent a message to the Gallos: “Jelly sleeps with the fishes.”

 
A LITTLE MORE ABOUT SALLY D’AMBROSIO
 
The guy who was both on the boat when Jelly was disassembled and in the bar when Larry was choked was Sally D’Ambrosio, a tough kid from Red Hook and a rising star in the Profaci family. The reason Jelly trusted D’Ambrosio enough to go out on the boat with him was they went way back, having served in the army together during the Second World War.
 
D’Ambrosio, who had a twin brother, Funzi, who also worked on a Profaci crew, first came to public attention as a kid, when he fought for the Catholic Youth Organization in the annual New York City Golden Gloves amateur boxing tournament. He once got his picture on the Daily News’s back page, distorting his opponent’s face with an overhand right.
 
(By 1967, D’Ambrosio was in Greenhaven Prison, and they transferred him to Wallkill. He retained power on the outside, and the hopes were that the transfer would make it harder for him to keep an eye on Profaci business. When Sally got out of prison, his days were numbered. Joe Colombo personally liked Sally but didn’t like his ambition. One afternoon in November 1969, Sally and his friend Ferdinand “Freddy Red” DeLucia vanished, and that was that. Sally’s twin, Funzi, kept his lips zipped after Sally disappeared, and Funzi lived for another forty years.)

 
“WE GO TO THE MATTRESSES TONIGHT!”
 
Larry had to go to the hospital for a while because of his near-death experience, and even after he came home, he talked for a while like he’d been gargling rocks. There was only one thing to do. That night, the boys went to the mattresses.
 
And so, President Street was reconfigured for wartime. The boys fortified the club with chicken wire. They stocked up on food and guns in the next building. In case of emergency, the boys could get to the next building, via the roof, without being seen from the street.

 
COPS WITHOUT A CLUE
 
The police investigation into the attack on Larry was a mess. They picked up Abby and took him to Kings County Hospital where the cop identified him as the man who shot him. Abby wasn’t even there. He wasn’t even on the correct team.
 
NYPD also arrested Charles Clemenza, the Sahara Lounge’s owner, who admitted that he’d been in the bar at the time of the attack but said nothing else useful. The third man under arrest was Scimone, who really was one of the attackers. It felt like the police just got lucky.

 
COPS CAST BLOCK-LONG NET
 
On August 23, police came to President Street and arrested every hood they could find on the block. They got Joey, Blast, Mooney, Punchy, and Mondo—along with Vincent Regina, Sal Mangiameli, Lawrence Lampasi, Vincent Gugliardi, Thomas Gibbons, Leonard Dello, Joseph “Cockeyed Butchie” Musemeci, and Leonard Durso.
 
Joey, with Mondo at his side, went wild in the court building. “You cops are harassing me!” Judges went slow with Joey, wondering how much was act and how much was mental illness.
 
Eventually, all the boys were released on bond after receiving subpoenas to testify before a Kings County grand jury.
 
On the same day, Judge Sidney Fine ruled that Charles Clemenza, owner of the Sahara Lounge where Larry almost died, must stay in jail as a material witness, as he admitted to being in the bar at the time.
 
The others were released.

 
JOEY PAYS A VISIT
 
On the evening of August 23, Kings County Judge Samuel S. Leibowitz and Assistant District Attorney Louis Ernst were waiting for a jury’s verdict and decided to have dinner at Cafiero’s, a restaurant on President Street.
 
Joey Gallo, already home from the morning’s arrest, walked in and approached the judge’s table. His left hand was bandaged, and his right arm was in a sling. The judge and the ADA were startled to see him.
 
“Hello, Judge,” Joey said.
 
“W-what are you doing here?” Judge Leibowitz stammered.
 
“You know me, I’m Joe Gallo. I want to thank you for letting me go home to my wife.”
 
“Don’t thank me. I had to do it under the law.”
 
Joey turned to Ernst and gestured toward the judge.
 
“I love this man,” Joey said. “You know why? Because he’s a tough man.”
 
Ernst said, “He’s a tough man with tough people.”
 
“How did you know I was here?” Judge Leibowitz asked.
 
“I asked where you were, and they told me,” Joey replied. “I came here to show my friends I can sit next to you.”
 
“What happened to you?” the judge asked, noticing the bandaged hand and the sling.
 
“I got an infected mosquito bite,” Joey said.
 
“What do you want?”
 
“I apologize for approaching you in this manner, but I want permission to attend tomorrow’s hearing in the hospital,” Joey said, referring to a hearing that had been scheduled regarding Patrolman Blei, Abbatemarco, and Scimone.
 
“There will be no such hearing,” Judge Leibowitz said. “The matter is being presented to a grand jury right now. If you want to appear as a witness, go to the grand jury room and report to Assistant District Attorney Benjamin Schmier, who is handling the matter. Do you want to appear as a witness?”
 
Joey paused to think. “I’ll have to speak with my counsel.”
 
With that, Joey turned on his heel and left the restaurant. The judge and the ADA breathed a sigh of relief and went on with their dinner.
 
Joey’s interactions with the big law-and-order machine were always memorable. Like the time a detective tried to impress Joey, show off his knowledge of organized crime.
 
“Frank Costello owns New Orleans,” the dick said.
 
Joey replied, “Who the fuck gave Costello New Orleans? Eisenhower? If you are strong enough to take it, it’s yours.”

 
ME AT FIVE, WITNESSING MY FIRST HIT
 
On October 4, 1961, I saw my first hit. I was five. Here’s how it went: Punchy, Chitoz, and “Joey Mags” Magnasco were driving up Union Street looking for Harry Fontana, a Profaci capo. They were looking for him because he was supposed to be on the Gallos’ side but hadn’t been doing as much as he could.
 
They found him in front of the Union Diner at the corner of Union and Fourth Avenue. Joey Mags jumped out of the car and started arguing with Harry Fontana. In the heat of the argument, Harry’s bodyguard shot Joey Mags, killing him on the spot.
 
I was there with my mother, visiting my mother’s girlfriends, Chickie and Lillian, in their apartment, and we were standing twenty feet away when Joey Mags was shot.
 
My mom, being an adult, remembers it clearly. She became aware that there was some running around, some commotion nearby, a scuffle, and then she remembers car horns blaring and gunshots. She grabbed me and started heading away from the action.
 
I remember hearing a voice, I think it was Roy Roy, saying, “Go get a priest,” and a kid, maybe twelve years old, went running down the street toward the church.
 
My mom saw a couple of guys running away, just a glimpse out of the corner of her eye, so she couldn’t say for sure who they were. Not that she would have said anyway.
 
“I’m smart enough not to look,” she says. “None of my business.”
 
But I remember seeing Joey Mags yelling and then falling to the ground in front of the Union Street Diner. Fontana’s bodyguard (who, I think, was his brother) had shot Joey Mags.
 
I didn’t realize until later that I had seen Joey Mags die there on the street. Even when I did figure it out, which was pretty quick, I was young, and it didn’t bother me very much.
 
Among the hunters was another close friend of the Gallos, Louie “Cadillac” Mariani. He was the shooter in the botched hit on Nicky “Jiggs” Forlanos, of the Profacis, in October 1961.
 
Joey and Larry were fed up. They’d been trying to follow etiquette. You don’t take people out in front of their families, not in front of kids.
 
“That’s what’s waiting for us,” Joey said. “The old rules are out the window. Let’s go hunting. Larry, let me take a couple of guys and go looking.”
 
Joey lit a cigarette.
 
Larry nodded.

 
RAID!
 
At 9:10 a.m. on October 10, cops showed up en masse at President Street, with search warrants in their eager fists. Inspector McLaughlin was in charge. The warrants were for both 49 and 51 President. They found Direct Vending’s offices in a second-floor apartment, a railroad flat with a parlor in front, a windowless bedroom behind, and a kitchen and bathroom at the rear.
 
They picked up Larry and confiscated two rifles, a shotgun, and a carbine—all loaded—plus ammo. They paraded cuffed men into a paddy wagon: Big Lollipop, Little Lollipop, Mooney, Abby, Salvatore Mangiameli, Punchy, Vincent Regina, Vincent Gugliardi, Anthony Gargiulo, and Leonard Dello.
 
Joey wasn’t there, but cops found him snapping his fingers like a beatnik in Greenwich Village. They grabbed him and dragged him in to the Bergen Street Station in Brooklyn, where he joined his brother and the eleven other crew members. All thirteen were booked as material witnesses in the Joey Mags hit, and the attempted murder of Larry Gallo.
 
The men spent the night in the city jail on West 37th Street in Manhattan, then were taken to Kings County Court and held on $25,000 bail each.
 
If you remember, police for a time suspected Abby of being part of the attempted murder of Larry. Man, they were surprised to find him on President Street.
 
“What the fuck are you doing here?”
 
“I tried to tell you; these are my friends.”

 
JOEY IN COURT
 
On October 11, Joey was in court, acting like he might be working on an insanity defense. He was twitchy, wild-eyed, taut like a rubber band ready to snap. Cops were harassing—harassing—him! And then that laugh, it sent a chill down everyone’s spine. If madness had a sound, it was Joey’s laugh. Joey’s mouthpiece, lawyer David Price, tried to get Joey to shut up, but Joey waved him off.
 
Eventually the DA offered the boys a deal. He’d grant them immunity from prosecution if they testified before a grand jury in the attempted murder of Larry Gallo or the hit on Joey Mags. Punchy, Leonard Dello, and Vincent Regina took the deal, then said shit when it came time to testify before the grand jury. They didn’t refuse to answer. They just said they didn’t remember and they didn’t know.

 
GANG SQUAD GOON
 
Mondo heard a rumor from a cop friend of his. Profaci had influence with the NYPD and had the “Gang Squad” hot and bothered over Joey. Something about they “got him on tape.”
 
Soon thereafter I was in Mondo’s club with my mom and dad, and we received a visit from a loathsome detective named McAdams, as slimy as they come. He was full of bravado, largely because he had a chevron of uniformed cops behind him.
 
“Jesus, will you look at this,” he said, once in Mondo’s club. “I expected this place to be filled with greasy wops. But I look around and I spy every flavor of lowlife. Italians, a midget—”
 
“Dwarf,” Mondo said.
 
McAdams went on as if he hadn’t heard. “a Greek, Arabs—”
 
“I’m Syrian,” Louie the Syrian said.
 
“Syrians! A veritable United Nations of organized crime in here. Listen up then, those that speak English. We are looking for a Mister Joseph Gallo. You got one of those amongst your huddled masses?”
 
Ricky spoke up: “He’s not here.”
 
“Well, as much as I’d like to think that a room full of thieves wouldn’t lie to me, I’ll go ahead and have a look for myself.”
 
“You got a warrant?” It was my mom talking! She didn’t take any shit. This is why she is so beloved.
 
“The lady speaks!” he said. “That I do.” He pulled a document from his inner jacket pocket and placed it on the bar.
 
At that, the curtain to the back was pulled aside and Joey walked in, trying to burn two holes in McAdams with his eyeballs.
 
“Well, if it isn’t the man of the hour,” McAdams said.
 
“Whatever Profaci is paying, I’ll double it,” Joey said.
 
“Sorry, Joey—normally, you know I would be glad to take your money, but this came down from the mountain.”
 
As a uniform was putting the cuffs on, Joey turned to my dad.
 
“Ricky, you got balls. Everybody knows it. Help my brothers end this thing.”
 
As Joey was led off, Larry nodded at Ricky.
 
“I got some ideas,” Ricky said.

 
MORTON ROSENBERG SETS AN EXAMPLE
 
We didn’t know what Joey was in trouble for until soon after. It was serious business. Joey had made his bones a dozen times over at least, most recently that spring upon a forty-four-year-old Manhattan restaurant owner who hadn’t done the correct thing. His name was Morton Rosenberg, and it was his death that led to Joey doing a stretch. Rosenberg lived in Bergenfield, New Jersey, and was deeply in debt to the Gallo shylock operation.
 
Jump back: On the late afternoon of April 19, 1961, a group of children were playing in a vacant lot at the corner of West 13th Street and Avenue W in Gravesend, Brooklyn. Those kids looked inside a parked car and saw a grisly scene. A man’s body was on the right side of the front seat, slumped, with his head resting beneath the steering wheel. The right side window was splattered with blood and gore.
 
Investigators knew immediately that robbery was not the motive. The victim wore a very expensive watch, and it was still on his wrist. This was a guy who’d been taken for his final ride.

 
PAPER TRAIL TO EXTORTION
 
There were papers on the victim’s body linking him to restaurant owner Theodore Moss. Police tailed Moss and watched as he had several meetings with “Joey the Blond,” both at a location on East Fourth Street in Kensington, Brooklyn and at the Luna Restaurant on Mulberry Street in Little Italy, in the City. At a second Luna meeting, undercover cops slurping linguine were at nearby tables keeping tabs.
 
They heard Joey say, “Listen, you fuck. I want straight answers. You got to come in with us on this deal. Se ha bisogno di un po’ di tempo per pensarci, lo mandiamo in ospedale per quattro, cinque mesi, giusto il tempo per pensarci!”
 
That meant, “If you need some time to consider my proposal, I will give it to you: I’ll put you in the hospital for four or five months. That ought to be enough time for you to make up your mind.”

 
PANEL TRUCK SPORTS BOOK
 
On November 2, there was an attempt in Red Hook to innovate bookmaking. Rather than the bookie sitting at the end of a bar stool under the TV set, he sat in the back of a panel truck on Dwight Street, between Van Dyke and Beard.
 
The truck had B&A FURNITURE written on the side, but beat cops noticed right away that something was up. The sight of men getting in and out of the back of a truck that was parked at the curb was unusual enough to warrant investigation.
 
Truth was that cops thought there was a broad in there giving blow jobs. But it turned out to be fifty-one-year-old William Hamill of Court Street taking bets.

 
HI-FI LOUNGE
 
It was about quarter-to-three in the morning—Sunday, November 12, 1961—and The Hi-Fi Lounge on 13th Avenue in Dyker Heights, Brooklyn, was hopping, five deep at the bar, dance floor jammed. On stage, Rosita Davis sang “You’re Nobody Till Somebody Loves You,” accompanied by a three-piece band.
 
“. . . till somebody cares . . .”
 
Shots rang out.
 
Forty-two-year-old ex-con John Guariglia of Marine Park fell dead beside his chair, and twenty-seven-year-old Paul Ricci of Dyker Heights, one of the Hi-Fi’s owners, stumbled outside before dropping dead on the sidewalk of 72nd Street.
 
Also wounded in the shooting was thirty-one-year-old Thomas Ricciardi of Bensonhurst, shot twice in the thigh. Ricciardi, a bookie with eight arrests on his record, was rushed to Coney Island Hospital, where he recovered. Police searched his pockets in the hospital, found betting slips, and arrested him on gambling charges.
 
Ricciardi said he didn’t know who shot him.
 
By the time police arrived, all customers had fled. Part-owner Frank Squitieri was griping that sure, everyone had time to grab their jackets before they left, but did anyone pay their tab? No.
 
As for motive, investigators took note of two facts: one, The Hi-Fi Lounge was in tight with the Profaci crime family; and two, the bar had several coin-operated machines that had been leased from Direct Vending, 51 President Street.
 
Authorities might’ve been clueless as to who shot up the Hi-Fi—on President Street, the boys knew the deed had been done by their own Salvatore Mangiameli and Michael Rizzitelli, an expatriate who’d returned to help President Street with its war.

 
MANGIAMELI
 
Mangiameli was from Red Hook, and a bad dude. He was a guy who had business both on President Street and on the piers. Back in 1940, he was business agent for Local 338, a controversial position, because he was also an ex-con who’d done a stretch for felonious assault.
 
Sal Mangiameli’s name came up in the U.S. House of Representative’s Committee on the Judiciary hearings of 1953, specifically when discussing the agreement made by New York and New Jersey to form a joint Waterfront Commission to get corruption off the piers. The politicians heard testimony to the effect that Mangiameli and his family had a death grip on Local 338, that Sal’s sons, Joseph and John, were also officers in the union, and that each received a “salary” of $125 to $145 a week out of union funds. Other benefits enjoyed by the brothers were a $10,000 life insurance policy and a brand-new car.
 
So Mangiameli had a whole history on the piers of Red Hook before he hung out on President Street and shot up The Hi-Fi Lounge. He was also a Second World War vet who’d worked as an explosive ordnance specialist, a skill that as it turned out, would come in handy.

 
WHAT A DRAG
 
On December 2, 1961, a shotgun was fired at Larry Gallo by a killer driving a sports car and dressed as a woman.
 
Days later Carmine Persico and Sally D’Ambrosio, dressed up as women, jumped in a car and went looking for Joey. The idea was to bump Joey off before he went to prison, where it would be harder to get to him. But they couldn’t find him.

 
THAT AIN’T RED PAINT
 
A week after that, at four in the afternoon, thirty-year-old Larry “Big Lollipop” Carna and twenty-nine-year-old Angelo Pafumi were on Court Street near Degraw, at Pintchik’s Paint Store, loading sixty-five dollars’ worth of paint cans into the trunk of a car, when half a dozen shots from a .45 automatic were fired from a passing dark blue car.
 
The men ran back into the paint store, while the shooters fled. Big Lollipop hit the deck with the first gunshot, a quick move that probably saved his life. He was nicked on the ankle by a shot. An innocent bystander, Anthony Buda, had his chest creased but was able to walk to the hospital for treatment.
 
Police later remarked that the shooters had remarkably poor aim. But they did recover a slug at the scene and hoped to link it ballistically with evidence found at the site of other gangland-style shootings.
 
When a cop went to Long Island College Hospital to talk to Big Lollipop, they found him in the emergency room waiting area smoking a cigarette while keeping the bum ankle elevated.
 
“Don’t bother me. I got nothing to say to you,” Carna said. He did give them his name and address, which he said was 51 President.
 
Police believed that Big Lollipop and Pafumi were doing more than buying paint when they were shot, that they may have been out hunting for Profacis.
 
Their cars were searched and a pair of shotguns confiscated. Talk about blaming the victims, the men were arrested and charged with disorderly conduct in connection with consorting with known criminals.
 
Inspector Joseph McLaughlin expressed frustration with the questioning of Carna and Pafumi. “They say they don’t know a thing. They’re as pure as the driven snow.”
 
As this was going on, there were efforts by the government to deport Papa Gallo, who was at an Immigration and Naturalization Service hearing, admitting that he had entered the U.S. illegally as a stowaway, jumping ship in Boston, on October 20, 1920. Papa Gallo also said that he and his wife, Mary, had split up over a fight they’d had regarding the sale of a house. Despite this, Mama Gallo was on hand to tell the gathering that she still considered Papa a “good husband.”

 
CANDY STORE GUNPLAY
 
There was a shooting on President Street on December 14, 1961, but it wasn’t on the block. It happened on the other side of the expressway, just outside a building between Nevins and Third Avenue in Gowanus.
 
Didn’t matter, the Gallos were in the headline anyway.
 
The victim was candy store operator Salvatore DeSimone, hit in the chest and left thigh. It happened at about 7:25 p.m. outside his store.
 
Police didn’t know if the shots were fired by a pedestrian or from a car, but they did think a getaway car was involved, last seen on President heading toward Nevins. DeSimone was not thought to be a big-time hood, although he did have a record for running numbers and for attempting to bribe the cop who caught him doing it.
 
When police entered the candy store they found a card table in the back with a card game, four hands of poker, apparently interrupted by the ruckus. They also found evidence of a policy bank, so they went to Methodist Hospital to arrest DeSimone, even as doctors were digging lead out of his leg.
 
The Gallos were in the headline because DeSimone had been seen by surveillance going in and out of 51 President, Gallo HQ. The press ID’d DeSimone as a Profaci man, who may have been acting as a liaison between the warring parties. The shooting was thought to be in retaliation for the garroting of Larry Gallo. Within minutes, police swarmed our block and arrested eight guys, including Larry, Abby, and Punchy.

 
JOEY GOES TO JAIL
 
On December 21, 1961, Joey was convicted on his extortion charges, a possible seven to fourteen years. Joey, being Joey, could have fought it, but he wouldn’t let his lawyers work it out. It was like Joey wanted to go to jail. Larry told Joey that it would be easier for Profaci to whack Joey when he was in jail—which turned out not to be true, and Joey didn’t listen.
 
Joey drew a ten-year bid. Gallo crewmembers “Ali Baba” Hassan Waffa, Mike Albergo, and Gallo “front man” Sidney Slater were arrested as well, but charges against all were eventually dropped, largely because Joey had done all the talking while the extortion was going on.
 
Free, Waffa wanted to get as far as possible from President Street for a while, so he took a job on a ship and went to sea. Slater and Albergo, as we’ll see, stuck around and walked into savage attacks.
 
Not surprisingly, Joey was like a lightning rod in prison. Even though he was minding his own business, there were those who thought they would demonstrate their heart by taking a piece of Joey Gallo. One time, in the prison yard, it didn’t work out that way. Joey got mugged by some ambitious con, and Joey bit off a piece of the guy’s ear.
 
Another time there was a prison riot, and Joey saved a guard’s life.
 
In a stringently segregated world, white prisoners and Black prisoners never mingling, Joey hung with the Black guys, which pissed off the white cook who put shit—actual feces—in Joey’s food.
 
Some thought Joey’s hanging with the brothers was another sign he was nuts, but others saw it as a career move, as when he got out, it would open up huge African American sections of Brooklyn to his rackets.
 
During Joey’s time away, he took the grand tour of state facilities, serving time in Sing Sing, Attica, Dannemora, Green Haven, and Auburn. Joey made phenomenal use of his downtime. He read—and he learned.

 
CARNAGE AT THE COPA
 
On January 5, 1962, Carmine “the Snake,” along with “Jiggs” Forlano and Dominick “Donnie Shack” Montemarano, entered the Copacabana nightclub, which was then on East 60th Street, near Central Park.
 
The men beat and hospitalized Sidney Slater, one of the men who’d been released while Joey went away. The papers called Slater the “glib-talking front man for the Gallos.” There were more than one hundred witnesses to the savage attack.
 
Jiggs used some sort of hook and tried to gouge out one of Slater’s eyes. The police report said that Slater also suffered wounds from punching, kicking, biting, and stabbing.
 
At four a.m. on January 9, police raided the homes of and arrested Jiggs and Donnie Shack. Shack walked on a thousand-dollar bail, but the judge kept Jiggs behind bars.
 
Jiggs’s lawyer bitched about the no-bail ruling and got Jiggs out on $50,000 bond. Slater, who had quite a shiner, was also free on bail.
 
The Snake was the last to be arrested, on March 9, 1962, when he turned himself in at the DA’s office. Persico was already out on bail for the August 30 garroting of Larry Gallo at the Sahara.

 
LAST OF JOEY’S CODEFENDANTS ATTACKED
 
On the morning of January 29, 1962, forty-four-year-old Mike Albergo, another of Joey Gallo’s extortion codefendants, and his brother Philip, who built bowling lanes for a living, approached Mike’s 1961 Chrysler New Yorker.
 
“Fucking flat,” Mike said. It was the right-side front.
 
“Icepicked,” Philip said, hands on knees.
 
“Assholes,” Mike muttered.
 
The car was white, with whitewall tires and flashy maroon upholstery, and parked on Troutman Street, a half block from Mike’s home in Ridgewood, Queens, on the lefthand side of the one-way street, so anyone repairing a right-side tire was set up like a bowling pin.
 
At about ten-twenty a.m., as the brothers fixed the flat, a dark sedan containing several men cruised by and squeezed off between six and eight shots. Philip was struck in the shoulder and chest by one .38 caliber slug. Mike was struck by two shots, in the left arm and the right shoulder. The attackers squealed away on burning tires.
 
The wounded brothers ran to a nearby restaurant on Metropolitan Avenue, where someone called an ambulance. The ambulance driver asked Mike what happened, and Mike, who was free on $5,000 bail, said he had no clue.
 
“I’m a nice guy. I don’t bother nobody. I don’t know who would do a thing like this to me.” All he had to say to detectives was, “I was fixing a flat. I got shot, and I ran.”
 
How nice of a guy was Mike? That was questionable, police learned. He’d been arrested for burglary as a kid and sent to reform school in 1933. Four years later he was caught with stolen goods. In 1946, he was busted for bookmaking and, in 1947, was charged by the feds with interstate theft. He spent 1949–54 in state prison for grand larceny.
 
His brother Philip had no record. Investigators agreed that he’d simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

 
THE PRESIDENT STREET HEROES
 
It was in the middle of the war that the President Street Boys became heroes. Seriously. It was about twelve thirty p.m. on a chilly February 1962 day. The boys were still hitting the mattresses, playing cards, when they heard yelling in the street.
 
It was Roy Roy. “Fire down the block! Fire down the block!”
 
The club door flew open, and a breathless Roy Roy appeared. “The apartments by the park, kids are screaming out the window!”
 
Larry gave the order, “Take your coats!”
 
And they grabbed coats and ran in their shiny shoes, cigarettes still dangling from their lips.
 
Abby ran up to Larry’s side. “Did Profaci do this? To draw us out?”
 
“If he did, it worked,” Larry replied.
 
They were fearless and ran into the burning building, up the stairs, and into the thickening smoke. A stairwell door wouldn’t budge, but Larry and Blast kicked it down. There was flame in the hallway. They could hear the cries of children on the other side of the fire. Punchy, Blast, Roy Roy, and others pounded at flames with their coats, and entered a burning apartment. Inside was a grandmother and six kids ranging in age from ten months to six years. One kid, a five-year-old girl, had her hair on fire. One of the guys removed his coat and used it to smother the flames. The room was thick with smoke. Someone smashed a window to let some air in. One grabbed the grandma, and the others scooped up kids two at a time, and they were out of there, everyone safe—as, in the distance, they heard the siren of an approaching fire truck. But they still didn’t relax. They ran back into the building and grabbed a burning mattress and a burning dresser and threw them out the window.
 
The firefighters put out the fire. The mom, returning from the store, was frantic until she learned her children were safe, although one was a little bit singed.
 
“They saved the lives of my children,” the mother gushed. “They are wonderful boys. God bless them.”
 
Those boys still weren’t done. They made arrangements for the family to find a place to sleep until their apartment could be fixed up and then pooled their money and gave it to the mom to buy new clothes for the kids.
 
Newspaper reporters and photographers swarmed the block.
 
Blast said, “We only done what any red-blooded American boys would do. We’re not heroes.” Then he added, “I hope we don’t get arrested for putting out the fire without a license.” He took off his hat and pointed to his head. “Do you see any horns there? I got no horns. We’re not animals. We’re just trying to get along.”
 
Larry sat on the sidewalk, coughing up black sludge. Punchy came over and gave Larry an affectionate pat on the head.
 
“Larry, the paper wants a picture with the crew and the kids,” Punchy said.
 
“Not me. You go ahead,” Larry said.
 
“Hey, it’s good publicity,” Roy Roy said. He too was now hovering over their slightly charred leader.
 
“No, you go ahead,” Larry said.
 
And so, in the next morning’s paper the irony of these perceived evil men being heroes, risking their lives to save lives, was the ultimate man-bites-dog. They made sure that Joey got a copy in prison, to see what they were up to.

 
COMMISSIONERS CALL FOR PEACE
 
A few of the bosses—commissioners—with Carlo Gambino as spokesman, tried to talk the Old Man into ending his war with the Gallos. It wasn’t good for business, and they should cut it out. Profaci said stay out of it. This was his family, and he’d do what he fucking pleased.
 
One of the reasons Profaci didn’t want to be told what to do was that he was on his last legs with liver cancer and wasn’t going to be pushed around. Profaci didn’t care about what was bad for business. He had a list of men he wanted to die before he did, and the matter was increasingly urgent.

 
THE OLD MAN CHECKS OUT
 
Profaci’s poor health was not well known. People had noticed that he no longer showed up at events that he’d attended in years past. His nephew, Frank’s kid “Sal Curtis” made his singing debut at The Living Room nightclub, and everyone agreed the kid knocked it out of the park. Uncle Joe wasn’t there. Even the tabloid gossipers noticed his absence.
 
On June 5, 1962, shots were fired at Profaci’s son, Salvatore. They missed.
 
The next day, Joe Profaci died in a Long Island hospital. Profaci’s brother-in-law, Joe Magliocco became boss. Magliocco was another one, an old man with a stable of horses on his estate, who entertained other rich old men on his thirty-nine-foot yacht, an old man who sat with other old men in a steam bath, towels draped across their old laps, a man who was smart as a whip until questioned by cops, at which time he exhibited “mental lethargy,” an inability to speak English, and sat blank-faced in a bewildered state.
 
It didn’t take long to figure out that Magliocco was even a bigger prick than Profaci. Magliocco was one of the guys that the Gallos had kidnapped, who’d pissed his pants while a captive, a humiliation he now sought to avenge. His hatred for the President Street Boys made Joe Profaci’s look like puppy love.

 
BENDER VANISHED
 
In April, the boys lost an ally when Vito Genovese had Anthony “Tony Bender” Strollo disappeared. Bender was the guy who saw my dad fight in the ring and offered him a job as a bouncer.
 
Genovese thought Bender set him up on a drug charge. Bender was also selling buttons, which didn’t earn him any brownie points. It was time for him to go. He was last seen on April 8, 1962, after that, presumably dead by gunshot wound and buried in Jamaica Bay.
 
For the rest of 1962, the boys hid out on President Street, and sometimes a hit team would go out with orders to find Profaci men and take them out on sight.

 
MORE CASUALTIES
 
October 1962. The next casualties were a pair of low-key guys, friends of Joey: Marco Morelli and Tony DiCarlo. They got disappeared by Carmine Persico and “Jiggs” Forlano, which proved they would hit anybody remotely associated with President Street, not just the major players.
 
During the spring of 1963, Punchy shot and wounded Carmine Persico’s bodyguard, the hard-to-miss Hugh “Apples” McIntosh. He wore a size fifty-two suit.
 
Days later my dad, Punchy, and Chitoz tried to take out Carmine.

 
MAKING A BOMB
 
And they did it in a surprisingly high-tech way. Rick, Punchy, and Pete “The Greek” Diapoulis teamed up with bomb expert Sal Mangiameli—a guy with power on the docks and one of the guys who hit John Guariglia in The Hi-Fi Lounge. You’ll recall that Mangiameli had learned how to make a bomb in the army and gave them instructions. Knowing those guys, they probably had a few drinks to steady their hands as they built the bomb.
 
And it worked. They built the bomb, placed it under Carmine’s Cadillac, and detonated it with Carmine in the car. Just the fact that the bomb went off was considered a great success with a lot of backslapping—but they didn’t kill Carmine.
 
Sure, the bomb exploded on cue under Carmine’s Cadillac, and for that matter under Carmine as well. Fortunately for the intended victim, however, there was a steel plate under his seat, and he walked away with a concussion, permanent tinnitus, some cuts and bruises, and a sore ass.
 
Back on President Street:
 
“Next time let’s just shoot him.”
 
“Yeah, yeah, yeah, let’s just fucking shoot him.”

 
SHOOTING HIM
 
On May 10, 1963, the President Street crew’s pattern of failed assassination attempts continued as Magliocco captain Johnny “Bath Beach” Oddo, another guy that used to be with President Street but now wasn’t, was shot at while sitting in his car. The bullet missed Johnny when he hit the floorboards but took out the car’s engine.
 
So on May 19, 1963, Ricky, Pete the Greek, and Punchy set out to just fucking shoot Carmine. Pete carried a rifle. They drove around searching in a panel truck. They staked out the building at Bond and Degraw in Gowanus where Carmine’s goumada lived—and bingo. The target emerged from the house, but he wasn’t alone. He was with his longtime associate, thirty-eight-year-old Alphonse “Funzi” D’Ambrosio, Sally D’Ambrosio’s twin brother.
 
“Bonus,” my dad thought.
 
The targets, now plural, got into an AMC Rambler. They were planning to go to Downtown Brooklyn for a court appearance, but just then armed men emerged from a parked panel truck, blasting in fury. Their shots neatly pierced the car’s windshield. Carmine took hot lead to his cheek, left hand, and shoulder. He stumbled over to the sidewalk and spit out a bloody bullet. Funzi was also hit and remained in the Rambler.
 
I’ve read that Carmine got up and drove himself to the hospital but that’s bullshit. He was down. Both wounded men were taken by ambulance to Holy Family Hospital where, as Carmine was being wheeled into the emergency treatment center, his face a crimson mask, a hole in his hand large enough to put a pool cue through, he was pestered by cops.
 
“You got five bullets in you, Junior,” an Irish plainclothes guy said, stride for stride with the guys pushing Carmine’s gurney. “Look, you’re going to die any minute now. Before you go, why don’t you straighten this thing out and tell us who did it? You know who it was. What’s the difference if you talk now? You’re going to die.”
 
He didn’t talk. For one thing, he’d just been shot in the mouth. But he also refused to talk. He shook his head at the annoying cop, who thankfully was left behind as Carmine was transported into surgery. Even as his mouth healed, his lips remained sealed.
 
Carmine survived, but the shooting permanently damaged him. His left hand was forever twisted.
 
Of course, the cops knew who shot Carmine, but they couldn’t find anyone to say it out loud. So, the usual . . .
 
They rounded up seventeen President Street Boys and charged them all with illegal gun possession. Criminal Court Judge Louis Wallach set bail ranging from $1,000 to $15,000.

 
POLICE INVESTIGATING SUSPECTED ASSASSINS
 
Deputy Chief Inspector James E. Knott led the investigation into the hit attempt on the Snake. He said he was “fairly certain” that those responsible for the shooting were among those he’d rounded up. Figuring out which ones, of course, was a different matter. The President Street crew was mum.
 
The day after the attempt on Carmine’s life, it was announced that a special squad of veteran detectives had been assigned to keep their eyes on Red Hook gang activity around the clock. They were known as PISA, the Police Investigating Suspected Assassins. The word assassin was esoteric at the time, but it went way mainstream that autumn in Dallas.
 
In a bizarre angle, all eyewitnesses agreed that a woman, identified only as Miss Gioe, the goumada, came running out of a building after the shots were fired, called for an ambulance, and accompanied the wounded Persico to Holy Family Hospital.
 
Both Snake and Funzi initially went to Holy Family but were transferred to Kings County Hospital, where it was easier to give them police protection.

 
RICKY TAKES A TRIP
 
Bottom line was, Persico, thirty years old at the time, was still breathing, and he’d seen his shooters. Despite the “poor” condition tag, word on President Street was he was going to make it.
 
While the heat was on, Ricky left us and went to live in California for three months.
 
Persico was not only full of holes but facing an uncertain future. He was awaiting trial for a bullshit truck hijacking from years back, and he was still facing a year in jail for the Copacabana beating.
 
Police told reporters that none of the eyewitnesses could describe the shooters, but they were fairly certain that they were from President Street.

 
THE BOYS MAKE THE PAPERS
 
On June 19, 1963, the Daily News published an exposé about President Street. The lede was that anyone who thought the boys lived in luxury, like Albert Anastasia had, were sadly mistaken.
 
The clubs on President Street were, according to one cop, “a little boys’ dormitory where as many as twenty-five hoods bivouac.” The article described the interior as typical of welfare recipients, battered chairs and tables with uneven legs, creaky stairs, a roach infestation, stained mattresses covering the floor, clotheslines indoors upon which men’s underwear were drying, an ancient black-and-white TV that seemed to perpetually show The Untouchables, and trash in the halls. Like children, they fought over who was supposed to take out the garbage, so no one did. The only indication that this was the home of organized crime came from a sign on the wall of that read, “Don’t Talk—The Life You Save May Be Your Own.” Like a third-world nation making war against a superpower, the boys were desperate for money to keep up the battle.
 
On President Street, they were taking contributions.

 
BAY RIDGE ICE
 
One benefactor was a fifty-one-year-old local coat manufacturer named Emil Colantuono. Recruiting new contributors, however, became difficult after Colantuono was hit at eleven in the morning on June 6, 1963, the first anniversary of Profaci’s death, shot in the head as he drove away from his Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, home on the corner of Narrows Avenue and 70th Street.
 
After Colantuono died, his car swung wildly into a U-turn and leaped the curb at the corner of Mackay Place and Narrows, stopping only when it became jammed between a tree and a house near the rear of Xaverian High School.
 
The death car came to a stop only feet from a Revolutionary War graveyard that had survived the centuries. The corpse fell on the car horn, blasting a grim and relentless alarm.
 
Police theorized that the shooters might’ve mistaken Colantuono for the much younger Anthony Gargiulo, who lived on the President Street block and had recently purchased Colantuono’s coat factory on Union Street, for $5,700 at auction.
 
Colantuono, investigators quickly learned, had been forced to sell the factory because of a tax lien. There were indications that Colantuono had sensed the danger a split second before he died, as he’d grabbed a .25 automatic from his left inside coat pocket and had it halfway out when the end came.

 
SEVEN HOURS LATER . . .
 
On the evening of the Colantuono hit, gun dealer and Gallo associate Alfred Mondello, Red Hook’s own, was shot and killed a few miles away in Park Slope. Authorities suspected Mondello had been supplying the boys with weapons and ammo.
 
Mondello, who grew up on President Street, was talking to a neighbor on his Park Slope front porch at six p.m., when he was shot three times, once in the neck and twice through the head. The shots were fired at “almost point-blank” range.
 
The killer, witnesses said, turned after killing Mondello and calmly walked to a waiting sedan. The killer’s car was found abandoned in front of Fort Hamilton High School, on Shore Road, Bay Ridge, only a few blocks from where Colantuono was killed.
 
Mondello had been a longshoreman back in the day but had to quit after he was burned and crippled by a dock explosion in 1956. He had a long police record, including one bust in which he was caught stealing almost four hundred cases of Scotch, valued at $30,000.

 
CHITOZ GOES HUNTING
 
On June 12, someone shot at Punchy on a street in Ozone Park, Queens. Gennaro “Chitoz” Basciano, went out hunting in retaliation and found thirty-four-year-old Vincent DiTucci, a Profaci loyalist. DiTucci was a guy who hadn’t worked a legit job since getting out of prison for burglary four years earlier. His reputation was as a burglar.
 
Chitoz shot DiTucci five times in the head with a .38, as he sat in his Cadillac, parked on Liberty Avenue near 78th Street in Woodhaven, Queens. Chitoz’s work was flawless. Any one of the five could have been the fatal bullet.
 
The bad news was there were five eyewitnesses and all of them ID’d Chitoz, from an array of photos, as being at the scene. Detectives John O’Leary, James Halcrow, and Robert Hudson went first to Chitoz’s home at 210 President, where he lived with his wife and four kids, but he wasn’t there, so they came right on the block and arrested Chitoz out in front of 51 President.
 
In Queens Criminal Court, Chitoz’s mouthpiece, Joseph A. Iovine, said to Judge James LoPiccolo, “The police are always picking on the Gallos and their friends. If a crime was committed in Oshkosh, members of the alleged Gallo mob would be brought in.”
 
The judge was unimpressed and ordered Chitoz held without bail. The papers called Chitoz an “occasional longshoreman,” and printed a photo of Chitoz leaving the police station in handcuffs.
 
Once it came time for those five witnesses to testify against Chitoz, they were no longer so certain that he was the guy, and the judge had no choice but to release him for insufficient evidence.

 
ALI BABA
 
If you remember, one of Joey’s cohorts during the extortion that got him sent away was “Ali Baba” Hassan Waffa. Waffa’s charges were dropped, but he went on the lam, getting as far from Red Hook as he could. He took a job on a cruise ship and went to sea. That was a smart move. What wasn’t so smart was he came back.
 
Waffa was forty-nine years old, a short and swarthy Egyptian, a guy that Joey Gallo met in jail, a seafaring cook, thief, and hashish smuggler. He’d been known to supply weapons to both grown-up and teenage gang members. In 1955, he’d been prosecuted for “piracy on the high seas.” Nice.
 
Ali Baba had just returned from a forty-two-day voyage aboard the American Export Line’s luxury liner Exeter, upon which he served as cook. On July 24, 1963, in Hoboken, New Jersey, he was back ashore for only minutes when he was shot in the abdomen by three .45-caliber slugs. Once down on the pavement, he was additionally beaten about the face and head. They left him practically lifeless. He was taken to St. Mary’s Hospital in Hoboken, where he died a few hours later.
 
The shooters hopped into a 1955 model car, which they abandoned less than two blocks from the shooting scene. Police discovered the murder weapon in the car. The serial numbers were filed off the gun. Hoboken police believed the killers were from New York, and after abandoning the car, returned home on a Port Authority Trans-Hudson (PATH) train.
 
This was a tough one on Joey. Ali Baba had not just been a business associate but also a close friend and best man at Joey’s wedding. Legend has it that Ali Baba was murdered by Joe Yacovelli (“Joe Yack”) and Carmine “Sonny Pinto” DiBiase.

 
BATS STRIKES OUT
 
Some Profaci guys defected. I don’t know why. Maybe they, like the President Street crew, were angry over excessive tribute. Maybe they wanted to side with the guys with the biggest balls. Maybe they pulled for underdogs—gamblers are like that. Dogs brought a better price.
 
One such gambler was fifty-nine-year-old Joseph “Bats” Cardiello, one of the brothers from the bar where Carmine Persico whacked Frankie Shots. Bats was once Profaci, now pro-Gallo, and on August 9, he was shot four times from a passing black car and killed, as he sat in his own car in Bay Ridge, waiting for a light to change.
 
He was a good guy from the neighborhood. The boys compiled a short list of probable shooters, and Carmine Persico was at the top. For one thing, Carmine’s top guns were at that very moment out on Long Island, so he likely was handling things in Bay Ridge. It’s unknown if he wore his wig and lipstick.

 
HOURS LATER . . .
 
Only hours after Cardiello bought it, about one thirty p.m., fifty miles to the east, Carmine’s team—including forty-seven-year-old John J. “Moose” Battista, a longshoreman who lived on Coney Island Avenue in Brooklyn, and twenty-nine-year-old Tony “Fats” Regina, the Long Island sharpshooter—were out on a hunt, driving along the Nesconset Highway near Port Jefferson, Long Island, with their target in sight.
 
The subject of the hunt was a President Street Boy, twenty-six-year-old “Cadillac” Louis Mariani. He was a favorite at our house. Cadillac was the boyfriend of my mom’s friend Nancy.
 
The gunmen drove alongside Mariani’s car and fired twelve shots, two shooters both emptying their guns, killing Cadillac. Also in the car with the victim was twenty-six-year-old Anthony Getch, and thirty-three-year-old Dotty Vivino, who was Sal Mangiameli’s sister.
 
Four bullets had plowed into Getch’s body, and he was taken to a Port Jefferson hospital where he fully recovered. Mrs. Vivino, in the excitement, blurted out to first responders that “Fat Tony” was the one shooting, referring to Regina.

 
PUNCHY THE SUBCONTRACTOR
 
Newsday said that a pro killer from Hempstead, Long Island, had been contracted by Carmine Persico to hunt down and shoot as many President Street Boys as he could. The paper continued that according to the Suffolk DA, the boys from President Street retaliated by acquiring a subcontractor named Frank “Punchy” Illiano.
 
On President Street, the boys didn’t usually get Newsday, but this day they did because they heard they were in it.
 
“Hey, Punchy, they say you’re a subcontractor,” the boys said.
 
“What the fuck does that mean?” Punchy wanted to know.
 
“Means you’re getting paid for hunting Snakes,” Mondo said to his cousin.
 
The article said both Persico and Punchy Illiano were in hiding. Both were sought by police “before there was further bloodshed.” They said Punchy was owner of the AAA Exterminating Company of Brooklyn, that he was a devoted member of Larry Gallo’s crew, and despite the “subcontractor” tag in the lead, they didn’t think Punchy was gunning for Persico because of some special arrangements. The job was routine, Newsday said, all part of a day’s work in Red Hook.

 
A WINNING CASE
 
Suffolk County police subsequently put together a winning case against Regina and Battista. The trial was in Riverhead, Long Island, Suffolk County Judge George F. X. McInerny presiding. Cops kept Getch in hiding, and he became the star witness at the four-week trial.
 
One of the guys questioned was Magliocco himself, who pretended he spoke far less English than he did, and a couple of times clutched his chest and called for his heart pills. He didn’t seem like a godfather at all, more like a guy who’d have trouble finding his way home.
 
During the trial, from the witness stand, Getch said that Regina was driving the vehicle that pulled up alongside the victims’ car. Regina was also the shooter. Battista was one of three others in the shooting car.
 
“How do you know who Regina is?” the prosecutor asked.
 
Getch said it was because he’d seen him cruise by in a car a few times while Getch was standing on the sidewalk in Brooklyn.
 
“How many times have you seen him?”
 
“I seen him ten, fifteen times, over a two-year period.”
 
On cross-examination, defense counsel asked, “You ever speak to Regina and Battista?”
 
“No, sir.”
 
The prosecution didn’t call Mrs. Vivino to the stand, but the defense did. Under cross, she denied saying anything about Tony Fats after the shooting.
 
“If I did, it was because I was hysterical,” she said.
 
During summation, the Suffolk County DA made it plain: these two guys were “assassins assigned to the Profaci top gun, Carmine Persico.” Following more than two days of deliberation, the jury convicted both defendants of murder one.
 
During the penalty phase, Battista took the witness stand and proclaimed his innocence. Regina chose to remain mute. Both defendants could have been given a death sentence, but the jury recommended life in prison. By state law, the men had to serve forty years of their sentence before they could be considered for parole. Ten extra years were then tagged on to their sentences for the wounding of Anthony Getch.

 
THE FAMILY GETS A NEW NAME
 
My dad went to California, and I didn’t see him for a long time. I don’t think I saw him during the entire Magliocco era. But luckily, that era was short-lived.
 
On December 28, 1963, Larry got in touch with Ricky and told him Magliocco was dead of a heart attack. Hearing that, my dad returned to New York. Magliocco’s underboss Salvatore “Sally the Sheik” Musachio ran the family briefly. After that it was Joseph Colombo. The name of the family changed from Profaci to Colombo.
 
Colombo sent a messenger to President Street to notify us that as far as he was concerned, the war was over. He wanted peace, and just like that, the mattresses came down.
 
Colombo brought in a couple of guys from the Patriarca family of Rhode Island, Nicky Bianco and Rocky Miraglia, who negotiated for Colombo a peace agreement with Larry and Blast.
 
Not that the bullets stopped flying. They just flew for other reasons. My father and his friends were in a business where shooting was a regular thing. But the war between the Colombo family and President Street took a long break, one that lasted until Joey got out of prison.


 



CHAPTER 18
 
Year of the Rat
 
DURING THE FALL OF 1963 the lives of all gangsters were changed by a single man: Joseph M. Valachi, a hood who took the oath before the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations and, live on the radio, blabbed his heart out, the first big-time rat, broadcast for all to hear.
 
By the time Valachi finished, the authorities thought they had it all figured out. They didn’t. They knew more than they did before, but the cops still got a lot of things wrong.
 
One of the things Valachi told the world was that the American Mafia, “cosa nostra,” thrived in more cities than was commonly believed. In addition to New York, Chicago, and LA, the mob had control of Boston, Cleveland, San Francisco, Tampa, Newark, Detroit, Buffalo, Utica, and New Orleans. (In a few months, JFK’s assassination would add Dallas to the list.)
 
While testifying, Valachi saw himself as a dead man walking and wasn’t afraid of stepping on toes. He said Albert Anastasia was whacked because he was selling buttons, a new concept to the American public. The organization could not be commercialized by selling tickets of admission. He said the attempted hit on Frank Costello came because Costello had too much power. The Apalachin meeting was held to let everyone know why Anastasia was whacked. He said that at Apalachin, before the cops raided, there was discussion of getting rid of a couple hundred made men who’d gotten in because they paid the fee. These men could not be depended on to keep their mouths shut and needed to be erased. Valachi said that the 1951 murder of Willie Moretti was a mercy killing ordered by Vito Genovese because Moretti was losing his mind, a savage mental illness, and his behavior had become unpredictable.
 
Then, after all that, one of the senators asked Valachi about the Profaci-Gallo War. Valachi said that, during a stint in federal detention in New York, he had befriended Carmine Persico, and Persico told him that the Gallos were rebelling against Profaci because they thought he demanded unreasonable tribute.
 
Persico told him that the Gallos’ complaint was legit and that he himself had recently had to kick over almost $2,000 out of the proceeds from a robbery he pulled off.
 
Valachi said Persico told him that the Gallos were also pissed off, because they felt more lucrative rackets were being given to older members of the family, despite the fact that the President Street Boys had proven themselves to be superior earners.
 
After Valachi was done on the stand, his seat, still warm, was taken by Sergeant Ralph Salarno of the NYPD, who said that he’d been keeping score during the Profaci-Gallo war and that, so far, there had been nine murders, nine attempted murders, and three men missing and presumed dead.
 
HICKSVILLE HEIST GOES SOUTH
 
On October 29, 1963, four Red Hook guys—Eugene Lagana, Joseph Yancone, Frank Balzano, and Leonard Dello—all Gallo associates, were arrested. They’d been caught red-handed with the swag from a fuel oil firm heist in Hicksville, Long Island. The four armed men had entered the Power Test plant and confronted four maintenance men who were just starting work. While two of them kept the workers busy, the others went upstairs to the office, tied up the women who worked there, and crowbarred open the safe. About $2,700 was taken.
 
One of the women wriggled free of her bondage in time to run to the window and watch the four men make their getaway in a black-and-white 1955 Buick sedan. She also partially read the license plate. A BOLO went out, and minutes later, two Brooklyn North cops spotted the car with the men in it parked at Rockaway and Atlantic avenues in Brownsville.
 
The men were eating hot dogs when the police intervened and were taken by surprise, while still holding the $2,700. On the men, detectives found two .38s and a .32. On the way to the police station, the four offered a bribe, but that only got them in worse trouble.

 
THESE RAIDS ARE GETTIN’ MONOTONOUS
 
On December 10, 1963, just before the crack of dawn, the NYPD raided the block, again. They arrested fifteen men and a woman. The woman was thirty-nine-year-old Gloria Patane, wife of Santo Patane, who was also arrested.
 
They didn’t get Larry, because Larry was already in the Manhattan House of Detention serving a four-month term for fraud in connection with a GI loan on his home.
 
The raiding cops were kind and had allowed most of the men to put on a suit of clothes before they were taken away, although a couple preferred casual and were led off wearing slacks and light jackets.
 
Along with the warm bodies, police confiscated several Smith & Wesson .38s, a Luger, two .22 pistols, an FN Herstal pistol, two silencers, blasting caps designed to initiate huge explosions (left over from the first attempt on the Snake’s life).
 
Police said that those arrested were picked up largely for their own good, as they were all marked for death by the Profacis, but that didn’t prevent Supreme Court Judge Julius Helfand from charging them on a twenty-count, fourteen-page indictment: conspiracy to kill twenty-two members of the Profaci family. Kings County District Attorney Edward S. Silver said that more charges might be coming as the “investigation was continuing.”

 
PARTICULARS OF THE INDICTMENT
 
The indictment read that the defendants “unlawfully, knowingly, willingly, and corruptly conspired, combined, and agreed together” to bump off the twenty-two Profacis.
 
The indictment went on to say that the motive behind the murders was to gain control of the bookmaking, policy, and loan-sharking enterprises of the Profacis, as well as of some of their legitimate enterprises, including an importing company, a wine and liquor corporation, and a linen supply company.
 
The grand jury that brought down the indictments listed ten “overt acts” that supported the charges, including the purchases of vehicles, weapons, and bulletproof vests. Those under arrest maintained several hideouts that weren’t on the block, the grand jury wrote, including properties on Ocean and Foster avenues.
 
The indictment claimed that all the arrested men participated in one way or another with the May 19, 1963, shooting of Carmine Persico and Alphonse “Funzi” D’Ambrosio. Also involved was the late Louis “Cadillac” Mariani.

 
SECRET FIFTH-FLOOR HQ
 
The investigation that led to the charges lasted for seven months and was conducted by Assistant DAs Albert V. DeMeo and Frank DiLalla, and ten investigators. They worked in complete secret out of a fifth-floor office in the Brooklyn Municipal Building. The original goal was to take a hundred hoods off the street, gunmen from both sides of the Profaci-Gallo war.
 
As time went on, the goal shrunk and shriveled. Not all the evidence was dependent on getting witnesses to show up in court and tell the truth. DA Silver said that a lot of it was gathered via wiretaps, although he refused to be specific about whose phone was bugged. He did note, however, that those taps had been put in place by court order, and thus, the results of them would be admissible in court.
 
During the arraignment, the court took extraordinary precautions. Spectators were cleared from the courtroom. Only family members, six of them, were allowed to stay but were searched thoroughly. The men were held on bail ranging from $15,000 to $50,000 each.

 
SNAKE ON THE RUN
 
The next time they let Carmine Persico out of jail, he went on the lam. Without him to testify, the case against the President Street Boys for shooting him was in the toilet—and of course, Persico had no desire to have anything to do with police ever.
 
The NYPD almost nabbed Persico on December 6, 1963, when he was spotted in a car at the intersection of Atlantic and Third avenues. The black-and-white pulled up next to the car and Persico took off. There was another guy in the car. As a car chase began, two loaded .38s were thrown from the fleeing car.
 
Persico got away, and police put out a fifteen-state (plus the District of Columbia) alarm, asking that he be arrested for illegal possession of firearms and noting that he was already free on bond while appealing a fifteen-year prison sentence for hijacking.
 
Kings County DA Ed Silver told a reporter that he intended to see that the boys were tried as quickly as possible, before witnesses against them started disappearing.

 
SLIPPERY JOHNNY BATH BEACH
 
Johnny “Bath Beach” Oddo had been President Street’s first capo. He’d been with Frankie Yale as a young man. That seemed like a long time ago, but Oddo was still around—more than thirty years since he’d last been shot and, as far as the Law was concerned, as Teflon as they came. He used to brag that he’d been arrested twenty-two times and had never spent a single day in jail.
 
The government knew they’d never get a jury to convict him, even though he was reputed to have been Joseph Profaci’s right-hand man, so they took another route, and in 1964, they had Oddo’s American citizenship cancelled. The reason: he had committed fraud when he filled out his application for citizenship years earlier by failing to mention five arrests.
 
Oddo’s mouthpiece, Maurice Edelbaum, promised to appeal the deportation ruling, and in the meantime Oddo walked free. They never did get him to leave the country, and he died of natural causes in 1975, at seventy-one.

 
PEACE, SORT OF
 
On President Street, war had ended. Mattresses had come down. Joe Colombo was the new Commission-approved boss. There was peace on the block. Too bad the rest of Red Hook, especially to the south, was out of control with gangs of teenagers walking the streets at night, looking for trouble.
 
In June 1963, a kid was stabbed by a member of an opposing gang. All summer, the stabbed kid’s gang paraded noisily in search of the bastard with the blade. Not finding him, they looked for trouble wherever they went.
 
On Saturday night, on August 25, about 8:30, they found trouble big-time. They marched to the corner of Hamilton Avenue and Summit Street, where they ran into a gang of Italians and Puerto Ricans, and a brawl erupted.
 
At that moment, walking down the street minding his own business was Joseph Pellegrino, a quiet and good sixteen-year-old son of a longshoreman, who lived at 114 President.
 
Pellegrino stopped to watch the fight. When someone told him to “move on,” he didn’t move fast enough, and he was ripped and stabbed horribly until he was dead. The murder weapon was an ornate and beribboned Japanese letter opener.
 
Seven teenagers from the Red Hook Houses were arrested, one of whom had the fancy letter opener in a shoebox in his room.
 
They were out there. The next generation.

 
CONSORTING IS BULLSHIT
 
During the spring of 1965, Larry, Mooney, and Chitoz were in and out of jail. There were a few things going on: white-collar bullshit, the assault charges they pleaded guilty to, and consorting with known criminals, namely each other.
 
Larry’s mouthpiece, Robert Weiswasser, called it “police harassment.” The law they were breaking reads that a man of “evil reputation may not consort with criminals for an unlawful purpose.”
 
“It’s a law designed to harass ex-cons. It takes about two minutes to get an acquittal in these cases, but not until the defendant has had to pay a lawyer and a bail bondsman, and spends a night in jail and two days in court, tying up the calendar and taking up the time of two policemen,” Weiswasser added.

 
LARRY AND BLAST GET A JOB
 
During the summer of 1966, the New York City Youth Board employed Larry and Blast to help ease race relations in Brooklyn. There had been disturbances, Blacks vs. whites, in some of the more rapidly changing neighborhoods of Brooklyn.
 
The brothers agreed to work to “cool” white youths in the troubled neighborhoods, and hopefully cut down on the number of rumbles. To help the cause, the Youth Board gave them, in letter form, intelligence (for the most part the names of the leaders and troublemakers of the opposing gangs) that would help them identify and stop potential trouble. The Gallos really did do the job they said they would and made efforts to keep the peace in Flatbush during July and in East New York in August.
 
All of this was controversial enough that, once again, they were in the newspapers. Some folks thought it was a mockery of justice to give official juice to known gangsters, while others, citing the actual work that Larry and Blast did, said they deserved a medal.
 
John J. Cassese, the president of the Patrolmen’s Benevolent Society said that using the Gallos, public enemies, “sapped the morale of the men.” Cassese was afraid that cops on the beat in the affected neighborhoods would not recognize their authority because the “Gallos are in charge.”
 
Some feared that the Gallos had been promised a deal or some form of immunity in exchange for their peacekeeping efforts and noted that the brothers were under investigation by a grand jury for racketeering. The brothers had done recent stints in jail for refusing to testify, and when the grand jury came to a decision, they said there was insufficient evidence to warrant any indictments.
 
Conspiracy theorists snorted knowingly.

 
RICKY GETS SHOT
 
One night my mom got a call that Ricky had been shot but was okay—and again he had to go on the lam. Ricky and Roy, I heard, had gone to do a piece of work, and Ricky got shot in the knee.
 
What followed happened completely outside the law. There is a medical system in place that serves conditions that, for legal reasons, cannot be revealed in a hospital. The boys called upon a doctor who had an office right on President Street.
 
The boys carried Ricky there, and the doctor gave him something for the pain. The doctor then stuck a leather belt between my dad’s teeth and told him to bite, took out a hammer and chisel, and knocked the bullet out of Ricky’s knee bone. Ricky took a bite out of the belt.
 
It’s amazing what loyal friends will do for one another in a time of crisis. While Ricky was on the table having the bullet removed from his knee, he had to take a piss, so he rolled over and pissed in a pan that Blast held for him. When Ricky was finished Blast took the pan out and threw it away.
 
When it was all over, that was all they could talk about. Forget about the fact that Ricky had been shot in the knee, Blast had to catch Ricky’s piss. That was the news. All that pain and these guys were laughing like it was the funniest thing in the world.
 
I should have known then, even though I was only a kid, that these guys were not normal. But I didn’t. It was my only world.

 
LARRY IS SICK
 
By the time I was eleven or twelve, Larry Gallo was not in good health. He was wasting away. We sensed we were losing him. Of course, he smoked like a chimney, developed a cough after swallowing smoke during the fire rescue, and his throat had been badly injured in East Flatbush. The cough never got better, and eventually he was coughing up blood.
 
“You see a doctor about that?” Mondo asked Larry one day.
 
“About what?”
 
“You, coughing with a honk in it.”
 
“Yeah, I have—and he’s seen me,” was all Larry had to say. That shut Mondo up. Mondo could feel it was grim.
 
Turned out it was about as grim as it got, throat cancer. Even though I was—what? like twelve—I was tall and was allowed to drive. So I would drive Larry to the doctor, with Ricky sitting shotgun, and Punchy in the back with Larry. My dad reminded me to “not mention the cancer,” like I needed to be told.
 
I remember the conversation as clear as a bell, the last time I was ever around Larry.
 
“We got our own Mario Andretti here,” Larry said, commenting on my driving, which was aggressive yet precise. He always had a gravelly voice, but it was worse.
 
“So how’s Joey?” Punchy asked.
 
“He’s still Joey, that’s why I worry about him,” Larry rasped.
 
“What did the lawyer say?” Ricky asked.
 
“He said he’s got a good shot at parole, since he saved that guard during the riot up there.”
 
“That’s good. Good to hear,” Punchy said, and there was a heavy, heavy silence in the car.
 
Larry needed help getting out of the car and was having trouble standing.
 
“Be good, kid,” he said, and he pinched my cheek hard.
 
Larry Gallo died in his sleep on May 16, 1968. He was only forty years old. My dad worried that he might be out of a job, but Blast said he was one of the boys, a trusted member of the crew. He was going nowhere.
 
Larry’s death resulted in a large obituary in the New York Times. Along with hitting the high points of his criminal career, the obit noted that Larry was survived by his widow, Gloria. His body was laid out at the Prospero Funeral Home on 86th Street in Bensonhurst. His funeral featured a High Mass at St. Rose of Lima’s Church—Mama Gallo’s parish in Kensington—and he was buried in the Green-Wood Cemetery, right on the other side of the Gowanus from Red Hook.

 
THE ALMOST PERFECT HEIST
 
Wild crimes continued to keep Red Hook in the headlines. During the spring of 1967, around dawn, there was an almost perfect heist at the Atlas Material Company warehouse at Ferris and Van Dyke Streets. Using two Atlas trucks and a station wagon, the robbers stole seventy-six nineteen-inch TV sets. They accessed the warehouse by chipping a two-by-four-foot entrance through a cinder block wall of the adjoining Sonora Corporation warehouse.
 
Everything was going great until the men failed to raise a metal door high enough to get the trucks out. When the truck hit the door, it made a clanging sound heard throughout the neighborhood and drew the attention of police. Arrested were Anthony Annicchiarco of Carroll Street and Joseph Trovato of Sackett Street.

 
1967: THE YEAR OF LAWLESSNESS
 
The neighborhood was so lawless that year, that the fire department stopped responding to fire alarms, most of which were false alarms anyway, and when they did respond, rotten kids threw rocks at the hook and ladder.
 
The problem became so real that they built a “protective covering” of plywood paneling for their truck.
 
Thugs continued to rule the streets. In response, the NYPD assigned three more policemen on scooters to patrol the neighborhood.
 
During the fall, a cache of stolen goods worth $15,000—IBM adding machines, precision tools, typewriters, and hundreds of feet of copper wire—was found in a seemingly abandoned storefront on Van Brunt. Arrested was Eladio DeJesus, a father often.

 
SIDEBURNS AND BELL-BOTTOMS
 
But none of that affected life on the block. Following Larry’s death, things were—relatively—peaceful for the President Street Boys. Fashions were changing. The gang now looked more like hippies than hoods. Sideburns got longer, bell-bottoms were in.
 
They called themselves the Mod Squad, they drank and smoked pot, earned at an excellent clip, lived flashy lives, and told anyone who looked at them funny to go fuck themselves. So there were discipline problems, but nothing major.


 



CHAPTER 19
 
Red Hook: Un ottimo posto dove crescere
 
IT WAS GREAT TO BE AN ITALIAN BOY growing up in Red Hook during the 1960s and ’70s. One advantage the Italians had in Red Hook was we owned all the stores. My favorite store when I was a kid was Helen’s Candy Store, at the corner of Sackett and Smith Streets. Helen and her sister ran the place. That was where I went for my penny candies and baseball cards.
 
Come with me on a tour of Red Hook when I was growing up. Forget about the Gowanus Canal for a minute, and enjoy the sights and smells of my hometown, Red Hook, USA. . . .
 
PORK STORES
 
Italians owned the many pork stores, fresh vegetable markets, hero shops, bakeries, pastry shops, restaurants, and bars. On Court Street there was Romeo’s Deli, owned by a brother and sister, and their spouses. They ran it themselves, always served you with a smile and a warm word, and they treated you like family. Best prosciutto and mozzarella heroes in the history of the world. When the Romeos got old and closed, it was a great loss to the neighborhood.
 
Esposito Pork Store was owned by a friend of our family, Frank Esposito, the father. I bowled and hung out with him—one of the nicest men you’d ever want to meet. He had the best pork sausage and Italian imports in Brooklyn. Going to Esposito’s was like attending a museum for great imported food.
 
On display with class and pride were all the Italian formarg-gio: asiago, gorgonzola, Grana Padano, pecorino romano. Hanging from the ceiling was prosciutto, capicola, salami, sopressata, and pepperoni.
 
When you walked in, oh man, the smell sent you back to Italy—whether you’d ever been there or not—which for some of the older gentlemen could be an emotional experience. It was a smell to make you weep for joy. Until recently, the sons were there, keeping it alive. After a hundred years in business, Esposito’s just closed.
 
The other big pork store was Aiellos. All my friends worked there when they were young. If you needed a job, that was the first place you checked, because they always needed someone. It was a huge store and had Italian imports of all kinds.

 
BAKERIES
 
And the bakeries, one better than another. There was Caputo Bakery on Court Street, had the best Sicilian bread; Cammareri Bakery at the corner of Henry and Sackett Streets, made famous by the movie Moonstruck, maybe the best bread in all of Brooklyn (they closed the Henry Street bakery but reopened in Bensonhurst); Mazzola Bakery has the best lard bread on Earth—what can I say? they’ve been there for sixty years; and Court Pastry on Court and Degraw Streets, where I had my first cannoli and cheesecake, and the best lemon ice.
 
Some bakeries moved and then came back: Montelone Pastry on Court Street changed hands a few times, but they kept the same ingredients, because the cookies are to die for—and they serve espresso while you wait.

 
OTHER MARKETS
 
Rainbow Vegetable Market was a small family-owned market at Court and Sackett, run by a father and his sons. They knew everyone by name. If you needed broccoli rabe, they had it. Escarole, had it. The fruits melted in your mouth, and they would deliver to your house a two-dollar bag of anything. It’s gone now, but not forgotten.
 
At Joe’s Superette, they had the best prosciutto balls and rice balls you ever ate. Joe got sick and passed away. Another store lost.
 
Union Street Market, at the corner of Union and Smith, was a grocery store that was there forever. If you were Italian and lived on the Smith Street side, that was where went to shop or hang out.
 
I’ll never forget the smell of Damico’s Coffee at Court and Degraw. Frank and Alex were friends of the family. I grew up with their sons. You could smell the Italian coffee brewing in the morning from blocks away.
 
Sal’s Pizza at Court and Degraw, fantastic—just closed after sixty years. Johnny is a friend for a lifetime. Johnny ran the place, trying to keep it the same as it was always, but it was a battle. Pizza was only part of the appeal. You got to sit with Johnny, have a drink, and reminisce about the neighborhood. Right up until they closed, you could find me in there once a week, talking John’s ear off, complaining about something.
 
The tablecloth restaurants: Helens, Gloria’s, Angelo’s, Queen. All on Court Street, all within six blocks of each other. All of them gave you good homemade Italian food, made by the owners until they couldn’t cook no more. I watched them get old and go.

 
ICE CREAM
 
After dinner, you could go to Ebel’s Ice Cream Parlor or Mr. and Mrs. Bauer’s Ice Cream Parlor, old-school places that opened around 1900 and lasted for more than seventy-five years until everyone became too cool to go there anymore.
 
As a kid I remember being sent for ice cream, with a dollar in my pocket, and I’d come back with a big white cardboard container, like the kind they put takeout Chinese food in.

 
THE BARS
 
It felt like there was a bar on every corner. Some of the ones I remember the best are:
 
Butch’s Inn on Court Street and Third Place. I saved Roy Roy’s life there. That bar has been gone for years, but if those walls could talk, I wouldn’t be here writing.
 
There was The Step Inn, for sixty years. My mother worked there in the 1960s. I hung out there after Ju Ju bought it. What a place. Martin Scorcese would pay a million bucks for the rights. All the wise guys hung out at Ju Ju’s. It was like a ride on the Coney Island Cyclone every night. Lauren Bacall drank there. I sat there with Punchy on many nights, but it’s gone now.
 
And there was The Court Terrace at Court and Atlantic, run by the Gallo family. I was put there in the 1970s to help out. Got my first score from there.
 
At El Bolario, a Spanish bar on Court Street, I got my first pinch. I know it had a pool table, because I hit the owner in the head with a pool stick. It’s gone now, too.
 
Anthony’s Bar on Van Brunt opened in the 1940s. When you turned eighteen (the legal drinking age back then), this was the place to go. It was only a couple of blocks from the projects, but you could go in there at four in the morning and not worry about trouble.
 
There was Guzzies Bar & Grill at Smith and Union. I hung out with Roy Roy and did a lot of drinking there. This was before drinking and driving was bad. Shit, I remember before drinking and shooting was bad!

 
MOVIE HOUSES
 
Our neighborhood movie house was the Rex. It opened in the 1920s, during the era of silent movies, and was later called the Cobble Hill, at Court and Butler. I used to pay fifty cents to see two movies there, a cartoon, and a film of an old 1920s bike race. The bikes had numbers on them. If your ticket had the winning number, you got free popcorn.
 
Ju Ju owned the place for a short time, and on weekends, he had all the doo-wop groups there. Bobby Lester and the Moonglows. They sang “The Ten Commandments of Love.” The Drifters, The Five Satins, The Capris sang “There’s a Moon Out Tonight.” Ju Ju had everyone you could think of. That theater is still going strong as a movie house.
 
On Columbia Street was another movie house called The Happy Hour Theater. Its backyard was next to Roy Roy’s club, so we used to go in at night and take whatever looked good. We made off with about a hundred movie posters but eventually threw them out. Later we found out they were worth a lot of money. Who the fuck knew?

 
COLUMBIA STREET
 
On Columbia Street, down on the south side where everything was a little bit more run down, it was old school. We had House of Calzone. They only had deep-fried calzone. That was the only kind they made in Brooklyn. It makes a great difference in taste.
 
Ferdinando’s Focacceria. If you like panelle, tripe, or vastedda, it’s the place to go. Open since 1904. Every hood in Brooklyn has stopped in there for a meal. I try to eat there once a month. One thing that makes it special: they had Manhattan Special on tap. That’s coffee soda, made with real coffee on Manhattan Avenue in Greenpoint, Brooklyn. (My coauthor Mike Benson used to work at Manhattan Special and remembers climbing a ladder with a burlap sack of coffee beans over his shoulder, then pouring the beans into the big grinder.)
 
Defontes Sandwich Shop, in Red Hook since 1922, was a small beat-up place, but you couldn’t beat the shrimp in red sauce or the roast beef sandwich with homemade gravy. It’s still open, and we still eat there.
 
Cafiero’s Restaurant on President between Columbia and Hicks was an old-school restaurant with corrugated tin ceilings and walls, tile floor, wicker chairs, wood tables with plain tablecloths, and a small menu of homemade Italian food like your mother made. There was a small back room, where the boys could hold meetings—a real hood haven. (We were in Cafiero’s earlier in our story. That was where Joey paid an unexpected visit to Judge Leibowitz and Assistant District Attorney Louis Ernst.)

 
CLOTHES STORES
 
For clothes you went to Marietta Men’s Wear at Court and Carroll, open since the 1940s, run by Matty and Joe. I still buy my Ginny t-shirts there.
 
One of the first stores I was ever in by myself was Frank’s Clothing Store on Union Street, a family-run place, where all the longshoremen and their families went for pants, underwear, T-shirts and socks, for cheap. My grandmother sent me there when I was just about old enough to walk. I went in there with her a few times as well, at least once for pantaloons when she was about ninety-two.

 
POOL HALLS
 
On Court Street was Pop’s Poolroom, one of the oldest poolrooms around. It was on the second floor, so if there was a fight, it was a bitch to get out. All the good players shot there. It might’ve been a little bit too old. The pool tables themselves were worse for wear, and it was already dingy by the time I started hanging out there. There was one table that was legendary, the table that Al Capone shot a game on. When the place closed, a friend of mine bought the Al Capone table.
 
The other pool hall on Court (this one at Butler), was Ju Ju’s. He took over for Patty and renamed the place Ju Ju’s Pool Room. Today it’s a chocolate store.
 
* * *
 
Another joint that recently closed after serving the community forever is Raccuglia & Son Funeral Home at Court and Sackett. Vinny Raccuglia used to give funerals for free to people who couldn’t afford them. The place was a staple in the community. That was where Bobby Boriello was laid out.
 
All these great places up and down the well-kept and tree-lined streets of South Brooklyn, it was a great place to grow up.
 
But then Joey Gallo came home.


 



CHAPTER 20
 
Mod Squad!
 
WE SKIP AHEAD. I’m sixteen, time of the Mod Squad on President Street, and already involved by that time. Mostly I drove. I considered many of the guys my uncles. Bobby “Darrow” Bongiovi was my godfather. He didn’t drive, so I drove him around for two years. He was a cousin of Rocco Miraglia, a Colombo capo. He had quite a résumé even before he got to President Street. He was a born psychopath from East Flatbush, one of the Farragut Road Boys, a fearsome teenage gang. By the time he turned twenty-one, he’d already killed two guys. A true madman, he loved his pot and his Scotch, and acted as if every day was his last. His only function was to kill. He would just sit around waiting for the call. He had a great smile and was a real ladies’ man, always with a beautiful woman on his arm. When Darrow walked into a room, everyone knew it.
 
OTHER MOD SQUADERS
 
Another friend of mine from the Mod Squad was Steven Cirillo, who was in his twenties. He was a great guy. If you saw him in the street, you’d think he was just the guy next door. He was Red Hook–born and didn’t know the meaning of fear. He was one of the family’s shooters, a good guy, but deadly.
 
Preston Geritano was another Mod Squader, a real tough guy, born in Red Hook. People took one look at him, and they knew he was no one to fuck with. He had two brothers in the crew, and they always showed respect for me and my father.

 
BOBBY B.
 
Bartholomew “Bobby” Boriello, tallest of the Mod Squaders, at six-six. He always had a smile on his face. Well, not always, and you didn’t want to be in front of him when he didn’t. He hit like a mule. He called everyone “Muggs.” He was a shooter, and he had his hands in everything. He was respected, feared, and a good earner. If you needed something, you’d ask Bobby. When he came over to our house, he’d say, “Dolly, you got a minute?”
 
“Bobby, what’s up?” she’d say.
 
“I like your apron,” he’d reply, and then he’d reach over and stick “fugazi” credit cards in her apron pocket. He’d laugh and say, “Now go and use them.” He didn’t have to do that. He was just that kind of guy. When he was doing well, he made sure his friends were doing well, too. I can still hear his voice calling me “Frankie Boy.”
 
Bobby eventually went to jail and there met John Gotti. When he got out, he was released to the Gambinos. He was a Gotti favorite and became chauffeur/bodyguard.
 
He was made as a Gambino, getting his button in a ceremony on Mulberry Street in Little Italy. Administering the oath was Sammy “The Bull” Gravano. We know because Michael “Mikey Scars” DiLeonardo blabbed about it under oath, on Christmas Eve, 1988.
 
Bobby Boriello was killed on April 13, 1991, forty-seven years old. (More about that in chapter 25.) Even after he switched crews, he stayed close to my family, the Dimatteo family, until the day he died.

 
STEVEN B. AND SOME OTHERS
 
Steven Boriello was Bobby’s brother. Another Red Hooker from birth, grew up on Clinton Street. He was like an older brother to me, and we had a lot of fun back in the day. There came a time when we hadn’t spoken in a while, a few years. Thank God, before he passed, he called to meet me. He asked me a question, and I answered him. I respect him for that.
 
Tony “The Beard” Bernardo was a real character. He wasn’t a big guy, small in frame—five-five maybe and one-forty soaking wet—but he had balls the size of basketballs and gleaming blue eyes. He was in on the hit on Robert Weiswasser, the Gallo mouthpiece who turned rat. He was partners with his pal Angelo Pafumi. My dad said he was a great guy to do a hit with—cold as ice and trustworthy. In the end, the Beard took a bunch of Gallo shylock money and ran away, eventually dying of natural causes.
 
Joe Schipani, “Joe Shep,” was my uncle. I’d drive Joe Shep to his meetings. One time, I drove Joe Shep to the City to meet Frank Costello for lunch. I met and ate with Costello that day. He radiated both power and calm. I thought I was hot shit after that, but the guys were quick to burst my bubble: “Calm down, big shot. All you did was drive Uncle Joe.”
 
Ralphie Goodness had been around since the 1960s and was once married to Blast’s sister-in-law. He was a professional gambler, a thief, and a fixture at The Coco Poodle. I was told that, if trouble broke out, he’d have your back but wasn’t that good in a fight. Ralphie was a bit of a “pretty boy,” always concerned about his looks. He passed away in Florida, dropped dead while cooking a sauce at home.

 
STILL OTHERS
 
Those were the guys I knew the best. Others included Anthony “Bull Eye” Prano, a small guy with thick horn-rim glasses.
 
John the Arab lived on Douglass Street. He was close to Roy Roy, and I spent a lot of nights with him, drinking in the club. He was fearless and had his hands in everything. I was friends with him till the end. His liver went bad, and he died too soon.
 
Frank Faella was another young guy who hung out on the block with me and Goombadiel. He was a throwback to the old gangster days, one tough fuck—but he lost his way, and we lost him to the babonia.
 
There was a Puerto Rican kid named Coco who hung out on the block. He was about ten years old, but he looked much older and acted older as well. During wartime, he cooked for us and ran for anything we needed. He left after the war. I think he joined the police force. I hope so, but who knows.

 
AND GOOMBI
 
And then there was my good friend Anthony “Goombadiel” Russo, Goombi for short, another guy on the block who was always smiling. I think it was all the pot he smoked.
 
Goombi was Anthony DeLuca, a kid from the block. Up to age eleven, he lived at 63 President, then moved to 72, directly next door to Mondo’s club. While still a kid, he ran errands for the crew, for tip money. As an adult he became more involved, running numbers over all five boroughs. In his own words he was paid “in dribs and drabs” and did “dirty work” for the crew. He dropped out of school as soon as he could and hung out on President Street. He and I learned the ropes together from Roy Roy.
 
Roy Roy told Goombadiel to keep an eye on me and keep me out of trouble. That didn’t work. We just got in trouble together. We went out on scores together, drank and argued, took bets on football tickets.
 
This one day, he and I were working on our hanging out when a big dusty Cadillac rolled down the block and came to a stop at the curb in front of Mondo’s club.

 
“WASH MY CAR”
 
Pete the Greek got out.
 
Opened the back door.
 
Joey stepped out.
 
Time stopped for a second.
 
My memory is so vivid. He was rail thin, and his suit hung off of him. His blond hair was largely gone. His blue eyes were sunken into his head. He looked like a man returning from hell.
 
As Joey walked by me, he turned to look me in the face, and I saw a light go on.
 
“Hey, you’re Ricky’s kid,” he said. “Jesus, you got big.” There was a pause and his voice got low. “If anything ever happens to Ricky, you always got a home here on the block, okay?”
 
“Yeah, thanks, Joey,” I said.
 
“Do me a favor. Wash my car,” he said.
 
We washed his car.

 
READ MAFIA HIT MAN!
 
If you want to know the full story of Joey Gallo’s last year, read my book Mafia Hit Man, about Carmine DiBiase, a.k.a. Sonny Pinto, the guy who actually shot Joey. Here, we are going to get through Joey’s demise swiftly and move on to the chaos and bloodshed he left behind.
 
After that first day—when we washed his car—we didn’t see Joey that much. He quickly acquired new friends, showbiz/artsy types, a new wife with a showbiz daughter, and he didn’t come out to the block much anymore.
 
But, just as he had when the Old Man was the enemy, he decreed that we were our own thing and would stop kicking up to Colombo. Trouble was instantly stirred.
 
I didn’t hang around on the block for a long time. My dad warned me: “Frankie Boy, it’s okay to stay away from the block more. There are cops all over the fucking place.”

 
“DON’T GO TO THE RALLY!”
 
Colombo was having a big rally in the city, supposedly to celebrate Italian-Americans but really just to celebrate himself. Guys thought Colombo hypocritical—saying he was sick of people thinking all Italians were hoods when he was one of the nation’s top hoods.
 
So Colombo was having a rally, and we were told in no uncertain terms not to go. Colombo wanted Red Hook to close up and come celebrate him. Joey went around and said everybody better stay home and open shop. So we didn’t go the rally. Red Hook stayed away.

 
SO WE MISSED THE ACTION
 
As you probably know, Joe Colombo was gunned down at his rally. It was at Columbus Circle, in the City, and he was shot three times in the head by a twenty-four-year-old Black man named Jerome Johnson, who was using a fake photographer’s pass to get close to his target.
 
Colombo wasn’t killed but was left in a coma. Vegetabled. The shooter was Black, so everyone assumed that Joey had ordered the hit. The papers printed it as fact, Crazy Joey had Colombo whacked. Joey denied it. To everyone.
 
I can understand why he was a suspect, though. Joey had an allegiance with Black men from his prison stint, rather famously had his hair cut by a Black barber while behind bars, and a Black man shot Colombo.
 
Joey hated Colombo’s guts and certainly wanted him dead. There was motive, for sure, but Joey insisted someone else got to Colombo first. Joey and Blast were hauled in by the cops but were released after questioning. Ricky was questioned and released.
 
We weren’t on the top of the list, but eventually Goombadiel and I were brought in for questioning. Started to ask questions about the Italian-American rally. We didn’t even have to lie. We knew nothing about nothing.

 
THE FBI MAKES MY CASE
 
I’ve been telling this story for years, and everyone thought I was full of shit. Now I’ve found an FBI memo from December 1971, based on info supplied by a rat, that backs me up.
 
The memo said that Joey Gallo had recently begun to make peace overtures to the Colombos. He put it on the grapevine that he was considering offering his services and those of his crew to Carlo Gambino.
 
Hearing this, Mooney arranged a sit-down to discuss keeping President Street with the Colombos. Joey told Mooney that in order to stay, he wanted to be made a Colombo capo with authority to make ten new members, with all animosities forgotten.
 
Mooney took the proposal back to Joe Yack, acting boss now that Colombo was vegetabled.

 
ASSHOLES ON THE BLOCK
 
Joe Yack not only didn’t agree to make Joey capo, he spit on the floor and put out an open contract on him. Kill the Crazy One, he said, his hands balled into fists.
 
With danger on the horizon, the list of allegiances was in flux. Guys flipped. Some guys said they wanted to sit on the fence. Some guys told the truth, and some guys were full of shit. Who to trust? Wannabes were the first to flap their lips. They’d start trouble and run, leaving you there with your balls in your hand.
 
I was sixteen years old, and I didn’t have an open mind. We were not just the cowboys—we were the cowboys in the white fucking hats.
 
When I visited President Street I would sit and watch everything. There were guys around that I didn’t like, real assholes. Sammy the Syrian was a jerk-off. He tried to talk like Edward G. Robinson and thought it made him tougher if he showed no respect for anybody. Roy and Ricky said, “Don’t mind Sammy, he’s an asshole.”
 
My dad and I also didn’t like Pete the Greek, who thought he was Al Capone, even though, according to Ricky, “his next fight will be his first.” But there was no getting rid of the Greek. He was Joey’s friend since they were kids. Why Joey liked him was a mystery.
 
I visited the block one day, and I felt a new heaviness. Somewhat ominously, Roy Roy pointed to his eye and told me, “Young guys are off-limits. You should be safe. Still, go hang out with your friends on Court Street. If I call you, come back.”

 
JOEY’S BIRTHDAY
 
So tension was thick right up until April 7, 1972, Joey’s forty-third birthday. The birthday boy, with family and friends in tow, was going to have the best birthday ever. They went to see Don Rickles’s late show at the Copacabana.
 
Joining him were his wife, Sina, and preteen stepdaughter, Lisa. It might’ve seemed weird to have a child there, but Lisa wasn’t just a cute blonde kid. She was also super precocious, a performer, in show business.
 
After the show, Joey was hungry, so they went to Umberto’s Clam House in Little Italy, a new joint owned by Matty “The Horse” Ianniello, a Genovese capo. While there, gunmen, including Carmine DiBiase, rushed in and shot Joey and Pete the Greek. The Greek was Joey’s lone bodyguard, because Bobby Darrow met a girl at the Copa, and Joey told him to go get laid.
 
Joey managed to run out of the restaurant, to draw fire away from his family, and fell dead in the street. The Greek, shot in the ass, made it outside also and fired at the assassins as they drove off.

 
THAT’S THE SOUND OF ALL HELL BREAKING LOOSE
 
When Joey’s death hit the news, all the guys came to the block. All hell broke loose. Mooney was the only made man in the crew and was trying to be a big shot, claiming he was in charge, now that Joey was gone.
 
I was in Roy Roy’s club, and he was in a bad mood. I had never seen him like that before, and I kept quiet. Ricky got there late the next night.
 
The talk was all “Who shot Joey?” And “What are we going to do about it?”

 
RUN RED
 
Joey’s Red Hook funeral was huge. The funeral parlor, Guido’s Funeral Home, was at the corner of Clinton and Carroll. There were more than three hundred mourners, but not all of them were sad. There were plainclothes cops there, reporters, celebs, curiosity seekers. People lined up to view Joey in his casket. Mondo was distraught, tears streaming down his face. Joey’s sister Carmella was wild with anger.
 
“My Joey! The streets are going to run red with blood for you, I swear!” Carmella screamed. Joey was buried in Green-Wood, next to brother Larry.

 
KILL ALL DESERTERS
 
After Joey was killed, a lot of the guys jumped ship. Nobody wanted to be on the fence anymore. They wanted to be on the side they thought would win, and that was the Colombos.
 
On President Street the reaction was to kill all deserters.
 
The boys didn’t like Bobby Darrow’s story about meeting a broad and leaving the party before the shooting began. They thought he might be in on it. Bobby didn’t like that kind of talk at all and nipped it in the bud. “If anyone thinks I was in on Joey’s hit, kill me now!” he said. No one moved, and Bobby left in a rage.


 



CHAPTER 21
 
The Second War
 
DIBIASE COULDN’T BE FOUND, so the primary target was a familiar one: Carmine Persico, The Snake. On August 11, 1972, the President Street Boys got word through the grapevine that Persico, plus his brain trust, Jerry “Lang” Langella and Hugh “Apples” MacIntosh, had reservations for nine-thirty at the Neapolitan Noodle, a restaurant on East 79th Street between First and Second Avenues in the City—a perfect opportunity to do some damage to the “bad guys.”
 
TED FROM VEGAS
 
For the big hit, the boys brought in an outside hit man named Ted from Vegas. He didn’t know what the bad guys looked like, so to ID the targets, Bobby Darrow went along.
 
The actual execution of the op was like Murphy’s Law. Just as Bobby told the gunman where the targets were—“at the bar, stools three, four, and five, and the guy standing between stools four and five”—Carmine the Snake and his pals got up, left the bar, and switched to a table. Bobby Darrow stepped outside quietly and didn’t see the actual shooting. Ted blasted away at the men who sat on those stools—and the guy standing between. Three of them fell off their stools to the floor and the fourth, the standing guy, fell forward onto the bar. Ted threw his gun down like a pro and scrammed—although even that didn’t go well, as a witness on the street told cops he left in a brown Chevy with out-of-state-plates. Ted and Bobby didn’t know till the news came on that he shot four innocent guys. Two of them died. All four, it turned out, were kosher butchers in town for a convention.

 
ALL SUSPECTS GREAT AND SMALL
 
There’s nothing like collateral damage to bring the heat down on you. Within hours of the Noodle shooting, President Street was crawling with cops slapping handcuffs on anything that breathed. They nabbed Mondo.
 
There’s a great photo of the boys in the lineup room, and Mondo is there, looking pissed off. Word came back that Mondo was the star of the show. Some asshole cop tried grilling him.
 
“Armando Illiano, the littlest wise guy. Because of your size, people think you’re harmless, but we know better, don’t we? How many greaseballs did you feed to the lion?”
 
Mondo just stared at him.
 
“Here’s your chance to redeem yourself, son. Do you know the shooter?”
 
“I don’t know him. But I got a good look at his belt. Maybe you could do a lineup of belts, you prick.”
 
The cop slapped him.

 
“YOU GOT TO LET IT GO”
 
I’ll never forget my dad, a soldier during wartime, apologizing to me for getting me “into the Life.” He’d go out hunting and was never sure if he was coming back.
 
“If they kill me tonight, you got to let it go,” he said to me.
 
“What are you talkin’?”
 
“Let it go.”
 
“How can I let that go?”
 
“Because I’m your goddamned father, and I told you to!”

 
TARZAN DISAPPEARS
 
In 1973, a hit team was sent out to kill Johnny “Tarzan” Lusterino who owned a bar at Third Avenue and Ninth Street. The boys went to Tarzan’s place often, and when war broke out Lusterino came to the block. He cooked for the boys and made sure everyone knew that he was armed and willing to hunt. But now it was all different. After Joey was hit, Tarzan didn’t come to the block anymore. Now he was the enemy and on our hit list.
 
I should have seen at the time how fucked up things were, but I didn’t. Steven C. and Tony B. had to hit Tarzan because he was a stone killer, and they were afraid of him. They hit him fast. He was close to Joey, but Joey was dead, and Tarzan was back with the Colombos.
 
According to Mrs. Lusterino, Tarzan’s mom, on the day Tarzan vanished, March 14, 1973, he left her home between eleven-thirty a.m. and noon and drove off in his white ’65 Mustang. After about a week of not coming home, Mom called the wife, and the wife called the cops. The wife said that, even though they’d split up, he’d always called her two or three times a week and visited the kids every Sunday. It was when he missed his Sunday visit that she realized something had to be wrong.
 
The cops and the reporters had other things to think about, too. A President Street hit squad didn’t even cross their minds.

 
NAGI IN AN OIL DRUM
 
In late June 1974, the bullet-riddled body of Colombo hood and Red Hook native James Nagi was fished out of the East River, entombed in an oil drum.
 
Nagi lived on Luquer Street, and by all accounts lived on the edge. His specialty was ripping off mob guys, a surefire death wish. He also reportedly ratted out his mates to Special State Prosecutor Maurice Nadjari, which meant he was soon to die.

 
COIRO AND BARBUSA SHOTGUNNED
 
Around the same time, during the wee hours of the morning on Saturday, June 22, Colombo members John Coiro and Thomas Barbusa, both of Staten Island, were killed by shotgun blasts fired through the window of a car. The victims were seated in their own car outside The Seventeen-Seventeen Club, on 86th Street in Bensonhurst. The shooter fired both barrels of his shotgun through the windshield of the victims’ car, obliterating their heads and upper bodies.
 
Coiro and Barbusa were another pair who had so many enemies, investigators couldn’t begin to theorize who had done the deed. Sure, the President Street Boys were out hunting. But this pair had also set their sights on Colombo rackets in limbo because the Colombo lieutenants who operated them were in jail.

 
A PREEMPTIVE SNUFF?
 
One homicide cop had a theory. “They had big ideas, so their peers decided to snuff them out before they could make their move.”
 
It was a good time to make a move on the Colombos, that was for sure. Things were volatile. The Colombo ranks had been weakened by the Law. Joe Yack was laying low since the feds accused him of okaying the hit on Joey Gallo, which was true, and Vincent Aloi was in the fed pen convicted of stock fraud. The guy now in charge was Tommy DiBella, who was sixty-nine years old and appealing his own contempt conviction after standing up a grand jury.

 
CHITOZ AND SAMMY THE SYRIAN
 
As June turned to July, a hit squad was sent to kill Sammy “the Syrian” Zahralban and Chitoz, another pair of guys who were with us and then not with us. Sammy was a stocky, nasty fella. He helped run the gambling dens and was a real ass. Apparently not too bright, too, because he often got nasty to the wrong people.
 
Preston Geritano, Steven C., and Ricky were sent to the Henry-ville Social Club on 39th Street and Fort Hamilton Parkway in Borough Park, Brooklyn. The guys sat there for hours waiting for their targets to come out.
 
At one-fifteen p.m., just as Sammy and Chitoz stepped out of the club, traffic backed up so at the key moment there were cars in the way. The men walked down the block a few buildings and went into a liquor store to purchase booze.
 
By the time they came out of the liquor store, the hit squad was parked at the curb. A lone gunman stepped out of the tan-colored car and emptied his piece on them.
 
When the shooting started, both targets ran in a panic one hundred feet down the street before they were downed by the gunfire. The evasive moves earned them the nickname “the new Brooklyn Dodgers.”
 
Chitoz was shot three times: in the right knee, right shoulder, and grazed along his right cheek. He collapsed just outside the social club.
 
Sammy took it in the right calf. The shooter jumped back into the car, which sped off, heading west on 39th Street.
 
This time, unlike when Tarzan went missing, cops knew immediately why this shooting had taken place. They knew that the victims were “breakaway Gallos.” By their count, this brought the number of Colombo sympathizers to be shot up to five in the last nine days, with the previous three being James Nagi, John Coiro, and Thomas Barbusa.
 
Chitoz healed for a while in Maimonides Hospital and, when discharged, went into hiding. All he was doing was putting off the inevitable.


 



CHAPTER 22
 
Sniper
 
DURING THE BLOODIEST DAYS of the war, the Colombos brought out a weapon that the Gallos could not match. A sniper, a guy with a high-powered rifle, who could hit from afar.
 
And when the sniper struck, he struck close to home.
 
FEARLESS STEVEN C.
 
The first victim was my dear longtime friend Steven Cirillo. He was a great guy. Born and raised in Red Hook, he always stood with me, a regular guy, tough, fearless.
 
But to hang out with him, you’d never know he was a pro killer. For two years, I saw him every day on President Street. Emily—my girlfriend at the time and now the mother of my children and grandmother of my grandchildren—and I used to go out to dinner in the City with Steven and his wife, Joanne. Then, without the women, we’d sit on the block, him and me, and talk about all sorts of things. Not just crime stuff. Philosophy. History. Love.
 
I’d tell him how I felt about Emily, and he would talk about Joanne and his son, Stevie, how much he loved them. The night before he was killed, Steven and Joanne, Emily and I, and my mom and dad, went to dinner at La Margarita, which was one of the top clubs in the City.
 
I remember the moment. That first horrible ache when I found out. I was having drinks with Goombadiel when Roy Roy got the call about Steve Cirillo. It was August 4, 1974. He’d been running a gambling night (“Las Vegas Nite”) in the basement of the B’nai Israel of Sheepshead Bay, on Ocean Avenue, an event sponsored by the orthodox synagogue’s Men’s Club. A sniper from outside killed him with a high-powered rifle.
 
Through tears, I read about it in the next day’s paper. There’d been between forty and seventy-five persons in that basement. At first, they thought it was a firecracker, then Joanne screamed that her husband had been shot.
 
Detectives found a rifle and a handgun hidden in a children’s playground next to the temple. Cirillo had made himself a sharp silhouette in the window and an easy target for the killer’s crosshairs.
 
Till things cooled, I took Emily to Atlantic City. A week later I got back to the block. I stayed at Roy Roy’s club and didn’t go anywhere. Three weeks went by, and on September 2, 1974, the sniper struck again.

 
LOUIE THE SYRIAN
 
Louie “The Syrian” Hubela was a stand-up guy, consigliere to the Gallo brothers—a pallbearer at Joey’s funeral. He was tough as nails, a Second World War vet, ran a sports book, and loaned money to Brooklyn’s Arabs along Atlantic Ave.
 
He owned a club on Atlantic called The Court Terrace Lounge, where Louie conducted his business. Joey loved him. He was an efficient gunman and could terrify people. He’d crack his knuckles and guys would shit their pants, perfect for Joey’s protection rackets.
 
It was a clear night, and I was standing at the corner of President and Columbia Street talking to Louie the Syrian. He was talking to Angelo Pafumi. Angelo handed Louie a piece of paper, something to read. Louie looked like he’s playing trombone for a second.
 
Louie turned to me: “Frankie Boy, ask Roy Roy to give you my glasses,” he said.
 
“Sure, Louie,” I said and turned to go in search of Roy.
 
I got maybe four steps toward the club when I heard a shot. I spun around and saw Louie hit the ground and lay still. I hit the deck, too, cracking my elbows on the street. There was blood coming from the back of Louie’s head.
 
I’d never been so scared before. I popped up to my feet and ran like a fucking deer into the club. The guys poured out onto the street to see what happened. By the time they came back inside I didn’t have to say anything to them. They just asked if I was okay, and I said yes. I was hyperventilating, and my heart was pounding but I wasn’t shot.
 
Here’s what I missed because I was high-tailing it out of harm’s way: The two cops who always kept an eye on our block, detectives James O’Brien and Joseph Dalton of the Brooklyn South intelligence unit, were down the street in their patrol car and came running when they saw Louie drop. They called for backup and an ambulance. Louie was taken to Long Island College Hospital and reported in poor condition.
 
Cops poked around a little. They were surprised to find that Louie didn’t have a gun on him when he was shot. I don’t know if there was sleight-of-hand at the crime scene, but he wasn’t packing when authorities got to his pockets—and they got there quick.
 
Louie was known to carry a .38 revolver, a cannon by pocket gun standards. He’d been caught with it back in July, minding his own business, walking along Columbia Street, playing fast draw with his fucking shadow. Cops were just harassing him to be assholes.
 
They knew one thing for certain: the guy who shot the Syrian was an expert sniper. Military accuracy with a .22 from more than a block away.
 
To calm myself down, I drank a bottle of scotch, with bandages on my elbows, and said shit like “What the fuck is going on here? Are we just going to sit here and let ourselves be picked off one by one?” and “Fuck this.” I sat all night, until the bottle was empty.
 
Roy Roy got sick of listening to me: “Calm the fuck down, Frankie. Everything is under control.”
 
I think he drank more than me. I remember he had a dead look in his eyes.
 
The cops came to question me.
 
“What happened? What did you see?”
 
“Didn’t see nothing. No one was around. I saw my body hitting the fucking floor.” I showed off my bandaged elbows.
 
“All right, kid,” the detective said. I had those eyes that told him I didn’t know what the fuck was going on.
 
That was the end of that. We locked down for a while, Louie the Syrian lived but was in Long Island College Hospital.

 
PUNCHY
 
A week and a couple of days passed when the sniper struck again. September 11, 1974, at two-fifty p.m., I was again outside and in a position to see what happened. This time, I was standing on the northwest corner of President and Columbia Streets with Punchy, who was getting a hot dog from Louie the Hot Dog Guy, who had a cart there on the corner.
 
Punchy, the guy who grew up next door to my mom, Mondo’s cousin, one of the originals and a tremendous earner. Punchy ran a food truck business, which sold hundreds of lunches every day to the longshoremen working the piers. The Waterfront Commission, you remember them, once investigated Punchy’s business and concluded that he’d used strongarm tactics to discourage competition. He was in complete control of the “pier lunch trade.”
 
There was another guy there. Punchy paused just a second and lowered his head to say something to him. Then he was shot. That last move, lowering his head, saved his life. He took it in the neck and shoulder. I was about twenty feet away, and again I hit the deck hard.
 
It was the hot dog guy who went to Punchy’s aid, and Punchy was screaming that he couldn’t move his feet. The same two cops that came to Louie’s aid again ran to the block.
 
There was no time to wait for an ambulance. They carried him into a patrol car and drove him to the hospital. Questioned later, the cops said that Punchy couldn’t walk but had feeling in all his extremities and was not paralyzed.
 
After the shooting, I ran back into the club, just as I had after Louie the Syrian was shot. Only this time I was lost in the commotion, so much so that everybody forgot about me. After all the press and law left, I was just sitting there.
 
It was a madhouse, like something out of a movie. Just then my mom called me.
 
“Is everything okay?”
 
“Why, Mom?” I said, trying to sound normal.
 
“I had a funny feeling that you were in trouble.”
 
“No. But Punchy just got shot.”
 
She hung up. Talk about a mother’s intuition.
 
The bullets were bad enough, but doctors found Punchy was further injured when he fell and cracked his head on the pavement.

 
HOSPITAL WATCH
 
Roy Roy sent me to the hospital to keep an eye on Punchy while he was there. The theory was that if I went, it wouldn’t look like Punchy had a bodyguard. I was sent with a pistol, which I hid under one of the chairs in Punchy’s room.
 
I was at the hospital when police caught wind of a plot: “Someone’s supposed to come to the hospital to kill Punchy,” they said, and police were in and out of his room all night, looking out the window.
 
They kicked me out, and I had to leave the pistol behind. I came back the next day and snuck it out.

 
TRAJECTORY REVEALS SOURCE
 
Ballistics proved that the Syrian and Punchy were shot with the same .22 rifle. Cops used the bullets’ trajectories to determine that the shots had come from a full block away, specifically a third-floor window of a boarded-up building at the northeast corner of Union and Columbia Streets. A board had been removed and the window gave a clear view of the corner where the Syrian and Punchy were shot.
 
Louie the Syrian and Punchy were both in the hospital for more than a month. Punchy was never the same, suffered nerve damage that would affect him for the rest of his life. He died in 2014, after a long illness.

 
RICKY ARRESTED
 
On September 18, my dad and I had a couple of cocktails and then he got in his car and headed east, out to Long Island, with me in my car directly behind him, a convoy on a mission. The assignment was to hit Mooney, and I was the crash car.
 
It was about two-thirty in the morning, and he was driving a little bit erratically along Merrick Road, near the Seaford–Oyster Bay Expressway. Nassau County cops pulled him over.
 
“Fuck,” I said, as I drove past.
 
He was arrested for driving while hammered. Mooney must’ve had guardian angels everywhere—that night, at least.
 
Ricky was ordered to step out of the car, which was searched. He was carrying a revoked license. Cops found a loaded .25 caliber pistol under the front seat. At the station, Ricky gave his address as 76 President Street, which was Mondo’s club, on the other side of the street from Gallo HQ.
 
If police didn’t know who he was up until that moment, they did now. Even out on the Island, authorities recognized the address. When Nassau County was finished questioning Ricky, a guy from the Alcohol Safety Patrol Board started asking questions.
 
Ricky was starting to feel hungover and asked the guy if $500 would get him a get-out-of-jail-free card so that he could go home. He was promptly booked for attempted bribery.
 
He was arraigned in the big courthouse in Mineola, where the judge took the unusual step of ordering him held in lieu of a half-million-dollar bail. The judge might’ve felt he was doing Ricky a favor, as he knew there was a war going on between President Street and the Joe Yack–led Colombo family, with multiple casualties on both sides.
 
Looking up Ricky’s record, police learned that he’d first gotten in trouble in 1962, for gun possession. In 1969, he was suspected of murder but never indicted. His other charges included passing bum checks in Freeport and Baldwin, and assault and menacing. The Daily News was again talking about us. It said that fifteen members of the President Street gang were on a Colombo hit list.

 
THE BOYS TAP A PHONE
 
Chitoz was back in the news in late September. He was still in hiding since his release from being in Maimonides Hospital for three gunshot wounds, but the President Street Boys had used some connections—a phone company employee and a pretty girl—to tap the phone lines to Chitoz’s home phone on President Street, same street but three blocks to the east and on the other side of the expressway.
 
The tap itself was placed atop a pole, in a company phone box, behind an apartment building on Clinton Street. An investigator for the phone company followed the wire, from the phone box, down the pole, over a fence, and up the wall of an apartment building on Clinton, eventually into Apartment 4-R, and the home of fifty-four-year-old Victor Iucci and his beautiful daughter, Jacqueline, who was twenty-three, if you know what I mean, and just so happened to be Steve Boriello’s girlfriend.
 
When police quietly raided the Clinton Street apartment, they allegedly caught the young woman with headphones on, listening in on phone calls to and from Chitoz’s apartment.
 
There was also a tape recorder, tapes of many conversations, and a .22 rifle with a mounted telescopic sight. Police noticed that there was a good view of Chitoz’s apartment out the back window of the Clinton Street spy nest.
 
Police confiscated the rifle, test fired it, and determined that it was not the rifle used to shoot Louie the Syrian or Punchy—as if that would have made any sense at all.
 
The theory was that the tap was put in place to determine when Chitoz was coming home, and the spy nest was positioned so a gunman could take Chitoz out. The phone tap equipment had been purchased by James Geritano, the skill to place the tap came from a phone company employee who was paid three hundred dollars to rig up the system.
 
Jacqueline Iucci was charged with eleven counts of illegal eavesdropping and one count of possessing an eavesdropping device.
 
Chitoz remained in hiding for a while longer. He eventually, however, would poke his nose above ground.

 
“IT’S SAFE IF THE KID GOES”
 
After some time away, I was called back and was sleeping at an apartment we had down near the Van Brunt end of the block, staying with Goombadiel and Frankie Prosciutto, another one of the young guys under Roy Roy’s wing, learning the ropes. If we weren’t in the club with Roy, we’d be in that apartment for days at a time.
 
After a few weeks of laying low, I got itchy to get off the block. One night, I went into Blast’s club.
 
“Okay if I go out someplace and get something to eat?”
 
Blast said, “Okay.”
 
Louie the Syrian said, “No.”
 
Bobby B. said, “It’s safe if the kid goes.”
 
Louie was outvoted, and me and Goombi took my 1966 Cadillac convertible. I drove. We went to the end of President Street, took a right on Van Brunt, then another right on Union. We had gone less than a quarter mile, halfway around the fucking block, when a car pulled up next to us. I looked over and saw Sammy the Syrian, an ex–President Street Boy who’d abandoned ship, bare his teeth as he raised a gun. He squeezed off five or six shots and took off.
 
Holy shit. I lost control of the car, hopped the curb, and plowed into a johnny pump on Union Street. Me and Goombi, uninjured but scared shitless, got out of the car and ran around the block to President Street, yelling at the tops of our lungs.
 
Everyone had heard the shots—the crew, cops, all the neighbors. The cops reacted quickly, and a car with the Organized Crime Squad was off in hot pursuit of the shooters.
 
About five minutes later, a car came careening down President Street and smashed through the police barricade at the beginning of the block. A couple of electric-orange traffic cones and big blue wooden horses went flying. From the car they fired a couple of shots at the club.
 
The boys left inside the club spilled outside and scattered. Some of them ran for their own cars, to chase the shooters. Some stood around with their hands on their hips for a couple of minutes and then went back into the club to finish their fucking espresso.
 
After a while, the boys who’d hopped into their cars came back to the block. The car from the Organized Crime Squad returned. The bad guys got away—and everyone was pissed off.
 
It was at this point that someone realized the drive-by shooters had tossed out a hand grenade, and the damn thing was sitting there on the sidewalk unexploded. So there was more fuss as a bomb unit took it away.
 
Eventually we made friends with the police. There were a couple of guys that practically lived on the block for months, so we got to know them. Now and again, someone would run out and give them some food and coffee. We tried to make their job pleasant.
 
After Goombadiel and I were shot at, Detective Charles Bartell told us that cops figured it was a planned move—that the enemy was out there waiting for someone to leave the block so they could try to kill them. They knew the shooting nearby would draw the cop car off the block and allow a drive-by attack on the club.
 
When the excitement was over, me and Goombadiel went back in the club and had a few more scotches.

 
PATIENCE OF A HUNTER
 
During that time, Ricky was never on the block. He was always out on the streets, looking for someone to shoot. He used to call in to the club, and he’d talk to Louie or me, and he would identify himself only as “Mr. Goldberg.” My mom didn’t see him for weeks at a time. The Gallo crew had safe houses all over Brooklyn and in the City, and sometimes Mr. Goldberg would indicate his location in code, and I would venture out and give him money or a gun or whatever it was he needed.
 
The first thing I did was make sure no one was following me. The rule was that I was too young to be touched, but the rules didn’t seem to matter anymore. So I kept my eyes on the rearview mirror, just as Ricky had taught me. Better safe than sorry. If they killed me even though I was too young, what was I going to do, complain? I always carried a gun. When I was in the car driving, I’d stick it under the dashboard.
 
Before I made my delivery, I’d go to a nearby bar, have a few drinks, leave with a girl, and anyone who might be watching me would think I was just out partying. Then I’d take the girl with me for the delivery. The location was usually a bar or a restaurant in the City, which was fine with me. It was a place to have another drink. And there was a lot of drinking, sometimes a bottle of Dewar’s a night.
 
Then, once Ricky had the gun, he’d find a hidden spot to watch, like a deer hunter up in a tree, and he’d wait for “Apples” Macintosh and Joe Yack. Ricky had a hunter’s patience. He could wait for days. But they never happened by.

 
STEVE BORIELLO
 
When did the second war end? Hard to say. The Commission brokered a deal, in the fall of 1974, that was designed to end the violence. The ex–President Street guys would stay with Colombo, while those who remained on the block would become part of Vincent “The Chin” Gigante’s crew.
 
So the bullets stopped flying for a time, until, one night in February 1976, I got a call to go to President Street. When I got there my dad told me that Steve Boriello had been shot. Someone from outside, a sniper firing a high-powered rifle, had fired two shots into Gallo HQ and found a target.
 
This was like hearing bad news about a big brother. Steven B. was the guy whose girlfriend was listening in on Chitoz’s phone calls.
 
“How bad is it?”
 
“Bad,” Ricky said. “He got shot in the face. They don’t think he’s going to make it.”
 
They found out Mooney and Chitoz were behind it. Thank God Steven B. survived, but he was never the same and had to have years of surgery.

 
KILL CHITOZ
 
I wasn’t told at the time who was sent to kill Chitoz. Later on, I learned it was Bobby B. and Preston Geritano, using rifles. They shot Chitoz at 10:15 p.m. on March 26, 1976. With Chitoz at the time was thirty-five-year-old William Drew, who was also wounded in the attack. The shots were fired through the plate glass window of the Henry Street Car Service, corner of Henry and Carroll, where Chitoz and Drew were standing.
 
Believe it or not, there were eyewitnesses who spoke to police. They said that a four-door maroon Pontiac sedan pulled to the curb outside the car service. There were about five men in the car, but only two got out, each with a rifle. They fired at least seven shots into the car service with, ballistics revealed, 7.62 mm rifles, equivalent to M-14s.
 
Chitoz took three slugs to the leg. Drew caught four bullets in the chest and thigh. The shooters got back in the car, which tore off into the charred heart of Red Hook. Wide-eyed and breathless eyewitnesses described one of the shooters: thirty-five, heavy build, mustache, dark hair, black leather jacket.
 
When I found out Chitoz had been shot, I wasn’t happy. I liked Chitoz and thought he was a good guy. I’d known him since I was a kid. I knew his sons. My mother was friends with his wife. My father always referred to Chitoz as a “real man.” No higher praise from Ricky.
 
Why did this have to happen? I’d known that Chitoz was one of the guys who was unhappy on President Street after Joey was killed—but I also knew that Chitoz and the Gallos had done a lot of shit together.
 
They just couldn’t let him walk away.
 
It hurt. I should have opened my eyes to what it was all about right then. There were no white hats and black hats on these cowboys. The good guys and the bad guys were just the same. But I was a stupid kid, and I didn’t see.
 
One day Chitoz chanced breakfast in a diner at the corner of Bond and Union Streets, just on the Red Hook side of the Gowanus. He never came out. A hit team, who I heard was Bobby Boriello and Preston Geritano, shot Chitoz again, and this time he died. He’d been with the boys and left. For that, the punishment was death.

 
FOUR HOLES IN MOONEY
 
During the autumn of 1976, outsiders still thought that the Gallo-Colombo war had ended two years before. But it hadn’t. It couldn’t end as long as John “Mooney” Cutrone still breathed. At 10:25 a.m. on October 5, 1976, in Big Danny’s Luncheonette on East Second Street and Avenue M in Midwood, Ricky and another shooter wearing ski masks caught fifty-six-year-old Mooney sipping coffee at the lunch counter.
 
Ricky was the only one who spoke: “Everybody hit the deck,” he said.
 
The four other customers and the owners did as they were told. Mooney, on the other hand, hopped off his stool and ran toward the back of the diner. He made it as far as the door to the kitchen, when he was shot in the back of the head.
 
Ricky and the other shooter ran out of the luncheonette and into the street, where they climbed into a 1967 Buick at the curb and roared off. Police arrived and found that Mooney had four holes in him, although only the one in the back of his head mattered.
 
Mooney, the only made man on President Street when Joey was killed, was unarmed and without a bodyguard. Outside they found Mooney’s car, a large blue boat of an auto, with a bumper sticker that read SKATE WITH THE ISLANDERS. He was a hockey fan. Hanging from Mooney’s rearview mirror was a red plastic “devil’s horn” intended to ward off evil. In the luncheonette, they found a .38-caliber shell casing.
 
A former luncheonette counterman named Anthony Dell’Arena said that Mooney was a regular customer.
 
“He was a nice quiet guy,” Dell’Arena said.
 
Ricky read that in the paper the next morning and said, “He’s quieter now.”
 
Mooney was dead. Now it was over.

 
POSTWAR SHAKE-UP
 
After Mooney’s death there was a sit-down. My uncle, Joe Schipani, a Genovese capo, mediated the truce. The talks were leaning toward a dismantling of what was left of the Gallo crew, whose members would go over to the Genovese family. Blast had been forced to give a list of everyone in his crew, and me and Goombadiel were on the list. The perk was that Punchy and Ricky would become made men.
 
The new world order worked out for a while. It felt like everything was back to normal. No more ducking every time a fucking car backfired or some asshole threw a cherry bomb.
 
I hung out in Red Hook. Emily at my side. Louie the Syrian and Punchy were back on the block, both suffering forever from their sniper wounds.
 
Ricky got out of jail, April 1975, and a few weeks later he was on the lam. He was home, and then he was gone again. Ricky got busy as soon as he got out. He was in on a heist that didn’t go well, JFK Airport, truck full of furs, with Paddy “Mac” Macchiarole. They thought they’d made their getaway but were followed. They dumped the truck, took off. Police confiscated the truck, impounded it, and started to build a case against Paddy Mac. Ricky laid low.

 
ENGAGEMENT PARTY
 
That was the same time Emily and I got engaged. We partied at The Victorian House, a party hall run by the ever-thirsty Victor Palermo, a great guy, had one arm, always drunk. At the engagement party, I worried about Ricky. I didn’t know where he was. It got a little bit late at the party, and we’d given up on my father, when Ricky came walking in—with the great Italian singer Jimmy Roselli at his side!
 
Jimmy chatted us up a little bit, congratulated me, kissed Emily, posed for a few photos, and then he and Ricky were gone into the night. I never knew what was going to happen minute-to-minute.
 
I found out later that Ricky had decided to come to Paddy Mac’s rescue. He still had the key to the truck they’d hijacked. With the invisibility of a stealthy secret agent, and the stone calm of a hunter, Ricky walked one moonless night into the police impounded vehicle area and drove the truck full of furs right out the front gate. The case against Paddy was dropped for lack of evidence!

 
VEGAS NITE
 
Christmas season, 1976, the boys held another “Las Vegas Nite,” this one in Bensonhurst on Avenue U, at a place called Camelia Caterers, a big op: eighteen gaming tables spread out over two floors.
 
More than five hundred gamblers showed up. Unfortunately, six of them were undercover cops. The evening appeared lucrative right up until the instant that twenty detectives of the Brooklyn South Public Morals Division raided the joint, barking orders, and blowing their fucking whistles.
 
There was a mad rush to scoop up the cash and make tracks, but the place was sewed up tight. Police seized $25,000 and arrested twenty-three operators. Gamblers had to give their names but were allowed to leave.
 
Among those busted were Andrew Gargiulo and Preston and James Geritano.
 
By this time, I was practically an adult, and drinking every night, seeing the world through the prism of a shot glass, the world sweetened and made quieter by a glaze of Dewar’s.


 



CHAPTER 23
 
My Dream
 
I HAD A DREAM THE OTHER NIGHT. In the dream, I was eighteen years old, a tall drink of water, with high-slicked back hair and sideburns the size of a square slice. Everything looked the way it did in 1974—rusty, charred, and graffiti-scarred. Steam rising from manholes, steam rising from the summer peaches of girls in hot pants.
 
As was true of that time in my life, I drove the car while the big boys took care of business. The car was a 1965 Caddy convertible, Ricky’s car, the kind of car that made you feel like you were king of the streets. We were driving on Flatbush Avenue, headed toward the Manhattan Bridge.
 
“Park it, Frankie,” Ricky said. I found a spot big enough for a small aircraft carrier and pulled into it. I looked around. We were across from Seventh Avenue and Park Place—a nasty little hub in Prospect Heights.
 
“See you when you get back,” I said. I always waited in the car.
 
“No, come in with me,” he said.
 
My eyebrows went up. This was new.
 
We walked three doors down and entered a bucket-of-blood bar called The Press Box. The joint was owned by a character named Scotty Wigs, an old guy who would fuck anything. He was always crocked, three sails to the wind, and his wig would slip to one side. In his mouth was a cheap and well-chomped cigar. It stayed in his mouth even as he was boning some oddball.
 
Wigs might have run the joint, but the ops coming out of there were bossed by President Street. The bookie sat at the end of the bar closest to the restrooms, under the TV set. He took bets on anything. College basketball, sure. But he could lay odds on exotics. You could bet darts. Chinese table tennis. That brought in the degenerate gamblers, a flock of sweaty gargoyles soaking through their sherbet-colored leisure suits. When they got themselves in the hole, shylocks were always in the vicinity. Come collection time, things could get rough.
 
My father Ricky and I went there once a week to either pick up or drop off envelopes. But this was different. Something was up but, like usual, I didn’t know what it was. This time we sat at the bar next to the bookie.
 
At first, Wigs himself was serving drinks. As the place filled, he turned over the bar to the night girl, halter top and short shorts, and disappeared into the hot Brooklyn night streets.
 
* * *
 
As the evening turned into night the place filled up, and there were waves of customers at the bar, all arms and thirst, begging to be served. Ricky and I were just starting to feel cramped, when he saw something that made him tense up for a second.
 
“Stay cool,” Ricky said.
 
I gave him a what-the-fuck-are-you-talking-about look but said nothing. He glanced quickly at two huge Puerto Ricans, down the bar a ways. He got up, pushed his way through the crowd and disappeared into the men’s room.
 
My heart began to pound as one of the PRs followed him in there. There was what felt like two minutes of silence, followed by a loud bang as the men’s room door came flying off its hinges, the Puerto Rican with it. The door hit the floor, and the Puerto Rican followed, flat on his back. Ricky was on the guy in a flash, his knee hard into the Puerto Rican’s chest, releasing the pressure only after making sure the guy was down for the count.
 
At that moment, the other Puerto Rican left the bar and headed toward my dad, presumably to help his friend. I leaped into action, and stepped into a left hook that caught him square on the jaw.
 
He stopped, blinked twice, and looked at me like I was a troublesome moth. The punch didn’t affect him at all, and now my hand hurt like hell. I gave it a quick glance. It was swelling fast, a problem because I’m left-handed.
 
I tried to bite back my panic, and for a moment, we made eye contact. Then he swung, but he was slow, and I ducked. I was loading up a right uppercut, when Ricky sprang from the floor and threw a two-punch combination, crisp and graceful, a right lead and a left hook, and the second guy was down and still.
 
“Go get the car,” Ricky said.
 
My adrenaline was pumping from the fight, which kept my left hand from hurting too bad, but it did nothing for my dexterity. I pushed the bar door open righty and ran to the car.
 
I got in, reached across my body, and pulled the door shut with my right hand. I looked at my left. It was all puffed up, bloody, and there were lumps where there shouldn’t have been lumps. I tried to wiggle my fingers with limited success. My forefinger worked okay, but the other fingers just hung there. It was a good thing cars are built for right-handed people.
 
I started the car thinking about my father still in the bar, maybe one man against everyone. Of course, he was an ex–pro prizefighter, so he had a good chance of winning, but I still wanted to get him out of there as fast as he could.
 
As I slowed outside the joint, Ricky came bursting out and climbed in. He slammed the door, already talking. “Be cool. Don’t drive too fast. Just drive back to the block. I got to speak to Roy Roy.”
 
* * *
 
While Ricky went into the back to talk to Roy Roy, I went to the bar and ordered a Dewar’s and water, and drank it with my right hand. As soon as Ricky came out of the back, I started to whine.
 
“Pops, my hand hurts.”
 
“Let me see.”
 
I showed him.
 
“You broke two knuckles,” he said—former boxer, knew hand injuries.
 
“He didn’t even flinch when I hit him,” I said.
 
He laughed. I looked the other way and felt my knees turn to ginger ale as he used his thumbs to expertly put the bones of my knuckles back together, more or less the way they’d been before. Then he bandaged me up. After a few Dewar’s, I had trouble pouring from the bottle into the glass with my right hand. So I put a straw in the Dewar’s bottle and drank water on the side.
 
“What the fuck just happened?” I asked my father.
 
“They’re junk dealers,” he said. That meant they pushed heroin. “They’re trying to make a move on the joint, and they got to go,” he said.
 
* * *
 
The next night, Ricky said to me, “Pick up Joe Castro.”
 
Uh-oh, I said to myself.
 
Joseph “The Rican” Castro was from the streets of Brooklyn. He was about five years older than me. You’d never mistake him for a college professor, but he was dependable, always there when you needed him. He was huge, six-foot, two hundred and sixty pounds, and mean as they come. I knew Joe well because he had taken me on my first two scores. He used to come and pick up Ricky once or twice a week, and they would go out in a car, one driving, the other sitting shotgun. I said uh-oh, because Joe the Rican was a pure killer.
 
Someone’s going to die tonight, I said to myself.
 
Ricky sat shotgun, and I drove. I picked up Castro. He and Ricky had a brief conference, and the last thing I heard was Ricky saying, “See you there.” Ricky and I drove to East New York, which is a section of Brooklyn that even back then nobody went to unless they had to.
 
“Where’s Castro?” I asked.
 
“He called a car service,” Ricky said.
 
Ricky gave me directions to a certain rundown block and told me to drive slow. The block looked like it might’ve been inhabitable at one point but had gone to shit. Every third building was burnt out, and even the buildings that were still occupied had boarded-up windows. The only sound came from a lone boom box at one end, where four old men sat around a card table and slapped down dominoes in rhythm to the salsa.
 
The big guy who’d followed Ricky into the men’s room the previous night was standing in front of a stoop.
 
“That’s the motherfucker,” Ricky said. “Frankie, drive around the block.”
 
I did. Three quarters of the way around, I saw Castro standing on the sidewalk. I pulled over and Castro climbed in the backseat. Ricky told him where the subject was, and Castro got back out and walked around the corner. I then drove at pedestrian speed. By the time we got back to the stoop, Castro had pulled a gun and stuck it in the big Puerto Rican’s ear.
 
I heard Castro say something in Spanish, which I understood to mean, “Get the fuck in the car.”
 
As Castro and the Puerto Rican approached the car, Castro reached down and pulled a .32 pistol out of the guy’s waistband. The guy was shitting his pants and did as he was told.
 
I rolled down my window. Castro tossed the .32 onto the front seat. It landed between me and Ricky. I was impressed by the teamwork my father and Castro showed. It was clear that they’d done this before. The pistol had no sooner plopped onto the seat than Ricky picked it up with an old rag.
 
“Go to the block,” Ricky said. I drove us back to Red Hook. There was a building on the block, mostly empty, where there was an apartment that the boys used, to hide out in or hide swag or guns. Sometimes the boys would go up there to get laid. By 1974, mostly it sat empty.
 
I figured my job as driver was over, so I turned and headed for Roy Roy’s club.
 
* * *
 
“No, Frankie. I need you upstairs,” Ricky said. That made me feel pretty grown up. Just like the night before in The Press Box, I was going to be in on the action.
 
So I went upstairs, my eyes wide. I heard Castro talking to the guy in Spanish as he tied him up. At first he spoke soothingly, keeping him calm until he was roped up tight. Then the tone got nasty. I couldn’t tell what they were saying, but Castro was asking the guy questions, and the guy was denying everything. Castro cracked the guy in the face a few times and then asked all the same questions over again.
 
The guy said, “Fuck you,” in English, and Castro hit him again, this time across the mouth with his gun. The guy’s lip split, and blood flew against the wall, making a spatter pattern. There was a pause as a trickle of blood rolled down onto his chin. There was one more “Fuck you,” one more pistol whip, and the guy began to change his tune. Castro was teaching the guy humility.
 
Things slowed down, and the guy had a look of sad resignation on his face, as he figured out how fucked he was. Castro took a break. He pulled a joint out of his shirt pocket and lit it up. He smoked it slowly and watched the guy’s face swell.
 
I was fascinated by what I was watching. It wasn’t that I was concerned about the guy. I didn’t feel bad. I didn’t give two fucks one way or the other, but watching Castro was so interesting that I forgot about Ricky for a few minutes. Ricky had disappeared into the bathroom and hadn’t come out.
 
This was the part where the dream got really weird. Castro then turned to me.
 
“Shoot him,” Castro said.
 
I pointed to my own chest. “Me?”
 
“Yeah, fucking shoot him.”
 
“Uh, Ricky didn’t tell me to shoot him,” I said.
 
I heard Ricky’s voice through the bathroom door: “Frankie Boy, shoot the fuck!”
 
So I pulled my gun with my bandaged left hand. I had strength enough in my thumb to grip the gun. My trigger finger felt fine. I put the gun to his trembling temple.
 
I’d like to tell you what I was thinking, but I wasn’t thinking much. There was something foggy, like shock, in my mind. I didn’t feel guilt. It wasn’t like this was an innocent victim and I was killing him for fun. This was a heroin dealer, a predator, a destroyer of lives. In a sense I was performing a public service. With just an inkling that life was going to be different now, I pulled the trigger twice.
 
It occurred to me that it had been a setup from the minute I entered Wigs’s bar to the instant I pulled the trigger, all planned out by Ricky as an initiation, crossing the one-way bridge to manhood. I’d made my bones.
 
Castro moved efficiently, untying the guy, whose head now dangled in that rubbery way that corpses have. He dragged the guy into the bathroom, where I saw Ricky. He was standing in his underwear with two saws in his hands.
 
“Frankie, you want to help?” Ricky said.
 
“Fuck, no,” I replied.
 
Ricky laughed. “Forget about it, Frankie Boy. It’s Red Hook. Go get laid. You’ll feel better.”
 
* * *
 
So while Ricky and Castro made the guy fit into two suitcases, I went to The Court Terrace. Later, Ricky, Castro, and my godfather, Bobby Darrow, came in the bar—all smiles. Bobby gave me a big kiss and a hug.
 
“My man,” he said.
 
The beautiful blonde barmaid sashayed over.
 
Bobby bragged: “Frankie Boy broke his cherry tonight.”
 
“I think he broke his cherry before tonight,” she said, and we all laughed while she poured drinks. She gave me a look, and I knew the dream was going to have a happy ending.
 
What a wild dream. Parts of it were like a nightmare, but it had a happy finish. Before I went back to sleep, I thought of Joe Castro. His career as a killer came to an end in the late 1980s when he thought his wife was having an affair with her doctor, so he killed the guy, got caught, and now he’s serving life.

 



CHAPTER 24
 
Good-bye President Street
 
THE PRESIDENT STREET BOYS lost their affiliation, and then they lost their block. The Commission of bosses voted to break up the old Gallo crew. Some went with Chin and others, like us, freelanced.
 
The Dimatteos went into porn and made friends in New Jersey. So we were off the block, and then the block itself was gone—along with Red Hook’s days as a hub of organized crime.
 
For years the Law wanted the boys off the block, but they couldn’t find a way. But it got to the point where the Law was no longer going to be denied. I don’t know how many lawyers and corrupt politicians put their heads together to come up with the scheme, but legal or not, it worked.
 
NEW SEWERS
 
They turned the whole block into a stinking shithole until no one could live there anymore.
 
The Borough of Brooklyn tried to put new sewers on President Street between Columbia and Van Brunt. It was like a fucking invasion. They came in with big equipment and tore up the street. By this time, the buildings of Red Hook were old and crumbling. Many were skeletons, some held aloft by wooden beams that extended from the sidewalk. In 1975, the house down by Van Brunt collapsed and killed a sixty-seven-year-old man. During the summer of 1977, the house on Carroll Street, just around the corner from our block, collapsed and killed an eight-year-old and her dad.
 
When they started tearing up the block, the crew reacted loudly but ineffectively. The sewer repair guys didn’t give a fuck.

 
ROSEANNE ROSANNADANNA
 
The press caught on. A newswoman from Channel 7, Rose Ann Scamardella, who was from the neighborhood, came to the block to interview the house owners. Roy Roy told her to “get off the fucking block” or he would “give her a kick in the ass.” She left fast.
 
A few weeks later, the pumps that prevented water from seeping into the big hole in the middle of the street stopped working. The hole filled up with shitty water and undermined the foundations of all of the houses on the block.
 
According to Brooklyn Buildings Department Superintendent Philip Olin, the foundations of the block’s buildings were further undermined by the Brooklyn–Battery Tunnel, which ran under a portion of President Street. Whatever.
 
On December 5, 1975, 76 President Street was condemned, along with fourteen others on the block. This was only weeks after the collapse down near Van Brunt. The authorities—Mayor Abe Beame and DA Eugene Gold in particular—saw an opportunity to kill two birds with one stone. When the city came to put the condemned notice on 76, Mondo, his hands deep in his pockets, stood defiantly out front and clucked disgustedly.
 
Many angry residents were in the street that day, yelling. One couple refused to leave. They were seventy-five-year-old Sebastian Diaz and his sixty-year-old wife, Nora. They’d sunk their life savings into the building and lived above the S&N Grocery they operated on the ground floor.
 
The city eventually condemned every building on the block, and everyone, including the Diazes, had to leave. That was the end. Mission accomplished. A whole block of one-hundred-year-old homes was razed.

 
MONDO ALONE
 
I’ll never forget seeing Mondo sitting at the window of DaDo’s Club, down the street. His mom had passed away, he was alone, and now his home was gone. Thank God for DaDo. His club was outside the disaster area, so Mondo had a place to sit and brood.
 
You could see it in Mondo’s face, it was over, his heart was breaking—and it broke my heart.
 
The last things that Mondo ever said to me were, “How’s Ricky? How’s Dolly?”—that’s what he called my mom—and “Are you being a good boy? You need anything?”
 
I was in my late thirties at the time.
 
I can’t forget it, because it came from a guy who’d lost everything he had, a charter member of the President Street Boys—he was there before any of them—a man of surprising clout who could be funny as hell but was never a clown, who was taken seriously in a world in which little people were not respected, who had the ear of Larry and Joey Gallo, and who now was a sick man . . . and still he asks me if I need anything. He was a big man in my eyes.

 
SUBPOENAED ON AN INTERNATIONAL DRUG DEAL
 
That was the end of my life on President Street. But it wasn’t the end of my life in Red Hook. My dad and I went with the DeCavalcantes in north Jersey, distributed Al Goldstein’s Screw magazine, and went into adult publishing. We also ran drugs—pot and Quaaludes.
 
Sometime in the early 1990s, we worked a big pot deal, smuggling a shipment in through Newark Airport. I drove the U-Haul truck, we picked up the weed, and on our way back to Brooklyn, we realized the cops were on us. We lost the tail, but they had the license plate number, so it was only a matter of time before they figured out who we were. The only thing to do was destroy the evidence. We hid the truck for a while in a Red Hook warehouse on Smith Street. Later we told a guy to take the truck out onto Columbia Street and set it on fire. The guy did as he was told but couldn’t resist and stole an entire bale of weed before torching the rest. He got caught but didn’t give anybody up. Later I received a federal subpoena and had to testify for a bullshit grand jury. I didn’t say shit about shit, and it went away.

 
PITTS
 
Even as the twentieth century ground to a close, there continued to be mob activity in Red Hook. Joe “Pitts” Conigliaro was a guy who hung out on President Street back in the day, and even before that, robbed the piers, hijacked trucks. Anything above Atlantic Avenue gave him a nosebleed. So when President Street was condemned, he didn’t go very far.
 
Conigliaro’s police record dated back to 1951. The worst blemish on that record was a 1961 manslaughter conviction that kept him off the streets for the rest of that decade.
 
In 1973, Joe Pitts was made as a Gambino. His first assignment as a button guy: kill Vincent Ensulo, a Brooklyn gambler who both owed money and was spilling his guts to the police. Joe Pitts and a guy named Jimmy Gallo (no relation) located Ensulo, in his car, in a Red Hook gas station. They approached the car from either side and opened fire but ended up shooting each other far more seriously than they shot the victim. Ensulo was grazed here and there, and escaped.
 
At age forty-two, Joe Pitts took a bullet to the spine that forever deprived him of the use of his legs. (Jimmy G. was convicted of shooting Joe Pitts and Ensulo. Jimmy G. served his term, and a day after he got out, Ensulo was found dead, with a bullet to the temple. Jimmy G. was a good friend, but he went back in and ended up dying in jail.)
 
Once paralyzed, Joe Pitts’s legend grew. They say he shot a man to death from his chair. He ran a social club in Red Hook (The One Over Golf Club on Court Street) until the day he died, although he did buy a house on Long Island. He also owned and operated John’s Luncheonette in Red Hook, out of which he ran a loan-sharking operation.
 
When the end came at age sixty-seven, Conigliaro was collecting envelopes in Red Hook from his wheelchair, on behalf of the DeCavalcantes of New Jersey (the ones Ricky and me went with), the family they based The Sopranos on.
 
Conigliaro was bumped off by Joseph “Big Joey” Brideson (who had a crew near Carroll Park), from whom he was trying to collect tribute. Brideson’s crew was DeCavalcante, too. Pitts was taken out by his own boys.
 
He didn’t die at the scene, but—with five bullets in his face and chest—managed to drive himself to Methodist Hospital in Park Slope. He died of a heart attack at the hospital, while awaiting surgery.
 
Stranger than fiction, Brideson was arrested, tried, and convicted of Conigliaro’s murder. The trial was news because the defendant’s cousin, who tipped him off when police were investigating him, was himself a police detective: Det. Michael Silvestri of Brooklyn’s Seventy-sixth Precinct in Red Hook.
 
* * *
 
Which brings us to the deadliest guy to ever come out of Red Hook—and wow, is that saying something.


 



CHAPTER 25
 
Gaspipe Casso: Red Hook’s Most Prolific Killer (and a Couple of Others)
 
HE WAS ANTHONY “GASPIPE” CASSO, born May 21, 1942, confessed to killing thirty-six but was suspected in more than a hundred hits, born into the Life, his grandparents from Campania.
 
He was the godson of Salvatore Callinbrano, a Genovese capo who ran a few Red Hook piers. According to legend, Gaspipe worked as a longshoreman for a while, a job for chumps, then he turned to the underworld.
 
GROWING UP DEADLY—AND A DEADLY SHOT
 
As a kid in Red Hook, he rolled with the fearsome South Brooklyn Boys, first arrested at sixteen, a guy who ran too slow when police busted up a bloody rumble between Gaspipe’s gang and a swarm of feral Irish boys.
 
His dad had been in the Life and wanted his son to stay legit, but the boy admired his father and wanted to be just like him, even taking the nickname Gaspipe, after his dad’s favorite weapon.
 
Gaspipe’s extraordinary skill was as a marksman, a deadeye shot with any firearm. He learned by firing from the rooftops of Red Hook. As a teenager, Casso built a silencer for his .22 rifle and fired, without complaints, from the rooftops of neighborhood tenements and brownstones. His first job as a pro shooter was killing a hawk that was decimating a hood’s rooftop pigeon collection. Later, he was hired to shoot people.

 
EVOLUTION OF AN EARNER
 
He became a Lucchese and worked as a bookie and a loan shark on the Red Hook piers, working under Christopher “Christy Tick” Furnari. He got his button in 1974, at age thirty-two, along with another Red Hook boy turned Lucchese soldier, Vittorio “Vic” Amuso. The newly made men went to work together extorting unions, trafficking dope, and indulging degenerate gamblers. Wanna dig your own grave, fella? Here’s a shovel.
 
Amuso was Gaspipe’s mentor during much of his growth as a gangster. He taught Gaspipe the ropes. They would remain a team for the next twenty years. Furnari’s crew became known as the “19th Hole Crew,” and Gaspipe ran with a state-of-the-art team of safecrackers called the Bypass Gang. These guys understood how to undo electronic security and surveillance systems, so they could crack safes without setting off alarms or having their pictures taken.
 
During the time Gaspipe was with the Bypass Gang, the bulk of the 1980s, the group stole an estimated $100 million. When Christy Tick was promoted to Lucchese consigliere, Tick wanted Gaspipe to take over the 19th Hole Crew, but Gaspipe said he wanted Amuso to do it, staying true to his mentor and friend.

 
NICE SHOES
 
His sadism was legendary. Once when a longshoreman bragged about wearing a new pair of shoes, Gaspipe took the wheel of a forklift and dropped five hundred pounds of cargo on the guy’s feet, ruining the new shoes and several toes.
 
Gaspipe, by all accounts, was the most miserable son of a bitch you’d ever meet. He loved to kill, and his greed was legendary. His motto: “I. Me. Mine.”
 
“All he wanted to do was kill,” an old gangster recalled. “He believed everything belonged to him, that he could take whatever he wanted, even if he didn’t earn it—hell, especially if he didn’t earn it.”
 
Who did he kill? Some of the bigger names were Vladimir Reznikov (offed during the time Gaspipe worked with the Russian mob in Brighton Beach), Roy DeMeo (of Gemini Lounge, fame), and Gambino capo Frank DeCicco. More about DeCicco in a minute.
 
Many of his victims were nameless slobs, guys moping out of Aqueduct Racetrack with their pockets turned inside out—right into a .22 bullet. Rats leaving their house for a meeting with the DA—death, instant and silent. He also made a couple of hit attempts on John Gotti, but obviously, failed.
 
As a young man, Gaspipe was arrested five times, both by the state and the feds, for assault and heroin trafficking. The charges were dismissed all five times when witnesses fell mute.

 
DON’T BE A CAFONE!
 
As did all the best gangsters, Gaspipe had two women, a wife and a girlfriend. Both were from Red Hook, so to avoid trouble, he stashed the goumada in a Jersey fuck pad. (He told her it was a “love nest.”)
 
He later said that “only a cafone,” a boor, an asshole, would treat his mistress better than his wife, and it was clear that he gave his wife everything she needed.
 
Lillian was the woman he loved.
 
Rosemarie was for getting laid.

 
GOTTI’S MOVE
 
Life changed for Gaspipe when he was approached by the previously mentioned Frank DeCicco, about partaking in a coup. DeCicco told Gaspipe that Big Paulie Castellano was being taken off so that John Gotti could take over.
 
Obviously, Gotti’s unbridled ambition was the top reason for the plan, but Big Paulie had pissed off a lot of guys by not finding electronic bugs in his own home, a mistake that was leading to prosecutions at the so-called Commission trial.
 
The plan to whack Big Paulie was foolish. It had not been approved by the Commission. But Paulie was famously whacked anyway, on December 16, 1985, in the middle of East 46th Street, in front of Sparks Steak House, in the City.
 
In retaliation, commissioners Anthony Corallo (Lucchese) and Vincent the Chin (Genovese) put out contracts on everyone and anyone associated with Big Paulie’s demise, but with an emphasis on Gotti and DeCicco. Gaspipe and his pal Amuso were given the contract.

 
BUILD A BOMB, FRAME A ZIP
 
Their first attempt to kill Gotti and DeCicco came during the spring of 1986, when a bomb was planted in DeCicco’s Buick Electra. The MO was not Gaspipe’s first choice, but he went along with it because he thought the bomb would throw suspicion on the Knickerbocker Zips, a.k.a. the Castellamarese Zips, a.k.a. Carmine Galante’s old Sicilian crew in Bushwick, Brooklyn. They were known to dress razor sharp and improvise explosive devices.
 
DeCicco and Gotti had planned to go to a social club together, the Veterans and Friends Club. Gotti was a late scratch, however, and a guy who must’ve looked like Gotti got into the car. The bomb detonated fine, took out DeCicco, and wounded the non-Gotti guy.

 
GASPIPE TAKES OVER
 
In 1986, RICO was taking its toll, and the upper echelon of the Lucchese family was about to be put in the fed pen for good. Anthony Corallo told Gaspipe he wanted him to take over if he went away. As Gaspipe had done earlier in his life, he said that Amuso should be boss, and he would be consigliere. From his spot just behind Amuso, he would wield great power. Gaspipe made money by the baleful. His extortion systems, some of which blanketed Long Island, made him tens of thousands a week. He raked in seventy-five grand a week, robbing airport cargo the same way crooks robbed the piers years earlier. He made a hundred grand a week from the garment district, owned a piece of the Greek mob that ran western Queens, owned a piece of the Russian mob HQ’d in Brighton Beach, and of course, there was tribute, a percentage of every score pulled by a Lucchese crewmember.
 
With an entire crime family doing his bidding, Gaspipe’s bloodlust only grew. He gave orders to kill every member of the Lucchese crew that worked out of New Jersey. Why? He said he didn’t trust them.
 
In January 1991, the feds’ relentless war against mob activity had caught up with Gaspipe, and it was only a matter of time before he was taken off the streets by the next round of indictments.
 
The FBI knew Gaspipe was drawing some major coin from somewhere. During the year they had a tail on him, they watched as he purchased thirty thousand dollars in clothes.
 
In a secret meeting held at John Paul Jones Park in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, Gaspipe handed over the reins of the Lucchese family to capo Alphonse D’Arco.
 
During the spring of 1991, Gaspipe and Amuso ordered a hit on capo Peter Chiodo, who had pleaded guilty to charges in court without first asking permission from the boss. While fueling up at a Staten Island gas station, Chiodo was shot twelve times in the arms, legs, and torso, but survived. Instead of a second attempt, Gaspipe sent Chiodo a message to the effect that his wife was dead meat if he testified in a court of law. Chiodo was so appalled by the order that he decided to flip completely and do his best to topple Gaspipe.
 
During the summer of 1991, Gaspipe took over as acting Lucchese boss, when an anonymous tip-off led to Amuso being arrested. Some thought Gaspipe himself had been the little birdie, but that would not have fit in with Gaspipe’s twenty-year pattern of allowing Amuso to be promoted ahead of him.
 
Gaspipe couldn’t find Chiodo’s wife, but he did have Chiodo’s sister shot as she was driving in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn. She took bullets to the neck, arm, and back, but survived.
 
Chiodo’s uncle, Frank Signorino, was also killed. They found him in the dead of winter, frozen solid in the trunk of a car abandoned in desolate East New York.
 
Even Chiodo’s ninety-five-year-old grandmother was not off-limits. Gaspipe had her garage set on fire, but the fire was put out before the main house could ignite. Even on the streets of Brooklyn, the meanest streets there are, guys were whistling and saying, “Shit, man, this guy is cold.”
 
And he paid for it, too. Amuso, the man Gaspipe had always been loyal to, now turned on him. He stripped Casso of his job as underboss and told the Lucchese family to have no more to do with him.
 
After that, Gaspipe had a pair of targets on his back. The government was on his trail like a demon dog, and Lucchese gunmen were determined to take him out as soon as possible.
 
In the meantime, Gaspipe was completely unhinged. He was building a new house for himself, and at one point, the architect complained about a late payment. Gaspipe put out a hit on him. Shit like that made organized crime look bad. Gaspipe could no longer tell the difference between mob business and his own personal business.
 
Once indicted, Gaspipe went into hiding at Budd Lake, New Jersey, in the apartment where his girlfriend, Rosemarie, lived, but the feds found him because they tapped the cell phones of Gaspipe’s known associates. They recognized his voice. On January 19, 1993, Gaspipe was arrested, while stepping out of the shower.
 
Along with getting their man, the feds found a rifle, $340,000 in cash, and a stack of FBI documents about the inner workings of the Lucchese family, given to Gaspipe by his attorney.
 
So Gaspipe was in the Metropolitan Correctional Center, facing charges that could bring a life sentence. What else could he do? He planned to escape. He bribed a guard to clear him through security and came close to walking out the front gate, when another guard recognized him. Another attempt involved a planned ambush on his prison bus when he had a court appearance, but it never came off.
 
And so, legal options dwindling, escape attempts that were nonstarters, Gaspipe decided to do what many post-RICO hoods had done before him. He told the feds he was ready to squeal. Within minutes, he was walking out of Metropolitan Correctional, escorted out by fed agents, and taken under heavy security to the fed prison in LaTuna, Texas.
 
“They put me in the Valachi Suite,” Gaspipe later joked. “And they started asking me questions.”
 
Many found it ironic, in a disgusting kind of way, that Gaspipe killed and killed again those who broke their pledge of omertà, but when the chips were down, he too blabbed. That’s what the RICO laws were doing to guys. That ten-year stretch was now life, and the formerly silent mafioso now chattered like a teenage girl on speed.
 
The agents wanted to know every crime Gaspipe had ever committed, but all he did was laugh at them.
 
“I commit a fucking crime every time I go outside. I can’t remember them all. Ask me to remember every breath I’ve taken. I’ll give it a try.”
 
“Maybe you have a crystal ball that will help you,” one of the feds said hopefully.
 
“You want something juicy? NYPD Detectives Stephen Caracappa and Louis Eppolito have been in my employ for years. They have committed eight murders for me during that time. Fuck ’em.”
 
One story that came out was of major interest to the Dimatteo family. One of the guys Gaspipe admitted to killing was our friend Bobby Boriello. Turns out, the bad cop team of Caracappa and Eppolito gave Gaspipe info regarding Bobby’s movements. The actual hit was done by Big Frank Lastorino. Bobby was shot seven times, twice in the head and five in the body. The shooting took place right outside his house on Bay 29th Street, Bath Beach, while Bobby’s wife and kids were inside at home.
 
The dirty cops, who’d served on the so-called Federal Organized Crime Strike Force, gave the names and addresses of police informants. That was why the district attorney’s office couldn’t keep witnesses alive.
 
“Many, many murders were caused by these men,” Gaspipe said solemnly.
 
They asked him the names of other mobsters he’d conspired with.
 
“Vincent Gigante,” Gaspipe said. “Is that a big enough name for you?”
 
When Federal Prosecutor Charles Rose joined the questioning, Gaspipe had a special confession.
 
“I’m sorry, Mr. Rose, but I once sent hit men to your home with the intention of killing you. You weren’t home.”
 
Before Rose could ponder his mortality for a moment, Gaspipe said that he’d also planned to bump off a judge once, a federal judge, just to get a trial date delayed. Casso tried a small laugh, but his questioners gazed at him with faces of stone.
 
The interrogation went on for many hours, and Gaspipe patiently answered the questions, eventually confessing to thirty-six murders. Number thirty-six was a lulu.
 
The victim was a young guy who was smuggling drugs into Florida for him.
 
“The guy fucked up, so I took him into the Florida everglades, and I buried him alive,” Gaspipe said.
 
Interestingly, Gaspipe denied ordering the arson of Chiodo’s grandmother’s home, just about the only thing he bothered to deny. The FBI asked if they could polygraph him. Gaspipe said sure, and then failed the exam miserably. Cops figured he really had torched the old lady’s house.
 
During the confessions, Gaspipe made it clear he didn’t give a fuck who he pissed off. He talked about selling Sammy “The Bull” Gravano massive quantities of drugs. This pissed the Bull off because his public stance was that he didn’t deal in drugs.
 
With Gaspipe locked up, representatives of law and order had nothing nice to say about him. Ronald Goldstock, director of the Organized Crime Task Force, said that it was only because the Five Families were crumbling under the power of RICO that “people like Casso” get to exercise so much power.
 
William Y. Doran, of the FBI’s New York Criminal Division, put it bluntly, “He’s not brilliant. He’s a psychotic killer.”
 
It was 1994 before Gaspipe and the feds completed their plea agreement. Gaspipe admitted to a total of seventy crimes, mostly racketeering and extortion (RICO’s favorite charges), and to fifteen murders as well. Not long after he went to prison, he was placed in the Witness Protection Program. He didn’t stay in the program for long, however, as he was caught breaking several of the program’s rules: bribing guards, assaulting inmates, and lying to FBI agents.
 
Gaspipe was instead sentenced to 455 years in jail, without the chance of parole. Two appeals fell on deaf ears. He was sent to the super-maximum-security prison in Florence, Colorado. In 2009, he was transferred to the Federal Medical Center in Butner, North Carolina, suffering from prostate cancer. His final move was to the fed pen in Tucson, Arizona. Gaspipe died there, of COVID, in 2020. He was seventy-eight.

 
SHORTY
 
Another Red Hook boy who got big was Anthony “Shorty” Mascuzzio. He was a soldier in Bobby Boriello’s crew, doing a sports book/shylock business. Shorty, who was really short, went on to fame as a Gambino soldier during the Gotti era. He was a good friend of ours.
 
He could extort. He could steer. For a while he worked the pro athlete beat. Whenever a well-paid pro athlete came into New York, Shorty steered him toward things he might need: girls, gambling, and drugs. Some jocks crashed and burned.
 
Gotti found Shorty dependable, and willing to hurt a guy, if asked. Near the end of his life, Shorty was hounded by the feds. The FBI thought he might be a soft target, and he probably knew some stuff that could be used against Gotti. Shorty hung tough.
 
He had his first moment in the spotlight in 1987, during one of the Teflon Don’s slipperiest trials, and the press caught him delivering sandwiches and sides to the crowd outside the courthouse.
 
His second and last fifteen minutes of fame came during the early morning hours of June 17, 1988, tail end of a Friday night, when Shorty entered the disco Bedrox to pick up the envelope. The place was packed and throbbing with disco fever. Shorty made it to the bar, and the bartender gave him his usual, “No charge. Good luck to you, Mr. Mascuzzio.” Minutes later, Shorty was dead as a doornail, shot in the neck and chest.
 
The nightclub owner, a guy calling himself Dave Fisher, worse for wear and tear, was on the scene, looking dazed and holding a .38 Colt Cobra revolver in his hand. Police took that away from him and pushed him into a seat.
 
Fisher said Shorty came in for the envelope, but he didn’t have it, so Shorty beat him in the head with his gun, a pocket gun, just a .32, which is why he stayed conscious. Tired of the beating, Fisher pulled his own rod, a fearsome cannon, and wasted Shorty.
 
Shorty’s funeral was at St. Stephen Church on Summit Street.

 
DEATH OF A MOD SQUADER
 
Preston Geritano had been one of the Mod Squad, the President Street Boys who were around for the second war but not the first. When President Street went kaput, those guys went their separate ways. Preston kept his hand in the business. When Gotti’s former chauffeur was bumped off, Preston Geritano’s name came up. In 1994, Geritano was busted for illegal gambling and went away for three years.
 
After that, he went into business with his brother-in-law, Andrew Gargiulo—Preston’s sister married the Genovese soldier, who owned a string of restaurants and was considered a gentleman mobster.
 
Geritano and Gargiulo ran a restaurant, completely legit, called Amici, on 92nd Street and Fort Hamilton Parkway, in Bay Ridge, and on April 22, 2004, two p.m., Gargiulo and Geritano fought fiercely on the sidewalk outside their joint. The fight began inside and spilled out onto the street, while the wait staff and customers followed them outside so as not to miss the action. Gargiulo ended the fight by stabbing Geritano five times with a kitchen knife. Geritano was picked up by an ambulance and taken to Lutheran Medical Center, where he was DOA.
 
The fight was over some family thing, didn’t even have to do with business. Guy killed his wife’s brother. Gargiulo was arrested and charged with Murder Two. That Summer, he pleaded guilty and was sentenced to twenty years. Before sentencing, he told the judge, “I never wanted to kill him or hurt him. I’m very sorry.”





EPILOGUE: Red Hook Today
 
LARGELY BECAUSE THE NICER PARTS of Red Hook were rebranded as Cobble Hill, Carroll Gardens, and so on by the 1990s, the Red Hook that remained has been called one of the ten worst neighborhoods in America. In 1992, the world was shocked when Patrick Daly, the beloved principal of P.S.15 was shot dead while walking a student home from school.
 
In the twenty-first century, however, things have improved: gentrification has taken place. Large stores have opened, giving outsiders a reason to come to Red Hook and spend their money.
 
There have been major attempts to clean up the Gowanus Canal. It doesn’t smell as bad as it used to, and it no longer makes thick glopping noises, but you still wouldn’t want to go swimming in it. Some folks kayak in it, but that takes serious balls.
 
After the docks were regulated by the feds, and the boys were forced off President Street, crime didn’t go away in Red Hook—but it did become a hell of a lot less organized.
 
HIGHLIGHTS AND LOWLIGHTS
 
During the summer of 2017, a young woman was stabbed in the neck by an ex-boyfriend and lingered in the hospital for a year before dying. It was the sort of crime that could happen anywhere.
 
Some murders were, in the time-honored tradition, committed elsewhere and the bodies dumped in Red Hook, such as the December 2017 discovery of a badly decomposed body on the Gowanus Canal bank, near Hamilton Avenue. In June 2018, a murdered man was found floating in the Gowanus Canal. In July 2019, police were called regarding a dead body floating in Erie Basin, near the end of Van Brunt.
 
Gangs still exist in Red Hook, now composed mostly of young Black and Latino men. In September 2019, a twenty-six-year-old man was shot to death on Hoyt Street by four members of an opposing gang (the Oww-Oww Gang).
 
In February 2019, sixteen kilos of cocaine were found in a ship docked at Red Hook, hidden in a chili peppers container. A single offender, a fifty-three-year-old man, was arrested in connection with the smuggling.
 
During the early morning hours of July 1, 2019, four men in their early twenties broke into a home at the corner of Bay and Otsego Streets, entering through a window. They displayed a gun, stole cash, credit cards, and clothing, then beat the fifty-three-year-old man who lived there on their way out. The home invasion was caught on surveillance video.
 
In January 2020, a twenty-seven-year-old woman, a resident of the Red Hook Houses, was found dead in front of her building, having been pushed from a moving car by her Long Island boyfriend.
 
In December 2020, a twenty-two-year-old man was shot to death by a thirty-one-year-old in front of a building on Columbia Street.
 
On March 28, 2022, a thirty-three-year-old man was shot five times and killed on Hicks Street. A twenty-year-old suspect fled the scene but was picked up by police before the day was through.
 
On September 22, 2022, a Thursday morning, nineteen shots rang out in a hallway in the Red Hook Houses complex. A fifty-two-year-old man was shot in the chest and leg. A building custodian was also struck in the leg. With the shooters on the loose, a nearby school was put on lockdown. A nine-millimeter handgun was recovered nearby.

 
LORD OF THE FLEAS
 
Long after there were leash laws in New York, and the dog catcher had rounded up all but a few of the strays in New York City, Red Hook was still known for its packs of wild dogs, running loose along Beard Street.
 
They weren’t myth, either. They were real—getting into people’s garbage at night, wild and roaming the Hook like it was their own. These were not runaway or abandoned dogs, the sort of dogs that dogcatchers are used to. These were feral, bred and surviving in the wild, dogs that, like wolves, didn’t know what it felt like to be petted by man, dogs running in a pack that was two hundred years old.
 
They weren’t their own breed, like dingoes in Australia, but mutts practicing survival of the fittest on the cobbled streets, not unlike their human counterparts. During the second half of the twentieth century, they lived in what looked like a postapocalyptic world of rubble, piles of blackened bricks two stories tall, and graffitied concrete, taking shelter in the abandoned Revere Sugar Plant. To see them sent a fucking chill. Their wildness was obvious to the lay eye, as they slunk like vermin, with heads low, as if part coyote.
 
It wasn’t until 2008, when construction began on the new Ikea store, that the wild dogs were finally rounded up and disappeared. The final hunt was conducted by Mike Pastore, the Head of Field Operations at Animal Care and Control, a branch of the city’s Department of Health. Pastore and a crew tried to trap the animals on a baseball field, but that didn’t work. They finally corralled the dogs onto a narrow street and, like cowboys, lassoed them.

 
FORMULA E
 
So much about Red Hook has remained the same: the wildness, the despair around the projects, yet civilization continues to intrude. Arts. Sports. Here and there, now and again, a touch of class.
 
Since 2017, it’s been the site of a car race featuring electric cars. It’s called Formula E, and for forty-five minutes without a pit stop, the cars race through a street course that hugs the waterfront. The Brooklyn Street Circuit’s boundaries are Bowne Street, the Red Hook Container Terminal, the Brooklyn–Battery Tunnel to the north, and Wolcott Street to the south. It’s a mile and a half long and features thirteen turns. The grandstands are at Pier 11. For those who like car races for the roar of the engines, this race is disappointing, as the cars purr along with a futuristic hum.

 
BON VOYAGE
 
Without neglecting its long history as a place to load and unload cargo ships, Red Hook is now home to a pier where luxury liners, cruise ships eighteen stories tall, sail to places far and exotic, and return. Folks show up in luxury automobiles, dressed to the nines, women dripping jewelry. It’s a different world in 2024. During the entirety of the twentieth century, you were taking your life into your hands if you went there looking like you might have money on you.

 
HIP AND HAPPENING
 
Largely because of low rent and general lack of interest, Red Hook has in recent years also attracted young people and artist types, part yuppie, part bohemian. It is again, in places, a land that thrives on its own grit.
 
Although the numbers remain modest, there are even people from outside Red Hook who go to Red Hook to dine and drink. Hometown Bar-B-Que has great mac and cheese. Red Hook Lobster makes unbelievable lobster rolls. They’re both on Van Brunt. Brooklyn Crab, on Reed Street, is the place to go for chowder and assorted shellfish. Some of the drinking joints are new, like Red Hook Winery, where all the wine is made from Long Island grapes.
 
So old it’s new again is Sunny’s, in westernmost Red Hook, which, under a list of names, has been a dive bar since the 1880s, sawdust soaking up the spilled beer, down at the end of Conover Street. It was in Sunny’s that Budd Schulberg, while writing On the Waterfront, pounded boilermakers.
 
The bar was as far from the beaten path as a bar can get while still being in Brooklyn. Even the end of the Canarsie Pier is more convenient. But that, in itself, is a reason for the new, quirky appeal. If you’re an outsider, it’s a good place to go if you don’t want to run into anyone you know. And it’s right next to the Waterfront Museum, which I’ll tell you about in a second.

 
SWEDISH MEATBALLS
 
There are other signs of new life everywhere in Red Hook. Old, abandoned warehouses are being repurposed as large supermarkets, shopping plazas, and hip bars and restaurants.
 
The Ikea is a huge furniture and household supplies store that opened in 2008 and has become almost a tourist attraction. Even those without household needs come to dine in their huge upstairs cafeteria, eating their famous Swedish meatballs while sitting at a window overlooking Red Hook.

 
WATERFRONT MUSEUM
 
The most inspirational story involving Red Hook’s rebirth comes from Pier 44, where today floats the Waterfront Museum, an old Lehigh Valley barge, purchased by David Sharps in 1985 for $500. At the time, the barge was sunk in the mud in Edgewater, New Jersey. Sharps’s dream was to turn it into a home and a showboat. As it was a piece of history, Sharps didn’t cut windows into its side, but kept it as true as possible to the way it looked when it was a functioning barge.
 
In its heyday, the barge was one of thousands that carried cargo—coffee beans, fabrics, and other merchandise—for the Lehigh Valley Railroad, to locations throughout New York Harbor. The barge was built in 1914, is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and is the only wooden covered barge of its type still floating.
 
After a year of getting the mud out of the barge, Sharps renovated it and turned it into both a museum and his home, where he has lived ever since with his family. Today, in addition to being a museum, it serves as an event space.
 
During October 2005, the barge hosted a stage performance of On the Waterfront, the Oscar-winning screenplay written by Budd Schulberg. (My co-author Mike Benson, when he edited Fight Game magazine, worked with Schulberg.) Schulberg didn’t make it to the barge on show night. He was in a hospital on Long Island and had to listen to the applause over the phone.
 
In 2023, the barge hosted a reading of the NYC Poets Afloat, a group founded in 2019 and coordinated by Brad Vogel, who arranges for poets to ride on New York Harbor in various floating vessels and write poetry. On this night, poets read poems they wrote while aboard sailboats, media speedboats, sailing yachts, and canoes.
 
The barge was also the venue for a production of Arthur Miller’s unpublished screenplay called The Hook—about the murder of Peter Panto (see chapter 11)—presented by the Brave New World Repertory Company. The screenplay, written after Miller thoroughly toured the neighborhood, never made it to the movies, after Hollywood demanded that the gangsters in the play be switched to Communists. (It was the 1950s, at the time of the Red Scare.)
 
But to see artists living in Red Hook, performing in Red Hook, is to forget how unthinkable these things would have been not that long ago, when wharf rats, human and otherwise, ran over the piers looking for one brief moment of glory before a gunshot in the night brought down the curtain.
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Of all the bosses who ruled the Red Hook waterfront, Tough Tony Anastasio was the most dangerous.
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Albert Anastasia became a legendary Red Hook enforcer and mobster boss, famously whacked in a barber chair. How about this hairdo, which the Mad Hatter rocked during an early arrest in Rhode Island?
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Me and Pops at La Casa Bella, an old-fashioned Italian restaurant in Bath Beach.
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The President Street block between Van Brunt to the west and Columbia to the east, as I remember it.
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When Chicago wanted to take Red Hook away from the Irish, it sent Al Capone as an agent of change. Soon thereafter, the lights went out for a few seconds, and when they came back on there’d been a major shift of power.
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A syphilitic Al Capone was married in Red Hook, in St. Mary Star of the Sea on Court Street between Nelson and Luquer.
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The D’Amico family has been roasting beans and greeting customers on Court Street since 1948.
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When your dad is Ricky Dimatteo, you pay attention when he talks. That’s Pops telling me something or other and me locked in. We’re sitting at a bar we ran.
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Carmine Persico was thought to be a friend of President Street, right up until the moment he tried to kill Larry Gallo, thus earning his nickname: The Snake. Note spelling error on this fed evidence sheet.
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The Brooklyn Daily Eagle reports on the death of Frankie Yale. They insist on the more Italian spelling.
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This 1855 property map demonstrates that southernmost Red Hook was first to be urbanized. The rest remained a green space where goats roamed freely.
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The block on President Street where the Gallo crew had their headquarters. The city condemned the whole block and started over. This is how it looks today.
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Peg Leg Lonergan was further proof that those who sought leadership in the Irish mob were signing their own death warrant.
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Union Street Meat Market was established in 1945 and is still family-owned. I went to get meat for my grandparents every day as a kid and it still looks the same.
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Sam’s Restaurant on Court Street, where the pies are charred in a classic pizza oven built by hand, made and served by the family since 1930.
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Punchy and Larry, just kids, in one of those coin-operated photo booths.
 
Author’s collection.


 

 
[image: Illustration]
 
Court Pastry Shop sells traditional Neapolitan and Sicilian cookies. The Zerilli family started the business in 1948, and the sons are still there.
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Steven Cirillo, member of the Mod Squad. He was a great guy. He was Red Hook-born and didn’t know the meaning of fear. He was a shooter–a good guy, but deadly. It was Steven C.’s murder that started the “second war” with the Colombos.
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From LEFT to RIGHT: Mom Dee (that’s the face she makes when she’s singing), my cousin Debbie, Eddie Fulton, Tommy G., [name deleted], and my dad Rick Dimatteo.
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In 1886, the view from Red Hook of Governor’s Island and New York Harbor changed forever with the erection of the Statue of Liberty, its welcoming message sometimes seen as a cruel joke to immigrants who arrived and survived only through processes similar to indentured servitude. Even today, Lady Liberty appears to mock Red Hook’s desolation.
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That’s Roy Roy Musico, Bobby Darrow, and me.
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My mom and dad dancing at a wedding.
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Albert Gallo outlived two of his sons. Larry Gallo died of natural causes. Brother Joey died in a hail of bullets. Now all three are buried in Green-Wood cemetery, Brooklyn.
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