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By mid
20th Century Tampa had become a prominent sub-capitol of the Mafia.
The city was connected to mobsters nationwide, especially in the
areas of murder-for-hire-traffic and gambling. Tampa law
enforcement was notoriously corrupt. So much so that Cuban gamblers
who managed the lucrative Cuban Bolita lottery referred to the
city's sheriff as Cabeza de Melon-Melon
Head.

In the 19 years before 1951 there were
14 murders and 6 attempted assassinations in Tampa. Estes
Kefauver's Senate Crime Committee learned that the prevalence of
violence in the Florida city owed much to long established
rivalries between two equally hot blooded gang factions.

One of these groups was comprised of
Sicilians and Italians who were a part of a Mafia supported clique.
The other was the Cuban contingent, a group that outnumbered the
Mafia organization. Native racketeers were interspersed among these
rival sectors.

Estes Kefauver (July 26, 1903-August
10, 1963, U.S. Representative, 1939-1949, U.S. Senator, 1949-1963)
was a U.S. Representative and later a U.S. Senator from Tennessee.
Born in Madisonville, he attended the University of Tennessee from
1922-1924, earning a Bachelor's Degree.

By 1949 Tampa had a
population of 124,000 of whom 20,000 were Hispanic, mostly Cuban.
The gang violence and uncontrolled nature of its gambling
activities led to the nickname Little
Chicago. Tampa's $5,000,000 numbers racket
was largely responsible for 13 unsolved murders in the twenty year
period from 1929-1949.

An ex-convict named
Salvatore Red Italiano (October 19, 1896-November 15, 1968) ascended to the
leadership of Tampa's underworld. Red was among those absent at a
1951 Tampa hearing conducted by Senate Crime Committee investigator
Wyoming Senator Lester Callaway Hunt Jr. (July 11, 1892-June 19,
1954).

Salvatore Italiano, a native of
Palermo, Italy, was the son of Antonino Italiano and Leonora
Migliore. In June 1918 Salvatore was self-employed. He lived at
1403 Howard Avenue in North Tampa. According to his World War I
Draft Registration Card Italiano, 21, had blue eyes and light brown
hair. On one occasion he returned to the United States aboard the
ship Guglielmo Pierce on February 18, 1921. Its city of departure
was Naples, Italy.

When Italiano failed to show up for the
hearing Senator Hunt summoned Vincent Albert Spoto (August 1,
1895-March 29, 1991) for questioning. Spoto ran a wholesale beer
and wine business controlled by the Italiano family. Spoto
confessed to earning $100 per week in the firm's shipping
department. As general manager he made an additional $300
weekly.

Like many criminals
throughout the United States, Kefauver's committee learned that
Spoto's management of the company violated both state and federal
regulations. It represented Mafia infiltration of the liquor
business in Tampa. Nevertheless the Italiano beer and wine
distributorship had obtained Alcohol Tax Unit (ATU)
licensing.

Other witnesses at the hearing stated
that Red Italiano was a regular playing Bonita, a lottery that
featured 100 numbered balls. Italiano had been involved in a heated
quarrel with a gangster named Jimmy Velasco. From Velasco's former
personal chauffeur, Oscar J. Perez, Senator Hunt discovered that
this disagreement had soon turned violent.

Joe Provenzano, Italiano's chauffeur
and bodyguard, was later tried and acquitted for murdering Velasco.
While driving on the streets of Tampa Provenzano regularly carried
shotguns in the front seat of his car.

Marine engine mechanic Noah W. Caton
revealed a mysterious tieup between Red Italiano and Tampa Sheriff
Clifford Culbreath. Their connection involved the ownership of a
fishing firm.

Mrs. Anthony DiLorenzo told
the crime committee that in 1947 Italiano had secured a deputies
commission for her husband to do special
duties. DiLorenzo's husband was a special
deputy employed by Sheriff Culbreath. After this commission was
granted the wife recalled her husband getting regular telephone
calls from both Italiano and Culbreath. Each time they instructed
him regarding his special duties.
According to his spouse DiLorenzo received a $200 monthly salary from Red
Italiano.

Asked by Senator
Hunt, What was your impression of what he
was doing as result of these phone calls? What were his duties?
Well, he was checking different places for them, different Bolita
places. Was he collecting from them or was he arresting them? He
was just more of a go-between between the underworld and the law, a
messenger between those, Mrs. DiLorenzo
testified.

Paul Giglia was the first witness to
blatantly accuse Sheriff Culbreath of receiving money from
underworld gambling interests. Giglia had worked as a Bolita
peddler for the murdered Velasco.

Velasco once ordered
Giglia to take some money down to the
sheriff during Culbreath's 1948 re-election
campaign. Giglia referred to Culbreath as the old man. He referred to the
payments, sometimes as much as $1,000 at one time, as rent. Giglia
explained at the hearing that the money was going out quicker than
it was coming in.

The Senate Crime Committee also found
Louis Swed (October 21, 1894-August 1969), a convicted narcotics
distributor, when it interviewed witnesses in Tampa. Swed was
employed by Budweiser, the largest beer distributor in the state of
Florida in 1951.

Jimmy Velasco's cousin,
Anthony Deschamps, regularly checked receipts for his relative.
Deschamps told the committee that the Cuban Bolita peddlers
referred to Sheriff Culbreath as Cabeza de Melon.

From the payoff list of the
murdered Velasco Senator Hunt saw notations of weekly payments of
$500 to Cabeza de Melon. The same amount of payoff was given
to R and $250 was
received by E.D.

R stood for Florida state attorney Rex
Farrior and E.D. represented former Tampa Police chief James L.
Eddings of 026 East Mohawk Avenue. Culbreath, Farrior and Eddings
all denied Deschamps' allegations.

Oscar Jose Perez Sr.
(October 21, 1908-December 6, 1991) told the committee that he had
driven Velasco to the Hillsborough county jail where he witnessed
Velasco confer with the sheriff in an inner
sanctum known as the rat hole. Perez assisted Jimmy
Velasco with counting the weekly payoff. Perez explained how the
amount varied from week to week. Asked why this was so, he
replied, Well, as in every kind of
business, I guess you had to balance your budget.

53-year-old Sheriff Culbreath
disclosed to the committee some interesting facts about his career
and activities. Elected a constable in 1932, he ran a private
fishing business during his term. Curiously Culbreath did not file
income tax on the money he earned in his job..

Seven of Tampa's most
notorious gamblers were indicted by a grand jury in 1938. Nine
public officials suspected of complicity in flagrant violations were also indicted
by the same grand jury. The Kefauver committee understood that the
gamblers could not have continued to operate without the consent of
the Tampa city officials.

The grand jury requested that Florida
Governor Frederick Preston Cone (September 28, 1871-January 7,
1941, Governor of Florida 1937-1941) remove Culbreath, who was
among the indicted persons. Culbreath remained as a constable and
in 1941 he became sheriff of Hillsborough County.

Culbreath steadfastly denied
any association with Salvatore Red Italiano. He did admit that he
had occasionally called him regarding information that would help
him solve crimes. Culbreath attempted to gain the committee's
sympathy by telling them that he was not very intelligent.
I am not a smart boy...and
never was, he stated. He gave the example
of being unable to recall the street address of a friend who he
visited three times a week. Culbreath told the crime committee that
he felt vulnerable of being used by harping
critics, jealous and disgruntled politicians, discontents,
malcontents, has beens, would bes and what nots.

Contrary to his own
estimation committee members believed that Culbreath had done
done rather well for himself
financially. From the sheriff's income tax
declaration government investigators found that he had earned
$36,046.96, following deductions and taxes, between 1941 and
1949.

Culbreath testified that by 1951 his
cash, bonds and property holdings amounted to $95,893.52. In the
past nine years a large sum, $128,000, had passed through his five
bank accounts. Culbreath told investigators that he kept $45,700 in
his various bank accounts, a safe deposit box and his home safe. He
also had $6,500 in government bonds.

The federal government inquiry found
it astonishing that a man whose annual salary was only $7,500 was
in possession of this much money! When an investigator accompanied
Sheriff Culbreath to his home he was shown $1,805 in a
safe.

The committee had shifted
its focus to Culbreath's finances after it was stymied in its
investigation of the Sicilian black hand
society. The Kefauver committee suspected
that the black hand controlled Tampa's gambling business. It had
also been responsible for importing assassins to commit 15 shotgun
murders between 1935-1950.

Two witnesses made the
astonishing claim that the sheriff's brother, Ernest
Rookie Culbreath (July 24,
1899-December 31, 1961), had operated a
gambling book on the premises of the
Hillsborough County Jail. Purportedly Rookie served as his
brother's chief criminal deputy.
Leslie Oleta Cathcart, Rookie's partner, was also
a deputy. He showed up on the sheriff's payroll as a
radio dispatcher.

From a match book cover
associate counsel Rice read, Briggs &
Company-Rookie Culbreath and Leslie Cathcart. We do small things
big. Everything in sports. Hearing this the
sheriff had commented, I think someone that
put out matches did this to play a trick on them.

Speaking from the state
capitol in Tallahassee after taking office on January 4, 1949,
Governor Fuller Warren (October 3, 1905-September 23, 1973,
Governor of Florida, 1949-1953) depicted Tampa as confronted
by the danger of actual civil disorder
because of the near breakdown of law enforcement.
Warren ordered Sheriff Culbreath to immediately
arrest all Bolita (numbers) operators and
peddlers. Culbreath had promised
his best effort but
emphasized that numbers peddling and
players are hard to catch red-handed.

On February
21st Governor Warren went so far as to threaten to send state
militia, the FBI and any other force necessary to wipe out the
gambling and crime wave in Tampa. Of 13 murders attributed to
friction between warring Bolita mobs, only one arrest had been
made.

This arrest followed the December 12,
1948 murder of Jimmy Velasco. City Commissioner P. Joe Rodriguez
had named Velasco as the payoff man in the Bolita operation.
Velasco had distributed the $30,000 profit among eight city, county
and state officials.

Tampa carpenter Joe Provenzano was
arrested after Velasco's widow identified him as the gunmen. She
had witnessed her husband's death on a downtown Tampa street. Taken
into custody in January 1949, as of February 21st no action had
been taken against Provenzano.

Tampa was not the only
Florida city rife with gambling crime in 1949. Miami Beach was home
to one of the largest bookmaking syndicates in the U.S. On February
21st a
statewide crackdown on the multi-million
illegal bookie business shutdown Miami's
betting operations.

News reports described the
usually bustling Miami ocean front bookmaking establishments
as suddenly quiet and abandoned.
Deputy Sheriffs, directed by Governor Warren's
ruling, observed a
constant patrol of the cabanas and cigar stands.
These places were notorious locales of
horse books. 200 branches
of Miami's huge bookie syndicate network discontinued their
operations during the governor's clampdown. A few arrests were made
over the weekend, February 19-20, among persons who ignored the
statewide repression orders.

The Plantation, a gambling
house located at Hallandale, fifteen miles from the center of
Miami, was flourishing by 1937. A quarter of a mile off the Federal
Highway, it was situated in Broward County. During summers the
Plantation did a modest trade in horse track betting for locals in
Hallandale, Hollywood and Fort Lauderdale. Gambling continued until
the lucrative establishment was sloured
up, along with other Miami area betting
joints, in early December.

Ike Miller, a well-known
Detroit gambler, ran the Plantation during the summer
months. I never kick, he exclaimed during an interview
with famed reporter Alfred Damon Runyon (October 4, 1880-December
10, 1946) in December 1937. Miller was referring to any charges
made against his business being immoral.

My business is gambling,
and naturally I don't see anything wrong in gambling, but I
appreciate that a lot of people entertain a different opinion as
much as I am to mine. It is when they say I have a gangster set-up
here that I complain. Anybody that knows me will tell you that I
have always kept away from hoodlum entanglements, because I know
they are fatal to an enterprise like mine.

The murder of Tampa gambling
underworld co-ruler, 46-year-old James S. Jimmy Lumia (September 10, 1903-June
5, 1950), put an end to an alleged conspiracy to kill Sheriff Hugh
Culbreath and State Attorney J. Rex Farrior. Lumia, a gambler who
ran a small oil company, was killed by a shotgun blast on June 5,
1950. A shotgun charge tore off the top of Lumia's head as he was standing at a
street corner in the tempestuous Tampa Latin Quarter.

Lumia had been suspended as a defense
witness for a June 19 hearing regarding five individuals suspected
of plotting the deaths of Culbreath. Salvatore Italiano, Lumia and
Farrior.

The five indicted
conspirators included former Tampa city commissioner P. Joe
Rodriguez and the brothers of slain gambler Jimmy Velasco, Roy and
Arthur Velasco. Jimmy Velasco was shot dead in a sidewalk assassination on December
12, 1948. The other conspirator was John the Greek Moutos. Sheriff Culbreath
identified him as the trigger man
in the operation.

News accounts reported that
Jimmy Lumia was sacrificed to make way for new leadership in the
lucrative Cuban numbers of Bolita industry in Hillsborough County.
Salvatore Italiano was not an impediment to the usurpers because he
had recently left the United States for Italy. For my health, he had
stated.

Lumia's assassination was witnessed by
Fernando Gil and Gaspar Montez, both employees of the murdered
man's oil company. Lumia had stopped his car beside the men's truck
to discuss a repair job at the oil plant. The daring murder was
reminiscent of the slaying of Jimmy Velasco, who was murdered while
walking near his home.

Following the revelations of
the U.S. Senate Crime Committee Sheriff Culbreath was investigated
by the Internal Revenue Service. He was ordered to file amended
returns over a nine year period. By October 1951 Culbreath was in
the process of paying back taxes, penalties
and interest.

In March 1951 Culbreath was indicted
by a Hillsborough County grand jury that accused him of accepting
protection money from a gambler and for neglecting his duty on
several counts. He was also charged with accepting a $1,000 bribe
to protect a numbers racket.

The sheriff was suspended
but was later acquitted by a local jury in May 1951. A series of
legal maneuvers had concluded with most of the charges against
Culbreath being dismissed. After Governor Warren reinstated him the
sheriff was effectively once again The
Law in Hillsborough County.

On May 10, 1951 Sheriff
Culbreath was exonerated by a directed verdict at Tampa on the last
of five charges that he took bribe money
and neglected his duty. Governor
Warren explained that he was returning Culbreath
to office because he had been acquitted and
exonerated by a criminal court.

As early as 1938 a Hillsborough County
Grand Jury had acted to clean up gambling in Tampa. It had
requested the public's assistance in doing so. On April 5, 1938
Hugh Culbreath was among nine public officials who were indicted by
a grand jury in Tampa.

The other defendants
included Sheriff Jerry McLeod, a former newspaperman, Police Chief
C.J. Woodruff, County Solicitor J.E. Williams, Sheriff's Deputies
E.C. Logan and Ed Vestel and Chief of City Detectives W.D. Push.
Aside from Culbreath the other indicted constables were H.C. Graves
and Henry Bozeman.

The special grand jury
ceased functioning at midnight on April 5th. It was replaced by another
that was impaneled the following day. The indictments charged the
officials with failure to arrest and
prosecute gamblers.

A telegram sent to Florida
Governor Fred Cone had requested that a special prosecutor be
appointed. The grand jury asked for the removal of
several of the major officials involved.

The seven page grand jury
report read, Some leading citizens,
including women, are at this time financially indebted to gambling
houses as evidenced by certain I.O.U.'s in our possession. We
recommend parties refuse payment except upon signed receipts from
Charles Wall and Philip La Russa. Wall and
Russa were two of the seven persons indicted for operating gambling
houses and lotteries. Wall was described as the Brains of the Underworld by the
Kefauver Committee.

Sheriff Jerry McLeod (Served,
1935-1941) was once the director of the Tampa Works Progress
Administration (WPA), a New Deal Agency. Later named as sheriff in
Hillsborough County, McLeod was indicted by a WPA official in 1938.
The foreman of the Tampa grand jury lost his job with the WPA after
the indictments were served. This man was soon reinstated in his
former job by the head of the local WPA.

A WPA man served on the new
grand jury, one that was convened after the former WPA juror's
firing. This grand jury summoned Florida state WPA administrator
R.J. Dill. He refused to comment on the case involving the nine
indictments because a state agency has no
right to investigate a federal agency.

The victim in this mess was
Carl Thorwald Thoner (November 30, 1888-December 14, 1938), a
former newspaper photographer for the Works Progress
Administration. Assigned to take photos of WPA projects, Thoner
was not a physically strong person.
He not only indicted the nine officials on
corruption charges but successfully blew the whistle on Tampa WPA
boss J.D. Brotchie. Brotchie, a native of Iowa, lived in Lake
County, Florida as late as 1935.

Thoner was merely doing
his duty and never thought he would lose his position because of
doing what he believed was right. Thoner was returned to his work
largely because Dill had conferred with Sheriff McLeod. Both men
wanted to avoid a scandal that could have extended throughout
Florida.

A wire sent from WPA
headquarters in Washington, DC effectively dodged the issue of jury
intimidation. Instead it advised that with Thoner's reinstatement
the case of the nine indicted officials wasn't worth worrying about.

News articles informed
readers that the Florida WPA was controlled by Senator Claude
Denson Pepper (September 8, 1900-May 30, 1989). A candidate for
reelection Pepper was handpicked by James Roosevelt II (December
23, 1907-August 13, 1991) to receive the
blessing of the New Deal administrators.
Roosevelt acted as a political deputy to his father President
Franklin Delano Roosevelt (January 30, 1882-April 12,
1945).

As of 1945 gambling was illegal in
Florida aside from horse and dog tracks and in the jai alai
fronton. Otherwise it operated through the tolerance of city and
county officials.

Colonel Edward Riley Bradley
(December 12, 1859-August 15, 1946) was known for his
Idle Hour breeding farm in
Kentucky. The stable produced an unrivaled four Kentucky Derby
winners. Later on Bradley operated one of the last noteworthy
gambling houses in Palm Beach, Florida.

Bradley's
was resplendently furnished and featured an
excellent staff. By May 1945 this business that catered to ladies
and gentleman in a bygone gambling
era was slated to become a public park. A
celebrated gambling concern, founded by Richard Albert
Dick Canfield (June 28,
1855-December 11, 1914), had met a similar fate some years before.
Bradley, 86 years old in 1945, had run a casino in Palm Beach after
moving there from St. Augustine.

On May 28, 1951 articles of
impeachment against Governor Fuller Warrren were introduced in the
Florida Legislature. 11 alleged offenses were delineated in the
period since Warren took office in January 1949. Dade County
Representatives George Shaffer Okell (May 29, 1906-August 18, 1977)
and Dante Bruno Fascell (March 9, 1917-November 28, 1998) were
among the Florida legislators who sponsored the 46-page document.
The charges included accepting illegal campaign contributions,
working with prominent gambling interests and failure to adhere to
evidence against three sheriffs that Warren had reinstated
following their suspensions.

Okell had formerly been a close friend
of Governor Warren. New information was included in the articles
but they were based largely on testimony presented before the
Kefauver Senate Committee and the House Haley Committee of the
Florida State Legislature.

The impeachment articles
faulted Warren for reinstating Dade County Sheriff
Smiling Jimmy Sullivan,
Hillsborough County Sheriff Hugh Culbreath and Sheriff Alex D.
Littlefield (February 14, 1895-August 1978) of Volusia County.
Littlefield was also a Florida House Representative.

Charges against Governor Warren cited
him for assisting the growth of the S and G Gambling Syndicate
through his work with gambler Harry Russell and William Johnston, a
dog track owner. Warren was also accused in the indictments of
failing to maintain law enforcement during his three years in
office.

Allegedly Fuller Warren had met with
Johnston and two other rich businessmen for the purpose of dividing
up state business and political jobs. Warren had threatened to sue
Colliers' magazine after it made similar allegations against
him.

A two thirds vote of the Florida House
was required to start the impeachment process on its way.
Attainment of this vote meant that Fuller would face a trial before
the Florida Senate. A two thirds vote by the Senate would result in
his removal from office. On May 28, 1951 the Florida House voted to
reject the Articles of Impeachment.

WPA photographer and
Hillsborough County corruption whistleblower, Carl Thoner, died in
Pinellas, Florida on December 14, 1938. A Massachusetts native and
a World War I veteran, he was buried in Arlington National Cemetery
on December 19th.

Murdered Tampa underworld co-rule Jimmy
Lumia is buried in L'Unione Italiana Cemetery in Ybor City,
Hillsborough County, Florida. Oscar Jose Perez Sr., who chauffeured
Jimmy Velasco, is buried in Highland Memory Gardens in Forest City,
Florida.

 

Burdened by personal and political problems
Kefauver Committee Democrat Senator Lester Hunt committed suicide
on June 19, 1954. A dentist, Hunt had ascended in the Wyoming
legislature to become Secretary of State and was later elected
Wyoming Governor. He was elected to the U.S. Senate in 1948.

The Senator's son, Lester
Buddy Hunt Jr., had solicited a Washington, DC undercover male
police officer for sex almost a year before his father's death.
Senator Hunt was badgered to resign by Idaho Senator Herman Welker
(December 11, 1906-October 30, 1957) and New Hampshire Senator
Henry Styles Bridges (September 9, 1898-November 26, 1961). Both
were aligned to homosexual nemesis Wisconsin Senator Joseph
Raymond Joe McCarthy (November 14, 1908-May 2, 1957). Before Hunt's
suicide the Senators had used Buddy's conviction to keep his father
from seeking reelection. They threatened to print 25,000 fliers to
publicize the homosexual charge.

Tampa crime boss Salvatore Red Italiano died
in Dallas, Texas on November 15, 1968. He is buried in Myrtle Hill
Memorial Park in Tampa. His wife was Maria Italiano (May 29,
1897-April 2, 1977). Their children were Anthony S. Italiano Sr.
(January 16, 1921-December 25, 2010) and Eleanor Italiano Cumbo
(March 2, 1926-June 18, 2000).
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