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  To my parents who first encouraged my writing.


  To my wife who keeps me writing.


  Preface to Paperback


  When Cigar City Mafia was released on January 18, 2004, I was a little unprepared for the reception it got. I had my first book signing that evening at Inkwood Books in Tampa. I arrived an hour early and was informed that all 80 copies of my book had been sold out since 4pm that day. By the time my signing started, over 100 people crammed into the bookstore to hear my talk on the Tampa mob.


  It was during the question-and-answer section of my talk that I realized how many people that grew up in Tampa knew the characters in the book. Tampa had always been a small city where people knew one another, especially in the ethnic enclaves of Ybor City and the still-Latino West Tampa.


  I was peppered with questions and stories for over an hour. It was a great feeling to write something that connects with people, even in the weird-way a book about organized crime does. The best part, though, were the people themselves.


  Hundreds came to my book signings and appearances to share their stories. Some were quite memorable. There was the woman who learned to drive in Jimmy Lumia’s car, after he was killed in it; the widow of a top hitman; Santo Trafficante Jr.’s old tailor; a former bolita peddler; a former pit boss at the San Souci; an old bookie from West Tampa; a woman who remembered hearing Joe Diaz get shot and saw the hitman get into the getaway car; and dozens of relatives of guys in the book. I talked with dozens of current and former law enforcement officials, neighbors of the guys named in the book, residents of old Ybor, politicians, business leaders, and yes, a couple of the characters themselves even came to my book signings.


  In doing the research for any book, authors often times have to grapple with the limitations of the information available. This is certainly the case in writing about organized crime. I took care to make the book as accurate as possible, but many times newspaper accounts and even police reports and court records failed to accurately convey information. Case in point was a photograph I got from the police of a man said to be Trafficante soldier Phillip Piazza. The name and birth-date checked out on the arrest record. But evidently, back in the late 1950’s, someone messed up and I ended up with a picture of an unknown man. That was pointed out to me by the granddaughter of Piazza and later someone that knew him.


  The overwhelming response to the book has provided me access to new information from various sources. I have revised and updated this edition to include all of that information. With so much information coming in from emails, phone calls, and people talking to me at the signings, I had to limit what new material I could add. I updated and revised theseveral chapters and the cast of characters. I also added some additional information on Red Italiano, Sam Cagnina, Ignazio Antinori, and Santo Trafficante Jr. Some of it will appear in future projects and I always welcome more.


  One section that needed a lot of additions was the Acknowledgements. I first want to thank the staff at Barricade Books for all their hard work. A big thanks to Jennifer Iskevitch, for all the publicity help; Jeff Nordstedt, for making the book look great; Albertha O’Neill; Allan Wilson; Omar Cabrera; and of course, Lyle and Carole Stuart for their initial interest and continued support of the project.


  I want to thank former and current law enforcement members Bill Iler, Ken Hoskins, Dick Rivett, Nelson Otero, and RJ Tsassoras.


  Thanks to Lawrence Schuler (keep on digging), Benjamin Buckley, Jerry Garcia, Malio Iavarone, Sam Cagnina III, John Galatolo, Ralph Rubio, Regina Peralata, The Tampa Junior League, FALI, The Sertoma Club, Friends of St. Pete Beach Public Library, Tampa Junior League, Ricky Dawes, Patrick Downey, Dennis Schroder Jr., and Ray Fontana. I want to give a special thanks to the stickmen, fishermen, amateur politicos, and beyond-nice people at the Florida Sportsman Fishing Forum, for their support, interest, and tolerance of my shameless self-promotion.


  On the media front, thanks to Kathy Fountain, Jeff Peterman, Tamara Lush, Jeff Testerman, Lenny Savino, David Agresti, The Discovery Channel, WFLA, NPR, WQYK, WMNF, W LRN, The Radio Detective, Florida International Magazine, Trevor Aaranson, David Blinn, Smoke Magazine, The Tampa Tribune, The St. Petersburg Times, The Orlando Sentinel


  And the biggest thanks goes to all the booksellers who helped me with the signings and pushed my book to make it the success that it has become. If I forgot anyone, I apologize. Thanks to Trish Lawrence and Mimi Sandoval at Borders; Ray at Haslams; Pat at Waldenbooks in Citrus Park Mall; Nancy Barber and Stacy Barnard at Barnes and Noble; the staff at Circle Books; Inkwood Books; Murder At The Beach; The Pipe Den in Vero Beach; Books N’ Books in Coral Gables; and the staff of the Borders and Barnes and Noble stores in St. Petersburg, Tampa, Clearwater, Brandon, Winter Park, Naples, Livingston, Holmdel, East Brunswick, and Bridgewater Commons.


  —Scott M. Deitche

  February 2005


  Original Preface


  The city of Tampa, Florida rarely comes to mind when one thinks of the Mafia. Few outside Florida, unless they have a keen interest in organized crime, have heard the name Santo Trafficante Jr., or are aware of the vast criminal empire he oversaw. Few are aware of the deep political corruption and pervasive influence of organized crime on local politics. Few are aware of the hits, missing mobsters and daytime shoot-outs that plagued Tampa for decades.


  The subject of mafia activity in Tampa is fascinating. More importantly, it is a distinct part of Tampa’s history, one that many people have tried to sweep under the rug over the years.


  [image: ]


  Decades of newcomers to the Tampa Bay area have swelled the city’s population to more than 2 million, yet the same political players have remained in charge over the years, granting the same protection to the mob. Recent corruption allegations in Hillsborough County are strikingly similar to inquiries of the 1950s, ’60s, ’70s and ’80s. However, many of the new residents are unaware of Tampa’s rich and varied gangland history, and how it extended across the globe—and across the decades—to influence events that are shaping the region even today.


  This book is a chronological history of the mob in Tampa, from its roots in the early 1920s up to its current incarnation. Many of the names found here have never been revealed, many events will be unearthed for the first time, and much information that has been lost over the years will be presented again.


  Introduction


  On Wednesday morning, December 5, 1928, Cleveland patrolman Frank Osowski noticed a group of men entering the lobby of the Hotel Statler. Osowski had been on patrol all night and was ready to go home, but the appearance of the group at the hotel piqued his interest, and he followed them into the lobby. He later told reporters, “I didn’t pay much attention to these guys at first … but they looked tough, as you might say”.1 Osowski watched them sign in; then, after they had gone upstairs, he copied down their names, none of which were familiar to him. After returning to the station house to check in before leaving, he left the list with the detective bureau.


  Later that morning, Detective Captain Emmet Potts looked at the list and noticed that some of the names were well-known gangland figures. He raced down to the hotel with two other officers, and was informed by the manager that the men all had rooms on the same floor.


  Captain Potts requested reinforcements. Sixty-five policemen arrived, and they proceeded to round up the men in question. The suspects offered no resistance, and after paying their bills they were led into waiting patrol wagons. Many of the men wore expensive jewelry and were impeccably dressed.


  Among the gangsters taken in that day were Joe Profaci, the soon-to-be head of one of the largest crime families in New York until his death from natural causes on June 7, 1962; Vincent Mangano, who would lead what would come to be known as the Gambino family until his disappearance in 1951; and Joe Magliocco, Profaci’s brother-in-law and a long-time captain in the Profaci family.


  Ignazio Italiano and Giusseppe “Joe” Vaglica, two merchants from Tampa, also attended the meeting and were brought in for questioning. Tampa police chief A.C. Logan wired the detectives in Cleveland to inform them that no charges were pending against the two men.


  Ignazio Italiano was seventy-two at the time of the Hotel Statler incident. Joe Profaci, testifying at the Kefauver hearings in 1950, stated that he went to the Cleveland meeting to sell olive oil to Italiano, a wholesale grocer and a well-known businessman in the Italian community in Tampa. Joe Vaglicia, fifty-two at the time of the arrest, owned a grocery business and operated a sandwich stand in Tampa.


  Under questioning by local authorities and immigration officials, the men gave wildly different reasons for their attendance at the hotel. The police, meanwhile, had their own ideas. One theory states that the meeting was held to discuss the monopoly of the corn sugar business during Prohibition. Corn sugar was a major ingredient in illicit liquor, and various groups from across the country were battling each other for control of the liquor trade. Another had the men meeting to plan revenge for the murder of Unione Siciliane president Frankie Yale, gunned down on a Brooklyn street later that year.


  Police didn’t know it at the time, but they had stumbled on one of the first meetings of what would later become a part of the American vernacular: the Mafia. At the time, the organization was a fledgling operation; however, it would soon come to dominate organized crime in America. The Tampa family was there from the beginning.


  The Tampa family would never be as large as its counterparts in New York or Chicago, but it would exert a tremendous influence on the underworld. The family spawned arguably one of the most powerful mob bosses in the country, and was linked to assassination attempts on both Fidel Castro (in cooperation with the CIA) and John F. Kennedy. In Florida, they oversaw labor racketeering, gambling, loansharking, narcotics trafficking, and influence peddling, and, with the help of the Marcello family from New Orleans, the family eventually came to control the entire Gulf Coast.


  


  
    
    

    
      	1

      	The Cigar City
    

  


  Tampa was originally the site of a military fort. Captain James Gadsen, under orders from President Andrew Jackson, sought to place a permanent U.S. settlement in the area of Tampa in the early 1800s as Florida found itself in the midst of a control shift from Spain to the U.S. On February 22, 1821, President Monroe ratified a treaty that gave Florida to the United States, and land grabbers were quickly on their way.


  One area of concern was the resident Seminole Indian population. They were offered the chance to move out of the northern part of the state. While many did, the government thought a military fort in the area of Tampa might just be what was needed to keep them away. In 1824, Colonel George Mercer Brooke set up what would come to be known as Fort Brooke and the seeds of Tampa were in place.


  After a series of false starts, Tampa was incorporated in its present form on August 11, 1873. At the time the town boasted a population of less than 1,000 and there was little occurring in the way of development. A majority of the prominent families that later dominated Tampa politics and civic activities were beginning to establish themselves in town. By the 1880s, fueled by Henry Plant’s railroad, Tampa was on its way to becoming a major city. Trolleys, gaslights, and major roadwork began and Tampa ‘s infrastructure slowly modernized.


  Then, on the evening of February 15, 1898, the battleship Maine was sunk in Havana harbor, resulting in the deaths of 260 American servicemen. The political uproar that ensued caused then-President William McKinley to call for a blockade of Cuba’s coast. The Spanish government declared war, and the U.S. quickly followed suit; thus began the Spanish-American war. Tampa became the main debarkation point for the Army, and Teddy Roosevelt took his Rough Riders through the port of Tampa on their way to Cuba.


  By the beginning of the twentieth century, Tampa had become an increasingly important port in the United States. The rise of manufacturing also brought Tampa to the forefront of Florida cities. Cigars were the backbone of the economy in the early 1900s, and Ybor City was home to the majority of the cigar factories. This, in turn, attracted thousands of Cuban, Spanish, and Italian immigrants, many of whom settled in Ybor City.


  Don Vincente Martinez Ybor and Ignacio Haya, two Cuban cigar factory owners looking to relocate their operations from Cuba, chose Tampa as a suitable site and purchased a plot of land northeast of Tampa, naming the area Ybor City. Ybor was far from modern, with poor sanitation, unpaved roads, and hordes of mosquitoes making it an inhospitable place to live for the Cuban, Spanish, and Italians who immigrated to the area. However, by the turn of the century numerous cigar factories had opened up and the area became the center for cigar manufacturing in the United States.


  Ybor was known to the resident Anglo population as “Little Havana”, or simply where the ‘Latin’ people lived. In fact, whether they were Spanish, Cuban, or Italian, the non-native residents of Ybor were known simply as Latins to the old-time Tampa denizens. Through mutual aid societies and the ever-increasing presence of the cigar industry, the immigrants of Ybor formed a cohesive community. The cigar factories were the main employers in the area, and also served as a sort of community center for Tampa’s newcomers. The factories also became hubs for labor uprisings, as various labor-rights groups that were formed in the brooding brick buildings rallied for better working conditions.


  The cigar industry eventually became so dominant that Tampa earned the nickname “Cigar City.” Although no longer a fixture of the Tampa skyline, a few of the old cigar factories remain in operation to this day and serve as reminders of Tampa’s tobacco rich history.


  Ybor City was a bastion for immigrants who worked hard to make lives for themselves in the often-unrelenting South. It was unrelenting both in terms of the summer’s brutal heat, and the often closed-minded attitudes of the reigning Anglo majority. Many of those in Ybor grew up in a culture of trust, respect, and hard work— among close-knit families and neighbors, who initially kept themselves apart from the ruling Anglo majority, but later came to dominate local politics.


  Yet Ybor, like many other immigrant communities of the early 20th century, also had a darker side involving organized crime. Though the majority of the population was hard working, law-abiding and only seeking to better the world around them, there were those who took a different path to fortune and power. Often times, those people were the ones who stole the headlines, in turn sullying the images of all those with similar names or addresses.


  The main drag through Ybor is Seventh Avenue. It is home to huge brick buildings with wrought iron balconies facing the street, similar to New Orleans’ French Quarter. Among the numerous businesses that lined the boulevard in the early part of the twentieth century were ethnic establishments, like the L’Unione Italiana, and various Cuban, German, and Spanish social clubs. These clubs served as meeting places, banquet halls and, most importantly, mutual aid societies, where immigrants could come for assistance with finding work, getting health care, and assimilating into the vibrant culture of Ybor.


  The adjoining streets and alleys were crowded with produce vendors, small grocery markets, shops, fish markets, butchers, and other places of interest to those milling about. On many nights and weekends, it was bustling not only with friendly neighbors and families, but also with those looking to bet at some of the many gambling houses. These establishments lined not only the main artery through Ybor, but extended into the crowded back alleys as well, where less than reputable operators would set up shop.


  Respectable businessmen, cigar factory workers, early underworld figures and seamen from the ships docked at the nearby port all frequented the games, which would come to provide income for the crime groups in town as the years went on. In the early part of the century, however, the various criminal factions in town got their first big boosts from the federal government in the form of one of the most controversial laws ever conceived.
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  The Eighteenth Amendment went into effect at midnight on January 16, 1920. Ratified a year earlier, the amendment became known as Prohibition. Rarely has a law caused so much lawlessness as this one. From its beginning, the Eighteenth Amendment was doomed to fail. The initial thrust of the temperance movement was to rid the world of “demon liquor” and its supposed deteriorating effects on society. With the public’s desire for drink underestimated, Prohibition brought small-time racketeers to unimaginable levels of power.


  Underground liquor production began immediately in every city and town. Smugglers began mapping out routes. Speakeasies began to sell to a wide array of customers. Prohibition, among other things, gave organized crime the push it needed to reach heights of power previously unattainable through minor local rackets. Many of the organized crime figures realized the importance of political power, and began corrupting local and state governments accordingly.


  Bootlegging quickly became a national phenomenon. In Cleveland, Moe Dalitz and the Purple Gang smuggled liquor across the Canadian border. In New York, the Italian-Jewish syndicate began producing, supplying, and hijacking liquor throughout the region. In Chicago, wars between various gangs, Dion O’Bannion, Bugs Moran, the Genna brothers, and Al Capone resulted in over 1,000 murders in an effort to control the illegal liquor trade. In Boston, Joe Kennedy, patriarch of the Kennedy family, made a large fortune in bootlegging.


  Tampa, with numerous coves, inlets, and passes, became an important port for illegal liquor shipments, especially from Cuba and the Caribbean. Many members of the local Latin population, who already had serious problems associating liquor consumption with criminal behavior, often had homemade stills in basements and backyards.


  Under the crowded streets of Ybor is a series of tunnels, the use of which has never been fully documented. The tunnels run under some of the early gaming palaces and down along the streets toward the port of Tampa. There has always been speculation that the tunnels were used to unload alcohol off boats in the harbor and bring the barrels up into the heart of the underworld’s territory. Another explanation is that the tunnels were used to bring in illegal aliens, who were then smuggled up the coast to the Northeast. It is well documented that an organized trade of illegal aliens was in place in Tampa during the early 1900s.


  In addition to bringing alcohol off of ships, the bootleggers of that era also set up stills just outside the city limits in predominately rural farmland and woodland areas. These moonshine makers provided alcohol for speakeasies in town, and remained a fixture into the latter half of the century. A suspect in an illegal still operation told authorities that he paid money to the Tampa Mafia in the 1960s as part of the illegal alcohol production racket he ran in neighboring counties.


  Along with bootlegging, drug trafficking lined the pockets of Tampa’s underworld bosses with fast, easy cash. The city had a nefarious reputation as a major port for illegal drugs, ranking only behind New York as America’s busiest point of entry for narcotics in the 1920s. Smugglers took advantage of the routes used by the bootleggers into the port.


  The earliest signs of a drug problem in Tampa manifested themselves in the opium dens of the Fort Brooke area in the early 1900s. Fort Brooke, a separate town from Tampa until 1907, boasted a wide assortment of bordellos, gambling houses, and drug dens. Morphine became the drug of choice. At that time, the Tampa police estimated the criminal cost of drug addicts to be more than two million dollars a year.


  In 1923, the IRS set up a permanent substation in Fort Brooke, and federal authorities began cooperating with local law enforcement to clean up the drug problem. Women and civic organizations began offering assistance to addicts and their families. The combined effort had a major, albeit temporary, effect.


  One of the first kingpins in the drug trade was Joseph M. “Jo-Jo” Cacciatore. He lived in Ybor City and conducted his business along Seventh Avenue, selling from restaurants, gambling houses, and street corners. He also employed children to sell drugs, some as young as six. His empire reached across the Southeast, from Alabama to the Carolinas. Cacciatore’s partner was Giuseppe “Whispering Willie” Bizzee. How Bizzee got his intriguing nickname is not known.


  In a major undercover operation, federal narcotics agents infiltrated the Cacciatore gang. They posed as buyers, and in less than a year were able to compile enough evidence to make several arrests. On September 23, 1925, Cacciatore, Bizzee, and over a dozen members of the organization were arrested. Cacciatore was sentenced to nine years in prison and received a $3,000 fine.


  Another of Tampa’s early drug barons, George “Saturday” Zarate, came to Tampa from Cuba as a teenager. He quickly found himself immersed in the seedy underbelly of the local addict scene. His poison was morphine, but during his addict years, he realized he could make major money from selling the drug. Zarate fell in with local underworld figures and became adept at drug trafficking and illegal gambling. He rose to prominence as a lieutenant of Ralph Rena, an early gambling figure in Ybor. Zarate also owned Pote’s Café, which served as both a restaurant and a gambling establishment.


  Zarate was arrested in a major narcotics sweep in May 1928. He was convicted as a result of testimony from a known morphine addict and the work of an under-cover narcotics agent, and sentenced to ten years in jail and a $4,000 fine. The judge said he thought the stiff sentence would dissuade others from going into narcotics. For reasons unclear, Zarate received a pardon from President Herbert Hoover after thirty-three months in jail. Upon his release, Zarate went back to work at the El Dorado gambling house in Ybor City.


  One break in his usual routine of managing illegal gambling occurred on the evening of November 10, 1936. Zarate was enjoying a newspaper in his sedan outside the El Dorado gaming club. Immersed in the news, Zarate was completely unaware that a pair of gunmen were creeping up on him, until two shotgun blasts ripped through the side of his car and injured Zarate slightly in the shoulder. The gunmen were never found.


  In 1941, police conducted a raid at the El Dorado. They rounded up the usual suspects, including Zarate, who had more than $5,000 in his pockets. Police brought him downtown and booked him on gambling charges. Zarate’s trial was a popular event, attended by dozens of bolita figures and many curious Tampans, anxious to get an up-close look at a real-life gangster. Zarate beat the rap.


  Following his win in court, Zarate decided he’d had enough of Tampa, so he set his sights on New York City. He opened a business, the La Fiesta restaurant, on Manhattan’s West 46th Street to keep up a respectable appearance. The restaurant’s location near the theater district did a booming business in both food and narcotics. He organized a group of Cuban traffickers, and aligned himself with mob boss Lucky Luciano.


  By 1948, Zarate, confident enough of his stature in New York underworld circles, began making a play for the narcotics empire of local kingpin Jack Gordon. Zarate’s ambitions were grand, but they never came to fruition. Before he had a chance to make his move on Gordon, a small army of federal narcotics agents stormed into his swank restaurant and carted Zarate away, along with over $700,000 worth of narcotics. George decided not to test his fate with a jury trial and skipped bond, fleeing to Havana where he lived out the rest of his days.


  One of the people arrested with Zarate in Tampa back in 1928 would leave a much bigger mark on the local criminal landscape than Zarate himself. His nickname, “Dean of the Underworld,” reflected his stature as one of the most recognized criminal figures in Tampa, and the undisputed head of illegal gambling. His name was Charlie Wall.
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  By the 1920s, Tampa was starting to come into its own as a city. Nowhere was that more evident than in Ybor City, where gambling houses lined Seventh Avenue. Many were swank speakeasies complete with lavish décor, live bands, and free-flowing liquor. Although much of the local populace who bet on bolita did their business out of dingy storefronts, those who could afford to went to places like the EL Dorado, Serafin’s, Pote’s, and the Lincoln Club. These garish nightclubs were the places to be seen; consequently, they generated millions for the underworld.


  Not everyone frequented the gambling houses or was happy that they existed. Local newspapers rallied against the gamblers, and the public demanded some action. However, many in the police department were on the take and reluctant to stir up too much trouble with the gamblers, lest their illicit source of income disappear. The police decided to conduct a series of raids, designed to shake up the bolita houses a little, but satisfy the public’s appetite for justice even more. After all, they didn’t want to put the operators that paid them out of business.


  Charlie Wall, who had been running his gambling operations without any law enforcement interference, was shocked when a few of his roving games were raided in October 1928. The games were changing locations constantly, and Wall wondered how the police knew where to look. He became certain that someone was fingering his roving games for the police. Soon, he heard word on the street about an informer. Fingers pointed to Norris McFall.


  Norris McFall, a former police constable, owned the Jack O’Lantern. The club’s reputation as a hangout for gamblers, politicians, and bootleggers helped McFall’s criminal ambitions, namely, his numbers operations and his alien smuggling ring that brought Chinese immigrants through Tampa and up to the Northeast.


  Two days after the raids on Wall’s establishments, McFall was walking out of his bar. He had barely gotten out the front door when he noticed a man with a shotgun making a beeline for him. Before he had a chance to react, the gun blasted away at McFall, and he fell to the pavement, dead. The gunman allegedly remarked, “That’s what you get for fooling with Charlie Wall.” Wall’s legend grew.


  Charlie Wall was born in 1888, the son of Dr. John P. Wall, a prominent citizen with blood ties to some of Florida’s most powerful and influential families. Charlie’s cousin, Perry Wall, was the mayor of Tampa in 1924. The Walls regularly hobnobbed with the cream of Tampa high society and the nucleus of the good-old-boys political clubs. With such an impressive cache of friends and relatives, many assumed that young Wall would grow up as another of the elite of Tampa society. However, Wall decided on a different path to fame and fortune and dove headfirst into the underworld.


  His forays into the seedier side of Tampa began in his early teens. Wall’s mother died unexpectedly when he was twelve, and his father soon remarried. With little use for his stepmother, Wall began hanging out at saloons and gambling houses, especially after the death of his father two years later. Wall’s relationship with his stepmother continued to deteriorate. Once, during an argument, Wall shot her with a .22 rifle, hitting her arm. He was promptly sent away to a boy’s school that was supposed to reform the delinquent minded teenager, but it had no visible effect.


  After leaving school for good, Wall began spending time with the gamblers who lined the Fort Brooke area of town. He sensed he belonged there. After witnessing the money that was changing hands, he knew this was where he belonged. Years later, during the Kefauver Hearings into organized crime, he told a congressman about his earliest job:


  MR. RICE: “And what was your first gambling activity.…”


  MR. WALL: “I think I worked in a gambling house.”


  MR. RICE: “And where was that?”


  MR. WALL: “In a place we used to call Fort Brooke.”


  MR. RICE: “And what was your job there?”


  MR. WALL: “A craps dealer.”2


  Before long, Wall was acting as a courier, dispatching bets across the country and traveling to mob hotbeds like St. Louis and Kansas City. He realized he could make more money by laying off bets with various bookies around the country, covering himself even if he lost. Coupling this genius for gambling with a host of well-respected and influential friends, Wall found himself at the top of the local gambling rackets by the 1920s.


  Wall was despised by some people, especially some of his family who viewed him as the black sheep; however, he was beloved by others. He would shower his sister, one of the few family members he kept in touch with, with gifts and money. Wall also tossed bags of coins on the lawn of local hospitals for children to collect. He became a dashing Robin Hood figure, and was often seen making his rounds through Tampa sporting the latest fashions, wearing a wide brimmed straw hat, joking with passersby and handing out pocketfuls of change.


  Unfortunately, there was a dark side to Wall’s persona as well. He began flirting with narcotics, and eventually found himself in the grip of morphine addiction. His arms and legs were covered with needle scars, and his dapper appearance and impeccable sense of style slowly deteriorated as he fell further into addiction. The habit would shadow Wall for most of his life.


  Wall ruled his empire of crime from a veritable fortress in the heart of Ybor City. He often carried a gun and commanded an army of bodyguards. The reasons for this extreme protection came as a result of two shotgun blasts. The first was on the evening of June 8, 1930, when Wall was driving his car home from his nightly gambling money pickups. He pulled into his garage and was greeted by two slugs as he opened his driver side door. His wife was also in the car with him, and together they both dashed into the house. The next morning Wall had a bulletproof metal covering installed around the garage.


  Like any reign at the top, seeds of discontent were showing on the street. The seemingly invincible Wall was beginning to see signs of change. The old guard headed by the likes of Charlie Wall and the established gambling syndicates were facing a new challenge by upand-coming crime groups. The main battleground was Ybor City, and the prize being fought over was the most lucrative racket in Tampa: bolita.
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  Bolita is a type of lottery game that was played across Florida. The most common variant consisted of one hundred balls placed in a bag, each painted with a number. They would be mixed up, and a winning ball would be drawn. The odds were 100 to one, and bets as little as a penny were accepted, making bolita popular with the poor and working classes.


  Bolita was introduced to Tampa in the 1880s. Manuel “El Gallego” Suarez brought it to town from its birthplace, Cuba.


  The games were often rigged. Sometimes balls were frozen so that the cold one would be chosen. Sometimes a hole was drilled in a ball and filled with lead to make it sink to the bottom. Often, duplicate numbers were painted to increase the odds of a certain number coming out. Charlie Wall described a crooked operation:


  “I was told that the gentleman had an idea that he could take a hundred of those ivory balls and go into them, dig the insides out, and put cork in there, then take a hundred other balls and take them out and put lead in a hundred; so, naturally, by taking ninety balls stuffed with cork and putting ten balls, much heavier, and shaking the sack and pitching them on a table, and letting a fellow catch from the bottom, the probability was—while it was not absolutely a sure thing—the chances were greatly in favor of one of those ten heavy balls being in the bottom.”3


  Variations of the games abounded. Some had the winning numbers coming through the racetrack results. The first three digits of the total payoff for the day would be the winning numbers. Another game had the number being chosen by a random drawing in Cuba, and taking it off a radio broadcast. In addition, some of the local games had the winning numbers drawn from cards, as opposed to balls.


  “They get a hundred cards, from one to one hundred. They put them on a board and the customers look at the board. They want to be sure all the numbers are on the board. Then they shuffle the cards out and they pick one from the crowd.”4


  A bolita operation is comprised of a seller, buyer, and bank. The buyer was, of course, the person who placed the bet, effectively buying a number. The sellers ranged from street corner hawkers to grocery store owners who operated bolita in their backrooms. Some operations employed children to take bets. Old residents remember placing bets with the ice-cream man as he worked the streets of Ybor selling treats in the summer. The sellers usually received a portion of the proceeds, with the remainder going to the bank. The bank was the top of the organization. The bank controlled the money flow, both in and out of the organization. The bolita kingpin and his organization took charge of police protection, paying off politicians and getting rid of rivals. Occasionally, however, the police had to respond to the increasing public demand for action against what the public perceived as a major vice problem and make a bust. More often than not, though, the police would bust some independent sellers, looking for a payoff. The busts also decreased competition, as independent sellers would flock to the resident kingpin for his protection from further law enforcement harassment.


  In Ybor, games took place in both elegant gambling palaces and grocery store back rooms. Drawings were widespread, and police complicity was essential for the bolita trade to flourish.


  Racketeers wasted no time in exploiting the popularity of bolita. By 1927, over 300 bolita houses were in operation in Ybor City alone. The game became prominent in not only the Latin areas of town but in black sections as well. Poor blacks were often among the best customers, coming back week after week for a chance to hit the big one. The game was also popular with the working class. Outside the numerous cigar factories, there were tables set up to sell bolita numbers to the workers as they left for home every night.


  “On paydays there would always be three tables set up, right after the pay window, with a collector sitting behind each one: The union man, the coffee man, and the bolita man.”5


  With the growing fortunes of bolita and other rackets that were coming on the scene, Wall’s dominance of the local underworld slipped. The money was getting too much for any one group to control. Independent and Cuban backed operators emerged on the scene. Another group was looking to move in, and it would do whatever it took to get control of the underworld. That group was the Mafia, and when it decided to gain control of the bolita racket, the streets of Tampa became the battlefield. Over the next thirty years, more than twenty-five gang-related hits would take place, as Tampa entered what would come to be known as “The Era of Blood.” Along the way policemen, drug lords, gamblers, and innocent bystanders would fall to the blast of a shotgun.
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      	The Era of Blood
    

  


  Along with bolita and bootlegging, one of the more profitable criminal activities in Tampa in the late ’20s and early ’30s was insurance fraud by way of arson. Individuals would purchase properties at rock-bottom prices, insure them, and then set the places on fire to claim the insurance. Due to the Great Depression, many people were forced to sell their homes at substantial losses, making them cheaper for underworld figures to buy. Racketeers would swoop in and buy up the homes, even furnishing them. Then, fires would sweep through the buildings, which were usually unoccupied, and the insurance payoff would go right into a local criminal’s pocket.


  Arson accounted for over 85% of fire damage in the city in 1931. Various local criminal groups, including the Mafia, all had a piece of the action, and found insurance fraud to be a nice companion to the bolita rackets. The Tampa Fire Department was at a loss in dealing with the arson. Political pressure to stop the rash of fires spurred Fire Chief A.J. White to action. He enlisted the help of Ybor City resident and motor oil company salesman, Angelo Lazzara. He knew Lazzara had some contacts in the underworld and could help funnel information back to the fire department. Lazzara began working under-cover, and before long he was sending tantalizing bits of information back to the chief. Eventually, though, the word got out that Lazzara was helping in the arson investigation.


  A little after midnight on July 27, 1931, Lazzara was driving his black sedan along Twenty-Ninth Street and Twenty-First Avenue in Ybor. As he approached the intersection, a car pulled out on the road alongside him. Witnesses say two shotgun blasts blew through the driver-side window.


  Both slugs struck Lazzara, blowing his left shoulder away, breaking his neck, and puncturing his brain. He was killed instantly, but his sedan coasted another six blocks before plowing into a telephone pole and coming to rest in a ditch in front of Oak Springs tourist camp. Two men walking near the scene gave the police a vague description of the getaway car, but the vehicle was never located.


  After Lazzara’s death, the arson fires continued until the fall of 1931, when an apartment in Ybor City caught fire and burned to the ground in a spectacular blaze. Firemen checking the adjoining building found incendiary materials in the apartments; obviously both residences were supposed to burn. The police department sat on the information, deciding instead to stake out the place and see if someone would come back to finish the job. It was a long shot.


  Persistence paid off. In two weeks the second apartment went up in flames, and police quickly rounded up a few suspects running from the scene. Seven men were eventually indicted for the crime, including Peter and Augustine Friscia, relatives of Gus Friscia, a major bolita operator; and fellow mobster Mario Perla.


  The case against the men was not particularly strong, but the testimony of Gus Perez, a Cuban-born furniture dealer in Ybor City, gave the prosecution’s case the boost it needed to win. Perez testified that he sold the furniture for the burned-out building to Mario Perla just a few weeks before the first fire. His testimony, coupled with the physical evidence, shut the door on the case. The men were found guilty and sent to prison.


  In the early morning hours of July 25, 1936, Perez was driving along 15th St. near Buffalo Ave in Ybor City, with two female companions. Perez, busy enjoying his companionship instead of keeping his eyes on the road, probably did not see the dark sedan pull up alongside his car. He also probably never saw the shotgun that peeked through the car window. The gunmen fired two shots; one blew a hole in the side of the car, the other, a hole in the side of Perez’s head.


  Perez’s head hit the steering wheel, causing the car to swerve out of control. It came to a stop in a ditch at the side of the road. Perez’s two companions bolted out of the car apparently unhurt, but police had no idea who they were and never identified them. Police set to work, combing the areas for clues and interviewing numerous witnesses. The papers speculated for weeks about the killing, but police were, not surprisingly, unable to come up with a suspect.


  Perez’s brother offered his take on the killing. “It looks to me as if Gus was led into a trap,”6 he said, alluding to the mysterious female companions.


  Although the retaliation was five years after Perez’s testimony in the Ybor City arson case, the men he helped convict had recently been released. The hit may have been ordered by Gus Friscia, who was well on his way to becoming one of the top bolita bankers and mobsters in town, or by a friend of Mario Perla, perhaps Ignazio Antinori. No matter who organized the hit, Perez’s cooperation was the direct cause of his untimely demise.
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  Following Angelo Lazzara’s murder in 1931, the next killing linked to the “Era of Blood” occurred a year later. The victim, Armado Valdez, reportedly had ties to bolita operations. Valdez also worked as a fruit and produce wholesaler. He usually had a stash of money with him on Monday nights after finishing his collection rounds from his fruit stands.


  Two gunmen entered Valdez’s home on the night of September 26, 1932. The intruders entered the house through the kitchen window, where Valdez’s wife happened in on them. They took her, at gunpoint, into the living room, where Valdez was standing. The gunmen pushed Valdez against the wall, and when he resisted, they shot him with a pistol. Neighbors say they heard five shots, but only three of them struck Valdez. That was enough, however, and he fell to the ground, dead. His wife was unharmed.


  Police were quick to act on this shooting, and in a matter of days they filed charges against three suspects including Mario Zarate, half-brother of George “Saturday” Zarate. At the 1932 trial, all three were found guilty and sentenced to life in prison.
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      	Who’s the Boss?
    

  


  The underworld landscape in Tampa during the 1930s resembled a complex maze of shifting alliances, factions jockeying for power, and uncertainty on the part of law enforcement. Charlie Wall still headed the largest group; from 1920 to 1945, he ran gambling rackets in Pinellas, Pasco, Polk, Hernando, and Hillsborough Counties. There were also the Cuban operators, Anglos, and various small independents that were not aligned with any one group.


  The Mafia’s power base was growing at a steady rate. It is believed that Ignazio Italiano and Joe Vaglicia, two of the men arrested at the Hotel Statler conference, may have been early mob powers, although Italiano died only two years after the raid, in 1930.


  At a mob conference in Atlantic City in 1928, the Diecidue family (father Alfonso and sons Frank, Gaetano “Tom,” and Antonio) staked their claim to the leadership of the Tampa Mafia, with the backing of Vincent Mangano, a powerful New York mob boss. To pay his respects, Antonio Diecidue made annual trips to Miami when Mangano came down to vacation. The Diecidues were granted some power in Tampa, but the family never seemed to fully realize their ambitions, especially after the death of their patriarch, Alphonso, in 1947.


  Ignazio Antinori and his two sons had connections that reached across the sea to Cuba. According to descendants of Ignazio, his ties extended to Florida’s governor Dave Scholz, the local sheriff, State Attorney and police chief. Some say that Ignazio was the first true mob boss in Tampa and controlled the bolita and drugs for the Italians.


  Some of the other local Mafia powers in Tampa at the start of the bolita wars were Augustine Primo Lazzara, James “Head of the Elks” Lumia and Salvatore “Red” Italiano.


  Another family active in the local rackets, a family whose name would forever become synonymous with the Mafia in Tampa, was the Trafficante family. The patriarch of the family was Santo Trafficante Sr. He married Maria Giuseppa Cacciatore, sister of famed drug kingpin Jo-Jo Cacciatore. Santo and Maria had five sons: Enrico (Henry), Epifano (Fano), Salvatore (Sam), Frank, and Santo Jr.


  Allegedly with the approval of Joe Profaci, Trafficante took the reins of the Tampa family, although many didn’t consider him the boss until long after his official promotion. The early picture is confusing. An educated guess would be that there was no one true boss, but that power was split among the various factions of the Mafia, some of which were more powerful than others. The Tampa family was still young and going through growing pains, as were the rest of the nation’s crime families, especially the New York faction.
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  New York has always been the center of Mafia power in the United States. By 1931, two dominant Mafia groups were vying for control of the city’s lucrative rackets. Joe “The Boss” Massiera headed one group, while Salvatore Maranzano headed the other. The Massiera group included infamous mobsters Lucky Luciano, Frank Costello, Vito Genovese, Albert Anastasia, and Carlo Gambino. Maranzano’s group included Joe Profaci, Joe Bonnano, and Stephen Maggadino.


  Both groups were engaged in a vicious war, The Castellammarese War, so named for the Sicilian town of Castellamare del Gofo, where Maranzano had emigrated from. Maranzano had approached Luciano on a number of occasions to switch over and become a Maranzano loyalist, but Luciano always refused. One such refusal resulted in a scar for Luciano, which would become the defining mark of his otherwise dapper appearance. By 1931, though, Luciano and Genovese realized that Maranzano was winning the underworld war and it would be only a matter of time before Massiera was defeated. The two men decided to approach Maranzano with a deal.


  On April 15, 1931, a lunchtime meeting took place between Luciano and Massiera at Scarpato’s Restaurant in Coney Island. After the meal, Luciano excused himself to go to the bathroom. As he went into the back, four gunmen walked in and fired on Massiera, filling him full of lead. The gunmen were Vito Genovese, Albert Anastasia, Joe Adonis, and Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel.


  Celebrations abounded, and Maranzano was heralded as the capi de tutti capo, boss of all bosses. This was not what Luciano had in mind when he double-crossed Massiera. The old time Mustache Pete’s were in support of Maranzano, but most of the younger men didn’t want another tyrannical supreme boss. Something had to be done.


  Maranzano was at his real estate office at 230 Park Avenue on the morning of September 10, 1931. Shortly after lunch, four policemen walked into his office. Maranzano had been tipped that he might be raided, so he was expecting them. What he wasn’t expecting, however, was that the men would close the door behind them. Maranzano lunged for the gun in his desk, but was too late. One of the “policemen” pinned Maranzano’s hands back while the other one stabbed him six times in the neck and stomach. Maranzano broke free, but was stopped for good by four bullets. It was later believed that the policemen were Jewish hitmen sent by Luciano. On an interesting note, as the men ran down the service stairs to the exit, they passed a man coming up the stairs. That man was Vincent “Mad Dog” Coll, an infamous Irish hitman who was supposed to meet with Maranzano about an assassination attempt on Luciano and Genovese.


  What happened next is subject to much debate. Many believe that the younger mobsters killed over forty old-time gangsters across the country, fulfilling the takeover of the Mustache Pete’s, a name given to old-time Mafia bosses by the younger upstarts. However, it is highly doubtful that these killings occurred. In Tampa, there were no gangland killings reported for that whole month, but as the war for control of the rackets escalated, it did not take long for the bodies to start piling up.
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      	Tito, Mario, Eddie, and Joe
    

  


  It may be inconceivable to some that so much blood could be shed over the nickel and dime bets of bolita. Those bets, however, added up rather quickly. Gangsters were making a sizable chunk of change from the rackets. Many were quickly on their way to millionaire status, all thanks to the betting public. This was enough of a reason as any for each group to want the biggest piece of bolita.


  Some of the victims in the battle were not gamblers or gangsters. Some of those affected by the gun battles and shotgun blasts were innocent bystanders who happened to be at the wrong place at the wrong time.


  Fernando Serrano was driving with his wife in Ybor City on the evening of January 10, 1933. They came to a stop at the corner of Fifteenth Street and Eleventh Avenue, at the home of Fernando’s brother. A couple of friends approached the passenger side and began chatting with the Serranos.


  As the friends were talking, a late model black Ford sedan came around the corner and approached the Serrano vehicle. Suddenly a hail of gunfire erupted from the passing Ford and into the Serranos. Fernando was grazed on his forehead, and received small injuries to his right hand, but a few of the seventeen slugs that ripped through the car hit Mrs. Serrano in the head. The side of her face was blown across the passenger window, and she was pronounced dead upon arrival at a local hospital.


  Mr. Serrano offered a reward for any information on the gunmen. He believed it was related to a botched robbery of one of his bolita pick-up men a few months before. Serrano told reporters, “The only motive I can think of is the desire for vengeance of these bandits for my part in trying to catch them for robbing Palacios (his pick-up man).”7


  Police rounded up a bunch of suspects, including two reputed gangland figures from Chicago who were in Tampa at the time. Joe Provenzano, a small-time mobster and frequent murder suspect, was also hauled in by police for questioning. Police were unable to come up with any conclusive leads, and the murder remains unsolved.


  Another shooting happened on the evening of August 6, 1935. Dr. Vic Rosenthal was getting out of his car when he was shot in the thigh by a .12 gauge shotgun. Police quickly arrived on the scene, but no investigation occurred, and the incident was never officially reported. The doctor, who was also a local Alderman, kept the incident quiet and out of the papers; surprising for that time, when gang shootings were great scoops for local reporters.


  A few weeks later, on Thanksgiving Day, a homeless man scavenging along the salt flats near the Twenty-Second Street Causeway over the Hillsborough River came across a body in a small patch of palm trees. The decomposing body looked to be that of a young man with a major shotgun wound to the face and a mangled right arm barely attached to his torso.


  When police came to the scene, they recognized the bullet-riddled corpse as that of Frank Carrace, a former taxicab driver and a known patron of local gambling houses. Carrace, originally from New York City, had only been in Tampa for a short time but had made his presence known in the gambling dens. His corpse was sharply dressed, and a few bills remained in his suit pockets. Robbery was definitely not the motive for his murder, and Carrace became yet another gangland victim whose killer has never been identified.


  The next shooting occurred on the night of December 21, the third shooting in as many months. Produce dealer Angelo Greco was driving home from the market he owned in Ybor City. He noticed a suspicious looking car following him, and started to worry. “The car caught me on Thirty-Second Avenue and somebody fired two shots at me as it swept past,”8 he would recall later.


  The shots caused only minor flesh wounds on Greco’s back. When questioned, Greco swore to police that he had no idea who would want to kill him. He professed to have no knowledge of the gangland wars going on at the time, but police were skeptical. Markets in Ybor were generally the most popular places to buy bolita tickets, and the cops were confident the Greco shooting was related to the eruption of gang violence enveloping Tampa.


  These hits, while ferocious in their execution and just as devastating to the people involved, were of small-time, peripheral players. As the lines were being drawn, though, some of the top guys in Wall’s group, the Cuban syndicate, and the Mafia were starting to get antsy. It would only be a matter of time before a move was made against the higher-ups in the organizations.
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  Eddie H. Virella was a gambling-house proprietor in Ybor City. He was also a trusted lieutenant in the Wall organization and worked under Evaristo “Tito” Rubio, one of Wall’s right-hand men. Rubio and Virella were cooperators of the Lincoln Club, one of the largest and most well-known gambling houses in Tampa.


  Virella was driving home from a liquor store that he owned on East Columbus Drive on the night of January 31, 1937. He was with his brother Manuel and his pet dachshund, which curled up behind Virella’s seat. Virella dropped his brother off in front of their house on 2713 Morgan Street, and then drove around the block to park the car in the garage located around back. Manuel told police that he heard a shot and knew his brother had been hurt. That proved to be an understatement. Virella’s head had been filled with a load of buckshot from a shotgun wielded by an unknown assassin. When police found him, Virella was still in the car, his body slumped across the front seat. He was rushed to the hospital but died an hour later. The pet dog was also killed.


  Much the same as in the Perez murder, Virella’s car kept going after he was shot, jumping a nearby curb and continuing on until coming to a stop in a vacant lot near a grocery store. Police looking over the scene found the murder weapon, but came up with no other evidence to tie anyone to the murder.


  “I’m satisfied the killer knew Virella’s usual route home. It was a carefully planned affair. It appears to me that the killer hid behind the sign, waited until Virella drove past, then let him have the load of buckshot from behind,”9 a detective told reporters at the scene.


  Virella’s partner, Tito Rubio, lived only a few blocks away. Rubio had arrived at his house at 413 East Gladys Street, at 5 AM on March 9, 1938. Lew Feldman, Rubio’s bodyguard, dropped the gambler off in front of his house. As Rubio walked up to the front of his house, two gunmen hiding behind a tablecloth that was hung over the front porch waited patiently for their target to get into range. When Rubio opened his door, the two assassins blasted three shots through the tablecloth and into Tito.


  Feldman had not yet left the front of the house and upon hearing the shots, promptly ducked under the steering wheel of his car. Neighbors who heard the shots came running to Rubio’s aid and drove the bleeding man to the hospital, where he was pronounced DOA. In police interviews, a few neighbors reported seeing a black sedan leave the scene, as well as two men fleeing on foot from Tito’s house.


  Johnny “Scarface” Rivera, one-time bodyguard of Charlie Wall and omnipresent gangland figure, talked about the Rubio slaying to an undercover police officer years later. “The fellow I worked for called me one night about three o’clock in the morning, he said come over right away. I went over right away, he said let’s go to the hospital. There was a group of people in front of the hospital and he said them are the son of a bitches that done it and then we walk in the hospital and find the man (Rubio) dead. The guy was walking up to his house and they shot him, right through here, (Rivera pointed to the left side of his chest) killed him dead, his name was Tito, one of the biggest funerals this town has ever had, and when we walked in the hospital he said they are the ones that done it and we walked right amongst them, they were all Italians.”10


  The killing of Rubio came immediately after another hit, this one of mobster Joe Vaglicia, Hotel Statler conference attendee. On the morning of July 29, 1937, Vaglicia made himself a heaping plate of fried potatoes. Since it was a nice day, Vaglicia decided to eat them at a table outside The White Spot, his food stand located on populous Nebraska Avenue. Hunched over his meal, Vaglicia probably did not notice the black sedan slowing down in front of him. It is likely, however that he heard the four shotgun blasts that erupted from the back seat of the slow-moving vehicle. Buckshot ripped through his chest and he fell dead to the pavement.


  “There were four shots, fast, one right after another and they were fired out the back window of the car. I was in three feet of Mr. Vaglicia when he was hit. He was dead before he struck the ground. As soon as the shooting stopped the car drove east very fast and nearly hit a taxicab as it was crossing Nebraska Ave,”11 a waitress at The White Spot told police.


  Initial speculation centered on the Mafia as the probably perpetrators of the hit on Vaglicia. A witness saw the getaway car and noted the first three letters of the license tag. Those three letters corresponded to cars owned by mob figures Nick Scaglione and Antonino Diecidue. It is more likely that Charlie Wall was responsible. Although the Vaglicia killing was a nice coup, Wall was beginning to feel the pressure that the Mafia was bringing on his operations. It would be a few years before he officially retired and moved to Miami, but as Wall later told the Kefauver Commission, by the early forties the Mafia had gained considerably control of many of the illegal gambling operations, and for all intents and purposes was slowly squeezing him out of the picture. However, Wall still had a few tricks left up his sleeve.


  When Mario Perla served out his five-year sentence for his part in the arson ring that was also responsible for the murders of Angelo Lazzara and Gus Perez, he rejoined the numbers racket and made his presence known in the Tampa underworld. Perla was the right-hand man of Ignazio Antinori, along with Joe Pino Casares. Perla also had ties, through Antionri, to Cuban president Gerardo Machado. When Marchado was ousted from power in 1933, Perla helped smuggle the Cuban from Nassau through Tampa and up to New York.


  Perla jumped back into the rackets following his release, landing right in the middle of the bolita war. On the evening of October 17, 1939, Perla was driving home with his wife when a black, late model Ford V-8 sedan slowly approached from the rear. The vehicle waited until Perla and his wife crossed an intersection, then sped up to get alongside them. They fired the first shot through the rear window, aiming at Perla’s head. The sedan then pulled ahead of Mario’s car and fired another shot through the driver-side door. After the first shot, Mrs. Perla had ducked down in the seat and urged her husband to do the same. However, he had already been hit. After the second shot, the gunmen pulled ahead and pumped two more blasts from their shotgun through the windshield before speeding away.


  Police quickly arrived and Perla was taken to a nearby hospital, where he was pronounced dead. One of the blasts from the 20-gauge shotgun had blown a hole in his head. Witnesses say they saw two men in a Ford sedan speed away from the scene. Police set up roadblocks, looking for the Ford used in the attack, but the gunmen had already escaped. The case remains unsolved. One thing was certain: Perla’s murder was related to the bolita wars that were rocking the streets.


  Perla had one of the biggest mob funerals in Tampa history. His pallbearers included Sam and Frank Trafficante and Augustine Friscia, his co-defendant in the arson case. Attendees ranged from curious onlookers to political bigshots to underworld powerhouses like Augustine Primo Lazzara and Frank Diecidue.


  Later, Johnny “Scarface” Rivera provided some inside information on the killing. He was driving behind the hitman to make sure the job went off without a hitch.


  RIVERA: “Listen I know some of the biggest killers around and I mean big and them guys hardly ever talked, really, and they like you, but they wouldn’t show it to you by the way they talk to you, but inside they like you. I know a guy, I know a guy, this guy has done over fourteen of them I know of, that son of a bitch was bad, I mean bad.


  DETECTIVE: “Dead now?”


  RIVERA: “Yeah he died, but they didn’t kill him, the man was out of Jacksonville or Sanford. Every time you see that man in town you know something was going to happen. I know cause I used to open the door for him, he liked me he laugh at me and all that…so anyway, one day this guy (Perla) was going home he was going north on Fifteenth Street and he was going to turn off Fifteenth Street, he was going to have supper with a Doctor, Doctor Inak, he’s still living. When he turned (Perla), this guy came beside him, he shot his head off and didn’t touch his wife, to show you what a goddamn shot that son of a bitch was.”12


  With Perla’s death, the Tampa underworld remained a shifting vortex, where loyalties ebbed and flowed from day to day. One area that was relatively stable in terms of conflict was the narcotics industry. Drug smuggling was a booming business on Florida’s Gulf Coast, and Tampa was no exception. By 1940, one man and his sons were in control of most of the drug traffic in and out of Tampa. But the tides were about to pull him under.
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      	“I Ran. Wouldn’t You?”
    

  


  Ignazio Antinori had amassed an impressive underworld career by 1940. Like many gangsters, he started off in the bootlegging business, smuggling whiskey from Cuba to Florida with the help of his most trusted men—his sons Paul and Joe. Paul would drive Buicks and Cadillacs filled with whiskey from Tampa to Chicago. Also under Ignazio was Joe Pino Casares, a hitman who was later killed by police in a shoot-out.


  The Antinoris sold drugs up and down the east coast and out to Chicago, where they were well regarded by Al Capone. The operation also extended into Kansas, Missouri, and throughout the Midwest. Rumors also surfaced that Antinori’s operation were global, involving drug gangs from Corsica, France, and Italy.


  Ignazio also had his hand in the bolita pot, serving as a banker to a group of sellers in Ybor City. He enjoyed the friendship of prominent judges and politicians in town. Many were thankful for Antinori’s patronage and extended him protection from law enforcement. Antinori remained involved in L’Unione Italiana, which gave him a believable cover to the law-abiding public. His legitimate façade enabled him to move with ease in the corridors of power in both citywide and statewide capacities. He donated $50,000 to the campaign fund of Governor David Scoltz and was friendly with State Senator Spessard Holland.


  In early 1940, Ignazio sent a shipment of drugs to Chicago. He bought the drugs from his regular Cuban suppliers. When the narcotics arrived in Chicago, members of the outfit were not satisfied with the quality of the merchandise and demanded a refund. Thinking he was in the right, Antinori subsequently refused, not thinking the Chicago mob would come to Tampa to solve the matter. He also may have assumed the heat would be transferred to his suppliers in Cuba. He sent his son Joe and Sam Ferrara to Cuba to sort things out.


  On the night of October 23, 1940, Ignazio stopped by his son’s club, The Saratoga Bar, and picked up a young female companion. They drove over to the Mecca, an Ybor City club that Antinori was refurbishing, picking up local gambling figure Jimmy “Jimmy Cagin” Fraterrigo on the way. All three then stopped at the Palm Garden Inn for some drinks. Ignazio and company were sitting near the front window sipping coffee when a man approached the window from the outside. Standing only twelve feet from Antinori, he opened fire with a shotgun. He fired twice, and one shot blew off the right side of Ignazio’s face.


  His female companion told local reporters, “We danced a couple of times by the juke organ and ordered some bottled drinks. We had been there just about 15 minutes, I guess. All of a sudden there were two loud shots from the back, and it seemed to me I could feel a burn on my arm. Mr. Antinori slumped down and fell out of his chair.”13


  The assassin jumped into a black 1937 Ford V-8, racing away through the streets of Ybor. He abandoned his car a mile and a half from the scene of the murder on Palm River Road, where some silk hose and gloves were later found. Police quickly identified the car as belonging to a George Sanders. They went to a boarding house where Sanders was staying, but he had already skipped town.


  Police also recovered a 16-gauge Browning shotgun from the scene. The gun was traced to New Orleans, where it had been purchased at a Sears under the name of John Adams. The dead-end leads continued, and although the police never officially closed the case, Antinori’s killer was never found.


  Although the Kefauver Hearings in 1950 would lay the blame for the killing of Antinori on the failed drug shipment, others simply saw it as another phase in the ongoing war for control of the bolita rackets. Rex Farrior, the State Attorney at the time, believed that there was a definite link between the murder of Antinori and the Mario Perla killing the year before.


  There is also a theory that Charlie Wall put a contract out on Antinori. Reputedly, Wall was unhappy about Antinori’s gambling operations at the Trocadero, a swank nightclub he owned that was located a block away from the L’Unione Italiana. Since Antinori had the sheriff in his back pocket, Wall and Santo Trafficante Sr. felt threatened by him.


  Antinori’s sons continued to run the drug operation after their father’s demise. In 1942, a major Mafia-run narcotics ring was busted in Kansas City. The defendants in the case included Paul and Joe Antinori; James DeSimone, a frequent houseguest of the Antinoris; Nicola Impastato, a friend of the Antinoris who was believed to be responsible for the 1939 assassination attempt on Charlie Wall; and Carl Carramusa, a Kansas City narcotics front man. Carramusa decided to cooperate with authorities and testify against his codefendants. The prosecution was successful, and all the men were convicted, but Carramusa was marked for death.


  Carl Carramusa went into hiding in Chicago. One would have to wonder why he would choose a city with such a huge mob presence as a hideout. In June of 1945, while he was sitting in his car, a shotgun blast blew his head off. Police in Tampa suspected Nicola Impastato, but charges were never filed.


  Joe and Paul Antinori, after serving five and seven years, respectively, for the Carramusa case, returned to Tampa and expanded their drug operation. Joe began forging close ties with the Luciano family in New York after his release in 1946. He also owned a jukebox company in the early 1950s. No doubt there were reprisals for bar owners who didn’t put one of Joe’s machines in their establishments.


  There were rumblings in local criminal circles that Joe was falling out of favor with the Mafia. On August 8, 1953, Joe was driving his work truck down the busy thoroughfare of Columbus Boulevard in Tampa. As he slowed down for a red light, a late model Chevrolet sedan pulled along side him. An unknown person in the backseat of the Chevy fired two shotgun blasts. The second shot hit Antinori, grazing both his right forearm and the right side of his head. Antinori told police that he had no idea who would want to hurt him.


  On the afternoon of November 4, 1953, Joe came in to the Boston Bar carrying some plateglass. Johnny “Scarface” Rivera owned the Boston Bar, and he was planning to install the glass on the bar’s countertop. As Joe brought the piece inside, a tall, thin gentleman wearing a blue-checkered shirt walked in and ordered a rye from Rivera. There was no rye behind the bar, so Rivera went into the backroom to fetch another bottle.


  The gunman then turned to Antinori, who had put down the plate glass and was standing near the bar, and fired at Joe four times with a .38. Antinori was hit once in the head, twice in the chest and once in the back. He fell to the bar floor, dead. Upon hearing the shots, Rivera fled out the back door. He later told reporters flatly, “I ran. Wouldn’t you?”13


  It’s likely that Rivera set Antinori up for the hit. Antinori had been at the Boston Bar earlier in the day and Rivera asked him to make a special trip back to bring the plate glass. Also, interestingly enough, the bar was closed for Election Day. The only customer allowed into the bar besides Antinori was the gunman. It fit the pattern of Rivera’s self-proclaimed job of opening the door for hitmen.


  Joe Antinori’s death, like his father’s, was never solved. Possible reasons for the hit ranged from someone looking to muscle in on his jukebox business to an old gripe over drugs. The most probable explanation was that the hit was a retaliation for a botched hit on Santo Trafficante Jr. that occured just weeks before. All of the Trafficante brothers were taken in for questioning on Joe Antinori’s murder and released.


  Joe’s bodyguard, Sam “Toto” Ferrara, reportedly laid low after his boss’s untimely demise. On the morning of May 7, 1960, three fishermen boating near Crystal Spring in Pasco County found a decomposing body in the water. The body had been severely beaten and the head was detached. Upon further examination, the coroner determined the body to be that of Ferrara. He had been reported missing three weeks prior. Police later found his car abandoned in Ybor City, where he was most likely accosted and killed before being dumped.


  [image: ]


  Following Ignazio Antinori’s murder in 1940, Salvatore “Red” Italiano became the top mobster in Tampa so far as the media was concerned. His right-hand man and protégé was James “Head of the Elks” Lumia. Although neither name came up in the investigation of the Antinori murder, it would seem that niether of these men would have minded seeing Antinori out of the way. In fact, Lumia had been questioned (but not charged) in the murders of Tito Rubio, Mario Perla, and Carl Carramusa.


  Red Italiano was an outwardly respectable businessman who used this veneer to further his criminal activities. Italiano emigrated from Sicily to Tampa in 1923, although some have stated that Italiano went through New Orleans on his way to Tampa. He amassed a series of bootlegging arrests during Prohibition and managed to squeeze out a year in federal prison in 1930 for narcotics violations. His path to citizenship was also marked by an arrest for perjury and false filing of naturalization papers in 1933, but he eventually became a citizen in 1947. Following Prohibition, Italiano set himself up in the liquor distributing industry and founded Anthony Distributors.


  Sal was the general manager, while his son Anthony oversaw day-to-day operations of the distributorship. Anthony Distributors became one of the top liquor supply companies in Tampa but could never fully shake its nefarious reputation.


  In 1951, Anthony went to Sarasota, then a sleepy beach town south of Tampa, to scout out a location for a warehouse. Anthony filed an application with the city council for a beer and liquor license, but found the himself stonewalled. The Sarasota city commission had been trying to keep out people associated with illegal gambling and was not about to let up, especially on the son of one of Tampa’s top mobsters, even though Anthony himself was never alleged to be involved in any illegal activity. It was the reputation of Salvatore that kept the company out of Sarasota. Despite the company’s public relations problems, though, it was still a successful endeavor for Italiano. From 1941 to 1952, Red declared nearly $500,000 of income from the liquor company alone.


  His criminal ties came as a surprise to his co-workers. The president of Anthony Distributors claimed to be unaware of Italiano’s criminal background. He merely knew Italiano as a capable manager and businessman, unaware of Italiano’s police record and his reputation as the top mobster in town.


  Red made numerous trips around the country to solidify his standing in the Mafia community. He owned a nightclub in New Orleans, the Chateau Nightclub, along with James Lumi. Italiano often traveled to New Orleans to meet with members of the local Mafia family. He also had contact with mobsters from St. Louis, Cleveland, New York, and Los Angeles, where Jack Dragna was beginning to assert his position as boss of the California rackets.


  Italiano was also a part of the widespread graft and corruption in Tampa involving public officials and police. Together with illegal gambling and loansharking, political corruption was a major racket of organized crime groups, and the local syndicate was not any different. Elections were bought, favors were curried, and top public officials were on the pad. For many years one man in Tampa stood at the top of this game.
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      	Graft
    

  


  In order for any criminal organization to be successfull, it is essential for that organization to have public officials and law enforcement figures on the payroll in order to keep heat off the rackets. Political influence also brings favors, special treatment, and a sense of legitimate power that illegal operations fail to deliver. As in any other city where the Mafia had a presence, Tampa’s political scene was rife with corruption.


  The graft touched every level of city and county government. It was not necessary to have large numbers of public officials on the payroll. All that was needed were a few men in the right sphere of influence to work in favor of the criminal syndicate. Many of the gangsters had one or two public servants in their pockets, but usually there was a liaison that ran the political side for the whole organization. For a time, one man stood above all others in his power and influence with the politicians in Tampa: Jimmy Velasco


  Velasco was a major gambling figure active in the bolita trade, backing a number of bolita peddlers in Ybor City. Although Velasco was of Cuban descent, he moved easily between the Anglo, Italian, and Cuban crime factions in Tampa at the time. He began his career under convicted arsonist and gambler Gus Friscia, working bolita houses for the Mafia.


  By the mid 1940s, Velasco was one of the top political men in Ybor City, if not all of Tampa. He regularly made payments to top officials, ensuring that bolita operations could operate without any law enforcement interference. He also set about working the electoral process, taking money from mobsters in the gambling rackets and using the pay-offs to buy votes.


  Danny Alvarez once worked for Velasco and explained how the vote buying worked.


  “When a person told us he controlled 50 votes, we’d promise him $50 or maybe $100. We’d give him a coupon with a number for each name and we’d keep a duplicate and put the names on a list. On Election Day he’d drive his people to the polls and tell us who they were. We’d collect their tickets and check them off when they matched up.”14


  This way, candidates were assured at least as many votes as they could afford. This system of vote fixing became a popular way to run elections in Tampa politics, and eventually spread to county and even state elections. Candidates were falling all over themselves to work with Velasco to ensure victory at the voting booth.


  In the 1947 city elections, Velasco spent over $28,000. The following year, he spent even more on the Hillsborough County primaries. His brother, Arthur, bragged that Jimmy paid for over 6,000 votes in the 1947 city election. The breakdown was as follows: $16,039.90 spent on the first county primary and $13,296.60 spent on the second. This money went to a myriad of individuals and organizations. For the city elections, Velasco had 334 workers who fanned out across Tampa, spending money on people, civic clubs, companies, and just about any other group that would vote the way Velasco wanted. Jimmy’s workers would also force people to vote for specific candidates, threatening bodily harm if a person did not comply.


  One of the men Jimmy often backed in elections and someone he could count on for favors was Sheriff Hugh Culbreath, affectionately known to the underworld as Cabeza de Melon, or “Melon Head”. Culbreath was campaigning for re-election in 1948, and he saw Jimmy Velasco as his ticket to certain victory at the polls. Velasco sent envelopes containing campaign contributions ranging from $500 to $1000 to Culbreath, and Velasco’s men would walk right into Culbreath’s office and hand him the envelope, no matter who was there.


  Culbreath also leaned on other underworld figures that were not in line with Velasco for backing in his reelection bid. Bolita peddlers and other racketeers were called into his office, where they were told in no uncertain terms that they had better support Culbreath in the upcoming election. “Coming straight” was the term he used, inferring those who did not fall into line would feel law enforcement pressure increase on their businesses.


  When the history of the Mafia and organized crime in Tampa is investigated, names of some prominent Tampans come to light. For every Jimmy Velasco and Gus Friscia, there’s a Hugh Culbreath or a Curtis Hixon, who took pay-offs and bribes in turn for keeping the rackets running with little interference.


  Oscar Perez was Velasco’s chauffeur in the late 1940s. He described driving Velasco to the homes of various politicians. They often made sure no one could see them, sometime parking blocks away, or pulling in backward so no passerby could read the rear license plate. One person who they were especially careful about meeting was Police Chief Eddings. “I would back my car up close to his back door, and then he (Velasco) would get out of the car and go through the breezeway and then sometimes sit there at the breezeway and sometimes would go in the house and other times go in the back of the garage.”15


  Perez said Velasco would bring a bag of money to the chief’s house every week, usually $500. Payoffs were also made to State Attorney Rex Farrior and Mayor Curtis Hixon. Velasco’s car, a 1942 Plymouth four-door sedan was bought from a deputy sheriff.


  Danny Alvarez became Mayor Hixon’s right hand man and got a job on the police force, where he stayed for over 13 years, as a result of his work for the mayor. Some of that work involved bringing payoffs from Velasco to the mayor. Alvarez estimated that Hixon may have collected over $100,000 from Jimmy Velasco and the Mafia, most of which went to buy votes to ensure another victory.


  Velasco’s cousin, Mario Lounders also told of bringing envelopes of cash to Sheriff Culbreath, “I asked him (Velasco) what he had in it, and he said money, and I asked him, ‘Money for who?’ He said ‘You will see now when you take me’, and when I took him he said, ‘This is for the sheriff’.”16


  Velasco also spent a lot of time in California. He had bought some property there, and was interested in entering the restaurant business. His wife often expressed concern about their daughter growing up in Tampa with its crooked politics and widespread gambling. Velasco liked California, but his forte was political corruption and his stature in the Tampa mob was growing.


  On the night of December 12, 1948, Velasco, along with his wife and daughter. was visiting a friend of the family’s who lived in Ybor City. Although Velasco lived close by, he drove his family over in his Plymouth. At around 7:30 in the evening, Velasco, his wife, and daughter climbed into their car, ready to drive home. Seconds later, a man dressed in a long black overcoat and a hat pulled down to cover his face emerged from an alley between an auto paint shop and the back of a gas station. He took aim and shot through the driver’s window at Velasco. Velasco’s daughter initially thought the sound was a firework; her father pushed her down to the floor. As another shot rang out, Velasco got out of the car and ran from the killer. He bolted towards the passenger door, but the shots came fast and furious. Six shots in all lodged in him, landing from his chest to the back of his head. He fell to the ground in a pool of blood.


  Velasco’s wife and daughter were driven back to their house, where the rest of the Velasco family met them, including Jimmy’s brothers Arthur, Johnny and Roy. Police quickly canvassed the neighborhood, and found some witnesses who remembered seeing a mysterious man lurking around the area of the shooting just days before. Although the gunman ditched Tampa mob protocol and used a .38 instead of a shotgun, his result was the same.


  The Governor ordered Sheriff Culbreath to make the Velasco slaying top priority due to the media attention the killing was receiving. However, the Governor was the recipient of a lot of votes courtesy of Jimmy Velasco, and, perhaps sensing that his actions might be questioned, the Governor elected to treat the Velasco killing as a feud between gangsters. He certainly did not want to invite too much investigation into the political corruption angle.


  Theories about the murder were widespread around town. Many people assumed the killing was a result of tensions within the gambling syndicate. Some whispered about the purging of Cuban gangsters by the Mafia. Others saw Jimmy’s rising fame and political prowess as being the cause for his untimely demise.


  Paul Giglio, a bolita peddler who worked for Jimmy, offered his take on the killing, “Well, I imagine he was too popular in politics. He had a lot of sympathy to it and they were afraid he was getting too popular, and he could switch the election if he wanted. In other words, he would carry a lot of votes.”17


  Velasco’s killing paralleled the changing face of organized crime in town. The Cuban players were slowly being melded into the Italian operations, a merger that would continue under later regimes. Fingers began pointing at members of the Mafia as being the ones responsible for Velasco’s death. There were plenty of low-level men with a lot to gain by offering to do away with Velasco. One of them was a thin, innocuous looking man named Joe Provenzano, formerly a suspect in the murder of Mrs. Fernando Serrano.


  Provenzano was often seen driving around town in his Model A Ford with a shotgun on the front seat. When people asked why he carried it, he merely replied “I’m going hunting.” Being that the area immediately surrounding Tampa was mostly rural at the time, his explanation may have been true.


  Police picked up Provenzano on January 15, 1949. After photographing him, he was released. Soon thereafter Mrs. Velasco saw the photograph of Provenzano and identified him as the man who killed her husband. Police arrested him the next day. Described as a small fry in the underworld, Provenzano was indicted for Velasco’s murder on January 26, 1947.


  Joe Provenzano showed up for his trial a few months later, looking confident and sporting a brand new tan suit. His confidence was rewarded. As the days of testimony dragged on, defense attorneys repeatedly attacked the prosecution’s inability to tie Provenzano directly to the killing. Provenzano also had six corroborating witnesses who placed him at his mother-in law’s house the night of the killing, attending a St. Lucia’s Day dinner. Most damning, however, were the sixty-seven discrepancies between what Mrs. Velasco told the police at the scene and what she testified to on the stand.


  Prosecutors said she was confused and frightened after the shooting, but the jury didn’t buy it, taking only fifteen minutes to acquit Provenzano of murder. Her testimony did give a glimpse into the troubles between the Mafia and Jimmy Velasco. She named the Diecidue brothers, the Trafficantes, Salvatore Italiano, Gus Friscia, and Augustine Lazzara as enemies of her husband. She was sure they were behind his slaying. In fact, one of the men she named was later involved with yet another shooting that rocked the Velasco family.
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      	Jimmy’s Brothers Take Aim
    

  


  On the afternoon of May 8, Johnny Velasco saw a car parked in front of a cafe in Tampa. Standing next to the car were Augustine Primo Lazzara and Gus Friscia, Jimmy Velasco’s old partner. Johnny came over to the car and started yelling at Lazzara, claiming that Lazzara owed Jimmy $14,000. Johnny wanted the money. He made a move towards Friscia, who pulled out a gun. Johnny Velasco backed off, went back to his car and drove home.


  Later that afternoon, Lazzara and Friscia claim they were driving near Arthur Velasco’s house when Arthur’s 1941 Oldsmobile coupe pulled in front of them, blocking their progress. Arthur seemed to be reaching into his glove compartment. Thinking he was going for a gun, Friscia and Lazzara opened fire. Two shots were fired into the door of the car just as Arthur was exiting the passenger’s side.


  Children and parents out on the street ran for cover. Bullets ricocheted off parked cars and the sidewalk. Shot for shot, the two sides turned the normally quiet street into a shooting gallery. One shot nicked Arthur in his right hand, but most of the bullets missed their marks. Lazzara and Friscia fired four parting shots, then got into their car and drove off. Police arrived at the scene and began looking for Lazzara and Friscia. They found both men, recuperating from the battle at Lazzara’s house in Ybor. Police arrested the two and took them to police headquarters to be booked.


  They were taken to the fourth floor of the station, photographed and fingerprinted. Then detectives took the men down to the third floor, where hungry newspapermen waited to get some pictures. Also on the third floor, near the stairs, were the three Velasco brothers, Roy, Arthur, and Johnny. Friscia tried to cover his face to avoid having his picture taken.


  Roy Velasco got brazen, screaming at Friscia, “Uncover your face! What are you trying to hide?!?!?! You’re not so brave without a gun!”18


  As Friscia and Lazzara reached the third floor, the Velascos moved in closer. Johnny Velasco cocked his arm and threw a wild punch at Friscia, hitting him behind the ear and sending him tumbling to the floor. Lazzara immediately lunged at the brothers, while ten detectives attempted to pry the group apart. Lazzara suffered a split lip and torn shirt, while Friscia was temporarily dazed by the blow he received.


  As the men were being ushered out, Roy Velasco said something interesting to a newspaper reporter, covering the scene. He said, “We apparently are going to have to give our lives in the effort to clean up gambling in Tampa, and we might as well make them count while we can.”19


  A casual reader might take this as a call for an end to illegal gambling, the statement of a law-abiding citizen whose brother was an innocent target of racketeers. What was to come in the aftermath of the Velasco shootings, however, would be in stark contrast to such a conclusion. The Velasco brothers did not want to get rid of all illegal gambling and gamblers. Rather, they wanted to get rid of the Mafia and take control of the bolita operations for themselves.


  Augustine Lazzara and Gus Friscia were each charged with attempted murder in the shooting of Arthur Velasco. A few days later, Lazzara went to Arthur and offered him $3,500 to drop the charges against them. Under the auspices of letting bygones be bygones, Velasco agreed. Lazzara and Friscia breathed a sigh of relief.


  Arthur, however, had a different idea. He took the money Lazzara gave him and used it to hire an out-of-town killer to get rid of Lazzara and Friscia. He hired John “The Greek” Moutos, who came to town with his wife. In addition to Lazzara and Friscia, the Velascos planned to murder Sheriff Hugh Culbreath, State Attorney Rex Farrior, Salvatore Italiano, and Santo Trafficante Sr. This brazen plot, had it been carried out, would have decimated the upper echelon of leadership in the Tampa Mafia and its political cover. The leadership of the underworld would have been placed squarely in the lap of the Velascos.


  One person the Velascos did not count on was Jimmy St. Martin. A young, ambitious, hard-working carpenter/painter, St. Martin went to work for the Velascos. On the surface, he was a trusting, loyal employee, but he was secretly working undercover for Sheriff Culbreath. He fed information back to the sheriff about the Velasco’s bolita and gambling operations. He also told the sheriff all about the Velasco’s murderous plot.


  The defendants were the three Velasco brothers, John “The Greek” Moutos and a city representative. They, along with Moutos’s wife, were charged with conspiracy to commit murder, and went on trial at the end of June.


  Lazzara and Friscia were not present at the trial, Lazzara opting instead to go on vacation in New Orleans. The trial lasted only three days, but told a tale of missed opportunities, and botched assassination attempts. The jury deliberated for two days, but deadlocked three to three. The case ended in a mistrial and each of the defendants was set free.


  The Velasco brothers failed in their attempt to gain control of the Tampa underworld and the various rackets. Following the trial, Roy joined his brother John in Puerto Rico, where the two became successful bar owners. Arthur moved across the bay to Redington Beach. In the 1970s, Arthur, by then entering his golden years, decided to take a foray into narcotics. He organized a drug smuggling operation bringing marijuana into the country via South Carolina on board a DC-4. In 1975, however, he was caught with 15,000 pounds of marijuana, and the ring was smashed. Arthur subsequently faded from the underworld scene.
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      	Jo-Jo and the Lopez Killing
    

  


  In front of Tampa police headquarters is a marble sculpture with the names of fallen police officers etched on its face. Many of the names are of those who were killed in the line of duty while rescuing hostages or apprehending criminals. One of the names is Morris Lopez, a beat cop whose murder during the height of the bolita wars shocked Tampa.


  In the Mafia, there exists a code of conduct with regards to murder, one of the major rules being don’t kill a cop. The theory behind that rule is that the killing of a law enforcement officer would bring a great deal of pressure on the underworld, possibly destroying their operations. Even cops on the take would join in.


  Before Lopez’s murder, there had been another police death with suspicions of mob involvement. A patrol officer, Rollo Standau, was found in his car on the police pistol range with part of his head blown off by a shotgun. Police wrote it off as suicide, but some suspected that the bolita wars contributed to his death. Perhpas gangsters killed Standau and made it look like a suicide, or maybe he was involved with the gambling rackets and took his own life as a result. However, investigators were unable to act on any of these suspicions for lack of evidence, and the death of Standau was ruled a suicide.


  On the evening of July 9, 1949, Officer Morris Lopez was walking his beat on the busy streets of Ybor City. It was a Saturday night, and the streets bustled with residents. Lopez rounded the corner of Broadway and stopped in front of the Casino Theater, where he started chatting with three newsboys he knew.


  As Lopez and the boys were talking, a blue 1949 Ford sedan pulled up alongside the foursome. Witnesses reported seeing two men in the car, one wearing a cap and the other bareheaded. As the car approached the officer, a gunshot rang out. Officer Lopez fell to the ground, shouting that he’d been hit. The gunshot went through his back and out his neck. He was rushed to Tampa Hospital, but died minutes after arriving.


  Police quickly arrived at the scene, setting up roadblocks in hopes of detaining the Ford sedan. Police questioning a number of witnesses, none of whom could give a good description of the killers. No one had even had enough sense to get the license plate number as the car sped around a corner and darted out of Ybor City. The roadblocks were ineffective, and the car was not found.


  Officer Lopez’s brother was also on the force, and police were naturally highly motivated to find the killer of one of their own. The rest of the weekend was a buzz of activity as officers chased down leads and looked at possible suspects. All angles were analyzed, from Lopez’s possible involvement in the bolita rackets to an incident when Lopez unwittingly bought a washing machine from a store selling stolen goods. The leads proved fruitless and the mystery deepened. Then Lopez’s widow told of threats against her husband by a man he arrested a few months earlier for narcotics possession. The man she named was Armando Rocamora.


  Rocamora was an underworld figure and notorious morphine addict involved in the bolita rackets. His employer at a trucking company on the outskirts of town turned out to be ex-drug kingpin Joe M. “Jo-Jo” Cacciatore. Police went to the trucking firm looking for Rocamora. When they approached Cacciatore, he denied knowing where Rocamora might be, so police brought him in for questioning. Deciding he didn’t want to go down to the station, Cacciatore quickly downed a bottle of medicine and became violently ill. He was taken to the hospital under custody and placed under psychiatric watch.


  Later that day, police arrested Rocamora. It was discovered that he had powder residue on his hands, indicating he fired a gun in the last day or two. After being brought to the police station, Rocamora volunteered to take a lie detector test and vehemently denied his involvement in the Lopez murder.


  Rocamora had an extensive criminal record, with arrests for narcotics possession, assault, bolita, and possession of illegal gas coupons during the World War II. Police also reviewed his arrest from few months prior, when he allegedly threatened Lopez, the arresting officer. Armando was reported to have said, “If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll get you. If it takes all my life, I’ll shoot you down like a dog in the back.”20


  Police eventually released Cacciatore and Rocamora. No hard evidence existed to tie the two men to the murder, although many, including Lopez’s two brothers, Jerry and Officer Tony Lopez, felt that the two men were definitely guilty. Two months later, police came upon Jerry severely beating Cacciatore with an empty gun on a deserted stretch of highway.


  Although over $2,000 in reward money was offered, no compelling evidence came through, and police quietly dropped the charges against the two suspects. It was a frustrating turn of events that angered many in the community, who saw the mob’s power growing and law enforcement powerless to stop them.


  Even though the charges were dropped, police would once again arrest Jo-Jo Cacciatore for Lopez’s murder eight years later. It was in conjunction with an arrest for drunk driving. An officer stopped Cacciatore’s car on the streets of Ybor City one night in May of 1957. Cacciatore was visibly drunk when the officer went to arrest him, and when they snapped the cuffs on his wrists, Cacciatore went berserk, threatening to kill the officer and claiming that he would “put a bullet in me just like he did that other cop.”21


  This arrest came at the same time that Cacciatore was pleading guilty to tax evasion. Now he was facing charges for murder, as well as sentencing on the tax evasion case. Cacciatore’s wild and erratic behavior would seem to make him a perfect candidate for whacking by the mob. However, Cacciatore’s ace in the hole was the fact that his sister, Maria, was married to Santo Trafficante Sr. His tenuous connection to the mob boss probably saved him from a shot in the head as retribution for the Lopez hit.


  A month after his latest arrest for the Lopez murder, Cacciatore was sentenced to a year in prison for tax evasion, and while he was serving his time, the murder charges were once again dropped for lack of evidence. It seems highly likely that Cacciatore was involved in the Lopez killing, although evidence to corroborate that has never surfaced. His last brush with the law came in 1961 when he was arrested for assaulting his wife. Cacciatore put an unloaded gun to her head, thinking it was loaded, and tried to kill her. It was recommended that he receive psychiatric care.


  The Lopez story doesn’t end there. In the mid-fifties, a local drug dealer and addict, Lou Guiterrez, died of an overdose. Two friends were with him in the final hours of his life. Guiterrez told his friends that just prior to the slaying of Officer Lopez, he was slapped around by the cop. Guiterrez threatened Lopez’s life. Guiterrez bragged to his two friends that he had gotten away with the murder. After he died, one of the men who had been with Guiterrez at his deathbed, Otis Gonzalez, reported the story to the police. No record exists of an investigation done to substantiate the story, and Otis Gonzalez was mysteriously shot and killed in the late 1960s.
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      	The Head of the Elks Steps Down
    

  


  In the spring of 1950, Salvatore “Red” Italiano began preparing to leave Tampa. He went to a local jewelry store and bought over $3,000 worth of jewelry. His favored Cadillac was packed up and shipped off to Italy, the first stop on his itinerary. It was reportedly sent to Charlie “Lucky” Luciano for safekeeping before Italiano arrived. Italiano also made sure to resign his position as manager of Anthony Distributors. He was not coming back anytime soon.


  Initially, no one knew why Italiano left, but it became clear as subpoenas began coming out that he was avoiding not only an upcoming congressional probe but other grand jury proceedings looking into illegal gambling in Tampa. First he fled to Italy. Eventually he returned to the country, staying with mob friends in New Orleans, before finishing out his days in Mexico. According to some sources, Italiano was threatened by the Trafficantes and told to leave town “or else.” Reportedly, Red’s son, Ignazio Italiano (not the Hotel Statler attendee), and Machido Ferrara went to New York City to hire a hitman. They were looking to make a move against Santo Trafficante Sr. But something must have gone awry because they were never heard from again.


  People assumed that Italiano had placed his trusted aide, James Lumia, in charge of the rackets while he was away. Things, however, were not going well between the two men.


  A week before Italiano left for Italy, he was seen fighting with Jimmy Lumia outside a Tampa nightclub. A few days later, witnesses saw the two men in another heated argument outside Italiano’s business, Anthony Distributors. It was said that Italiano was heard shouting to Lumia, “ You’d better get out, or you’ll wish you had.”22


  Lumia owned and operated Bay Oil Co. on the outskirts of Ybor City. He was a successful oil salesman and regularly supplied gasoline to the local government. Many top Hillsborough County Commissioners regularly bought gasoline from Lumia’s company for road crew vehicles, as well as their own personal cars. Lumia sold over $68,000 worth of gas and oil to the County from 1945-1950. His biggest patron was Nick Nuccio, a man who would later become a popular Tampa mayor and a staunch denier of Mafia activity in town.


  Lumia obtained over $60,000 in a deal involving a filling station condemned for the new County courthouse site. Lumia owned the filling station and made a sweetheart deal with the county appraiser for an inflated price. The appraiser initially agreed to it but later backed down. Lumia went to court, where he was awarded a hefty $62,500 for the property, which was no doubt worth much less.


  These were just two examples of the political patronage that Lumia enjoyed. He had friends in high places and spread his influence around. Although not as brash as Jimmy Velasco, Lumia nevertheless cultivated a diverse mix of politicians and elected officials to deal with, many of whom also had ties to Italiano.


  The FBI regarded James Lumia, a bespectacled man who resembled a schoolteacher more than a mobster, as the first true Mafia boss in Tampa. What remains unclear is why the feds did not look at Santo Trafficante Sr. or Ignazio Antinori as the first true boss. The feds also could not confirm the date when Lumia allegedly ascended the throne and became the acting boss of the Tampa family. There is, however, a definitive date for the end of his reign.


  On the morning of June 5, 1950, Lumia was driving along Nineteenth Street in Ybor City, looking over some of his oil properties. He stopped his black 1950 Chrysler sedan alongside a truck driven by longtime employee, Fernando Gil. Another Lumia employee, Gaspar Monte, was sitting next to Gil in the passenger seat. The three men talked for a while, and as Lumia pulled away to leave a few moments later, Monte called him back. There was something Monte forgot to ask him about work.


  Lumia again backed up next to the truck, just as a blue 1949 Ford sedan pulled slightly ahead of the two vehicles. The driver of the car honked his horn, and as Lumia turned to see who it was, a shotgun blast blew through the calm, ripping out of the backseat of the Ford. The shot hit Lumia in the face, blowing off the top part of his head and filling his car with blood and brain matter.


  Gil ran into Lumia’s car, pushed him to the side, and sped off to the hospital. Meanwhile, an off-duty cop pulled up and followed Lumia’s car from the scene, mistaking it for the killer’s automobile. He caught up with Gil and the Lumia at Adamo Drive, but Lumia was already close to death. According to news accounts, he died at 9:57 A.M.


  The police were stumped but put a lot of manpower into the investigation. Whatever Lumia’s Mafia connections were, he still had many prominent friends in high places. Upon hearing of Lumia’s demise, the Velascos were said to have been elated. They were questioned by authorities but not charged.


  Lumia was given what the papers described as a gangland-style funeral. More than 220 floral pieces and 450 automobiles filed procession-style through the streets of Tampa towards the La Union Italiana Cemetery, where Lumia was laid to rest. In front of the Lumia house, a parade of cars filed by, many of the drivers stopping in to pay their respects. Cars registered to Frank and Tom Diecidue (Lumia was married to their sister, Mary), Arthur Perla, Joe Perrone, and commissioner Nick Nuccio were all present at the scene. Other mourners included many known underworld figures and family friends.


  After a month, a grand jury was unable to come up with a name of someone responsible for the Lumia killing. The governor sent a letter to Tampa, slamming the mayor, county commissioners, and police for failure to find the killer. He also made note of how the rackets in Tampa had flourished virtually unchecked. This kind of reprimand did not motivate the police to crack down on the rackets, and only resulted in more penny ante bolita raids. Money was still pouring in from gangsters paying to keep law enforcement at bay.


  Initial speculation ran to the Velasco brothers. Lumia had been a hated nemesis of the family for years, and Lumia’s name was front and center as a possible target for assassination. The Velascos had the means and motive, but their alibis were solid. Also, the brothers had been under surveillance by the sheriff since their arrest, and it is somewhat doubtful they would murder Lumia, with their trial date so close.


  With Charlie Wall out of the picture, the focus narrowed to either Sal Italiano or the Trafficantes. Santo Trafficante Sr. was surely ambitious enough to grab the spot for himself. He had already made major alliances with the Profaci family in New York, and was moving into South Florida and partnering with the legendary Meyer Lansky. Italiano was out of town and had realized his days as a rackets kingpin were over, so he was not considered a likely candidate. Italiano would never return, choosing to live the rest of his days in Mexico City. Lumia’s murder remains unsolved.


  On an interesting side note, police in Los Angeles arrested LA mob boss Jack Dragna just days after the Lumia killing. At the time of the arrest, Dragna was found carrying an address book. In it, he had the phone numbers of Santo Trafficante Sr. and a man by the name of James Sumio. The address for Sumio was identical to Lumia’s.
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  Things in the Mafia do not stop long for a funeral, and less than a week later, two men who were just starting their careers in the Tampa underworld, were arrested for a safe robbery. Pasquale “Pat” Matassini, then 22, and Joe Bedami, 24, were arrested after they broke into a safe at the Park Theater in the Hyde Park section of Tampa. An officer walking the beat around the theater, which had been robbed the night before, heard noises inside and called for backup. Matassini and Bedami were cornered and quickly surrendered.


  Joe Bedami had been arrested two years earlier for stealing $1,400 of payroll money from the Floridian Hotel in Tampa. He was released after a preliminary hearing. In 1949, he found himself the main suspect in the robbery of the Gradiaz-Annis Cigar Company, which was relieved of over $23,000. He was once again released due to insufficient evidence. Bedami had already begun to refine his modus operandi of armed robbery, which he further perfected as the years went on.


  The Park Theater escapade netted Bedami three years in State prison in November of 1950. He was sent to Rainford penitentiary where he was a model prisoner, earning himself an early release. Matassini was convicted but pardoned by governor Leroy Collins in 1956. The exact reasons for the pardon are unknown.


  Over the years, Joe Bedami was arrested a total of four more times for robbery. He was also involved in auto insurance fraud schemes with his brother, Ciro. Once, Bedami was under indictment for three separate car fraud scams at the same time. He also ran his own crew of robbers, gamblers, and con men.


  Bedami was under constant surveillance by the FBI in the 1960s. He was considered by the Bureau to be a top man in the Mafia organization, one that was used to carry out violence for Trafficante. Although not a particularly imposing figure, Bedami nevertheless struck fear into many who crossed his path.


  Law enforcement kept a close eye on Bedami’s work habits, and the FBI became a regular driving companion of his as he went about his daily business. However, Bedami still found the means to evade them from time to time and carry out his criminal acts.


  In 1968, Joe found himself under indictment for arson in the nearby town of Lakeland. The indictment carried some serious jail time if he was found guilty. On the surface, Bedami didn’t seem too concerned. One August afternoon, hoping to take his mind off his impending legal woes, he set off with some friends for a barbecue at a fellow mobster’s house. He told his girlfriend that he’d be back later that afternoon, but Joe Bedami was never heard from again.


  The whereabouts of Joe Bedami are still unknown to this day. The FBI, who had been tailing Bedami night and day, were clueless as to how a subject under surveillance could have been taken from right under their noses. Some people on the streets of Tampa and in the newspapers wondered if Bedami had simply gone into hiding to avoid the arson charges. Others that had their ear to the streets knew that that was not the case. Joe Bedami was gone for good.


  Rumors began to circulate as to where he was buried, whether it was under the Buffalo Avenue Bridge or in a rural field outside the city. Some started wondering aloud what Bedami might have done to get himself in trouble with the mob. He was known as one of the Trafficante family’s top guys on the street, but he must have done something to anger the boss. Theories from drug dealing to skimming profits abounded, but the truth would never come out.


  Joe Bedami was a member of a closely-knit mob-connected family that continued to have its presence felt in the Tampa underworld years later. Each of Joe’s two sons, Angelo Jr. and Joseph Charles Jr., would have his day in the underworld spotlight in years to come, walking the road already paved by their grandfather, Angelo Bedami Sr.


  Angelo Bedami Sr., a short, stocky powerhouse of a mobster, was a ranking member of the Tampa Mafia. Angelo was active in bootlegging back during Prohibition and bolita as the years went on. He was also known as a major fence that dealt with a multitude of stolen goods. One of the senior members of the crime family, Angelo was often seen meeting with Santo Jr. and Sam Cacciatore, the cracker mob liaison.


  Angelo’s other son, Ciro, was a numbers runner and bail bondsman who would be arrested for numerous gambling-related crimes in the late 1950s. Later, he became president of G&C and Metro Stevedore companies. He was known around town as the man on the docks. It should be noted that there was nowhere near the mob influence in the Port of Tampa that there was in other parts of the country. Ciro Bedami is probably the only main crime family figure currently active in that area. He has been president of his companies for thirty-seven years, with no arrests since 1959.


  At one time, Ciro owned two freighters, The Privateer and the Tropic Sea, with Santo Trafficante Jr. The Bureau of Narcotics took a keen interest in the freighters, keeping an eye on their comings and goings, wondering if they were being used to smuggle narcotics into Tampa. Their inquiries produced no evidence, but trafficking was strongly suspected.
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      	Fabulous Fifties
    

  


  Following the death of James Lumia and the flight of Italiano, Santo Trafficante Sr. was now the undisputed boss. The newspapers confirmed his stature, and people who used to look at Italiano and Lumia with deference now bestowed that same respect on Trafficante. For better or worse, the Trafficante name became synonymous with the mob in Tampa


  Santo Trafficante Sr. was born in Allesandria Della Rocca, Sicily, on May 28, 1886. He spent the first years of his life in Sicily, but had a burning desire to see America. At age sixteen, Santo boarded the SS Lombardia, setting sail for the riches and gold-paved streets of America. By the time of his naturalization in 1925, he not only had a family, but had begun to work his way up the ranks of the local Mafia organization as well.


  Trafficante was known around Tampa as Santo Capello. He was liked and respected by both the criminal element and by law-abiding citizens. Most knew he worked in the gambling business. He also dabbled in bootlegging, arson-for hire, and narcotics trafficking.


  Charlie Wall remembered how in 1945 he had been forced to include Trafficante Sr. on his lucrative bolita rackets, only to see Trafficante eliminate him from the picture altogether soon after. Not having the muscle to regain control, Wall gave up his rackets to Trafficante Sr.


  Wall made these revelations about the Mafia in Tampa to the entire nation when he testified at the Kefauver Hearings in December of 1950. Tennessee Senator Estes Kefauver was in charge of a Congressional Committee dedicated to uncovering the inner workings of the underworld across the country. The group traveled from city to city, sending out subpoenas and listening to witnesses describe the reach of organized crime. In December of 1950, it was Tampa’s turn to be thrust into the spotlight.


  Kefauver added Tampa to the list of cities on the Commission tour after a report by the Chicago Crime Commission. The report named Salvatore Italiano as the top man in the bolita rackets in Tampa, along with Lumia, Santo Trafficante Sr. and Jr., Frank and Tom Diecidue, and Paul Antinori.


  Subpoenas were issued for Italiano, the Diecidue brothers, Augustine Lazzara, Gus Friscia, Charlie Wall, and the Trafficantes, but Wall was the only one to reply. Among other people who testified were numbers runner Paul Giglio, Sheriff Beasley, Vincent Spoto, one of Salvatore Italiano’s bookkeepers, and Oscar Perez, former chauffeur to Jimmy Velasco.


  Many were shocked that Wall decided to break the mob’s code of silence before the Commission. He had been living in Miami, semi-retired, but he maintained close contacts with racketeers in South Florida. He associated with gangsters Frank Erickson, Meyer Lansky, Vincent “Jimmy Blue Eyes” Alo, and Joe Adonis. Together, the men had their hands in dog racing, horse racing, casinos, illegal gambling, and hotels. It would seem that Wall had much to lose and nothing to gain, but he showed up early to the hearings and talked away.


  Wall described his years as the leader of gambling in the Tampa area. He told the Committee about his youth as a numbers runner and his ascension to the top of the underworld. Wall also described the three assassination attempts on his life, including the final one on April 1, 1944, when a car stopped in front of his and a shotgun blast shattered his windshield. Fortunately for Wall, he noticed the gun coming out of the window and ducked under the dashboard in time to avoid being hit.


  While Wall’s testimony was colorful, other eyewitnesses would testify to more scandalous revelations. Names of important officials began to crop up. There was little surprise when Sheriff Hugh Culbreath was mentioned, for he had been known as a protector of the gambling rackets for years. Associates of Jimmy Velasco, including Perez, Antonio Deschamps, and Mario Lourdes, testified about payoffs to the sheriff to insure problem-free runs of their bolita operations. They testified about meeting between Velasco and the sheriff, as well as Velasco and State Attorney Rex Farrior Sr. The threesome also testified that payoffs were also being made to Police Chief J.L. Eddings, and Constable T.L. Hackney. Lourdes told of driving Velasco to the home of Mayor Curtis Hixon and waiting while Velasco supposedly discussed syndicate business.


  Following the Commission’s hearings, only Sheriff Culbreath came under legal fire. He was suspended by Governor Fuller Warren and subsequently indicted by a Tampa grand jury in 1951. He was acquitted, though, and reinstated as sheriff. His term expired in 1952, and shortly thereafter Culbreath was called upon by the IRS. Reviewing testimony in the Kefauver report, they wanted Culbreath to explain gaps of up to $35,000 between his salary and savings. Unable to come up with a suitable explanation, Culbreath was forced to pay back taxes on the money.


  Farrior, Eddings, Hackney, and Hixon came out unscathed by the Commission’s findings. In the years that followed, the charges against the men levied in 1950 were cast aside. In fact, a large park in downtown Tampa was named for Curtis Hixon, while the rest of those named went on to become prominent in Florida politics.


  What amazed many was that Charlie Wall was allowed to testify to the Commission and yet walk out a free man - a live one at that! Although his testimony did not rip open the inner workings of the organization, it was enough to make a lot of people angry. It took a while, but Wall would come to see the error of his ways.


  By 1955, Wall no longer wielded any power in the underworld. His testimony to the Kefauver Commission, coupled with a forced retirement left Wall twisting in the wind. He was often seen holding court at the Turf Bar in Tampa, spinning stories of the old days and his long reign as the “Dean of the Underworld.”


  His bodyguard at that time was gambling figure Joe Pelusa Diaz. Diaz was not with Wall, however, on the night of April 18, 1955. Wall had been spotted earlier that evening walking near Tampa City Hall and was apparently intoxicated. Friend and mobster Nick Scaglione spotted him. He approached Wall and offered him a ride. Wall accepted, and Scaglione drove him to the Dream Bar, Scaglione’s place. After feeding Wall a few drinks, Scaglione drove him home.


  Two days later, Wall’s wife, Audrey, returned home after visiting her sister near Orlando. While away, she had tried calling her husband a few times, but no one had answered. She entered the house looking for her husband. At first, she did not see him, but as she moved to call Diaz and find out if Wall was with him, she peered into the rear bedroom and spotted her husband.


  He was lying face-up on the floor, wearing a white nightshirt. His eyes were wide open, and he had a peaceful expression on his face. A pair of slippers lay nearby. A .38 revolver rested on the nightstand. Wall’s throat was cut from ear to ear, and he had nine knife wounds on the left side of his face. He also showed signs of being hit with a heavy object on the back of his head. Next to his bed was the book Crime In America by Estes Kefauver. Wall was reading an account of the Commission’s findings.


  Why it took five years for Wall to finally meet his maker may never be known. Rumors swirled about protection from higher-ups in the Tampa city government, as well as alleged documents about Santo Trafficante Sr. which Wall was using as blackmail to keep himself alive. In fact, Wall had already given a letter to the police, outlining the structure of the Tampa underworld and giving reasons why he “retired” from the gambling rackets. A suspect in his killing was never identified, and to this day the murder remains unsolved. Many “in the know” believe Johnny “Scarface” Rivera murdered Wall on orders from the Trafficantes.
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  Following the Kefauver Hearings in 1950, the underworld scene in Tampa remained quiet for some time. The following year saw no shotgun slayings, and some wondered if the Era of Blood was finally over. A few new faces were moving into the voids left by dead gangsters, and it was business as usual.


  Following the killing of Jimmy Velasco, Rene Nunez stepped into his place as the liaison man between the gambling interests and the law. He was subpoenaed by the Kefauver Commission, and actually showed up, sitting in the front row of the courtroom, but was never called to testify. He was described as arrogant and cocky, and reputed to be one of the most hated and least respected people in the bolita racket.


  Nunez was reputedly aligned closely with Santo Trafficante Sr. In the money-obsessed underworld, however, loyalties frequently shifted. Many independent gangsters were still looking to operate without having to pay a kickback to the mob. Nunez certainly had the connections to go out on his own and may have been bull-headed enough to believe he could do just that without any retribution.


  Nunez was partners with Angelo S. Giglio. Angelo was a relative of Paul Giglio, a gambler who testified during the Kefauver Commission. The Giglios were nephews of the Trafficantes. Angelo ran the numbers games and illegal gambling in the black sections of Tampa and St. Petersburg. His loyalties seemed to be with Trafficante, but he was also looking after his own interests. He was receptive to Nunez’s ideas about going independent and expanding their already successful bolita business into other municipalities.


  On the night of September 22, 1952, the two men met in front of a building under construction on West Hillsborough Avenue. They got out of their cars, made sure no one else was around, and walked around the building to the back entrance. The remote construction site was a perfect meeting place.


  The two men entered through the back of the building and asked the night watchman Samuel L. Massey if the machinery for the building had been installed. The watchman replied the machinery was not yet installed and assuming the men were involved somewhat in the construction, let them in with no problems. Giglio and Nunez actually had no interest in the building, and were probably shocked to see Massey there, but some quick thinking on their part threw off suspicion.


  Nunez and Giglio passed by Massey and entered the site. A few seconds later, a loud bang echoed through the building’s vacant interior. One buckshot blast hit Nunez in the face, killing him instantly, and two others hit Giglio. One severed his left arm. Another went through his kidney. The watchman ran inside, finding Nunez dead on the floor. There was no immediate sign of Giglio, so the watchman ran out the front of the building and found the gambler’s body sprawled faced-down on the pavement. Evidently, he tried to crawl for help but didn’t get far. Massey called for the police, not daring to touch the dead men.


  Among the suspects rounded up in question with the murder of Giglio and Nunez was one of the five Trafficante sons, Santo Jr. He was detained, questioned, and released by sheriff’s deputies a few days after the assassination.


  It is doubtful that Santo Jr. could have been directly involved in the Nunez/Giglio slaying. On the day of the murder, police in Orange County were conducting a search for missing gambling boss, Harlan Blackburn. When they raided a house where they thought Blackburn might be hiding, they found Trafficante calmly smoking a cigarette. He professed to just be “stopping by”. In reality, he had just solidified an alliance between two similar criminal organizations with strikingly different pedigrees.
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      	The Cracker Mob
    

  


  Although the Italian Mafia and Cuban syndicate were the main players in the bolita rackets in the city of Tampa and its neighboring communities, the outlying rural counties were under the control of another organization. The group was sometimes referred to as the “cracker” mob. Rather than a racial slur, cracker was a term used to describe native old-time Floridians, taken from the old cattle drivers who used to “crack” their whip at their livestock.


  Gambling under the cracker mob organization extended across the state, through the city of Orlando out to Jacksonville and Daytona Beach. Most of the action was in the rural counties of Polk, Sumter, Osceola, and Lake. That money was then moved along the chain from small time peddlers to county bosses to cracker big-wigs. The pipeline continued all the way to Tampa, into the hands of the mobsters chosen to oversee the rural gambling groups. For years, the mobster who made sure the crackers paid on time was Sam Cacciatore.


  Out in the beautiful countryside of central Florida, in the midst of strawberry farms and green pastures, stood the Paramount Club, near the town of Lakeland. The swank nightspot operated in the 1920s and 1930s, and was regarded as being the finest gaming establishment in Central Florida. The club brought locals together with high rollers from across the state.


  The club was affiliated with Charlie Wall and managed by a loose confederation of gamblers who were also into bootlegging and illegal liquor production. Moonshine stills were a common sight in those days. As with all good things, however, the Paramount Club and the partying times associated with it came to an end. It all started with a body.


  In October of 1939, police received a report from a man walking along the Hillsborough River near the outskirts of Tampa. He saw what appeared to be a body floating in the water, but it was too dark to tell. Upon arriving at the scene, police managed to grab onto the floating corpse and fish it out of the river before the alligators turned it into a mid-afternoon snack. The body, riddled with bullet holes, belonged to Henry Hull, a top pay-off man for the Paramount Club.


  One of the first suspects was John “The Greek” Moutos, the same man recruited by the Velasco brothers for their 1950 assassination plot. Also questioned were Rhodes Boyton and Ed Milam, two of the club’s top gamblers. After the investigations failed to turn up any evidence, the State Attorney decided that the Paramount had to go and closed the club. Boyton, Milam, and the others scattered across central Florida, forming a catalyst for the cracker mob.


  Rhodes Boyton relocated in Orange County and set up shop at the Flamingo Club, a high-class gambling club in Orlando. He also set up a bolita network. One day, a certain bolita throwing went against him, and as his bettors cleaned up, Boyton was forced to borrow over $20,000 from Ed Milam. Boyton did not get to finish the repayment before his death in 1949, so Milam moved in to fill his shoes.


  Milam quickly drew the ire of established competition in the area by hiking up his payouts, bringing a number of new gamblers to his side. He also began distributing huge bonuses to his workers, even to people who hit the numbers thrown. This did not sit too well with the rest of the Orange County crowd who were losing both workers and clients. Milam was now considered the boss of Orange County.


  On Monday, May 11, 1953, Milam left his Orlando house for a meeting with some gambling representatives. He was attempting to form a partnership in order to make his entrance into the Polk county bolita operations. He jumped into the backseat of a black Ford and set off on the highway, certain that by the end of the day he would have another county under his belt.


  One week later, an army sergeant and his wife were gathering swamp cabbage on the banks of the Reedy Creek Swamp, ten miles south of Orlando. They were picking the plants when the sergeant spotted a body in the swamp. The face was badly mutilated and the body had three gunshot wounds to the chest. It had started to decompose but, police were able to make an ID. It was Ed Milam.


  Although Milam was referred to as the bolita boss of the cracker mob at the time of his death, in truth, another candidate had already eclipsed him. In 1951, a grand jury, looking into illegal gambling came out with a list of the bigwigs in the bolita and numbers racket. At the top of the list was Harlan Blackburn.
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      	“He Will Hopefully Die in Jail.”
    

  


  Harlan Blackburn rose to a position of prominence in illegal gambling shared by few men in the state. When rumors came down that Blackburn was making overtures to Santo Trafficante Sr., the catch phrase was natural progression. When it became knowledge that Santo Jr. and Blackburn were now partners, it was a sure sign that the poor old-time Floridian had hit the big time.


  Harlan Blackburn was born on April 13, 1919, in the backwater town of Sand Lake, Florida, near Orlando. His father was a construction worker, but Blackburn decided early on that manual labor was not the career path he wanted. Instead he saw opportunity elsewhere, namely in crime.


  He first foray into what would become a long career of crimes and arrests came at thirteen when he attempted to cash a forged check in the amount of five dollars. Although he was busted, Blackburn found it a crime worthy of a repeat performance. He was caught again and served his first of many jail terms.


  Stationed in Europe during World War II, Blackburn saw little in the way of combat action, but he did manage to run a number of swindles which left him with a cool $90,000 (by his own estimation) to bring back to Florida. As soon as he was discharged, Blackburn moved back to Orlando and began putting together one of the biggest bolita operations in the state.


  When faced with a drug conviction in the early 1990s, Blackburn’s attorney told the court, “Had he been born 50 years later, he probably would have made an outstanding director of the Florida lottery.”23 He could not have been more correct. In the space of a few short years, Blackburn created a multi-million dollar operation that stretched across the entire state.


  Although most of his gambling rings were based in smaller towns that were historically corrupt, law enfrcement targeted Blackburn almost constantly. As his name grew in popularity and Blackburn took on the nickname of “The Colonel,” arresting him became more of a media event and less of an actual dent in the illegal gambling operations.


  In September of 1952, just days before the Nunez/Giglio slaying, police in three counties were finalizing plans to make a major sweep of a joint bolita operation between the Tampa Mafia and Harlan Blackburn. When authorities swooped down on September 21, they managed to snare most of the low-level peddlers and a few higher-ups, but the word went out that they were also looking for Harlan Blackburn. Blackburn enjoyed the few weeks on the lam, but was eventually snared and convicted of a minor gambling charge.


  Throughout his reign, Blackburn expanded the reach of his operations across the state, swallowing up independents as he went along and making sure those who resisted were dealt with accordingly. Although most of the gambling in rural Florida was centered in the West, the spring break oasis of Daytona Beach also had its share of bolita. Jack Butler ran the rackets. Butler had ascended the throne to kingpin in the early 1950s. He was absorbed into Blackburn’s operations and allowed to retain control of his business, as long as he kept paying money to Blackburn.


  The rackets in Daytona were small compared to other areas in Florida, and Butler’s organization consistently lost money. Butler was a notorious gambler, and would gamble away his profits. His habit, coupled with poor management of the organization’s money caused a lot of talk among both members of his small gang and observers in Orlando and Tampa as well.


  In 1957, Butler made an inexcusable mistake. He broke off his relationship with Blackburn, opting instead to align himself with a group from Alabama, a forerunner of the Dixie Mafia. Although his operation was in poor shape and probably not important enough for the big guys in the cracker mob to worry about, Butler’s actions were viewed as a slap in the face by the group.


  Butler lived with his pregnant wife in a small house in the main part of town. On the night of December 11, 1957, Butler was home with his wife watching television, waiting for a call. One of his operatives was about to make the evening drop-off of money and tickets, and Butler would need to go pick it up.


  Instead he received a knock at the door. The visitor must have been someone Butler knew, because he turned his back and proceeded to walk towards his room where his robe was after answering the door. The visitor leveled a gun behind Butler’s ear and shot him three times in the ear, neck, and spine. As a final act of depravity, the killer then shot and killed Butler’s wife and unborn child. The message was loud and clear: The cracker mob now controlled Daytona.


  By the early 1960s, Blackburn began to see the signs of change in the bolita operation, just as his co-patriots in Tampa had. Unfortunately, Blackburn and his group lacked the variety of rackets that the Tampa mob over-saw.


  The group began making forays into trafficking marijuana and cocaine, which only intensified law enforcement pressure. It also brought a lot of suspicion and paranoia into the Blackburn organization, as people began to suspect others of stealing, snitching, or both. That may be one of the topics Blackburn wanted to discuss with associate Clyde Lee in June of 1971 when he told Lee to expect a call at a pay phone near Interstate 4.


  Lee got into the phone booth. While he waited for the call, three men drove up, got out of their car, and walked toward Lee. One tried firing at him with a shotgun, but it jammed, so another man fired six shots from a revolver. The men sped away, assuming Lee was dead. He wasn’t, and would live to testify.


  Police immediately questioned Lee about the identity of the attackers, and one of the men Lee described fit the description of a mobster by the name of Sam “Fat Sam” Cagnina III. At 5’6” and 260 pounds, the Tampa hit man was hard to miss. The police also questioned Lee at length about Harlan Blackburn and his role in the murder attempt. Soon, the police had enough evidence to charge Blackburn and Cagnina with the attempted murder of Clyde Lee. In exchange for a reduction in the gambling sentence he was getting ready to serve, Lee testified against his former boss.


  In June of 1973 both men were arrested. Blackburn was already in jail on an unrelated charge, while Cagnina was held on $100,000 bail. The indictment gave a glimpse into the complex reasons for the Lee hit. It read in part, “Blackburn formed the opinion that Lee had been stealing large sums of money from the lottery operations of Blackburn. Blackburn therefore decided that Lee had to be killed.”24


  Even though Clyde Lee testified against Cagnina, Sam was aquitted of all charges. At the trial, two garage attendants who witnessed the attack described the shooter as a dark-skinned male, six feet tall and 200 pounds. It was definitely not Cagnina. Evidence surfaced that two low-level mob associates rented the car identified as the getaway vehicle. One of them, Blackie Llerandi, later admitted under oath that he shot Lee. Blackburn was not so lucky. He was found guilty, and more time was tacked on to an existing sentence for gambling and tax evasion.


  Harlan was paroled in 1975. By now, Blackburn’s organization was decimated, thanks to the combination of law enforcement pressure and the increased popularity of legal gambling. In 1971, there were over twenty bolita bankers and 200 sellers in the organization, which netted over $200 million a year, but that number was dramatically reduced by law enforcement raids by the middle of the decade.


  Harlan had financial trouble and needed a quick score to put thing right, so he went back to drug dealing. His luck ran out in 1976 when he was arrested on marijuana charges, and again in 1981 for dealing cocaine.


  Finally paroled in February of 1985, Harlan still needed money, and obviously spending most of the last twenty years in jail was no deterrent to his criminal intentions. Less than a month after his release, Blackburn hooked up with a motley assortment of low-life peddlers, which put him back in court to fight parole violation charges. By this time, the once powerful chieftain, now a tired old man, was forced to use a public defender.


  His final act came in 1993, following a conviction on drug charges. To the delight of law enforcement, Blackburn, then in his seventies, was sentenced to a twenty-four year sentence. The prosecutor stated unequivocally, “He will hopefully die in jail.”25 On October 21, 1998, Blackburn did just that.
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      	Incident at Scagg’s Place
    

  


  Illegal gambling in Tampa flourished in the 1950s. Even though the decade saw increased public outcry over gambling and seemingly greater scrutiny from law enforcement, the racketeers were still able to operate with little trouble. Police were making the same pennyante raids, which were good for the papers but not much hassle for the major players. Even though the killings were still going strong, most sellers and bankers were just looking to get by and operate their games without interference.


  Many of Tampa bolita operators worked out of Scagg’s Place, on the rural outskirts of the city. Front men for the mob met there regularly to discuss business and keep a hold over Tampa’s estimated 300-400 peddlers on the street. The place was raided in June of 1952, but quickly moved to another location.


  On the night of July 21, just a month after the first raid at Scagg’s place, police were called to a disturbance at a run-down house outside the city limits. When they arrived, they found Louis Alcala, a noted gambler and brother of Armando Alcala, one of the most notorious Cuban criminals in Florida. He had been shot and beaten in an argument.


  Alcala won big on monte. He made the mistake of quitting while he was ahead, leaving the card table after winning $800. He went over to the bar and ordered a steak. After finishing his meal, he left. But before he reached his car Louis Gonzalez, a former boxer, and one of Augustine Lazzara’s numerous bodyguards, jumped Alcala. He was beaten down to the ground when someone else walked up and fired a shot at his head. The bullet grazed him, doing no serious damage. He wanted to walk home himself, but was instead driven to the hospital by a friend, Joe Castellano.


  The next week, the papers reported that Alcala was not only in good health, but was also working with the Scagg’s Place group again. This time, he was placed in charge of the monte games. The reason for this quick turnaround from a group that tried to kill him only a week earlier was related to Alcala’s brother. Word was that Armando was going to fly in from Cuba and take care of the Scagg’s group, unless something was done to mend the damage done to Alcala, both physically and financially. Alcala conveniently forgot who assaulted him, and the case against Gonzalez was dropped.


  A year later, Joe Castellano, the man who drove Alcala to the hospital, found himself in trouble with the Tampa Mafia. Along with being a successful produce salesman, Castellano was an avid gambler. He was a regular at the old Scagg’s place and could usually be found at any number of back-alley, underground card games, trying to score big. Castellano also sentenced to three years in federal prison for narcotics violations, but in 1951, he received an unconditional pardon from President Truman, allegedly for information he furnished to federal authorities.


  At midnight on March 19, 1953, Castellano met with three men at the Italian Club, L’Unione Italiana, the social center of the Italian community in Ybor City. The three men told Castellano they came into a major load of stolen whiskey and wanted his help unloading it to some businesses. They promised to cut him in on the deal.


  One of the men was Joe Mistretta, an Argentinean mobster and bodyguard for Augustine Lazzara. Mistretta had a long list of minor arrests in Tampa for bootlegging, vagrancy, arson, and mail fraud. Salvatore Scaglione, a wholesale grocer who had been active in bolita for years, was another. The last of the men was Angelo LoScalzo, a recent immigrant who had come to Tampa only a few years before with his wife and son, Vincent.


  Castellano, LoScalzo, Scaglione, and Mistretta piled into a car, drove out of Tampa city limits into the peaceful countryside of Hillsborough County, and pulled off the road near a creek bed. Castellano assumed that business was to follow. He was anxious to get his hands on the liquor


  Before he knew what was happening, Castellano was under assault. The three men began pounding his head in with claw hammers. He fought back and managed to grab one of the hammers, swinging it wildly, but it did no good and the beating continued. Eventually, Castellano broke free of the melee, jumped out of the car and started stumbling away, towards the road. The mobsters in the car, deciding for whatever reason it that wasn’t worth going after Castellano, sped off. As a result of the beating, Castellano was left with two broken arms and eight gashes in his scalp.


  Castellano stumbled to the nearest house, where the owner, who refused to give his name for fear of reprisal, drove Castellano back to Tampa. Before being brought to a hospital, Castellano insisted on stopping by the home of Constable Clarence Prevatt. Prevatt came out to the car and talked with Castellano for a few minutes, before escorting the car to Tampa Hospital. Castellano named his three attackers but was in shock over the incident. He kept muttering, “They are my friends.”26


  The next night, Mistretta, Scaglione, and LoScalzo walked into the sheriff’s office with their lawyers. They had worked out a surrender deal, in which the police promised not to photograph the men. However, they did anyway, and the three mugshots were featured prominently in the next day’s paper.


  The men were released on $2,500 bond. They were charged with assault to murder, but by the time the case wound its way through the court, they were acquitted. The acquittal was partially a result of Castellano’s testimony that he remembered nothing from that evening, and his insistence that the altercation was a result over a dispute about how many rabbits lived in the areas around Tampa.


  The mobsters Castellano fingered were thrilled with the outcome. Castellano was charged with perjury and would have to stand trial. Before trial, though, Castellano died in 1953 from hardening of the arteries, thus avoiding jail and the ever-present chance of mob retribution.


  


  
    
    

    
      	17

      	Charlie Williams’ Last Shave
    

  


  Bolita operators were mostly Cuban and Italian, while many of the low-level runners and bettors were African-American. In fact, bolita was more popular in the black areas of Tampa and St. Petersburg than in many of the Latin sections. Most black runners never got far in the organizations controlled by the Mafia, Cuban, and Anglo syndicates, but one man, Charlie Williams, broke that mold.


  Williams lived in a modest home just west of downtown St. Petersburg, on a residential street of middle class families. He was a well-liked and respected man in the community. He was the president of the Negro Elks lodge in St. Petersburg and second-in-command of the state organization. Williams was also a deputized citizen, and often assisted police with cases in the black neighborhoods of St. Petersburg. He played the part of the likable gambling kingpin, always ready to help out a fellow citizen when they needed a buck but unforgiving if they owed him money.


  The former railroad porter amassed a sheet of arrests for bolita and bookmaking stretching back to the early 1930s. As the years went on, Williams was considered by most law enforcement sources and underworld figures to be one of the top bolita men in St Petersburg. He had resisted overtures made by both the Cuban and Italian bolita factions for years.


  However, after the Trafficantes and the Mafia gained the upper hand in the war for bolita control, Williams saw the changing tide and reportedly met with Santo Trafficante Jr. The goal of the meeting was to form an alliance between the Trafficante interests in St Petersburg and Williams’s operations. Williams probably saw this as the only way to keep his money rolling in without outside interference.


  One Wednesday evening, February 19, 1953 Charlie Williams rode into Tampa with his secretary. His feet had been bothering him earlier that day, so he asked her to drive his Chrysler into Ybor City. Williams was going to purchase five cases of liquor for an upcoming Elks meeting. He also needed a shave.


  They stopped at a local Tampa liquor distributor. Williams bought what he needed for the meeting and arranged for it to be delivered, while the secretary dozed off in his car, waiting for Williams to finish his errands. After leaving the store, he went to a barbershop he frequented whenever he was in town. As he got his shave, Williams joked with the barber, and he finished in high spirits, looking forward to the Elks event. After the barber was done, Williams got up and walked out the front door of the shop, making his way across the street to where his car was parked.


  Suddenly a man approached him and fired two shots at William’s chest. Williams fell dead in the street. The killer got away unnoticed, right in front of a number of potential witnesses.


  Rumors circulated for weeks around Ybor and St. Petersburg. Some say that bolita was not the cause of the shooting, while others believed that the mob wanted Williams out of the way. His wife, who had supper waiting for her husband on the table the night of his shooting, wondered why anyone would want to harm her husband. Fellow Elks members grieved for weeks at the unfortunate demise of their most popular member. Williams’s barber lost one of his best customers.


  Following the Williams killing, everyone in the Tampa underworld, including the Mafia, the black numbers operators and the Cuban syndicate, was on edge. No one felt safe, and no one knew who would be the next to go. The police soothed a jaded public by pronouncing bolita dead, and saying the gang wars would be over soon and there were no rackets left to fight over.


  The Silver Meteor Cafe and Bar was a popular hangout for the gambling crowd. The bartender, Johnny Rivera, who always seemed to be around some illegal or shady operation, kept the liquor flowing and probing questions to a minimum. The talk lately had been all about the ever-changing gambling situation in Tampa. The Silver Meteor was the kind of place where you could learn a lot by listening, but you better not ask too many questions.


  The owner of the place was Ciro Spoto Bellucia, who took over the operation from his father. Bellucia was known in police circles as a hotheaded gambler, twice charged with firing a gun in the bar. A fan of risqué entertainment, he had also been fined for allowing prostitution, as well as table dancing, on the premises.


  On the night of June 7, 1953, a number of gamblers were drinking the night away at the Meteor. Joe Provenzano, acquitted of the Jimmy Velasco slaying, was watching television, sipping a drink, and not paying much attention to what was going on around him. Also in the bar was Paul Ferraro, a stocky, thick-lipped bolita figure in Tampa with a rap sheet full of gambling arrests, and Henry J Hicks, a 61-year-old handyman. Hicks was mopping up the floor, getting ready to close up for the night.


  Ferraro and Provenzano had hit a few bars earlier in the evening and were ending their night at the Meteor. Ferraro was feeling the effects of the alcohol and went to go outside to get some air. He went out the inside door and let the screen door slowly close behind him. Suddenly a shotgun blast rang out and the window next to Ferraro blew apart. He ducked back inside. Glass and debris flew everywhere. Another blast followed. This shot went through the screen door and glazed Ferraro’s arm. Unfortunately, the16 gauge buckshot also hit Henry Hicks square in the face. He died instantly.


  The police canvassed the area questioning witnesses including Ferraro and Provenzano, neither of whom were unable to give the police any useful information. Ferraro, however, was taking no chances, and holed himself up in a tiny apartment for five months to avoid any unnecessary appearances on the streets of Tampa. He subsequently faded from the bolita scene.


  Unfortunately so did an innocent bystander. The public outrage was reaching a fever pitch. The killings showed no sign of slowing, even though behind the scenes, the Cuban syndicate was slowly merging with the Mafia. There were still some who did not want to go and saw the lucrative bolita rackets as something worth fighting over, even if a bystander was gunned down every now and again. A new development was either going to make the peace or increase the bloodshed.
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      	Santo Trafficante Jr.
    

  


  On August 10, 1954, Santo Trafficante Sr. died of stomach cancer. With his passing, some felt the underworld would be thrown into upheaval, with bodies piling up as various criminal factions fought for control. However, the mantle of leadership fell neatly into the hands of Santo Sr.’s handpicked successor. This was most likely decided on during a meeting of all members of the Tampa Mafia, which took place in June of 1954. Trafficante Sr., realizing his days at the top were numbered, organized the meeting and straightened out the line of succession.


  The funeral for Santo Sr. was enormous. He was buried in a solid brass casket with glass lining, and vans were hired to deliver truckloads of flowers to the L’Unione Italiana Cemetery where he was buried. The funeral cost more than $3,600, including money for police officers who directed traffic around the cemetery.


  Santo Sr. left his estate to his widow (who would die in 1971) and sons, and over the years the settlement of the estate became embroiled in attempts by the government to file tax liens against the property due to the gambling activities of the Trafficante sons. In 1969, a US District Judge ordered some of the estate to be sold to satisfy income tax and federal wagering tax liens against Santo Jr., Henry, and Sam Trafficante, but that was later settled with a payment. The actual estate value, including numerous property lots, was valued at only $112,000 in 1976, but there was no doubt that other monies were hidden away. Although Santo Sr. left money and property to all of his sons, it was his namesake, Santo Jr., who would inherit the most, for he was named the new boss of the Tampa Mafia.


  Luigi Santo Trafficante Jr. was born in Tampa on November 14, 1914. He was the second of Santo Sr.’s five sons. He dropped the name Luigi, preferring his middle name. Many publications, as well as law enforcement officials, often misspell his name as Santos. He grew up in the family home on 3010 North Boulevard. After dropping out of Hillsborough High School at age sixteen, he went to work for his father in the bolita operations.


  By then, the Latin melting pot of Ybor City was in full swing. Although at the time Charlie Wall was still in charge, Santo saw his father rising up the ladder of power in the Tampa underworld firsthand.


  Santo Jr. was sent on long trips to NY in the 1930s and 1940s to work with members of the Luchesse and Profaci mob families. The trips gave him a well-rounded underworld education than he could not have achieved had he remained solely in Tampa. They also got him into trouble. He was arrested in New York on May 15 and June 1, 1933, for grand larceny and unlawful entry. These were Santo Jr.’s first brushes with the law. He received three months of probation and a $100 fine after pleading guilty to petty larceny, but the probation sentance was suspended. He was also busted in Tampa for bootlegging near the end of Prohibition and fined $500.


  Santo Jr. was sent to Europe to work with the Mafia there, as well as the Corsican crime groups. His father also sent Santo to Central America and Mexico to work alongside Latin American racketeers, giving the younger Trafficante one of his first glimpses into the world of narcotics trafficking and smuggling.


  Although Santo Sr.’s rise to the top went uncontested, there were still a few rumblings of jealousy, greed, and vengeance brewing mainly from independents looking to make a name for themselves. Santo Jr. was about to get caught in the crossfire. A few months after the Nunez/Giglio killing, Trafficante was shot at while leaving his home on January 2, 1953.


  With his wife in the car with him, Trafficante told investigators that he saw another car coming at him, slowing as it neared. As the car came abreast of his 1951 Mercury, a spray of 12-gauge buckshot pelted the front door, nicking Santo in the arm. Another shot hit just above the rear window, missing Trafficante and his wife. The gunmen sped away, and Santo came out with only some minor arm wounds. It would be the only attempt on his life.


  Following the shooting, Santo took on a bodyguard, James Costa Longo. Longo was always seen with Santo, especially in the months immediately following the shooting. When Trafficante walked down the street, Longo walked a few steps behind, and when Santo went into bolita houses to confer with sellers, Longo waited outside.


  James Longo was born in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, stronghold of the Bufalino crime family. His stout build gave him an aura of toughness, which perfectly augmented his role as bodyguard. He also owned a bowling alley, Peacock Bowling, thus adding the qualification of legitimate businessman to his resume.


  In the fifties, Santo and his younger brother, Henry, operated a huge bolita network in St. Petersburg. Along with Joe Perrone and Salvatore “Silent Sam” Lorenzo, they became the bank for a group of bolita men operating in Pinellas.


  In the late winter/early spring of 1954, a middle-aged St. Petersburg cop approached Santo and Henry. The cop claimed he was on the take, and was looking for some hush money to keep other law enforcement personnel from bothering the Trafficante’s operation. He told them he needed a little extra walking around money, and also demanded a car.


  The Trafficantes contacted mobster Salvatore Lorenzo and arranged for a car to be given to the officer. In exchange for the car, and a $200-a-month stipend, the cop promised to keep the bolita under protection. He also stated that he would be able to protect them from other police looking to shake them down. The Trafficantes realized what a good deal this was for such a small amount of money compared to what they were taking in from the bolita.


  One day, in May of 1954 Henry was talking with the cop during the officer’s monthly pickup of bribe money. Henry asked if the officer needed anything.


  “Well I’ll tell you,” replied the cop, “I’m throwing a big party on Friday night.”


  “Good, I’ll send you a case of whiskey,” replied Henry.27


  But when Friday night came, Henry and Santo found out the hard way that the cop they were paying off was Harry Dietrich, an undercover detective in St. Petersburg. The party he had referred to earlier had been a series of raids that resulted in the arrest of 41 people from St. Pete and Tampa, including the Trafficante brothers, Joe Perrone, and Salvatore Lorenzo.


  Later that year, when the case went to trial, Dietrich outlined how he received the money, new car, television set, and a number of custom tailored suits as payoffs from the mob. Tape recordings of meetings between Henry and Dietrich were played, and jurors even saw a filmed recording of Dietrich receiving the new car. Santo was acquitted, but Henry was found guilty.


  The defendants were brought in front of another judge to face tax charges on the gambling profits of the bolita ring. By this time, the papers were faithfully covering the trial on a daily basis, giving much unwanted attention to the Trafficante family. The trials were the biggest in Tampa at the time, and were standing room only events. Trafficante’s power, however, would remain untarnished, despite predictions that his grip on the city was completely broken.


  Over the next few years, the Trafficantes, Lorenzo, and Perrone all faced a myriad of local, state, and federal charges stemming from the raid. The prosecutors tried to get mobster Salvatore Lorenzo to talk about his dealings with the Trafficante brothers, but he remained tight-lipped, which earned him the nickname “Silent Sam”.


  In a related incident, Frank Trafficante, brother of Santo Jr., and Augustine Lazzara were charged with conspiracy in 1959 in an alleged bribe to a Pinellas county sheriff candidate. The bribe was designed to prevent any law enforcement infiltration of a new bolita network. Charges were eventually dropped, and Frank Trafficante went about his fruit business, distancing himself from criminal activities.


  On December 12, 1959, the court cases came to an end. Salvatore Lorenzo, Joe Perrone, and Santo were acquitted of all charges, and Henry’s case ended in a mistrial. Upon hearing of his acquittal, Joe Perrone promptly fell to the floor, dead from a massive heart attack.
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  In June of 1955, Santo was invited to the mob social event of the season. It was to be his introduction into the mob’s inner circle, and his first appearance outside of Tampa as a mob boss. He was invited to the wedding of Joe Profaci’s daughter, Carmella, and Anthony Tocco, son of William Tocco, a mob boss in Detroit. Trafficante was introduced to top mobsters from around the country at the reception. Among those in attendance were Thomas Lucchese, head of the powerful Lucchese crime family, and Albert Anastasia, the boss of the New York waterfront.


  Albert Anastasia led the former Luciano crime family (which would become known as the Gambino family). It was alleged that he arranged for the disappearance of former boss Vincent Mangano in 1950 and took over the family soon thereafter. He ran the rackets on the Brooklyn waterfront and was supposedly the leader of the highly debatable organization Murder Inc. This group, comprised of Jewish and Italian hitmen, was allegedly involved in murders-for-hire throughout the United States under Anastasia’s tutelege. Whether this group ever really existed is doubtful. Most evidence suggests it was merely a media creation.


  On the evening of October 26, 1957, Anastasia attended a dinner with Trafficante in New York. The main topic on the agenda was Trafficante’s Havana interests. Anastasia was looking to move in on some of the casino action in Cuba, wanting to partner with Trafficante. Santo would later maintain that he was merely asking Anastasia to partner up in an attempt to buy a Hilton Hotel.


  Santo was in town with Robert “Chili” Mendoza, an important Cuban gambler who worked with Santo in some of the casinos. Trafficante told authorities that he was there with Mendoza for business purposes relating to Medoza’s Cuban interests. Police, however, found a letter in Anastasia’s room, telling him to get plane reservations for a “Mr. Mendoza and four associates”, one of whom was Santo Trafficante Jr.


  The morning after his dinner, Anastasia went to his usual barbershop at the Park Sheraton hotel, coincidentally where Trafficante was staying under the alias B. Hill. Anastasia sat back in the barber’s chair and awaited his daily trim and shave. As the barber placed a hot towel over Albert’s head, two masked men walked in and opened fire on Anastasia. He fell out of the chair onto the floor of the barbershop, and a final shot to the back of the head sealed his fate. Less than one hour later, Trafficante checked out of the hotel and flew back to Tampa, then Havana.


  Trafficante was a top suspect for police in New York, but they could not get to him in Cuba. Members of the national Cuban police picked up Trafficante and asked him some routine questions about the Anastasia murder. Santo told them that he was a close friend of Anastasia’s, but he had no knowledge of the murder. Some later rejected the theory that Santo was involved in the killing, pointing to a more likely candidate, Carlo Gambino. Gambino was a capo in Anastasia’s family, and was allegedly looking to make a power play for the top spot.


  Santo’s name next appeared alongside dozens of top mobsters from around the country in one of the American Mafia’s most sensational blunders. Before November 14, 1957, many people, including law enforcement personnel, were unsure of whether or not a nationwide syndicate of mafioso existed. What happened that day, however, convinced everyone that some kind of nationwide syndicate did exist.


  The site of the fiasco was the home of Joe Barbara, a capo in the Bufalino crime family. His house was located in the upstate New York town of Appalachian. More than sixty major Mafia figures from across the country assembled there, allegedly ‘to see a sick friend.’ A state trooper, who often kept an eye on Barbara, was intrigued to see so many out-of-state license plates and a number of cars parked in front of Barbara’s house. Curious about the gathering, a couple of state troopers drove up, and in a panic the gangsters, who were getting ready for a barbecue, ran off in all directions. Police set up roadblocks and managed to detain sixty-three men.


  Although all were eventually released, the raid gave police and federal law enforcement agencies a glimpse into the nationwide nature of the Mafia.


  Among those held and questioned was a Louis Santos from Tampa. Louis Santos was later revealed to be Santo Trafficante Jr. It was alleged that either Augustine Lazzara or Frank Diecidue was also held along with Trafficante, but no record of them being there exists. If they were at the meeting, they managed to escape the police round-up.


  The real reasons for the Apalachian meeting may have been to discuss the slaying of Anastasia, the alleged narcotics empire of Vito Genovese and his recent arrest, or a number of related topics. Whatever the reason, the Mafia was now exposed in a way that made business suffer. Unlike many of the other bosses, though, Santo had a way to lay low for a while. He started spending more time in Cuba.
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      	The Mob’s Playground
    

  


  Just ninety miles from U.S. shores, Cuba in the 1950s offered a getaway and business opportunities for American mobsters. Havana was a gambling mecca, with five star casinos, spas, and resorts. Tourists poured in from around the world, eager to try their hands at the gaming tables or relax poolside at one of the numerous hotels. The lush tropical climate and readily corruptible government also helped lure the gangsters.


  The mob started coming to Cuba in the late 1920s to open businesses and resorts. They infiltrated trade unions, set up narcotics smuggling routes into the United States, opened fencing operations for stolen goods, ran prostitution rings, and entered into partnership with Cuban gangsters.


  Santo Jr. began coming to Cuba in the 1930s with his father, who was making frequent trips to Havana to secure gaming operations for syndicate bigwigs Meyer Lansky and Lucky Luciano. Realizing the importance of Cuba to his organization, Santo Sr. struck a deal with Meyer Lansky and Lucky Luciano, giving him a big slice of the Cuban pie. The Trafficante family was at the fore-front of the Mafia’s Cuban operations.


  Santo Sr. came from a multi-ethnic part of Tampa, and used his connections back in Florida to assist in his rackets on the island of Cuba. Unlike many of the other American gangsters who were coming to the island, he spoke fluent Spanish. Trafficante Sr. was also there when the casinos began going up, and he bought stakes in some of the biggest.


  At the time, Fulgencio Batista led Cuba. Batista was one of the most corrupt leaders in Cuba’s history. He made pacts with mobsters and extorted their operations by charging them to run the casinos. Batista lived lavishly, but unfortunately, the money he was making from the casinos, both legitimately and illegally, rarely found its way into the Cuban people’s hands.


  Things slowed as WWII got under way, which kept many mobsters away from the island. The economy was slowly deteriorating, and it was obvious that change was near. In 1944, Batista was forced to hold open elections and was soundly defeated, paving the way for Carlos Prio Soccarans to rise to power. Batista moved to Miami in exile, and bided his time, confident that he would eventually return to the island.


  By 1952, Lansky and the mob wanted Prio out. He was not as corruptible as Batista. Meyer Lansky arranged for Batista to return to Cuba and run against Prio in an election. Batista won, and soon thereafter the gambling palaces were re-opened, and construction started on new ones. Lansky built the Sevilla Biltmore, Havana Hilton, Hotel National (with his brother Jake as boss), and the $14 million Hotel Havana Riviera, operated by the Cellini brothers from Ohio. Angelo Bruno, boss of the Philadelphia family, also had investments in Cuba, as did members of the Luchesse family of New York, the Mannarino brothers from Pittsburgh, and various mob families from Detroit, Cleveland, New Orleans, and Chicago.


  But by all accounts, the main figure in Havana during the mid-1950s was Santo Trafficante Jr. He was partners with Lansky at the Tropicana casino. He also purchased the Sans Souci casino from Sam and Kelly Mannarino, two successful Pittsburgh Mafia bosses who were cashing in on the Havana boom. Trafficante’s fluency in Spanish gave him an edge, as did his close relationship with numerous Cuban gangsters in Tampa and Miami.


  He owned interests in the Capri (40%), Commodoro (over 90%), Deauville (10%), and Sevilla Biltmore hotels, as well as the Tropicana. He leased out the gambling rights at the Sevilla, so he did not own an outright percentage. The Tropicana was nominally owned and operated by Pedro and Martin Fox, but the actual face behind the scenes was Santo Jr. His were some of the finest resorts in Havana, and people were falling over themselves to get in. The Capri even had movie legend George Raft as an official greeter, as well as management by Charlie “The Blade” Tourine, one of the most feared mobsters in America.


  Havana was exploding. Casinos were popping up everywhere. Dog tracks, horse tracks, spas, bordellos, and drug labs dotted the landscape, as the Mafia’s dream of a criminal paradise so close to the United States slowly came true. There were representatives of almost every Mafia family in Cuba, and they all paid homage to Trafficante. He was Cuba’s undisputed Mafia lord.


  Santo was enjoying himself as well. His wife and family remained in Tampa, giving him room to play around town and entertain mobsters visiting from the United States. He held sway over many of the top nightclub shows in town, and was on friendly terms with some of the biggest names in Havana nightlife. He formed International Amusements Corporation, which was in charge of booking entertainment for the resorts.


  Santo’s main casino was the Sans Souci, which he ran with the help of Joseph Stassi, a New York mobster. The Sans Souci was revered as one of the most luxuriant hotels with one of the top nightclub shows. The show began at 8 P.M. and ran non-stop until 4 A.M., with musicians coming and going so the music never stopped. This was set in the tried and true nightclub atmosphere of palm trees and tropical drinks with mini umbrellas.


  Paralleling this luxuriant cover of excess was an underbelly of readily available drugs, live sex shows, and wide-open prostitution. Santo once remarked, “You want opera, they have opera. You want baseball, they have baseball. You want ballroom dancing, they have ballroom dancing. And if you want live sex shows, they have live sex shows.”28


  On March 12, 1957, Santo applied for a resident visa, and that October he became a formally recognized resident of Cuba. His stature was growing daily, which helped him run operations away from the casino, including (allegedly) cocaine and heroin smuggling into Florida through Cuba. Many of Santo’s soldiers frequented Cuba, keeping their boss up to date on current news from home. The Tampa mobsters also bought property and laundered money through the island.


  Things were changing, however, and the mob’s hold on Cuba was about to end. Castro’s rebels were already making inroads into the Cuban countryside by the late 1950s, and it would only be a matter of time before the regime of Batista would come crumbling down. Most mobsters seemed oblivious to the danger. They reasoned that if they could bribe Batista so easily, then the same would apply with for Castro. Some even tried to help Castro upend Batista.


  The Mannarino brothers, who sold the Sans Souci to Trafficante, were implicated in a stolen arms shipment in 1958. Two .50 caliber machine guns, and an assortment of rifles and submachine guns were found in the possession of four Mannarino associates. The guns were heisted from an armory in Ohio, and reportedly on their way to Castro. Although Kelly and Gabriel Mannarino were never charged, authorities believed that they were behind the shipment for years.


  Three men charged in the arms shipment burglary were Lou Pessolano, Joseph Merola, and Norman Rothman. Rothman was a cooperator for the Sans Souci, and a close friend and associate of Santo Trafficante. Rothman also owned substantial property in Miami. He ran loansharking, narcotics trafficking, and gambling in Miami and Cuba for the mob.


  Pessolano, a native of Pittsburgh, aligned with the Mannarino brothers. He hired a plane to take the stolen gun shipment to Cuba, where it was to be sold by Joseph Merola to Fidel Castro. Pessolano was a pilot, who, in the year following the arms theft, actually applied for a position with the Sheriff’s Air Patrol. Pessolano, Merola, and Rothman had also been implicated the year before in a robbery of negotiable bonds from a bank in Ontario.


  Although the arms shipment never made it to Cuba, the Mafia was still confident that it could control Castro the same way it had controlled the Batista regime. They were in for a shock, though, when Castro came to power.


  On New Year’s Eve, 1959, Castro’s rebels drove into Havana, and the Batista regime was no more. Batista and Meyer Lansky hopped on the first flights out, Lansky leaving behind over $17 million in cash. Meyer’s brother Jake stayed behind. Along with Trafficante, he continued to run his hotels. However, there were no more tourists. The Castro takeover had frozen the tourist trade, and as Trafficante closed down casino after casino, it was obvious that he would be run out of town.


  Santo reportedly sent one of his aides, Sam Mondello, back to Tampa with a large part of his profits from the casinos. The sum was believed to be over a half million dollars. Santo also set up a Swiss bank account under the Sans Souci name, where he deposited over $8 million dollars when Castro rode into Havana. Mondello was reportedly met in Tampa where money was transferred to two Tampa mobsters and driven back across the state.


  However, Santo himself didn’t leave in time. Cuban police arrested him in June of 1959, sending him to Trescornia Camo, a Cuban prison. While in prison, some of Santo’s enemies in the State saw this as an opportunity to have Trafficante rubbed out in jail. A team of four hitmen was sent to the island with explicit orders to take out Santo, but they were caught by Castro’s agents. Apparently not willing to risk gangland violence on his watch, Castro sent them back to the U.S. with a warning not to try it again on Cuban soil.


  However, Trafficante’s troubles were just beginning. Not long after his incarceration, he found out that he had been placed on a death list and scheduled for execution. The main reason for this drastic measure was his drug running activities. Santo called his lawyers in Tampa and demanded that something be done. He was a desperate man in an equally desperate situation.


  Then, Santo’s tribulations in Cuba took an interesting turn. While in jail, he was visited by Jack Ruby, assassin of Lee Harvey Oswald.
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  Jack Ruby, whose real name was Jack Rubenstein, was born in Chicago in 1911. He ran with a small gang of delinquents that served as errand boys for the Capone gang. By the time the Mafia took control of Chicago’s rackets in the 1930s, Ruby was a numbers runner. He would later become a top union official before moving to Dallas in 1947.


  Although Ruby’s underworld contacts in the Chicago and Dallas Mafia are documented, he was basically a small-time hood, of little importance to the upper echelons of the mob hierarchy. However, as a small timer he would be the perfect person to send on missions that top mobsters would want to keep their hands clean of. One of these may have been his attempt to secure the release of Trafficante. Another may have occured in Dallas, in the fall of 1963.


  One link between Ruby and Trafficante was Lewis McWillie, a gambler and casino pit boss. Born in Kansas City, McWillie moved to Dallas where he opened a number of nightclubs. It was there that he became Jack Ruby’s friend. Ruby owned the Carousel Club, another nightclub in town. McWillie was also friends with Norman Rothman, who, in 1958, got McWillie a job in Havana, working as a pit boss in Trafficante’s hotel, the Sans Souci. Also at that time, Ruby, McWillie, and Rothman were involved in gunrunning operations for the anti-Castro movement.


  McWillie affirmed that Ruby traveled to Cuba in 1959, confirming that he met Trafficante in jail. Ruby was definitely in Cuba for at least part of 1959, evidenced by postcards sent back home to some of the dancers at his Carousel Club in Dallas. Other witnesses saw Ruby in Miami between his trips to Cuba and Dallas. Another confirmation of the story comes from a CIA agent operating underground in Castro’s army. The agent stated that he saw Ruby in Havana during this time, talking to a Castro leader.


  One of the most convincing testimonies that a meeting between Ruby and Trafficante actually took place came from the mouth of British national John Wilson Hudson. Hudson stated that he met Trafficante while he was incarcerated in Cuba. Sometime after his initial meeting with Santo, Hudson reported seeing a visitor to Trafficante’s cell. The man appeared to be an American gangster who went by the name of Ruby. After seeing Ruby shoot Oswald on television a few years later, Hudson was certain the man who killed Oswald and the man who visited Trafficante were one and the same. For his part, Trafficante repeatedly denied ever meeting Ruby. “I never remember meeting Jack Ruby.” he told the House Select Committee on Assassinations in 1978.


  Within days of Trafficante’s jailing, his lawyers in Tampa were working on various schemes to bring him back to America. Meetings were set up with top officials in Castro’s regime, but none of them panned out. A sister of Dino Cellini approached a senator about getting Trafficante back to the U.S., and the senator sent a letter to Havana telling Castro that arrest warrants were out for Cellini and Trafficante (Cellini was in Cuban jail as well).


  Jack Ruby was also trying to help. High-level mobsters, working through Lewis McWillie, were reportedly using Ruby to secure Trafficante’s release. A week after Trafficante was arrested, Ruby placed a call to Robert Ray McKeown, a Texas gunrunner who lived for a time in Cuba and had recently been convicted of smuggling guns to Castro. Ruby asked McKeown to help him. According to McKeown, Ruby told him that certain Las Vegas figures were looking to secure the release of three prisoners in Cuba. Identifying himself as Jack Rubenstein of Dallas, Ruby offered McKeown $5,000 for each prisoner.


  A few weeks later, McKeown was approached by Ruby at his business near Houston. Ruby talked of black-market Jeeps he had in Louisiana and his plan to sell them to Castro in exchange for the prisoners’ freedom, but walked away when McKeown asked him for $25,000 up front.


  It is still not known exactly who orchestrated Trafficante’s release. Whether it was his lawyers in Tampa, Jack Ruby, or the result of a deal he made with Castro personally, Santo was released from Cuban prison on August 18 and put on a plane back to Miami.


  


  
    
    

    
      	20

      	Killing Castro
    

  


  In 1961 Santo found himself drawn into the Cuban situation once again. This time it was from a most unlikely source: the CIA. The emergence of a Communist regime so close to the U.S. had American intelligence scrambling for a way to destabilize the government of Fidel Castro. One of the ways was to use the mob to do the agency’s dirty work.


  After Castro came to power in Cuba, he denounced capitalism and began forming close contacts with the Soviet Union. In turn, the Soviets brought arms and missiles to the tiny island nation. The CIA was desperate to get Castro out, so Sheffield Edwards, a CIA operative, came up with an idea. The plan was to use organized crime figures that already had contacts on the island through the Cuban underworld. He approached Robert Maheu.


  Robert Maheu was a former FBI agent working as a private investigator for Edward Bennet Williams, a powerful Washington attorney who had clients in the Teamster’s and other labor unions, including Jimmy Hoffa. Maheu also had contacts in the CIA, and one of those contacts brought him into the operation against Castro.


  Maheu contacted Johnny Roselli, a Chicago mobster based in California. Maheu had known Roselli since the 1950s, and although denying he was aware of Roselli’s underworld connections, he maintained occasional communication with Roselli. Roselli and Maheu met in September of 1960 at the Brown Derby Restaurant in Los Angeles. Roselli was initially hesitant about joining the operation, but said he thought it was his patriotic duty, a reason also given by Trafficante when questioned why he signed on to the plots.


  Roselli in turn brought in Sam Giancana, then the head of the Chicago Outfit, and Santo Trafficante Jr. Trafficante was brought in because of his numerous Cuban contacts and his knowledge of the island.


  The initial meeting between the mob and the CIA took place in Miami at the Fontainebleau Hotel. Each of the mobsters was offered $150,000 to come up with a plan to eliminate Castro. Options ranging from poison cigars to a drink that made Castro’s beard fall out, thus discrediting him, were tossed about. Giancana offered to find someone in Castro’s entourage to feed information about his movements, killing him when the word was given. None of Giancana’s contacts, however, panned out.


  Trafficante knew a contact that owned a restaurant at which Castro frequently dined. At the Fontainebleau meeting, a poison that supposedly caused a type of botulism was passed along to be delivered to Cuba. Some reports say the poison was delivered but the contact in Cuba never received the go-ahead, and the plan was scrapped. Others believed that Trafficante had the poison and just sat on it, keeping the money without ever attempting to kill Castro.


  On November 22, 1961, the CIA officially began Operation Mongoose. The operation, budgeted at more than $50 million, was under the leadership of Robert Kennedy. It is now common knowledge that Robert Kennedy knew all along of the CIA/mob connection and although he was a tireless opponent of organized crime, his denouncements of Castro was equally vociferous. On one hand, he decried and prosecuted the Mafia, but on the other hand, he needed, and often availed himself of, their help.


  The operation employed over 700 Americans and 3,000 Cubans. One of the Cubans used in the operations was Tony Varona, the leader of the Democratic Revolutionary Front, an anti-Castro group in Cuba. Varona was tied to pay-offs from organized crime figures, including Trafficante, in return for helping to re-open some of the lucrative rackets the Mafia lost on the island when Castro came to power.


  In March of 1962, Roselli reported to the CIA that another plot was underway, one in which a three man hit team was sent to the island to do away with Castro. Also, Roselli told CIA officials that more poison was there as well, and it would only be a matter of time before Castro fell. The plots, of course, were never carried out for one reason or another, and by 1963, the CIA had moved the focus of their anti-Castro operation to the large Cuban exile community in Miami.


  By the time of John F. Kennedy’s assassination in November of 1963, the Cuban operations were failing miserably. Castro seemed to know everything that was happening. It has been alleged for many years that a number of the training camps in Florida and Louisiana, where Cuban exiles were being trained for anti-Castro operations, were full of double agents. Also, many suspected leaks in both the CIA and their mob contacts.


  Ever since Trafficante had been released from a Cuban jail with his money intact, suspicions that he struck some sort of deal with Castro abounded. Whether it was to provide money, or be able to continue on with some operations on the island, the exact nature of their deal is not known. The CIA had not yet approached Santo about the plots to kill Castro; nevertheless, by the time of Mongoose, many suspected Trafficante’s loyalties lay elsewhere.


  Suspicions even extended to Santo’s friends in the underworld. Johnny Roselli once told Jimmy “The Weasel” Frattiano, “Remember when Santo was jailed and they grabbed his money when Castro came to power, and then suddenly he was released with all his money?..........He was probably reporting everything to Castro’s agents, and Miami’s full of them.”29


  While Santo immersed himself in international intrigue and plots the CIA, his cohorts and cronies in Tampa went about the daily business of keeping a crime family running. Money was still pouring in from illegal gambling, although now the police were not as easily dissuaded from busting up the occasional betting operation.
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  On the evening of March 23, 1958, a knock came at the door of Frank “Daddy Frank” Diecidue’s Tampa home. When his wife, Rose, looked outside, she saw a group of police officers, ready to smash down the door. Diecidue asked them what they wanted; they replied that they were there to raid the house. Diecidue refused to let them in, so the police, using a fire axe, pried the back door open as sounds of confusion eminated from inside.


  Upon entering the house, the police discovered a treasure trove of bolita equipment. In the front bedroom, they found hundreds of betting tickets and an adding machine. Subsequent searches unearthed hundreds of tickets in various hiding places throughout the house. The reason for Diecidue’s reluctance to allow the police entrance was made clear: He was running a multi-million dollar bolita operation out of his modest home on Tenth Ave.


  The police had been on to the operation for some time, as part of a new initiative to crack down on racketeering and organized crime in Tampa. Police surveillance had been called in when the cops discovered that the bank for some bolita runners they were looking into was at the home of Frank Diecidue. They were patient, staking out the place for months before they were ready to pounce.


  On most Sundays, police officers hid out in nearby woods, observing the men who arrived at Diecidue’s house with packages. Each man would receive another bag in return and drive it over to the home of Frank “Cowboy” Ippolito, a gambling figure and close associate of the Tampa Mafia. Police also utilized aerial surveillance, looking down at Diecidue’s house from 800 to 1000 feet up, observing the comings and goings of various individuals, some of whom were known to be in the bolita rackets.


  When they finally arrested Diecidue, they brought down his wife, Alice, Lazzara, and Cowboy Ippolito as well.


  Another of those arrested in the raid was Arthur Perla, brother of slain mobster Mario Perla. Arthur was an officer in the Broadway Ice Company, which just the year before became the target of a police probe when dynamite was found on the premises. Police believed it was to be used for carrying out arson. They believed Arthur followed in his late brother’s footsteps.


  Later that fall, the defendants in the Diecidue raid had their day in court. At the trial, tempers flared. The courtroom was a circus of media, law enforcement, and underworld figures. A newspaper cameraman was outside the courtroom, taking pictures of the mafioso during breaks. Augustine Lazzara commented, “If he takes my picture, I’ll break the camera over his head.”30


  Frank Diecidue was convicted of lottery violations. The other defendants had better luck, as their ordeals ended in mistrials. Although most of the gamblers got off, one prosecutor commented that they had got “the big ones”, and that the prosecution dealt a damaging blow to the mob’s gambling operations. It was an overstatement, and less than a week later, police raided an even bigger operation.


  This one extended into neighboring Pinellas and Polk counties. Over thirty-three warrants were issued, for everyone from the kingpins of the organization down to sellers. The ring was run by Joe Pelusa Diaz, Jimmy “Jimmy Caggin” Frattergio, and Dominick Furci. The profits were estimated at $250,000 a week in Polk County alone.


  Nick Furci had been active in the rackets for years, keeping a low profile. In the mid 1950s, he was the auto resale agent for the Florida Game and Fresh Water Commission. Furci at that time owned Tip-Top Motor Co, a car-repair facility. He entered into a partnership with the Game Commission to repair and sell old cars the Commission could no longer use. He was supposed to give the profits back to the Commission, minus a small fee for himself. Furci, however, decided to keep most of the money and was arrested for grand larceny.


  Frattergio was no stranger to the police either. He amassed a large number of arrests on bolita and illegal gambling charges dating back to 1941.


  A few months later a short trial for the Diaz bolita operation got underway. During the trial, Diaz was calm and collected. He even joked, during the jury deliberations which took place on a Friday, that he hoped they would “hurry up. We gotta get back to work tomorrow.” He was referring to the bolita throwing on Saturday night. During one part of the trial, the judge was stating his belief that the bolita rackets opened the way for violence, and that they were the sole reason gangsters killed gangsters. Diaz, unable to contain himself, broke in, protesting, “Gangs don’t shoot anybody anymore.”31 He could not have been more wrong.
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  In the days following his conviction while out on a $5,000 bond, Joe Diaz went about his usual routine, which often consisted of taking a cab to the Tampa home of Mrs. Lois Nunez, widow of slain gambler Rene Nunez. Whether he was there for conciliatory reasons or something else is not known.


  Diaz would park his white 1951 Cadillac at the corner of North Avenue and Ola Avenue, bordering the Woodlawn cemetery. He would call a cab from the Yellow Cab Company, coincidentally the cab company that Dominick Furci later became the manager of, to take him the six blocks to Mrs. Nunez’s.


  On the night of July 2, cab driver Robert Van Auken got the call for a cab to go to 717 West Ohio Drive to pick up a fare. He knew it was Diaz, having picked the gambler up from that address many times before. Diaz was a man of habit, always having the fare of $.50 ready, along with a quarter tip for the driver.


  Van Auken picked up his fare, drove to the cemetery, and dropped Diaz off at his car. Diaz got out of the cab and walked around the rear to get to his Cadillac. Near the edge of the cemetery, a gunman appeared from the shadows. He caught Diaz by surprise. Diaz tried to run, but the gun went off and three .12 gauge shots lodged into Diaz’s body. Diaz fell facedown on the pavement. The gunman walked casually over to his car, parked on an adjacent side street blocked by tall pine trees. Van Auken ran out of his cab to tend to the dying Diaz while the gunman drove away.


  When police arrived, Van Auken was visibly shaken and unable to give the police any description of the killer. He had ducked down when he heard the shots, but did note that the killer was extremely nonchalant about leaving. Police canvassed the area for witnesses but found no one willing to say anything about the shooting. Diaz was dead by the time paramedics arrived on the scene.


  The killing was splashed across the headlines the next day. It was the first gangland hit in three years, but what made this one so interesting was a letter that Diaz wrote a few years earlier. He left the note with his wife, with instructions to give it to the police should anything happen to him. The note named some of the top names in the bolita rackets, as well as a vice squad detective, whose name was deleted by police when the letter was printed in the paper the next day. Many suspected the deleted name was that of Walter Heinrech, a city detective.


  The note read:


  
    Friday, December 28, 1956


    To whom it may concern,


    I’m writing this letter in case I meet death, by accident, or if I disappear or if I’m shot to death. If anything happens to me the one to blame is (Name deleted-vice officer). He has been putting pressure on me, Eddie Blanco, and Virgilio Fabian, so we will turn our bolita business to a group that has him tied up. He does everything they tell him.


    The group that (deleted) is obligated to is -Angelo Bedami, Frank “Shipyard” Ferrara, Nick Scaglione, Primo Lazzara, Joe Lazzara, Nelson Lazzara, Phillip Piazza (Red Italiano’s brother-in-law), and Tony Martinez. Tony Martinez is the one who pushes (deleted). Martinez gave (deleted) a lot on Buffalo Ave., west of Central, that Martinez had in his father’s name.


    If all of this is checked out you will find I’m telling the truth.


    This afternoon, Joe Diez, who used to be a bodyguard for Charlie Wall, went to see Eddie Blanco & told him everything would be O.K. if he turned his business over to him. Joe is alright, he has been sent by someone else.


    It’s no use to see the sheriff, because Armando (deleted) is in with this group and he does not tell the sheriff the truth. The sheriff believes everything Armando tells him.


    What Armando does not tell the sheriff is that he is in the bolita business, with Chico Morales and Pepin Rodriguez. Morales is one of the owners of Casino Hardware. Armando is also in business with Ines “California” Rivera, and Ernesto Alvarez.


    Three other group Armando takes money from is Rolando Rodiguez, Nelson Lazzara, and Joe Lazzara.


    Tonight I’m going to see Red McQueen, the State’s Attorney - when I get back if I come back I’ll write what he told me.


    I saw and talked to the State’s Attorney and he said he would not tolerate any person or group taking all the business (bolita) as he does not want any killings. He said he was going to call every one connected with the rackets and let them know how he felt about the whole thing - even if he had to put everyone in jail.


    Joe Diaz 32

  


  The note was compelling evidence that the Mafia was utilizing corrupt law-enforcement officials to force remaining bolita operators who had not turned their operations over to the mob to do so under threat of force. Although this letter was written two years prior to Diaz’s death, the bolita ring he was operating had members of the Trafficante crime family in it. In the interim, it appeared that Diaz capitulated and let the Mafia move in on at least some of his operations. Diaz still ran much of his business independently of the Mafia, and that may be one of the reasons he was targeted for death. His lucrative bolita rackets would now fall under the mob’s control. It made more economic sense for the mob to kill Diaz rather than pay him off or share profits with him.


  Diaz’s letter also gives insight into the various factions controlled by Cubans and how Mafia associates like Nelson and Joe Lazzara were moving in and taking them over. Another Cuban operator by the name of Joe R. Diez, the man who went to Eddie Blanco in Diaz’s letter, would become an important associate of the Mafia in years to come. Blanco himself aligned with the Mafia after the Diaz slaying and gave them a percentage of his gambling operation’s take. It was a pattern that was becoming more commonplace.


  Diaz’s killing was given the rudimentary treatment by local law enforcement. Apart from the cab driver, no witnesses came forward, and the investigation quickly stalled. The police called in all the men named in Diaz’s letter for questioning, hoping to jumpstart their investigation. Eddie Blanco denied knowing anything about the crime, and was seemingly distraught over losing his friend and partner. Other underworld figures brought in for questioning included Augustine Lazzara and his brothers Joe and Nelson, Angelo Bedami Sr. and his sons Joe and Jimmy Bedami, Dominick Furci, Joe R. “Baby Joe” Diez, Phillip Piazza, Jim Fratterigo, and Salvatore Lorenzo.


  The funeral for Diaz was extravagant, to say the least. Hundreds of mourners descended graveside to see the final internment. Among those teary-eyed attendees were members of the Mafia, including Henry Trafficante, who seemed genuinely distraught over the loss. The police questioned Henry about his knowledge of Diaz’s killer, but Henry offered no information.


  The Diaz slaying was the final nail in the coffin for any independent or Cuban-backed gambling groups in Tampa. The message came through loud and clear. The Tampa Mafia was in charge, and no dissention, whether from outside influences or forces within the mob itself, would be tolerated. Bolita in Tampa was finally under control after thirty years of fighting between the various factions. Tampa was breathing a tentative sigh of relief, hoping the flashy gangland killings might finally come to an end. However, one last encore remained. It was a final curtain call on the street level violence of old school organized crime.


  [image: ]


  Bennie Lazzara (no relation to Augustine Primo Lazzara) took the route of a hard working businessman to find his fortune in Tampa. He set up one of the most successful produce firms on the West coast of Florida, enjoying a respectable reputation among the local business elite. Lazzara was no stranger to the pervasive influence of organized crime, but he steadfastly refused to be a part of it.


  Sunday evening, March 8, 1959, Lazzara parked his 1956 Buick in front of his house after returning from his weekly card game. He and his wife began to emerge from their car when a gunman, waiting in an alley next to the Lazzara residence, came running up to the couple and fired a .12 gauge shotgun at the produce dealer. Lazzara was struck point blank and died instantly. The gunman ran back around to the alley where his car was running and took off in a hurry, waking neighbors as his car plowed through the side streets of Ybor City. Witnesses were able to give only a muddled description of the getaway car.


  The Lazzara killing sent shock waves throughout Tampa. Lazzara had been a personal friend of then-Mayor Nick Nuccio, as well as numerous police officers. He was also a well-respected businessman in the community. The press coverage was intense, and mobsters would later admit that the family’s new method of dealing with enemies, disposal of the bodies in places where they would never be found, was a direct result of the Lazzara fiasco.


  Police frantically searched for a suspect. For a while, Joe Bedami was under suspicion, having already garnered a repulation as a hitman for the crime family, but footprints found at the scene didn’t match his shoe size. Law enforcement officials also began to speculate on the motive. Reasons ranging from gambling debts to personal grudges were trotted out but quickly discounted. It was clear that once again a gangland-style murder in Tampa would go unsolved.


  One theory that came out some time after Lazzara’s death involved a gas station Lazzara had recently purchased. It was alleged that members of the Mafia wanted to buy the station as well, but Lazzara had gotten there first. Was his life the obvious trade? Another theory is that Lazzara discovered his produce trucks were being used to transport narcotics from a warehouse in New Orleans, owned by the Marcello family, to Tampa, where members of the Tampa mob were distributing them up the coast to the Northeast. Perhaps Lazzara went to the police and someone on the inside leaked the information to the mob and Lazzara was gunned down for his discovery.
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  In the 1960s, Santo Trafficante Jr. was placed on the FBI’s list of top hoodlums in the country, a program used to identify top criminal leaders and begin intense surveillance of the their operations. It was in part an intelligence gathering operation, but also was a way for the FBI to let the mobsters’ under surveillance know that they were being watched. Santo became the focal point for the Florida field offices.


  FBI agents would follow Santo to and from his homes in Miami and Tampa. They would place agents at key places where they thought he would be. The feds tailed either Trafficante’s 1965 white Dodge Dart or his 1964 Chevy Chevelle (later, he’d have a turquoise two-door 1968 Dodge and a 1975 black two-door Ford as well) wherever they went in both Miami and Tampa. All in all, agents put together over 40,000 pages of surveillance information on Trafficante, but they were still unable to gather enough hard evidence to charge him with anything.


  On the afternoon of September 22, 1966, two local New York police officers walked into the basement of La Stella, a small Italian restaurant in Queens. There, seated at table piled high with food and wine, were Carlo Gambino, boss of the Gambino family; his capos, Joseph N. Gallo and Aniello Dellacroce, later the mentor of John Gotti; Joe Colombo, boss of the Profaci family, now called the Colombos; Thomas Eboli, boss of the Genovese family, his consigliere, Michael Miranda, and two soldiers, Dominick Alongi, and Anthony Carolla; Carlos Marcello and his brother Joe, along with Anthony Carolla, and Frank Gagliano; and Santo Trafficante Jr.


  When asked what the meeting was about, Carlos Marcello told authorities, “I decided to see some of my old friends, so we all got together for lunch. Sure, some of these fellows had been in the rackets, but if they’re in the Mafia, I don’t know a damned thing about that. This was strictly a social gathering, that’s all there was to it.”33


  The men were gathered for a mini summit dealing with the leadership of the New Orleans family. Marcello wanted to maintain his status as boss, while Anthony Carolla, son of an old New Orleans mob boss, wanted a bigger piece of the action. He also wanted to be named successor to Marcello when the time came. Trafficante was no doubt there to lend his support to Marcello, his long time friend and business associate.


  The actual meeting took place earlier, with the New York mafioso deciding in favor of Marcello, telling Carolla he had no claim to a bigger share of Marcello’s operations. They also kept the line of succession in the Marcello family, giving it to Carlos’s son, Joe (Interestingly when Carlos died, Joe Jr. did not want the top spot and gave it to Carolla anyway).


  The police arrested all thirteen men, charging them with consorting with known criminals. The men were handcuffed and taken to a local police precinct, where they were stripped to their underwear, fingerprinted, and photographed. Despite the state charge of consorting with known criminals, the men were held as material witnesses for a grand jury hearing into organized crime, convened after the men had been arrested. The men were held on $100,000 bail, and thus Santo spent his first and only night in American jail.


  The next day, they were paraded before the grand jury. Predictably, each man invoked the Fifth Amendment. Unable to charge the men with anything substantial, the police released the group. Trafficante and Marcello then decided to thumb their nose at the police again, and went out for a leisurely lunch that afternoon. Frank Ragano joined them, as did a photographer who took a picture of the group with Santo holding up a glass in a toast to the camera.


  The authorities in New York let Trafficante return to Florida but were determined to milk him for all he was worth. Over the following year, he was called back up to New York five times to appear before a grand jury. Santo, as usual, revealed no information, invoking the Fifth. The constant calls to the grand jury were meant to shake him up as much as gather facts, but Santo remained unflappable.


  Authorities in New York were not the only local law enforcement agency keeping tabs on Trafficante. The sheriff of Dade county, which includes Miami, made a declaration that Trafficante was unwelcome in his County, and would be arrested on sight.


  Stepping off an airplane into the Miami International Airport on February 3, 1967, Trafficante looked like a dapper businessman, wearing an $800 suit and custom shoes. With his tanned face and wire rimmed glasses, he could have passed for any normal traveler coming into the airport that day. Upon entering the terminal, Trafficante was approached by six sheriff’s deputies.


  One of the sheriff’s men approached Trafficante with a camera. Santo looked at him and asked, “Is this a good pose?” When two other deputies asked Trafficante for identification, Santo shouted back, “God damn it….Jesus Christ… You sons of bitches can’t do this to me. This isn’t Russia.”34 For this outburst, Trafficante was cuffed and charged with vagrancy.


  They also found a bottle of prescription pills on Trafficante, which resulted in another charge of narcotics possession, as well as a charge of disorderly conduct for questioning the arrest. This was just one of a multitude of examples of the often bullish tactics law enforcement used in their attempts to rattle mobsters under their surveillance.


  The trumped up charge of narcotics possession was dropped, as were the vagrancy and disorderly conduct claims. The police were trying to make a point more than an arrest and seemed to delight in setting off the mob boss. Santo’s lawyer, Frank Ragano, made a huge fuss about the arrest, and the sheriff’s office backed off on their threat to run Santo out of town. Trafficante, however, was now on alert that law enforcement could be waiting around every corner.


  In order to avoid FBI agents, Santo would often buy airline tickets under an assumed name, once even using the name of an agent who was following him. He also moved into a small cul-de-sac in North Miami, attempting to avoid surveillance by the FBI. The feds were not so easily dissuaded, though, and set up a platform on a tree across the street from Trafficante’s new home, where they continued to monitor his every move. Trafficante was cagey, and careful. He knew the feds were always around and made sure his business was conducted with utmost secrecy. He expected the same from his crime family, especially his second in command.
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  Frank “Daddy Frank” Diecidue held the underboss spot and ran a lot of the day-to-day operations of the Trafficante crime family while Santo was in Miami. The underboss slot is often held by a close confidant of the boss. Of course, there was a lot of animosity between the Diecidues and Trafficante families over leadership of the organization, but it seems like Diecidue was chosen as underboss to alleviate some of the bad feelings between the two families. The underboss slot in Tampa has long been the subject of speculation, especially during the early years of the family. Salvatore Scaglione was reported to have run things in Tampa during the 1950s while Santo was in Cuba, but Scaglione reportedly retired from the crime family by 1960, and Frank Diecidue filled the underboss vacancy. Official documents are unclear as to when Diecidue became underboss, but he definitely held the position by the mid 1960s.


  Often described as a jovial, friendly man, Diecidue occasionally dropped the veneer when pressed. When a reporter pressed him about his Mafia affiliations, Diecidue remarked, “What the hell is a matter with you people?? Tell the FBI they’re full of shit!”35


  Diecidue was effectively running the family with the help of Augustine Lazzara, also speculated to have held the underboss slot at one time. Diecidue was also helping keep the links between Tampa and the rest of the Mafia families strong. Santo hosted mob dignitaries in Miami, and Diecidue took them around in Tampa.


  Diecidue had close contact with Frank DeSimone, mob boss of Los Angeles and a frequent guest at the Diecidue’s house. Frank also met with John Vitale and Anthony Giordano, two top St. Louis mobsters, whenever they came to Tampa. Angelo Bruno, longtime boss of Philadelphia, kept Diecidue’s number in his personal effects. Diecidue also met often with Louis Coticchia, a well-known courier for the Mafia who ran afoul of Trafficante.


  The position of courier is one of the least understood jobs in organized crime. Usually the courier is an unknown, without any direct ties to an individual family. The courier brings information, money, drugs, betting paraphernalia, and other assorted illicit goods and services from mob family to mob family. This way, the made members are insulted, and business gets done without the direct involvement of top mobsters, making it difficult for law enforcement to build a case against them.


  Coticchia was one of the most highly regarded couriers in the business. He amassed an arrest record across the county for minor crimes, but continued to serve as a vital link in the nationwide crime syndicate operations. Following his arrest in Tampa in 1963 on a grand larceny charge that was eventually dropped, Coticchia went back to Miami, where he had spent a considerable amount of time in the past.


  There, he came into frequent contact with Santo Trafficante Jr. He often lent Santo the use of a 1961 Falcon sedan, belonging to his brother. His criminal relationship with the Trafficante family was a profitable one for both parties. He was also a frequent dining companion of Santo Jr. One afternoon, though, Cottichia met Trafficante and was never heard from again.


  Frank Diecidue was an employee, officer, and operator of Dixie Amusement Company, a vending operation in Tampa. Diecidue incorporated Dixie in 1959, with Joe Bedami as president. Santo was also alleged to be a silent partner in the company. Dixie Amusements set up vending operation in bars across Tampa and into St. Petersburg. The treasurer at the company was Carmen Busciglio, sister-in-law of Michael DiVito. DiVito lived in Jacksonville and was alleged to run Santo’s operations there before his death in 1959.


  Dixie Amusements operated Dixie Land, a bar/after-hours club on West Hillsborough Avenue. It was one of a string of bars, restaurants, and lounges in Tampa that was part of the Trafficante network. The Trafficante family owned and operated dozens of bars and lounges in Tampa and surrounding towns, and they became known as establishments where criminal activity was rampant, with drug dealing occurring out in the open and gambling in guarded back rooms.


  The Red Top Bar was one of the more infamous lounges that was part of the Trafficante crime family operation. Phillip Piazza, identified as a member of the Tampa Mafia in 1963, operated it. The Red Top was located in an impoverished section of town, and served as a top hangout for mobsters and the headquarters of Piazza’s bookmaking operation. Piazza sold the bar to his nephew after Phillip was arrested for bookmaking at the establishment. The Red Top Bar was finally closed in 1980.


  Augustine Lazzara owned the Yellow House, a bar on the outskirts of Ybor City for years. He also owned another establishment, Gene’s Bar, while his brother Joseph D. Lazzara operated Eden Roc liquors, which in turn operated the Castaways Lounge, and Pam Liquors Inc.


  Jimmy Donofrio owned a number of bars in downtown Tampa, many of which were crime family hangouts. Donofrio had a checkered history with the State Beverage Department, managing to get his revoked liquor license back a number of times following allegations of criminal activity at his bars.


  Even the Trafficantes themselves owned bars. Santo Jr., along with his brother Henry, owned the Dream Bar, once operated by Nick Scaglione. Frank Albano held the license for the Dream Bar in 1967. He also worked for All Brands Vending Co. Albano was an up and coming earner in the crime family who also happened to be married to one of Santo’s daughters, illustrating the benefit of family connections. Trafficante’s brother, Fano, was an employee at the Dream Bar. The Trafficante’s also owned and operated the Kit Kat Bar on West Hillsborough Avenue, and owned parcels of land on which stood bars, restaurants, and hotels.


  Late one night in April of 1967, a raid was staged at the Dixie Land, as well as a dozen other bars across Tampa and some surrounding towns. Charges ranged from gambling to vagrancy to liquor violations. Diecidue was arrested and charged with two counts of gambling and one charge of operating a gambling establishment. Also among those arrested were Joseph D. Lazzara and a slew of customers who placed bets on games or were accused of other minor offenses. The worst, though, was yet to come.
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      	The Scagliones
    

  


  The Dixieland raid resulted in the formation of a grand jury to look into underworld activity in Tampa. Subpoenas were sent out all over town, and although many tried to duck them, some eventually showed up to give testimony. Frank Diecidue, Henry Trafficante, Frank Albano, Joseph D. Lazzara, and James Costa Longo all appeared. Their pictures were splashed all over the local papers.


  By October of 1967, rumors abounded that the grand jury was about to level some indictments and that arrests were imminent. The charges were mainly liquor violations, and the Federal Alcohol and Tobacco Tax division was instrumental in the proceedings.


  The anxious waiting culminated in five arrests on Friday, October 27, 1967. Frank “Cowboy” Ippolito was the first arrested. He was charged with using Western Union services to run a sophisticated gambling network from Florida to Chicago. Ippolito had already been arrested for this crime back in 1966, and eventually pled guilty to local charges. The new case simply added state and federal counts.


  Fano Trafficante and Frank Albano were arrested for unlawful labeling of liquor bottles. They were also charged with watering down drinks at the Dream Bar. For Albano, his first pinch was certainly not a high crime, although it did constitute a violation of federal law.


  Augustine Lazzara was arrested and charged with falsifying state and federal liquor tax forms, stating that Rudy L. Heiny owned his establishment, the Yellow Bar, when it was actually still under the control of Lazzara. Complaining of a bad heart, Lazzara was released on a $3,000 bond and didn’t live long enough to see his day in court. Augustine died of a heart attack on April 8, 1968.


  The other person arrested was Nick Scaglione, who was charged with causing gambling paraphernalia to travel in interstate commerce between New York and Tampa. He walked into the courtroom with his jacket over his cuffs, not wanting anyone to notice, but the newspaper snapped a picture of him anyway. He too was released on a $3,000 bond.


  Nick Scaglione had always been a major player in the Tampa bolita rackets. He was pinched for the first time in 1941, and would log twelve more arrests over the years, all for gambling related crimes. Never delving into more violent forms of racketeering, Scaglione was mainly a gambler, and operator of gambling houses.


  Scaglione owned a fortress-like home north of Ybor City, complete with bars on the windows and a guard armed with a rifle and sporting a pair of binoculars to watch out for cops and other gangsters. The doors were made of steel, and there was allegedly an incinerator inside the house to burn gambling slips if the cops came for a raid. However, Scaglione was more concerned about getting ripped off by fellow crooks.


  Scaglione’s arrest in 1967 would be the start of a particularly bad streak of luck. He was arrested again on November 5, 1968, and charged with conducting a $10,000-a-week lottery, possession of gambling paraphernalia, and bookmaking. He was busted at Tony’s Sundries, a storefront where he had been arrested in March of 1967 for the same offenses. Scaglione posted the $4,500 bond and was released. He returned to his old ways, and was arrested in January of 1969 at Nick’s Place, a bar in downtown Tampa. He was released on $1,000 bond, but was arrested again in May, October, and December of the same year. The arrests were all for bookmaking.


  The December arrest came after Scaglione was found guilty of breaking federal gambling laws in relation to his transport of flash paper from New York, which was delivered to the Dream Bar. He was found guilty of all charges and sentenced to five years in prison. His attorneys vowed an appeal, and Scaglione was let go on $5,000 bond. He promptly went back to the gambling houses, but eventually served a six-month sentence in state prison.


  Scaglione often worked together with his brother Alphonso (Al). Together, they were involved in parimutuel wagering, sports bookmaking, bolita, lottery, dog and horse racing, and, some even suspected, a large policy ring that extended into the poorer minority communities, where policy was big business.


  Al was a restaurateur and operator of a fish camp in the farming community of Ruskin, just south of Tampa. Often seen with a wide smile on his face, Al, like his brother, was also a major gambling figure. Al’s usual wardrobe of checkered shirts and work pants made him look more like a fisherman than a mafioso. He lived for a while in the central Florida community of Lakeland, a hotbed of gambling activity for the cracker mob.


  Al’s first arrest came in 1949, eight years after Nick’s. Ten years later, in 1959, Al and his uncle Tony, were arrested on another illegal gambling charge in conjunction with an investigation into Nick’s activities. Police raided Nick’s house and found a hidden steel door, allegedly containing vault with money and bolita equipment. When they finally got the door open it was empty save for two gas masks. What purpose the masks served was never revealed.


  In 1962, Al was arrested again, this time because he illegally voted in the Democratic primaries in Tampa. Just a year earlier, Al was accused of soliciting votes for an opponent of the incumbent sheriff. It seemed that Al was dabbling in the political arena that the Tampa underworld was so heavily involved in back in the day. By his fifth arrest in 1965, Al had already been identified in front of Congress as a made member of the Trafficante family. He was also fingered by the press as a lottery point man and, along with his brother Nick, the brains behind illegal gambling in Tampa. Al was not smiling much anymore. Although he was still a respected businessman, his mob ties were bringing on unwanted publicity.
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      	Another Grand Jury, Another Day
    

  


  The 1968 crime probe was not the first nor the last grand jury investigation into organized crime activities in Tampa. One of the earliest was in June of 1953. It brought out all the underworld bigshots, who paraded in front of the grand jury and refused to answer questions.


  This time, the gangsters were brought in for a grand jury that was formed in the wake of the killing of Henry Hicks. Called in front of the court were Paul Ferraro, Joe Diaz, Nick Scaglione, Joe “Jo-Jo” Cacciatore, Henry Trafficante, Ciro Spoto Bellucia, Virgilio Fabian, Ed Blanco, Charlie Wall, gambler Charles Sulli, Sam Mondello, Augustine Lazzara, and Johnny Rivera. Santo Trafficante Jr., Sal Italiano, and Angelo Bedami were no-shows.


  The probe expanded law enforcement’s knowledge of some of the gangsters’ activities, and gave the local media a field day. Photographers attempted to snap a picture of each target as he came out of court, and made a three page spread in the local paper. Most of the men were fine with the photographers, but Joe Cacciatore griped, “Is this Russia? I don’t want my picture taken.”36


  After the 1968 grand jury probe into gambling and the liquor industry, the Florida Attorney General sent out word that he was going to start a major crackdown on organized crime and convened another grand jury to probe ties between organized crime and the Port of Tampa.


  The first subpoenas went out to John J. Imparato, president of Southport Stevedore, John Imparato Jr., president of Gulf Shipping, and others involved with Southport. One name that was conspicuously absent was that of Ciro Bedami, who was at that time active in the ports and would later own two stevedore companies of his own, as well as being tied in with Southport Stevedore Co.


  The Imparatos were questioned about money paid to an officer in the company, a man by the name of Harry Fontana, a capo in the Colombo crime family. Fontana was elected to the post of vice-president in 1965 and retained the office through the crime probe. Fontana once ran the Red Hook section of Brooklyn for Joe Profaci, close associate of both Santo Jr. and Sr. Fontana was also a player in the infamous Gallo/Profaci war, which turned the streets of Brooklyn into a battleground between the faction led by “Crazy” Joe Gallo and the rest of the Profaci/Colombo family.


  The Imparato inquiry started the ball rolling for the State Attorney. A grand jury in 1970 sent out a subpoena for Santo Trafficante Jr., calling him to appear at the trial of his brother Fano, and son-in-law Frank Albano on charges stemming from their 1967 arrests.


  When the authorities went to Santo’s house, they were greeted at the door by Santo’s other son-in-law, August Paniello, a manager at a local Hertz Rent-a-Car agency. Paniello told them that Santo was not at home. Santo, however, was in the back room, and, realizing what Paniello had done, sent word through a FBI agent watching the house to re-send the subpoena.


  The gesture was to no avail, though. When federal agents came back to the house, they arrested Trafficante and Paniello for obstructing justice. Both men were released on bond. It was Santo’s first arrest in some time, and brought a lot of unwanted media attention. The charge itself was a misdemeanor, unlikely to have caused Trafficante any grief. He honored the subpoena and testified in front of the grand jury.


  The morning after Santo’s testimony, the grand jury foreman received a threatening phone call from an unidentified party. The caller warned the foreman to behave himself, with the implied threat that harm would come to him. Frank Ragano, Trafficante’s attorney, was furious at media allegations that Trafficante was behind the call.


  On October 3, 1970, Trafficante offered a guilty plea to one charge of obstructing justice. It was his first and only conviction. He was put on probation for one year and required to get a job, which he promptly did: a no-show job as a sales representative for De Rogatis Fashions in Miami.


  In 1971, another federal grand jury was convened to hear testimony from people in Tampa. This probe was designed to look at Mafia influence in Hillsborough County and the local government. Some of those subpoenaed were Santo Trafficante Jr., Frank Albano, and Joe R. “Baby Joe” Diez.


  Diez was a cattle rancher from nearby Pasco County, as well as a former bodyguard for gambling boss Charlie Wall. Diez was also the brother-in-law of former narcotics kingpin George “Saturday” Zarate. He was well known in law enforcement circles as the liaison between the Mafia in Tampa and the local judges, commissioners, and other public officials. His ability to get things done for friends and colleagues was legendary.


  In 1972, Diez became the focal point of a federal case involving shady land deals and income tax evasion. He was named, along with bar/laundry owner Peter A. Palori Sr. Palori also owned a string of bars in Tampa.


  Another person named as a conspirator, and the actual focal point of the case, was Clarence Prevatt, a county commissioner accused of receiving pay-offs to help with zoning issues Palori had with some of his property. Basically, Palori had property he wanted zoned as commercial. He went with Joe Diez to Prevatt, and in exchange for payments of up to $13,000, he got the favorable land deals he desired. However, his good fortune soon attracted eye of the IRS.


  On April 3, 1974, Diez and Palori were convicted. Eight days later, Clarence Prevatt was arrested for income tax fraud. Palori ended up with a four-year sentence, Diez with an eighteenth month stretch, and Prevatt spent six month behind bars.


  Another target of the 1971 grand jury sessions was Frank Albano, who had recently pled to the liquor law violations he was charged with back in 1967. Albano was given immunity from prosecution and, in return, required to answer the judge’s questions. He knew what was at stake in the inquiry and talked to the grand jury but gave them nothing to pin on him, or other members of the Trafficante crime family. Investigators were stopped again from penetrating the mob.


  As the 1970s dawned, though, the relative calm that existed in the Tampa underworld was showing signs of ending, and investigators would be able to witness firsthand the inner workings of the enigmatic organization. Not since the Era of Blood had the streets of Tampa seen such a level of gangland violence.
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      	Lounge Wars
    

  


  The 1970s ushered in a new era in the Tampa underworld, in terms of both business methods and demographics. The established gangsters were aging, and a group of young up-and-coming mobsters were both moving into existing rackets and creating new money making opportunities. The old guard still held the top leadership spots and had the final say, but there were now offshoot criminal organizations, some working under the Mafia, that were converging on the seedy world of inner-city bars and drug dealing.


  One of the young up-and-coming mobsters in the seventies was Joseph Charles Bedami. The son of missing mobster Joe Bedami, Joseph Charles was a twentysome-thing chip off the old block, running scams and forging partnerships in the underworld with a varied cast of characters.


  By the time he was twenty-two, Bedami had been arrested numerous times. He was tried and convicted of conspiracy to import cocaine, but the verdict was overturned on a technicality. He was arrested again in December of 1975, charged with possession of marijuana and amphetamines, and jailed. The arrest was a violation of his probation for an earlier charge of breaking into a car. At the time, he was also facing a federal trial for counterfeiting.


  Bedami, along with Pasquale “Pat” Matassini, was charged with participation in a million dollar counterfeiting ring that began in 1973. The men were accused of dealing in over $1 million in counterfeit money. Matassini was found guilty, but Bedami was acquitted. Pat was sentenced to three years in prison, but was let out on a bond while awaiting his appeal. Bedami was quickly escorted to another courtroom, where he was found guilty of violating his parole and sentenced to six months in prison.


  Matassini, a former cop, owned a string of strip bars in Tampa, as well as the Godfather Lounge, a popular restaurant/bar built on a parcel of land owned by Santo Trafficante Jr. His most popular strip club was 2001 Odyssey, which had a makeshift spaceship on top of the building for private dances. Matassini made a name for himself in the strip club business, giving adult club magnate Joe Redner his start. His criminal associations ran deep. He owned numerous bars and lounges and often crossed paths with mobsters. He took over a few bars owned by mobster Jimmy Donofrio. Matassini also had close ties with Henry Trafficante, and was observed in his presence a number of times over the years.


  The same went for Joseph Bedami Jr. During his brief reign as a major news item, Bedami Jr. was constantly referred to as an underworld figure. However, he never achieved the level of influence that his grandfather, father, and uncle had. After serving his time for probation violation, Bedami returned to Tampa with a much lower profile. He amassed a DUI arrest in 1988, but once again found himself in trouble with narcotics when he was arrested for conspiracy to traffic cocaine in 1990.


  Due to their associations, Bedami and Matassini were privy to much more activity than serving drinks. The bar and lounge scene in Tampa was also the stage for drug trafficking, arson-for-hire, prostitution, and murder-for-hire plots. The businesses were headquarters for major cocaine and marijuana trafficking operations, as well as points of sale, especially in inner-city areas. Most of the bars were part of the mob’s network and funneled money to the hierarchy of the family.


  Not all of those involved in criminal activity were part of the same group. There emerged factions in the lounge scene, each side looking to get the upper hand in the drug trade. Some of the major narcotics dealers began backing certain bars. The camp headed by Victor Manuel Acosta was connected to the Tampa mob, and was not happy about the competition.


  Acosta was at the helm of a drug ring along with Joe Charles Bedami and another Tampa mafioso, Louis “Blackie” Llerandi. A one time bolita peddler, Llerandi was once involved in a high-speed car chase with members of the Tampa vice squad through the streets of Tampa. In the early 1960s, Llerandi graduated to forgery and counterfeiting, as well as armed robbery. By the time he was out of prison for the counterfeiting charge, he had fallen in with Acosta.


  The men headed an operation in Tampa that used drugs that were imported to the U.S. through Miami. In Miami, the main importers were a notorious group of drug traffickers headed by New York mobster Ricky Cravero. Llerandi was also involved with Miguel Munoz in a second dope ring. One night, in 1973, two men posing as police officers came to Munoz’s house, and beat him senseless. They stole $23,000 and four pounds of cocaine.


  Llerandi was furious, and met with Munoz to figure out who was behind the robbery. They traced the men back to Anthony “Pico” Lopez, whose wife was the god-child of Santo Trafficante Jr. Even with such a pedigree, Llerandi and Munoz decided to take on Lopez, and sent a contract to Sam Cagnina III.


  In the early morning hours of May 11, 1973, Anthony Lopez was leaving the house of a friend. He got into his new Lincoln and turned the ignition, setting off an explosive that had been placed under the car while he had been inside the house. The explosion ripped through the floorboard and tore one of Pico’s legs off. He survived the attack, but was crippled for life.


  The reverberations through the underworld began, and rumors of another full-blown war between crime groups started. The attack on Lopez was definitely going to be met with some sort of retaliation, but no one was sure who would be the next target. Many in Acosta’s camp were on alert.


  On the evening of January 7, 1974, Miguel Munoz, the man rumored to be responsible for the bombing of Lopez, was getting out of his wife’s car at 2418 Fourteenth Avenue in Ybor City, when a 30-06 bullet tore through his back, killing him instantly. Police canvassed the area and found the probable location of the shot. It was thought to have been from one of the second story buildings across the street, but no murder weapon or evidence of the shooter was ever found.


  Acosta began taking aim at rival lounge owners. There were small skirmishes between the two camps, which became known as “lounge wars.” Acosta’s faction had Blackie Llerandi, as well as Sam Cagnina III and Ismael “Terry Lee” Garcia. They backed certain lounges in Tampa, Miami, and Key West, extracting protection payments in exchange for peace as well as using the lounges as a distribution point for cocaine and marijuana.


  The chain of command went from Acosta through Llerandi to Cagnina. Before long, the gang was shaking down massage parlors across the state and expanding the drug ring, but Cagnina was getting a little greedy. He decided he wanted a bigger piece of the action from the parlors. According to the news accounts, Cagnina went about contacting some owners of massage parlors, especially Ronnie Yaras. Yaras was the owner of a string of strip clubs and parlors in South Florida, which he had inherited from his father.


  Allegedly, Cagnina decided it was a good time to take Yaras out of the picture and divvy up the proceeds between himself, Ismael, and George Webber, a Tampan who owned a number of lounges backed by the Acosta camp. The contract reportedly went to Ismael. Yaras turned up dead a short time later in his Miami Beach townhouse with a bullet in his neck and one in his temple. Ismael was tried but ultimately acquitted of the murder.


  New information paints a different picture of the lounge set-up. Cagnina was in charge of Llerandi and Ismael Garcia. Ron Yaras approached Cagnina and told him that Webber and another Miami businessman wanted protection from South Florida wiseguys trying to muscle in on their massage parlors. Sam Cagnina actually gave up his interest in the parlor venture before Yaras was killed. Blackie Llendi was the last person to see Ron Yaras alive.


  Around the time of Yara’s death, Victor Acosta was looking with envy at their extensive network of bars and lounges. Starting in the 1960s, Manuel Garcia and his associate Eugene O’Steen began buying up lounges and liquor licenses. They also expanded into the vending machine business.


  In 1975, Garcia and O’Steen decided to start selling some of their bars and made a few deals with up-and-coming bar owner Caesar Rodriguez. Garcia made a number of sales with the stipulation that his and O’Steen’s vending machines had to remain in the bars, even though Rodriguez now owned them. The locations were prime pieces of real estate, and Acosta started to make his intentions known.


  Garcia was spending more and more time in Costa Rica, but he managed to come up to Tampa occasionally for business meetings. One night on June 29, 1975, Garcia was backing his light blue Pinto station wagon out of a parking space at a Quality Inn when his back tire rolled over a doorbell taped to the top of the tire. When the doorbell was crushed, dynamite blew up Garcia’s car. Luckily Garcia was not hurt, but his wooden leg, worn as a result of a previous car accident, was blown off.


  Rodriguez was the next owner to feel Acosta’s wrath. One month after Garcia’s explosion, Rodriguez’s daughter’s boyfriend went to back Caesar’s new Buick out of the driveway. When the boyfriend got into the car, dynamite blew him through the front window. Much to the relief of the Rodriguez family, some of the sticks didn’t detonate, and the boyfriend suffered only minor injuries.


  Another attempt on Rodriguez’s life occurred in September of 1975 when two men, in the grand old tradition of Tampa gangland slayings, drove up next to Caesar’s car and attempted to blast him with a shotgun. The gun misfired and Rodriguez tried to chase the men down, shooting at them as he went.


  Although Victor Acosta was the big man both in the drug ring and massage games, he still had to answer to someone higher in the pecking order. He went to Frank Diecidue, who was running an offshoot faction of the Tampa family at the time. Under Diecidue were Acosta and his minions, along with other mobsters and associates, including Richard Victor Arrigo (Vic Rossi), Anthony Antone, Manuel Gispert, and Larry Neil Miller.


  Manuel Gispert was a long-time partner of Diecidue. In the fifties Gispert was named with Diecidue and Joe Bedami Sr. in a scheme designed to control Tampa’s juke box and vending machine industry. The sheriff’s department made a statement about the group. “A joint investigation by the sheriff’s department and the city police has disclosed that a group of racketeers has formed a company for distribution of juke boxes and is seeking to force taverns and bars to replace machines of other distributors with those of the new company,” he said.37


  These men often held court at the Castaways, a lounge owned by Joe D. Lazzara. This hangout was a great place for drinking, shooting pool, and plotting criminal activities. Diecidue would stop by regularly to pick up coins from the vending machines owned by his company, and stay around to talk deals. Some dealt with counterfeit money, while others dealt with arson, specifically setting fires to collect insurance. One of the Tampa mob’s first schemes, it was being brought back to life by the aging underboss and his cronies.


  By 1975, the Acosta drug operation was out of business and the men found themselves facing federal narcotics charges. Llerandi decided to skip town, but the others remained to see where the chips were going to fall. The increased police pressure on the mob’s operations was being felt from the low level associates all the way up to Diecidue. Most of the new investigations could be traced back to one vice cop with a particular aptitude for organized crime cases.


  His name was Richard Cloud, and he was one of the most respected crusaders against organized crime in the city of Tampa. His hardnosed style infuriated some of his superiors in the police department, a few of whom were on the take. He was also getting close to the source of the drugs coming through the bars, which would help him nail the whole upper echelon of the mob. Rumblings that this cop needed to go started coursing through the bars. His crusade would have to come to an end.
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      	The Killing of Detective Richard Cloud
    

  


  The murder of police detective Richard Cloud galvanized the city. It brought unprecedented public attention to the activities of drug dealers and other organized crime figures, raising some serious question about the integrity of the police department and the local government. To this day, the murder’s presence still floats around the halls of power. Many are of the opinion that some of the men involved in the slaying still have not been brought to justice.


  Richard Cloud was one of the most respected police officers in the city. He had spent a good deal of his time working narcotics and organized crime in vice. He compiled files on crime figures, their associates, and their main customers. Cloud also made it a point to testify in front of a jury whenever one of his collars was on trial. In the mid 1970s, Cloud focused on the drug traffic flowing through the various lounges and bars in Tampa. This brought him into contact with people like Victor Acosta and Joe Bedami, Jr.


  Cloud took a particular interest in Bedami, compiling a case file on the young mobster. Cloud helped gather evidence to bring charges against Bedami and was set to testify against him. The testimony was vital to the case and could send Bedami away for a long time. In a parallel investigation, Cloud was looking at a possible public corruption angle on the upcoming drug cases.


  In February of 1975, Cloud, along with two other officers, was accused of roughing up two suspects in the police parking lot. When the matter came to the attention of the police brass, they demanded that Cloud take a lie detector test to prove his innocence. He balked and, in what many saw as a political move, Cloud was fired. He began working as a consultant on organized crime matters with various federal agencies, but was still interested in getting to the Tampa mob.


  At 9:50 a.m. on a sunny Thursday morning in late October, Richard Cloud answered the door at his modest home on Alva Street in Tampa. When he opened the door, he was shot in the chest. The bullet ripped through his heart. As Cloud fell, the gunman continued fire. Five more shots hit Cloud in the abdomen and legs. The gunmen turned and fled into a waiting late model green and black Dodge Charger, speeding down the street. Neighbors immediately called the police. Before long the word was out that Richard Cloud had been shot.


  By the time paramedics arrived at the scene, police cars were jamming the street, canvassing the area for witnesses and cordoning off the crime scene. Cloud was rushed to the hospital, but was pronounced dead on arrival. Cloud’s wife came home from work, on the verge of collapse. Police soon had some witnesses who described seeing two Latin-looking men carrying cardboard boxes come up to Cloud. Immediately following the shots, neighbors ran over to the Cloud home to see what had happened.


  “I recognized bullet holes when I saw them so I hot-footed it home and called the cops,.”37 said one neighbor.


  Police were certain that the killers were not professionals. The house was too exposed. A bold killing like this in the morning was a hallmark of amateurism. They immediately suspected an underworld connection, perhaps some sort of retaliation from the people that Cloud had so valiantly rallied against. The police outrage was unmasked. The bravado of killing a cop, albeit a former one, at his home, was nothing short of a declaration of war.


  Of all the officers, Chief Otero, the man responsible for Cloud’s firing was feeling the heat most of all. He was lambasted for his treatment of Cloud, and under pressure to find the killers. In the months following the murder, facts would start to emerge about Otero, and some alleged favors done for gambling figures with organized crime ties. He also often had his car serviced at station in Ybor City, a known mob hangout. The station was a bookie establishment where bets were taken. Otero’s sister, Lila Granada worked at the time as a secretary for Southport Stevedore Company, the same company that had been under investigation in the early 1970s for organized crime influence.


  Police began questioning underworld figures immediately, and a grand jury convened the next day, sending out subpoenas across town. The first to be called were Santo and Henry Trafficante, as well as Sam Cagnina III, Victor Acosta, and the Bedami brothers, Angelo and Joseph Charles. Angelo Salvatore DeCesare, a Tampa nightclub figure who had been providing information to the FBI about the bar drug scene, was also called. DeCesare was placed in protective custody immediately following Cloud’s killing. Also called were Harry Fontana, Nick Scaglione, Frank Diecidue, crime figure Salvatore Lupo, and Frank Vega. Harlan Blackburn was even brought in to offer information to the grand jury.


  Cloud was buried, and eventually posthumously reinstated to the force. He was given a full police funeral. The pressure to find his killers was increasing. Unfortunately, leads were few and far between. Then, in January of 1976, a cop reported a call he received from a landlord who had a boarder living with him. The boarder was causing problems with the landlord and seemed overtly interested in everything that came over the news on the Cloud killing. The landlord began to get suspicious and called the police. Police also found out the boarder was an escapee from state prison named Benjamin Foy Gilford. Upon his arrest, Gilford gave up one of the other men involved in the Cloud killing, Ellis Marlow Haskew, almost immediately.


  Gilford said that Haskew broke Gilford out of jail and brought him in on the Cloud contract. Haskew owned a green Dodge Charger—the same make and color of the car seen leaving the scene of the shooting. Now, police were sure Haskew was one of the men involved. They tracked him down to South Florida where, for some unknown reason, Haskew, kept reporting back to his probation officer to keep him abreast of his whereabouts. The Florida Department of Law Enforcement (FDLE) went down and grabbed Haskew. He immediately began confessing to the Cloud shooting and gave the police information on the lounge wars in Tampa.


  Now that the FDLE had Haskew, all the different agencies and police departments involved in the case were clamoring to take Haskew for themselves. The FDLE wanted to use Haskew as a witness to get to higher-ups, while prosecutor E.J. Salcines wanted to give Haskew the death penalty and not make a deal for testimony. Finally, the governor appointed a special prosecutor. Various factions in law enforcement were lining up for a shot the case, but Haskew’s testimony proved to be extremely important.


  Haskew gave police an extensive overview of the lounge wars, as well as some, of the events that led up to the killing of Cloud. Most importantly, he gave police names: that of Anthony Antone, the middleman between the killers, that of and an undisclosed financier who bankrolled the murder. Antone was the owner of a body and fender shop and known to have contacts in the Tampa underworld. Antone was given the contract by Victor Acosta, and then hired Haskew, who in turn sprung Gilford from prison. Together, they set out to kill Cloud.


  Acosta was charged with masterminding the Cloud murder, and giving Anthony Antone $10,000 to give to the gunmen. They spent a great deal of time trailing Cloud, and even tested out their cardboard box/gun setup in Antone’s house. They placed the gun in a cardboard box filled with insulation material. A hand was then put under the box around the gun and fired. Police found a bullet in a piece of furniture, where the killer tested the weapon before taking it out on the street.


  When the indictment came down, however, Acosta skipped town. He fled Tampa, allegedly with the aid of Jack De La Lana, head of the Tampa police’s criminal intelligence section. De La Lana reputedly smuggled Acosta out of Tampa and gave him over to Harlan Blackburn in Orlando for a few months. Later, Acosta was sent up the East Coast. Police believed that Acosta was at the home of Jack De La Lana. They saw a cab pull up then leave the premises, but were unable to see if anyone was in the vehicle. Sure enough, later that day Vic Acosta was nowhere to be found.


  In addition to the federal indictment, there was also a state trial against the original three gunmen. On June 12, however, Gilford was found dead in his cell. A bed sheet was looped around his neck, and the other end was tied to a clothes hook near the door. No one was around when it happened. But Gilford did talk to police before he died, giving them a firsthand account of the killing:


  
    GILFORD: I walked up the steps onto the little porch and I knocked on the door. Mr. Cloud came from through a door…and as he walked to the front door he said can I help you. I said, ah, can you tell me where Mr. R.V. Turner lives and he said, ah, R.V. Turner, no I don’t believe so. I shot him through the door, started shooting.


    INVESTIGATOR: How many times did you shoot?


    GILFORD: I believe three times. …As he headed for the doorway to the bedrooms I knew that he was going to get his gun, so the screen door was unlatched and I opened the screen door and stepped in behind him. As he started to go through the doorway to the bedrooms I shot again…I stepped through the door and shot again as he started through to the bedroom…Marlow (Haskew) was sitting in front of the house and he told me after I came out that it (a potted plant Cloud threw at Gilford) went out through the screen door and busted on the front porch, however, I didn’t notice it as I walked out but I shot one more time.38

  


  Soon, also, Haskew would be removed as a defendant and used as a witness for the prosecution, in exchange for a life imprisonment sentence. Now all that left was Antone, and the prosecutors wanted the death penalty.


  After he decided to testify for the prosecutors, Haskew described in detail the ins and outs of the lounge wars and how he was responsible for some of the bombings, including the one of Manuel Garcia’s car, implicating Frank Diecidue.


  
    INTERVIEWER: Ah, where did you plant the bomb?


    HASKEW: By the left front wheel.


    INTERVIEWER: And the bomb was not intended to kill him, strictly for....


    HASKEW: A scare purpose right. A man by the name of Frank Diecidue allegedly let the contract or wanted the incident to happen, for an amount of $15,000. Antone, Gispert and I were to receive $5,000 a piece.


    Ellis told police that Joe Bedami Jr., who was then living out of state, was one of the men who shot at a witness in the Cloud case.


    HASKEW: It was my understanding that they were the ones that went up to Annapolis when the woman was shot through the screen door and that this was set up through Antone.


    INTERVIEWER: Gispert and Jo-Jo?


    HASKEW: No. Little Jo-Jo and somebody else.


    INTERVIEWER: Little Jo-Jo Bedami?


    HASKEW: Right.


    INTERVIEWER: The one that we have in Tampa now?


    HASKEW: Right.


    INTERVIEWER: The one we discussed earlier today that I believe the term was “punk”.


    HASKEW: Right.


    INTERVIEWER: Did he, was this done the same way that, ah, that Cloud was done?


    HASKEW: Through a box with a .32 automatic.39

  


  Haskew also gave the investigators incriminating evidence about Acosta’s drug business and his attempts on Garcia and Rodriguez. He placed himself at the scene of the shootout with Rodriguez as well, giving the police a look at the planning of the Cloud hit.


  “Well, Manuel was the first one to mention it. He said that Victor Acosta wanted Richard Cloud dead, because he was stepping on his toes, you know, and not only his but several of his friends you know, and it’s common knowledge that he’s in the cocaine business, you know, and not only that he’s very fond, Victor Acosta is very fond of Little Jo-Jo Bedami and he knew he was involved in that case with him. Then, ah, when Rex Davis was arrested because of the dynamite on the bottom of the seat of Rodriguez’s car is when Manuel Gispert and Victor Acosta had a falling out because he wouldn’t, Victor wouldn’t pay the premium for the bond money to get Rex Davis out, and so they had a big split and, ah, Manuel slapped Victor, and, ah, there was trouble right there. So then Victor approached Antone because he knew he had knowledge, you know, of this thing step by step, I guess either Manuel told him or, ah, Manuel had to tell him that, ah, he was the one doing it for him. He approached him and that’s when he told him, you know, that he had five contracts through these people, you know, Garcia and himself, but, ah, he would give thee names now and two at a later date but they wanted a package deal, $15,000 on each one. Bernard Dempsey was one he named, Caesar Rodriguez and Richard Cloud. All right the first attempt was made on Caesar Rodriguez driving down Kennedy Boulevard by both Gilford and myself. I was driving and he, Victor, had furnished the money that morning for us to buy an Oldsmobile or second-hand car, which we purchased and we drove down beside Caesar as he left Rene’s Bar on West Kennedy Blvd. About 1:00 maybe 1:30, somewhere in there, in the afternoon I’m not certain of the date, and the shotgun jammed. It didn’t go off, and there was a running gun battle for about four or five minutes where no policemen showed up or anything and we abandoned the car.”40


  At the state case, Haskew testified about receiving the direct order to kill Cloud from Antone. He said that Antone had given the men a silencer-equipped handgun to use on Cloud. Haskew was the getaway driver that day.


  “And as I pulled up, as I pulled up, ah, a flower pot came flying out the door and then Gilford turned and came out and I heard maybe one maybe two more shots and Gilford came out and got in the car and, ah, he told me hurry he said I think he went to get a gun, you know, he said I don’t have any more ammunition.”41


  After the shooting, the weapon was thrown off the Gandy Bridge into the depths of Tampa Bay. The jury sat there in silence as Haskew outlined the murder for hire plot. It took them only thirty minutes to reach a verdict of guilty for Antone. On August 27th, the jury recommended a sentence of death by electrocution. Before his execution in January of 1984, he did manage to get in a last statement, “Forgive them O’Lord for their ignorance, for they know not what they do.”


  [image: ]


  The indictments in the Cloud case were only the tip of the iceberg. A massive racketeering indictment came down as a result of the Cloud investigation. Frank Diecidue was indicted for conspiracy to murder Richard Cloud, and for assassination plots against Cesar A. Rodriguez and Jose Manuel Garcia. Garcia owned a vending business that was competing with Diecidue’s Dixie Amusements. Diecidue had actually attempted to buy dynamite from patrons at the Castaways Lounge in order to kill Garcia.


  The case expanded to more than the original three defendants to include Manuel Gispert, a Diecidue associate and other low-level underworld associates. One of the men targeted for death in the murder plots of Diecidue and Acosta was former federal prosecutor Bernard Dempsey. After leaving the federal government, he went into private practice, taking Acosta on as a client. Acosta racked up legal bills in excess of $35,000, but when Acosta balked at paying, Dempsey kept on him. When Acosta found out that Dempsey also had Richard Cloud as a client, he was furious and slated Dempsey for execution. Acosta sent Diecidue crony Manuel Gispert to Dempsey’s house to plant dynamite under the attorney’s car, but Gispert was scared off by a patrol car and never returned.


  Haskew described the Dempsey contract:


  
    HASKEW: Ah, well it was because of the large legal fees that, ah, in my understanding it’s the large legal fees that Victor Acosta owed Mr. Bernard Dempsey and the fact that he prosecuted him when he was a federal prosecutor. But the first contract that came out on Dempsey was from, ah, my understanding through Gispert, was from Harlan Blackburn. Then the second one came through Victor, Victor Acosta, and, ah, we went over by his house a couple of times.


    INTERVIEWER: Who’s we now?


    HASKEW: Manuel Gispert and myself.42

  


  Although Frank Diecidue had no direct role in the murder of Cloud, he was responsible for the myriad of assassination attempts that came as a result of his desire to do away with a business rival. Diecidue often met some of his co-conspirators at the Castaways Lounge. Not soon after the Cloud killing, the bar became the focal point of an arson ring, which resulted in the indictment of proprietor Joseph D. Lazzara, as well as a Tampa fireman.


  The Castaways became known as a hotspot of criminal activity. Both Ellis Haskew and Benjamin Gilford, defendants in the conspiracy case, often worked robberies on patrons and, in one case, employees of the bar. As long as money was kicked up the ladder, it’s doubtful that Diecidue would have cared either way. It was all about business.


  One interesting side note concerned another patron of the bar, Richard Victor Arrigo, a.k.a. Vic Rossi. Rossi, who was also indicted in the arson ring, was a New York mobster who had come to Tampa to try out some business opportunities. Although he fell in with the Castaways crowd, his boisterous style and incessant dropping of big names to inflate his importance drew the ire of Frank Diecidue. Diecidue called up some New York mobsters he knew and told them flat out that if they didn’t get Rossi out of Tampa that Diecidue would take care of him. Within a week, Rossi had left Tampa for good.


  In November of 1976, the verdict in the racketeering trial came down. Diecidue and the other six men were convicted of conspiracy and racketeering. Diecidue was specifically convicted of taking out a $20,000 contract on Jose Manuel Garcia.


  A few days after their conviction, the men went before a judge on the bond hearing. There, an FBI agent told the packed courtroom of a conversation related to him by an informant, who many believed was Angelo DeCesare. Diecidue, the short man with the thick Italian accent and jovial smile sitting across the courtroom from the agent, was reportedly tired of playing second fiddle to Santo Trafficante Jr. He said, “Santo can’t die soon enough. I want to be number one.”43


  On December 17, 1976, the judge set down the sentences. Diecidue received a forty-year sentence, Gispert a sixty-year sentence, and Antone a sixty-five-year sentence—on top of his death penalty conviction. Diecidue would not see much jail time. In 1979 his conviction was overturned on a technicality and he was free, back on the streets of Tampa as an underboss position.


  However, the saga was not over yet. Victor Manuel Acosta was still a fugitive at large and the feds were having difficulty tracking him down. In January of 1978 they caught a break and located Acosta in Coney Island, New York. Although Acosta had gone through extensive plastic surgery to alter his features, even going so far as to have his fingerprints changed, the feds were able to identify him and brought him back to Tampa. He was promptly sent back to prison. In May of 1978, Acosta was indicted for first-degree murder by the state, as well as federal conspiracy charges stemming from the Cloud murder. For the state case, Acosta was being held in Hillsborough County Jail.


  Less than twenty-four hours after his indictment, a guard peered into Acosta’s cell and found the underworld figure lying facedown in blood. The guard opened the cell and found Acosta still had a weak pulse. He called for medics, but by the time they arrived, Acosta was dead. The guard retrieved two small pills, resembling aspirin, lying next to the body. An autopsy revealed the presence of drugs in his system and the death was ruled a suicide. Police quickly arrested a guard, who admitted smuggling Acosta a variety of sleeping pills because he felt sorry for him.


  Although it has been over twenty years since Cloud’s death, his presence still hangs over city hall and police headquarters. Many of the younger mobsters who were looking to move into the rackets found themselves under siege from the law, and many of them were taken out of business before they had a chance to get started. It also gave investigators new intelligence and insight into the mob’s operations in the area. In many ways, the Cloud murder was a serious turning point for the Tampa mob. It was an event that would have far-reaching consequences.


  In the author’s opinion, there seems to be an underlying thread of a conspiracy along the corridors of power in Tampa. A cop is fired for getting too close to organized crime, shortly thereafter he is murdered by underworld figures. The fact is, Tampa has a long and complex history of corruption in its local government, much of which can be directly attributed to the influence of organized crime. Although speculation can be fraught with danger, there’s too much evidence to look away from the inescapable fact that a much beloved and respected cop was offered as a sacrifice by someone in the police department for the crime family. While an accusation like this could never be proven, it remains an underlying suspicion, felt by many who were close to the case, and to Cloud.
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      	29

      	Soldiers of the ’70s
    

  


  Afew months after the Cloud case, another group of Tampa underworld figures were indicted. The case was split into two trials, with charges ranging from attempted murder to drug dealing and perjury. Among the defendants in the main trial were Anthony “Pico” Lopez, who contributed to the $175,000 fund to kill Richard Cloud; and Leo Matassini, son of Pasquale Matassini who was charged in a plot to murder a federal informant.


  It was alleged that the group was engaged in large-scale importation of cocaine and marijuana. Lopez became the target of violence when a bomb exploded under his car. Believing he knew exactly who had tried to kill him, he hired a sharpshooter to kill Miguel Munoz as Munoz walked down the streets of Ybor City. Witnesses testified that they heard Lopez’s father telling them that Pico knew who tried to bomb him and would take care of that person himself.


  Another charge related to a plan to kill an FBI informant. The information was leaked through a Hillsborough State Attorney’s Office investigator, who also fed the group information about surveillance and impending indictments.


  A trial that began in 1978 also had ties to the Cloud murder. Louis “Blackie” Llerandi had jumped bail after his indictment along with Joe Bedami and Victor Acosta for federal narcotics charges. A warrant for his arrest was issued, and Blackie became a hunted man. In September of 1976, Llerandi was eating a quiet dinner by himself in a small diner in New Jersey when law enforcement agents rushed in and nabbed him after a little more than a year on the run. Seeing himself in a nowin situation, Llerandi decided to become a witness for the government. Although he didn’t get to testify against Acosta, he was called at the trial of Sam Cagnina III, and five others in relation to the bombing wars a few years prior, as well as the murder of cracker mobster, Clyde Lee, in which Llerandi admitted participation.


  During the trial, in 1978, Cagnina was nowhere to be found; he had fled after the jury deadlocked in the first trial against regarding the lounge bombings and the murder of Ronnie Yaras. He allegedly moved to Miami, so authorities concentrated their search for him in South Florida. Cagnina was holed up in a nondescript house across the street from an elementary school.


  His son and daughter were with him on the morning of October 28, 1980, when police fired tear gas into the residence, hoping that Cagnina was inside. His children ran out, but there was no sign of him. Police fired another round of gas, but were stymied again. They then sent a team of police inside the house. One of the officers used to own the very building that they were raiding, and he noticed that some work had been done to the closets. Upon closer inspection, a false panel was discovered. When they opened it, they found a room stocked with food, weapons, and Sam Cagnina. Cagnina was quickly arrested and in FBI custody by the end of the day. He was then returned to Tampa to face trial, where he was convicted and sentenced to twenty years in prison.


  In the summer of 2002, Cagnina made the headlines again, this time in New York. Along with wheelchair-bound Gambino mobster Greg DePalma, Sam, also wheelchair-bound, approached a third wheelchair bound Dominican drug lord to whack a recalcitrant debtor who owed DePalma money. The bizarre plot was uncovered when the Dominican approached federal authorities and agreed to cooperate. The FBI wired his wheelchair for “sit-downs” with Cagnina and DePalma. At trial, however, the jury did not buy the evidence, and both mobsters were acquitted. Cagnina still has nine years left on his sentence.
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  With the Cloud investigations and convictions on narcotics charges, it looked as if the Tampa Mafia had abandoned their old standby, illegal gambling. That was far from the truth. The world of illegal gambling was still going strong across Florida. Parimutuel wagering, sports booking, high stakes poker, dog and horse race betting, and street level casinos were still the Mafia’s mainstay. Even bolita was still around through the late sixties into the seventies.


  One of the big bolita operators since the days of the shotgun murders had been Eddie “Mr. Bolita, Gordo, The Fat Man” Blanco. He controlled an extensive network of bolita sellers throughout the city. Blanco used to be time an independent operator, aligned with the Cubans. However, after the murder of his partner, Joe Diaz, Blanco began to answer to the Mafia.


  Over the ensuing years, the rotund, balding mobster built a solid reputation in the bolita community. Blanco also managed to stay one step ahead of the police until 1965 when he was sentenced to a year and change at a country club prison. Upon his release, he re-assembled his large bolita operation and went back into business. By then, however, sports betting and the track were reportedly cutting in on much of the illegal gambling scene, and bolita was said to be a thing of the past.


  Along with a myriad of sellers, including gambling figures Ciro Spoto Bellucia and Leo Toretta, Blanco brought a multi-county ring to the attention of the police who raided the group in March of 1971. Again, the raid netted dozens of suspects and quickly wound through the courts, garnering little in the way of substantial convictions. By October of that year, Eddie Blanco was back on the streets, running his business. As soon as he started up again, though, he was busted by a vice cop wearing a wire.


  Feeling lucky, Blanco went to court, where the charges were reduced and he got probation and a fine. The Tampa court system had worked in his favor again. Obviously seeing probation as no barrier to the bolita business Blanco continued on as if nothing had ever happened. This time he enlisted the help of an elderly employee of a Tampa athletic club to sell bolita numbers to the members. Police had little trouble following the suspect as he took bets and led them right to Blanco, and this time the courts were not so favorable. After three arrests in as many years, the ailing Blanco, who suffered from diabetes and heart ailments, was sentenced to five years in prison.


  Another active gambling figure was aging crime family soldier Dominick Furci. By the late seventies, Furci was working for United Cab Co., as well as managing the Yellow Cab Co. Many in law enforcement suspected that Furci secretly controlled the companies and was using a front man as a manager. Furci also ran some small-time gambling operations, but as the decade wore on, he became less and less active.


  Other active gambling figures included the ever present Nick and Al Scaglione. The two crime family soldiers were among the biggest earners for the mob and continued running the large gambling operations, oblivious to law enforcement. Although convicted of a number of bookmaking crimes neither of the brothers spent much time in jail. Despite being arrested more than ten times, Nick had only received a six-month sentence. With this pedigree, it hardly came as a surprise when the brothers were often called to testify in front of statewide grand juries looking into illegal gambling and organized crime.


  The football season is traditionally the busiest time for the illegal bookmaker. Nick and Al Scaglione began a weekly football bookmaking ring in the mid 1970s that was soon taking in over $20,000 a week. Nick ran his end from Tampa, and Al took bets at his restaurant, The Italian Castle, in Lakeland. The operation was all about balanced books. Simply put, if bets were uneven, others would be placed by the Scagliones to balance the load, and make it less likely that they would run into financial difficulty should a large number of bettors win.


  Authorities busted the ring and arrested the brothers in January of 1977. Agents went to Nick Scaglione’s house before the Super Bowl game started and tried to figure out a way to arrest him. One FDLE agent posed as a Bible salesman. He knocked on the door and Nick answered. The agent then told Nick he needed to be saved and wanted to talk to Nick in the house. Nick was anxious to get back to the game and tried to brush the agent off. Finally, the agent asked the mobster to at least shake the hand of a God-loving man. When Nick went to shake his hand, the agent grabbed him and took him outside, throwing Nick facedown on a car and arresting him. They took Nick back inside the house to search for gambling receipts, but Nick needed to get some nitro immediately. He almost had a heart attack. He thought the police were wiseguys trying to whack him.


  At the same time, authorities raided the Italian Castle restaurant, seizing cash and gambling slips. The case came to trial that summer and Al surprised everyone by pleading guilty. Many figured that was his way out, without taking down his brother. Al was sentenced to three years in a minimum-security prison, but the brothers’ operation was still under investigation by a newly formed grand jury that was looking into the roles of Tampa bars in illegal gambling.


  A gambling ring aligned with the Scaglione operation and run by Louis Caggiano was also uncovered by the grand jury. Caggiano operated out of the Sports Club, and Joe Murphy’s Lounge in Tampa, as well as having a bet-taking location at his girlfriend’s apartment. The Caggiano crew operated during the same time frame as the Scagliones and often laid off bets with one another. This kept both operations in business.


  The grand jury indicted Lou Caggiano, along with mob associate Robert Napolitano, and Nick Scaglione. Scaglione pled guilty to minor charges, but the Caggiano crew went to trial, and Caggiano and Napolitano were eventually found guilty.


  Although most people look at illegal gambling as a harmless vice, there are times when the exchange of big money inevitably leads to violence. When a gambler shirks on his bets, or doesn’t come up with the right payment on his illegal loan, it often becomes necessary to use a method of persuasion slightly more direct than verbal threats. One such episode in Tampa even made it to the big screen.


  


  
    
    

    
      	30

      	The Goodfellas Come to Town
    

  


  The Tampa area made an appearance in Martin Scorcese’s masterpiece, Goodfellas. It was a brief scene where New York mobsters Jimmy Burke, played by Robert DeNiro, and Henry Hill, played by Ray Liotta, travel to Tampa to pick up a gambling debt. With the help of some Tampa mob associates, Hill and Burke find the guy who owes them the money and beat him senseless before taking him to the zoo, where they threaten to feed him to the lions.


  In reality, they didn’t bring the guy to the zoo, but the rest of the scene was fairly accurate. It began in October of 1970, when Hill and Burke came to Tampa intent on collecting a gambling debt. Two local men, Dr. Felix LoCicero and Gaspar Ciaccio, had been betting with Tampa mobsters Luis and Raul Charbonier. The Charboniers were running a bookmaking ring with the Luchesses and were having trouble collecting money from the bettors.


  Raul and Luis Charbonier were well known to law enforcement. Luis’s name first appears in the case of Joe Montes, a friend of slain gambling kingpin Rene Nunez. Charbonier had been traveling around the northeast with Montes during the summer of 1953. The men parted company in Charles Town, New York. Charbonier came back to Tampa, and Joe Montes disappeared for good.


  The Charbonier brothers ran gambling and loan-sharking out of the Char-Pal Lounge, which Raul owned. They also allegedly operated cockfighting matches. The men took bets mainly on sporting events, which is what eventually led Dr. Locicero and Mr. Ciaccio to trouble. LoCicero and Ciaccio were losing at the diamond and were behind nearly $13,000.


  The bets were made through Raul on behalf of a Tampa native, Cosmo “Casey’ Rosado, who was living in New York. Rosado was the head of an airport union in New York.


  The Charboniers, according to people familiar with the case, were acting mainly as middlemen to Rosado. When Ciaccio and LoCicero fell behind in their payments, Rosado decided to come home with Hill and Burke, to straighten out the problem. They arrived in Tampa, and Rosado showed Hill and Burke a night on the town. They started the evening eating a fancy meal at Santo Trafficante Jr.’s favorite restaurant, The Columbia, in Ybor City.


  The next stop was the Temple Terrace Lounge, Cicaccio’s bar. When the mobsters came into the bar, they immediately confronted Ciaccio. Gaspar refused to pay his debt, and things took a turn for the worse. Hill, Burke, and the Charboniers grabbed Ciaccio and whisked him through the back of the bar into a waiting car. They threw him to the seat, and Hill and Burke took turns pistol-whipping him. They turned his face into a bloody mess. The fierce beating split his head wide open.


  Ciaccio later recounted the car ride. “Luis hit me and spit me in the face…I was full of blood. Luis said, ‘You’re going to pay up’ he said. I was beaten up with a gun and fists. The wounds required twenty-some stitches on my head. I was full of blood.”44


  One of the attackers even threatened Ciaccio’s children and made statements implying that he was going to force Ciaccio’s wife into prostitution.


  By the time the drivers arrived at the Char-Pal, Ciaccio’s head was bleeding and his face was bruised. Hill and Burke took Gaspar out of the car and forced him through the main bar and into a back storage room, where they began attacking him again. A barmaid described hearing moaning and other strange noises from the backroom. While they worked Ciaccio over, Hill and Burke phoned Dr. Locicero letting him listen in on the beating and threatening him with the same if he didn’t pay up. Not surprisingly, LoCicero and Ciaccio got the message and agreed to pay.


  The next day, Hill and Burke left for New York, only to find out upon arrival that they were under arrest. It turned out that Ciaccio had a sister who worked for the FBI, and Hill and Burke were arrested for kidnapping, extortion, and attempted murder. They were charged in both state and federal indictments, along with the Charbonier brothers and Cosmo Rosado.


  The state case came first, with mob lawyer Frank Ragano representing Hill, Burke, and the Charboniers. The state’s main witnesses were Ciaccio, LoCicero, and a barmaid from the Char-Pal. The barmaid and LoCicero offered compelling testimony, but Ciaccio’s version of events, was suspect from day one. He was constantly contradicting himself and changing his story, and his lack of a cohesive story was enough to cast doubts in the jury’s mind. The men were all acquitted.


  A year later, a grand jury took a look at the case while investigating other organized crime activity in Tampa. They found some problems with some of the defense witnesses, and indicted Frank Rosado Sr., Cosmo’s father, for making false statements about money he received from Hill and Burke. Also indicted on perjury counts stemming from a probe into the case was Joseph Plescia Jr., son of one-time gambling figure and crime family associate Joe Plescia Sr. He was a bolita operator and owner of a gambling establishment, which was raided in 1947.


  The next phase of the episode was the federal trial. The prosecution started off badly at first, as Gaspar Ciaccio admitted perjuring himself in the state case. The rest of their witnesses fared much better, shattering the defense. Hill, Burke, and the Charboniers were all found guilty of extortion. The Charboniers were also convicted of violation of federal gambling laws, and use of extortionate tactics to extract payment. Each man was sentenced to a ten-year prison terms. Luis and Raul surrendered to prison authorities in September of 1974.
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      	Henry the Man
    

  


  Although Santo Trafficante Jr. received the majority of law enforcement and public scrutiny, his brother Henry maintained a lower profile, enabling him to run his illegal operations. While his brother was cavorting with mobsters from around the country and working on top money deals, Henry remained in Tampa, running a huge countywide gambling ring throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s. In many ways, Henry never received the same respect or admiration that Santo did. Once, during an arrest, Sheriff Ed Blackburn, put Henry in a headlock and opened the door with Henry’s head. That type of action would have never been tried on Santo.


  There were some that said bad blood existed between Henry and Santo, dating back to the 1954 gambling raids, which brought the crime family unwanted publicity. They point to the fact that Henry was never considered for a top spot in the organization. He also rarely surfaced in surveillance of Santo. When they were together, many witnesses saw visible signs of tension.


  Henry’s criminal activities were centered mainly in Tampa. However, some of his bolita rings extended into other counties, as did his part in several small-time narcotics dealings and moonshine still operations that he ran.


  “His connections with narcotics from here to, say, Lakeland and who his connections are in Lakeland…from there down to Lee County on bolita or numbers…the outline on the stills is going to be hard to go into.”45


  Following his release from prison in 1962, Henry resumed his gambling career almost immediately. Informers related that by 1965, Henry ran an operation with the help of crime family associate Frank “Cowboy” Ippolito. The men operated out of two locations in Ybor City. One was the Italian Club, where they would get a Western Union ticker set up every year for baseball season to provide the latest scores. They also took bets at the La Tropicana restaurant, owned by Ippolito. The La Tropicana is still one of the most famous restaurants in Ybor.


  One afternoon, in November of 1967, police on routine surveillance observed Henry in a public phone booth, writing down information in a small notebook that he carried. They stopped him and took the notebook, which contained bets for professional football. The cops arrested him and booked him at the county jail. The case was eventually thrown out, although police did retain possession of Henry’s betting book.


  Henry was regarded by many on both sides of the law as one of the tops in bookmaking, especially because of his ability to lay down odds for baseball. As baseball is one of the more difficult sports to bet on, Henry tapped into this previously neglected area of sports betting and rapidly expanded his client base.


  Among those who worked with Henry were Sam Vaglica, an old time gambler by the name of Louis Figueredo Sr., his son, Louis Jr., and thirty other low level operatives. Together with Henry’ right-hand men, Steve Guggino and Frank Vega, they operated a $2,000 a day betting ring, with Henry at the helm.


  The word on the street was that if you wanted to open up a gambling ring in Tampa, you had better talk with Henry Trafficante. That’s what Joseph Walker did, when he started a small time ring taking $5 and $10 bets. Trafficante decided Walker’s operations were too small to bother with, so Walker got some backing from members of the Philadelphia-based Bruno family. That kind of cavalier attitude attracted only the biggest gamblers in town. Henry couldn’t be bothered with the nickel and dime stuff.


  Henry’s organization took bets on everything from baseball to jai-ali, a game popular with local Latinos in both Tampa and South Florida. The headquarters of the group were located in a small house in Tampa, as well as a sandwich shop. They brought in up to $2,700 a day in profits. Unfortunately, that kind of success brings scrutiny, and the local police were soon cued into the action. They set up surveillance and wiretaps. This time the FBI entered the case and shut the group down.


  The main evidence against the crew consisted of a series of wiretap conversations, coupled with surveillance photos of group members engaging in bet taking. The wiretaps were mainly in English, but also brought to light the bilingualism of many of the bookies, who alternated between Sicilian and Spanish, as well as Tampan, an Italian/Spanish hybrid popular in Ybor City and used by Henry Trafficante. The tapes featured active betting and laying down odds. Some of the more personal conversations, however, were almost comical in nature.


  One conversation in particular had Steve Guggino and Frank Vega vehemently arguing over which one was closer to Henry Trafficante. The two men bickered back and forth trying to show how the other one was not nearly as friendly with Henry as he thought. The entire courtroom, including the defendants, were overcome with laughter after hearing these arguments, adding a lighter touch to the proceedings.


  All the defendants were found guilty, and the decision was upheld on appeal. Trafficante received eight years and Guggino got five, while Vega and Vaglica received shorter sentences. Louis Figueredo received five months, a sentence no doubt welcome due to his advanced age.


  Figueredo and his son, Louis Jr., were at their peak in the mid seventies. They had been under law enforcement scrutiny many times before. Louis Sr. actually almost fell under the curse of many a Tampa gambler, when a shotgun wielding hitman ambushed him in 1951. At the time he was sitting in his light colored convertible reading the morning paper when a shot rang out from a passing taxi. Luckily for Louis, he emerged unscathed from the ambush.


  Figueredo owned a nightclub back in the 1950s, and was a registered bail bondsman. The two men were also close to the inner Mafia circle, especially Louis Sr., who was seen meeting with Santo Jr.on a number of occasions.


  They often used the bail bondsman cover to run criminal rackets. One example was a scheme masterminded by Louis Sr. in which father and son would post bond for defendants while taking the usual collateral on agreement to forfeit the bonds. When it came time to return the money, however, the Figueredos kept it. For that caper Louis Sr. got eighteen months in jail, while Louis Jr. got probation.


  Gambling was never far from the picture. In 1962, sheriff’s deputies raided the home of Louis Sr. and found him in his underwear. He set fire to some flammable flash paper, which is often used to write bets on. When the deputies were taking the senior Figueredo away, he cursed at them, “I’ll see you dead in an alley with ants crawling out of your eyes,”46 he said.


  In 1971, barely a year before his arrest with the Trafficante betting ring, Figueredo was charged with intimidating and assaulting FBI agents who attempted to search his house looking for gambling paraphernalia. It seems that Figueredo was not a huge fan of law enforcement officials.


  Louis Figueredo Jr. also followed in his father’s gambling footsteps, although not to the tune of assaulting cops. Louis Jr. ran a bookmaking operation with the assistance of John Demmi Sr., a well-known Tampa restaurant owner who owned a place in downtown Ybor City. Figueredo and Demmi ran a betting operation that brought in up to $100,000 a week in profits, substantially more that his father’s operations with Henry Trafficante.


  John Demmi was also extremely close to Santo Trafficante Jr. He visited the mob boss at his home on a regular basis. Since the 1960s, Demmi had been seen as an important member of the Tampa mob. In September of 1962, he was spotted eating dinner with Santo, Jimmy Longo, and movie star George Raft at the opening of a Tampa shopping center.
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      	Operation Super Bowl
    

  


  Police in Tampa routinely made trash pick-ups at the homes of reputed mobsters. It gave them an opportunity to look for incriminating evidence to see if certain individuals were involved in illegal activities, especially bookmaking. Police aimed these actions at known organized crime figures. It was not a particularly glamorous detail but it launched some major investigations into organized crime.


  In January of 1983, vice cops made a trash pick-up at the home of Louis Figueredo Jr. Figueredo had been quiet since his last arrest for bookmaking, but was under police suspicion as his name continued to come up in bookmaking intelligence. While sifting through Figueredo Jr.’s refuse, police found betting slips and other paraphernalia that pointed to a rather sizable bookmaking operation.


  Police applied for wiretaps on Figueredo’s phone. They registered a number of calls to the residence and place of business of Guido Caggiano, brother of convicted bookmaker Lou Caggiano. Guido owned the Tapper Pub and also the Island Club in Tampa, both reputed hangouts for various underworld figures. Police also observed Figueredo meeting with Guido several times at the Tapper Pub. Guido’s brother, Lou, was still in prison and due to be released that summer.


  Police set up three separate undercover investigations. One had a FDLE agent posing as a Ft. Lauderdale bookmaker join another cop who was already undercover at the Tapper Pub and get introduced to the local bookies. The second had another group of agents start up a wire service in the hopes of attracting bettors and bookies to their service. Neither of these scenarios was successful, probably due to extreme apprehension by many of the gamblers.


  Police then devised a plan for David Green, the FDLE agent that was originally the Lauderdale bookie, to change tactics and present himself as a high roller who was in the market for a bar to serve as a gambling front. This ruse worked, and the agent soon found himself in the company of Guido Caggiano, who invited Green to a gambling junket in Atlantic City.


  Lou “The Greek” Psoinos, a known high stakes gambler and bookmaker, organized the junket, which proved to be an invaluable intelligence bonanza through which a number of crime figures who were active in the local gambling circles became known to the authorities.


  Back in Tampa, investigators followed Psoinos to a local bar, Yesterday’s Lounge. The owner of the bar served as a lookout man for high stakes poker games that were played in the back room of the establishment. The owner also took bets, kept records of wagers, and skimmed a small percentage off the top. A wiretap recorded him describing the gamblers he dealt with as “the boys”, a term that the agents used for the rest of the investigation.


  While the bugging of Yesterday’s Lounge yielded valuable information, police were only able to prove misdemeanor offenses. They were sure that there were bigger fish to fry, and many of the gamblers made obtuse references to larger operations in the Tampa area. It was decided to go ahead with the undercover lounge to jump-start things again, and police purchased an abandoned bar for $100,000 for temporary use and refurbished it as an Irish Pub named O’Ryan’s.


  As the O’Ryan’s plan proceeded, Lou Caggiano was released from prison and immediately rejoined his former gambling partners. Agents remarked how he was treated with respect usually reserved for a made member of the family, although there was no indication that Lou was anything but an associate of the Trafficante family. Caggiano began hanging out again at Yesterday’s Lounge, but was as intrigued as anybody about the opening of O’Ryan’s.


  The goal of O’Ryan’s was to infiltrate the Caggiano bookmaking operation. From the onset, investigators were able to piece together a good picture of the make-up of Caggiano’s group.


  Another Caggiano operative was Mark Peters. He moved to Tampa in the mid seventies but was formerly active in South Florida. Peters was involved in stolen airline tickets scams with members of the NJ-based DeCavalcante crime family. Peters bragged to “the boys” about his other extensive mob ties in Miami, claiming that he was a bookmaker under Anthony Accetturo in South Florida. Accetturo, a capo in the Luchesse crime family, was one of the biggest mobsters in Florida and had an extensive criminal network that ran up the East coast to New Jersey.


  Other members of the Caggiano group included Santo Trafficante III, nephew of Santo Jr., Frank Albano, and M.B Burns. Burns was a lay-off man in the operation and under the guidance of Lou Caggiano, he extended his services to Nick Scaglione, the old-time Tampa gambling kingpin. Scaglione was still up to his old tricks, running a gambling operation and laying off some bets with the Caggiano group.


  As the lounge continued to operate, the undercover agents needed a name attached to the place, preferably someone with good underworld credentials. That man was Johnny Rivera, who was then employed by Guido Caggiano at the Island Club to prepare meals for special occasions. Agent Green asked Rivera to prepare gourmet meals for the clientele at O’Ryan’s, and Rivera accepted and began working part-time at the lounge. Before long, Rivera was giving agents an earful about the inner working of the Tampa Mafia and telling them of his role in some of the more infamous slayings during the Era Of Blood.


  Rivera’s conversations were not substantiated by enough physical evidence to charge him with anything, but agents were certain that he was telling the truth about setting up many of the victims in the Era killings. He also told Green about the different killing methods. Rivera stated that after a while the shotgun killings in public drew too much heat and bodies started to disappear by using lye and burying them under houses or building that were under construction. This is intriguing in that it suggests that other gangland murders occurred that remain unknown, making some wonder about the status of the gambling figures that have gone missing over the years. Rivera may have had a hand in their disappearance.


  The O’Ryan’s operation was generating a cornucopia of information of organized crime, especially regarding other bars and clubs in Tampa and St. Petersburg where gambling was occurring. The undercover operation also uncovered a side business of dealing in stolen property. Stolen property was a big moneymaker in organized crime circles in Tampa, especially in the lounges. People would come in off the street with swag, electronics, jewelry, and any number of other items, looking for a buyer. The lounges also served as mini-warehouses, where owners would buy the stolen goods, and then sell them out the back door for a profit. Occasionally, crime figures would send associates out to steal specific items to be sold in the bars.


  Tony Scaglione, brother of Nick, bought and sold stolen property out of his restaurant in Ybor City, located across the street from the sheriff’s department. During Operation Super Bowl, an undercover agent started hanging around Tony’s restaurant. Tony wanted to open up a casino, and was interested in the agent’s claims that he could get stolen steaks, canned goods, and other food supplies from a Winn Dixie warehouse. Surveillance also showed Tony buying stolen property from people just walking into the place from the street and hawking obviously hot items.


  In December of 1984, the agents closed down Operation Super Bowl, and fanned out across Tampa to make sixty-nine arrests on charges ranging from racketeering to misdemeanor betting. They charged Lou Caggiano with racketeering, and he eventually was found guilty and received five years in prison. Nick Scaglione was charged with running a gambling house but got off with no jail time. Santo Trafficante III was charged with gambling, and was acquitted. Some of the others arrested included Johnny Rivera, for selling stolen property, Mark Peters, and Lou Psoinos.


  The investigation turned up some unusual information not directly related to gambling. During one of his conversations with undercover agent Green, Johnny Rivera revealed a strange story of international intrigue seemingly far removed from the streets of Tampa. Rafael Trujillo, dictator of the Dominican Republic, allegedly approached Jack Sullivan, a longtime business partner of Meyer Lansky and one of the original architects behind Seminole Indian gambling in Florida, with an offer to assassinate the president of Venezuela, Romulo Betancourt. Sullivan subletted the contract to Santo Trafficante Jr., who in turn approached Rivera to commit the hit. Rivera then traveled to Venezuela. He cased some areas that Betancourt traveled and decided to line a street where the president often drove and blow him up. Explosives were sent to Venezuela and the plan was moving along, but someone else got to the president first, and the contract was cancelled.


  Rivera also made mention of other international contracts he worked on during the late fifties and sixties through Central and South America on behalf of Trafficante. Many dealt with corrupt local politicians who were involved in business deals with various mobsters, including Trafficante and Meyer Lansky. Trafficante and his attorney, Frank Ragano, once approached Rivera, asking him to fly to Puerto Rico and murder a Teamster official on orders from Jimmy Hoffa. Rivera went to the island and cased the official for five weeks. When Rivera returned home to Tampa for a visit, the official was shot to death.


  But the Rivera stories were not the only evidence of international intrigue and assassinations concerning the Tampa mob. Stunning evidence came to light about Santo Trafficante Jr’s. complicity in one of the most defining events in American history.
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      	Looking Into Kennedy
    

  


  In the mid 1970’s Congress decided to form a special committee to investigate claims of conspiracies in the murders of John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., and Robert Kennedy. The group was called the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HCSA). It was originally formed in 1975, although its major hearings would not occur until 1978. Early on, the commission announced plans to call such witnesses as Sam Giancana, Johnny Roselli, and Santo Trafficante Jr.


  On June 19, 1975, Giancana was making sausages in the basement of his home in Chicago. It was late in the evening, and he was getting ready for a little late night snack. He also had company. Someone he obviously trusted. Someone he could talk to while cooking. Unfortunately that person also took a .22 to the back of Giancana’s head. He then shot Giancana once in the mouth, and five more times under the chin. Giancana made his last snack of sausages.


  There had been rumblings in the Chicago underworld that Giancana was attempting to get back into power again, following his fall from grace and subsequent exile to Mexico in the late 1960s. Chicago bosses Joe Aiuppa and Tony Accardo were unhappy about Giancana’s return and were certainly not about to let him muscle his way back into the rackets. It is believed that Butch Blasi, a longtime friend and associate of Giancana, was responsible for the actual killing, but nobody was ever charged.


  Some felt the CIA was looking to silence Giancana for his upcoming testimony. It has been alleged that in addition to the Mafia-CIA plots against Castro, which by then were known to the public, that Giancana was going to spill his guts about other CIA covert missions. Most researchers, however, doubt the CIA silenced Giancana. The cause of Giancana’s demise was most likely linked to internal conflicts within the Chicago Outfit.


  Johnny Roselli didn’t make it to testify at the HSCA meeting either. On July 16, 1976, he dined with Trafficante at a seafood restaurant in Ft. Lauderdale to talk about old times and the upcoming HCSA hearings. He was getting on in years and although he had already made his knowledge of the CIA plots public, he was being called to tell his story again.


  A little over a week later, Roselli woke up early at his sister’s house, put his golf clubs in the trunk of his Chevy Impala, and left to play golf. When he did not return that evening, his sister alerted the police and filed a missing person’s report. A few days later, police located Roselli’s car at the Miami airport, but there was no sign of him anywhere.


  Roselli was either picked up or lured to an out-of-theway locale. He was asphyxiated when someone covered his mouth and nose, and then stabbed repeatedly. Finding a way to get rid of him was easy. His legs were chopped off. His body was bent in half and packed into an oil drum. The drum was wrapped with chains and thrown into the ocean.


  On August seventh, two fishermen found the oil drum floating in Biscayne Bay. Evidently, the chains were not heavy enough to offset the gases created by the decomposition. Trafficante was immediately considered a suspect in the slaying. A taped conversation of Chicago mafioso reportedly told how Trafficante screwed up when the body was discovered. Trafficante also generated suspicion of involvement in the murder of Frank Bompensiero, a California mobster and FBI informant, in February of 1977. Bompensiero reportedly told the FBI that Trafficante was involved in Roselli’s killing. Whether Santo had anything to do with the killings or not, Roselli’s death left only Trafficante to deal with the HCSA and its probe into the Kennedy assassination.


  [image: ]


  In October 1978, Trafficante finally sat down with the HCSA and agreed to answer questions. Unusually, he did not take the Fifth, as he customarily did during questioning. Rather, he answered everything, yet nothing.


  
    CHAIRMAN STOKES: Mr. Trafficante, will you tell us when and where you were born?


    TRAFFICANTE: Tampa, Florida. November 15, 1914.


    STOKES: What is your current occupation?


    TRAFFICANTE: I am retired.


    STOKES: Mr. Trafficante, when was the first time you were ever approached by any individual who was affiliated with or working for the CIA?


    TRAFFICANTE: It was around either the latter part of 1960, or the first part of 1961.


    STOKES: And can you tell us who was the person who first contacted you?


    TRAFFICANTE: Mr. Johnny Roselli.


    STOKES: Can you tell us the substance of the conversation you had with him?


    TRAFFICANTE: Well, he told me that the CIA and the United States Government was involved in eliminating Castro....


    STOKES: Mr. Trafficante, I want to ask you a question that is very important to this committee, and that is, did you have any foreknowledge of the assassination of President Kennedy?


    TRAFFICANTE: Absolutely not; no way.47

  


  The Kennedy reference came in light of a witness who described Trafficante making statements about killing the president. Jose Aleman, a wealthy Cuban exile in Miami, went to dinner with Trafficante in the fall of 1962 to ask for a loan. While they were eating, the conversation turned to the Kennedy’s attacks on the Mafia. Trafficante became upset and reportedly stated that John Kennedy “would be hit.”


  By the time the HCSA was dismissed, they had made the statement that the mob may have been involved in the plot to kill Kennedy. They specifically implicated Sam Giancana, Carlos Marcello and Santo Trafficante Jr., but admitted that there was no hard evidence to back up the claim. However, the nebulous world of Cuban exiles and shady politics, mixed with underworld intrigue, certainly provide fodder for speculation and conspiracy theories.
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      	“We should have killed Bobby.”
    

  


  In 1992, longtime Trafficante attorney Frank Ragano came forward with an unbelievable story. He claimed that, in 1963, he relayed a message from Jimmy Hoffa to Santo Trafficante Jr. and Carlos Marcello to kill John F. Kennedy. According to Ragano, the meeting took place in New Orleans, at the Royal Orleans Hotel over breakfast. Ragano alleges that he told Marcello and Trafficante that Hoffa wanted Kennedy out of the way. He then went on to tell of a drive he took with Trafficante on March 13, 1987. Trafficante was in ill health but he and Ragano allegedly drove around Bayshore Boulevard, a long street bordered by luxury homes on one side and Tampa Bay on the other. Trafficante allegedly told Ragano, “Carlos e futtutu. Non duvevamu ammazzari a Giovanni. Duvevamu ammazzari a Bobby,” which translates to, “Carlos fucked up. We shouldn’t have killed John. We should have killed Bobby.”


  This statement, if true, would seem to confirm the mob’s involvement in the assassinations. However, problems emerged almost immediately with Ragano’s tale. First, Trafficante offered no specifics about what happened, only the one comment. Also, Trafficante’s family provided hospital records, showing that at the supposed time of the meeting in Tampa between Ragano and Santo, Trafficante was in a Miami hospital receiving dialysis. Ragano stood by his story.


  Bill Bonnano, son of legendary mob boss Joseph Bonnano, came out with a book, Bound By Honor, which gives another version of the Kennedy hit. He tells of a plot hatched between Chicago, New Orleans, and Tampa to use Cuban hitmen as well as Johnny Roselli, shooting from a storm drain, to kill Kennedy. After the assassination, police officer J.D. Tippit was supposed to kill Oswald, but Oswald shot him, leaving the door open for Jack Ruby to be brought in. Bonnano also tells of sending an emissary to Tampa following the shooting. Santo told the Bonnano mobster that the hit on Kennedy was a local matter and shouldn’t concern the rest of the Mafia families.


  This scenario again seems far-fetched and somewhat unbelievable. Like the Ragano story, there is no backing evidence. The addition of Johnny Roselli as a shooter in the sewer leaves room for major doubt.


  It is beyond the scope of this book to dig through each minute piece of information regarding the mob and the Kennedy assassination. Since Trafficante’s name has been brought up numerous times in connection with the incident, it bears a closer look. Of all the theories espoused by researchers, some of the most enduring are the ones that implicate the mob in the Kennedy assassination. Robert Kennedy’s crusade to prosecute organized crime and labor figures after the mob’s supposed help with getting John Kennedy elected would be reason to kill the president. Others point to the shadowy world of the CIA/Cuba/Mafia connection.


  The initial thrust of Mafia-related Kennedy investigations usually focuses on Trafficante’s business relationships with Carlos Marcello. In his book Mafia Kingfish, John H. Davis examines the evidence that Marcello was directly involved in the assassination of Kennedy and brings Trafficante in on the plot. The evidence on Marcello is compelling, but again, not complete enough to unequivocally support the thesis that he was the mastermind of the killing. The main motive lies with Robert Kennedy, who, as Attorney General, made a personal crusade out of his investigations of Marcello, even ordering the mob boss deported. Marcello was not a naturalized citizen.


  It is certain that Trafficante was friends and business partners with Carlos Marcello and his organization. There has always been a tight link between members of the Marcello and Trafficante families. The tight bond between the two bosses was supported by dealings between the two crime families. From low-level associates up through top made men, the two families enjoyed the fruits of their joint control of the Gulf Coast’s criminal empire.


  One of the links between the Kennedy assassination and Trafficante is Marcello associate and Dallas family underboss Joe Campisi. The Marcello family has always had a family in Dallas under its wing. Although ostensibly a separate group, the Dallas family was, for all intensive purposes, an offshoot of the New Orleans mob. Joe Campisi was second in command to Dallas crime boss Joe Civello. After Civello’s death on January 17, 1970, Campisi took over the reins, and, while the FBI considered the Dallas family inactive, it was believed Campisi ran the rackets under the tutelage of Marcello.


  Joe Campisi and his brother Sam were extremely close to Carlos Marcello. Joe would make frequent trips to New Orleans where he would play golf and socialize with all the Marcello brothers and other members of the Marcello crime family. It may be here that Joe was introduced to Santo Trafficante Jr.


  Since the 1940s, Campisi had operated the Egyptian Lounge, an Italian restaurant in Dallas often credited with bringing pizza to the Southern city. There, Campisi played host to not only regular customers and city employees, but also to infamous members of the city’s underworld and visiting mobsters from across the country. One of those men was a fellow nightclub owner and personal friend of Campisi, Jack Ruby.


  Campisi’s numerous dealings with Ruby raised a red flag to researchers. Ruby dined at the Egyptian Lounge the night before the assassination, and Joe Campisi visited Jack Ruby in jail, after his attack on Oswald. It has also been alleged that Campisi was the one responsible for getting Ruby into the police station basement the day the police were moving Oswald.


  Another associate of Joe Campisi was R.D. Matthews, who was close to both Jack Ruby and Santo Trafficante Jr. Their friendship began after Joe and his brother bought the Idle Hour Bar in Dallas, where Matthews worked. In later years, Matthews accompanied Campisi to Las Vegas a number of times. Campisi was under suspicion for running junkets to the Flamingo Hotel in Vegas, in partnership with Chicago mob bosses Anthony Accardo and Meyer Lansky. Though primarily a burglar and narcotics trafficker, Matthews also worked in casinos and casino management.


  Matthews lived in Havana from July of 1958 through January of 1959. He worked at the Casino Deauville and provided bodyguard duties for Trafficante and Ruby associate Lewis McWillie. Matthews also worked for Salvador Amarena, who sponsored Trafficante’s daughter’s wedding reception. Matthews was an integral part of the old Dallas gambling network as well, which included another friend of Ruby’s, James Henry Dolan.


  Dolan was a small time hood in Dallas who had amassed both a sizable rap sheet and a list of friends that included Ruby, Trafficante, Marcello, R.D. Matthews, and Nofio Pecora, a New Orleans mobster. In late 1960, Dolan and a friend, George Fuqua, were introduced to Trafficante. Santo wanted the men to find a bolita man who was holding out on money owed to the Trafficante family. Fuqua and Dolan found the man, beat him senseless, and returned over $7,000 to Trafficante.


  Matthews and Dolan were small, peripheral figures in the assassination, rarely garnering more than a mention. However, their mutual friend and associate David Ferrie is perhaps one of the most notable figures in the assassination conspiracy. Prominently featured in the movie J.F.K., Ferrie was a highly educated associate of Marcello, who was also involved with the Cuban exile community and para-military anti-Castro groups. In 1963, Ferrie was busy helping Marcello with his legal woes.


  At the same time, Ferrie was involved with assassination figures Guy Bannister and Clay Shaw, who were allegedly training a unit of anti-Castro Cubans to assassinate the president. The details of the plot and Ferrie’s involvement in the assassination are too in-depth for this book. One constant thread throughout the plot, however, was the role of the mob, specifically Marcello, with the knowledge and perhaps blessing of Trafficante.


  Another conspiracy theory centers on Cuba. Touted by many, author included, as being a probable focal point for the conspiracy, the Cuban connections between Oswald, Ruby, and the Mafia led to a plausible scenario where the mob may have either had a hand in silencing Oswald, providing some shooters, or that Oswald may have been acting on either direct orders or feelings of loyalty to the pro-Castro cause. Trafficante had numerous Cuban connections in both Cuba and Florida, including Cuban gangsters, and some believe that he did in fact hire the shooters who killed Kennedy.


  A number of researchers who studied the assassination suspect that Trafficante’s Cuban associations were put to good use in selecting a hit team to carry out the hit on Kennedy. Again, no evidence exists to conclusively back up the claim, but there is much circumstantial evidence that points to Cuban involvement in the assassination. Trafficante’s Cuban Mafia connections are examined further in a later chapter.


  This area of inquiry has spawned over five hundred books, and the number keeps growing. Thanks to the advent of the Internet and the availability of assassination documents at the National Archives, more and more people have been getting into the controversy for the past few years. However, it remains doubtful that the whole truth will ever emerge, and the role of Trafficante in the Kennedy assassination can only be speculated on.
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      	Donnie Brasco
    

  


  In the movie of the same name, Donnie Brasco (an undercover FBI agent posing as a mobster) played by Johnny Depp, takes Benjamin “Lefty” Ruggierio, played by Al Pacino, to Florida. There, they devise a plan to help a struggling wannabe wiseguy with his gambling club, the King’s Court, located in Miami.


  The scene was real, but it took place far from Miami. The King’s Court was located in the town of Holiday, an hour northwest of Tampa. The owner of the King’s Court was also an undercover FBI agent with the alias Tony Rossi. The agent had been trying for some time to work his way into Trafficante’s gambling operations. As many other agents who tried to go undercover would come to find out, the Trafficante family is extremely insular; getting a foot in the door is nearly impossible.


  The King’s Court was a gambling club opened and operated by the FBI. The structure was under complete surveillance, with sound recording and video devices throughout the club’s rooms.


  With the help of another agent, Rossi and the feds transformed the King’s Court into a gambling haven. They made it an exclusive bottle club, although membership was only $25. Patrons would bring their own liquor, so the agents did not have to worry about obtaining a liquor license.


  The club opened quietly, failing to attract the type of patron the FBI was looking for. Deciding to stir things up, the feds brought in Donnie Brasco. For the previous three years, Brasco had been cultivating a relationship with members of a crew in the Bonnano crime family of New York. The capo of the crew was Dominick “Sonny Black” Napolitano, but Brasco’s closest connection was with soldier Benjamin “Lefty Guns” Ruggerio.


  Brasco indicated to Black that a friend of his in Florida had a great club for gambling but needed some guidance on how to deal with the local cops, and smalltime wiseguys looking to muscle in. Napolitano thought this would be a great opportunity for his crew, and they began making regular trips to Florida. The club Brasco was referring to was the King’s Court.


  Following Mafia protocol, Napolitano made it a point to get together with Santo Trafficante Jr. Holiday was, after all, part of Tampa’s territory, and the last thing the Bonnanos wanted was to step on the toes of one of the biggest mobsters around.


  Donnie Brasco set the stage for what could have been the FBI’s biggest infiltration of the Trafficante family. After arriving with Sonny Black and the rest of the Bonnano crew, Brasco watched as the New York mobsters set up shop, looking to expand their operations with the blessings of Trafficante. Ideas came from all around: drugs, stolen merchandise, jewelry heists, and bank jobs.


  Their biggest idea was to hold a Las Vegas Night at the King’s Court. This would be a high-class gambling night that could attract a lot of money and attention. They needed a cop in their pocket to ensure that the night would run smoothly, free of interference from local authorities. If things went right, Black and his crew could make a nice profit from the gambling.


  They approached Captain Joseph Donahue of the Pasco Sheriff’s Office. Donahue was a former plumber from New York who falsified his background, and, somehow or another, became a captain in the Pasco Sheriff’s office. Donahue agreed to keep the police out of the King’s Court, for a small fee, and Black authorized a series of protection payments to Donahue. It was estimated that between November 1979 and January of 1981, Donahue took over $2500 in pay-offs.


  Another person who came into the King’s Court sphere of influence was Vincenzo “Jimmy” Acquafreda. Acquafreda was a transplanted New York mobster with connections to the Luchesse family. He owned a carting company in Pasco County and was looking to create a cartel of carting companies in the area to hold a monopoly over garbage collection on the west coast of Florida. Acquafreda made the acquaintance of Black and his crew and began hanging with them. The FBI operation would come to include Acquafreda and his scheme in their undercover operation. They even named it Operation Coldwater, a loose translation of Acquafreda’s last name.


  From the minute Black arrived in Florida, the FBI monitored his every move. They were especially interested in recording meetings between him and Santo Trafficante. Black had wanted to meet with Trafficante for some time, and was working on setting up a meeting to hash out plans for the Bonnanos to run their operations alongside the Tampa family. Before his initial meeting with Trafficante, though, Black decided to hold the first Las Vegas Night at the King’s Court on May 9, 1980.


  Brasco and Rossi set the club up as a swank gaming room. There was word that a sizable crowd of high stakes gamblers would be coming to the Court that evening. Captain Donahue stopped by early to pick up $200 to make sure the police stayed away. He also told Brasco that he would be on duty that night and would personally keep a lid on things.


  The night went well for Sonny Black and the guys. They netted a ton of money and quickly started making plans for a second night. The FBI was also happy. They recorded the evening on tape, including Captain Donahue’s pay-offs. Now all they needed was Trafficante.


  In June of 1980, Sonny Black met Santo Trafficante Jr. for the first time at Pappas, a famous Greek restaurant in the city of Tarpon Springs, a mostly Greek shore town with a colorful history of sponge diving and tourism. Also present at that meeting was an up-and-coming mobster being groomed by Trafficante to be his successor, Vincent LoScalzo.


  Black was ecstatic after the meeting and told Brasco all about it, right into an FBI tape recorder:


  “He likes me. We got whatever we want. All the doors are open to us in Florida now, just so we do things properly. A fifty-fifty split. If we fuck up, Donnie, the old man will shut every door on us.”48


  Sonny Black envisioned expansion into bingo. Casino gambling was not legal in Florida, but other forms of legal gambling were rampant. With the help of Trafficante associate Bennie Hussick, Black hoped that he could invest in bingo parlors.


  Black also set up a small loansharking operation to test out the waters. He was getting cockier by the day about the Florida operation:


  “There’s so much money in Florida that if the old man dies, I’ll move right down here and take over the whole state.”49


  Black and Trafficante conducted a number of meetings over the next few months. Donnie Brasco finally got to meet Trafficante at a coffee shop sit-down. However, the FBI still did not have any recordings of the meetings. They wanted him bad. Once they did manage to bug a room at the Tahitian Motor Lodge on U.S. 19, by the King’s Court. Trafficante, upon entering the room, turned up the volume on the TV, effectively neutralizing the bug.


  After several delays, Sonny Black and Donnie Brasco decided to hold another Las Vegas Night on January 17, 1981. First, Black was going to meet with Trafficante. He drove with Brasco to a local mall, followed by the FBI, to purchase a card for Trafficante. The card made reference to good friends, and Black tucked $1,000 inside. The money came from the FBI. The feds bugged the room where Black was going to meet Trafficante. They were hoping to catch Black accepting the $1,000 card on tape. Trafficante, however, once again proved his wiliness. He refused to accept the card, and Black pocketed the money himself.


  The Las Vegas Night of January 17 was the club’s last night. Several of the Sheriff’s deputies, acting on an anonymous phone call, raided the King’s Court. They took away all the cash, over $20,000, as well as guns, slot machines and other evidence. Soon thereafter, Brasco was pulled out of his operation after an inter-family war broke out in New York between rival factions in the Bonnano crime family.


  The FBI indicted twelve men in Operation Coldwater. Among those indicted were Trafficante, Donahue, Jimmie Acquafreda, Lefty Ruggerio, and Sonny Black. In 1983, as the case was nearing trial, Donahue agreed to testify against the other defendants. On the morning of his testimony, however, he was found dead of a self-inflicted gunshot wound in his home. Another defendant who did not make it to trial was Sonny Black, whose decomposed body was found at the bottom of a creek on Staten Island in August 1982. He was killed for letting Brasco into his crew’s inner circle.


  Bennie Hussick, the bingo operator and former bantamweight fighter, was one of the more colorful defendants. He came into court playing the sick, old mobster routine in order to gain sympathy from the jurors and the judge. Hussick testified that he worked on the docks in 1945 and retired in 1975, the remaining years being a blur. He was adept at exploiting veteran’s groups as cover for his operation, sometimes putting a guy in a wheel chair at the entrance to one racket or another to make the operation look legit. Hussick’s ruse of a frail old man did not help his case, but the prosecutor made a deal giving him three years instead of five.


  The remaining men, mostly the Bonnano crew, were all found guilty of various charges and put away for a number of years. A separate case, involving Acquafreda and relating to the attempted takeover of the garbage rackets, resulted in convictions across the board. Trafficante, however, emerged unscathed, much to the dismay of law enforcement. They thought they had an airtight case, but were stymied once again.


  Santo’s trial was postponed a number of times, due to his poor health. His kidneys were failing and he had heart trouble. His hunched over walk and frail appearance were a far cry from the swaggering godfather persona he’d flaunted in years past. Trafficante’s lawyers were doing all they could to stall the start of his trial. Just before his trial was to begin, the judge acquitted Trafficante, citing lack of evidence. Prosecutors were outraged, but the defendant was elated. He was a free man… for the time being.
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      	Union Trouble
    

  


  Shortly after Coldwater, Trafficante was indicted in a federal case out of Miami. That alleged a kick-back scheme involving the Laborer’s Union. The scheme was a part of a long-standing operation in which life insurance sales and medical insurance pay-offs were kicked back to Labor Union officials. Trafficante’s case was a spin-off from the infamous BRILAB case out of New Orleans, which ensnared Carlos Marcello.


  This was supposed to be a major hit against the Mafia, and one of the best chances that law enforcement ever had against Trafficante. For years, the specter of union corruption and influence hung around Trafficante. His close friendship with Jimmy Hoffa and misuse of Teamster’s pension funds were well known, although never proven in court. Trafficante frequently utilized the Teamster’s pension fund for funding of various enterprises. Over the years, Trafficante received numerous six-figure broker fees for his role in directing loan recipients to the Teamster’s Pension fund. His clients included bars, restaurants, hotels, and country clubs throughout Florida. The fees were split with Frank Ragano, who represented Hoffa and Trafficante at the same time, giving the two men ample opportunity to come together and distribute the union’s money the best way they saw fit. Trafficante’s power in the union rackets stemmed directly from his friendship with Hoffa. After Hoffa’s disappearance, Trafficante was not able to get into the Teamsters pension fund the way he used to, so he set his sights on the Laborer’s Union.


  Trafficante’s liaisons to the Laborer’s were John Giardiello and Salvatore Tricario. Giardiello was the business manager of LIUNA Local 767 in West Palm Beach. Tricario was the vice president of the same local. Both men were associates of the Trafficante family, and both received and gave kickbacks and payoffs in relation to business decisions affecting a dental plan and life insurance fund in Florida.


  Trafficante’s role in the scheme dates back to 1973, when Tricario and Giardiello, along with Arthur E. Coia, embattled former president of LIUNA and close friend of Bill and Hillary Clinton, met in San Francisco to iron out plans for the scheme. Among those present at the San Francisco meeting was Santo Trafficante Jr. They brought in Joseph Hauser, an associate from California who was going to purchase an insurance company in Florida. Trafficante told Hauser that he should have no trouble buying an insurance company, because the Trafficantes controlled the insurance commissioner of Florida.


  Trafficante met with Hauser, Tricario and Giardiello to discuss making Hauser’s insurance companies a nationwide network. Trafficante told Hauser, “When you get the company, then the family and the LIU hierarchy are going to be partners.” (LIU) This was in conjunction with backing from the Chicago Outfit, and Anthony Accardo, longtime boss and consigliere. Trafficante would run the southern half of the country, while Accardo would run the Midwest, and Raymond Patriarca, boss of New England, would run the Northeast.


  By 1975, however, Trafficante was getting frustrated, complaining that his kickbacks were amounting to “peanuts”. Accardo assured him that he would get a bigger slice of the pie. The scheme worked well for some time, but eventually federal authorities began to look into the union’s activities, and in 1981 Trafficante, along with Accardo, Tricario, Giardiello and others, were charged in a massive racketeering indictment.


  The case was set to begin in a Miami federal court. The court clerk randomly assigned the case to Alcee Hastings a respected federal judge. No sooner had the case been assigned to Hastings then the FBI received information that Hastings was for sale. A small time crook and police informant looking fo a break on a pending case told the U.S. Attorney that a bribe to Hastings from Trafficante was being arranged by a lawyer friend of the judge’s, William Borders.


  Federal agents began following Borders, a Washington D.C. lawyer. Borders made a trip to Miami. Agents were there to tail him as he stepped off the flight. They followed the lawyer to the Fontainebleau Hotel on Miami Beach, where he was observed meeting with Trafficante. Allegedly, Trafficante was offering to pay up to $600,000 to have Hastings drop the charges against the aging mob boss. Santo met face to face with Borders twice in an attempt to arrange some sort of bribe offer.


  Santo was too cautious at this stage in his life to open any opportunity for an undercover agent to come into the negotiations. Agents instead posed as defendants in another case in front of Hastings and actually gave Borders marked bills. The noose tightened, and Borders and Hastings were both arrested. Hastings had to step down from the Trafficante case, and it was assigned to another judge.


  Following Borders’ arrest, word came through underworld sources that Trafficante had put a hit out on Dredge for his admissions to the feds. Trafficante was clearly upset at the foiling of the bribe scheme. However, his luck changed when the new judge on the case, in deference to Trafficante’s failing health, postponed the trial indefinitely. Trafficante had beaten the system once again and was not going to spend any time in prison.
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      	Inside Santo Jr.
    

  


  When the name Santo Trafficante Jr. is thrown around Tampa, it’s done in hushed terms and whispers. Some described him as a nice old man, a person who tipped generously, an avid reader, a loyal friend, a family man, and, above all, a gentleman. Many of the law enforcement personnel who tailed and targeted Trafficante for years built up a grudging respect for him. On one hand, they were supposed to gather evidence against him, but on the other, they sat in awe of his prowess as a mob leader and his ability to elude all attempts to bring him to justice.


  Even in the years surrounding King’s Court, when he appeared more as a sickly old grandfather wracked by health problems, Trafficante still stirred up enough fear and respect in Mafia circles to ensure that no one would make a move against him. His empire was certainly not what it had been in early years. He was spending more and more time in Miami and at his beachfront estate on St. Pete Beach, near the historic Don CeSar Hotel. Other members of his immediate family owned valuable pieces of real estate in the beachfront community, including Frank Albano, who owned a particularly favorable piece of commercial property that he was forced to sell in the 1990s as a result of an arson investigation. Trafficante’s neighbors on the beach had nothing but praise for the mobster.


  Trafficante is often seen as a victim of the FBI and state agency’s private war against the Mafia. Despite the overwhelming evidence to the contrary many to this day would categorically deny that Trafficante was a mobster, much less a powerful boss. One story about his father-inlaw Bennie Marchese, told of how Trafficante used to stay with Marchese while Bennie was ill, and how Trafficante would sometimes drive all the way from Miami to Tampa to sit with his wife’s father.


  Residents of old Ybor tell of Trafficante holding court at the Columbia restaurant, where he would peel off $100 bills like they were $1 bills, giving them freely to waiters and other restaurant staff. Ragano’s memoir Mob Lawyer, is full of stories of Trafficante’s escapades in Miami with the likes of Frank Sinatra, and the high living that accompanied the mob boss wherever he went. In his later years, Trafficante slowed down a bit, preferring late morning meetings with mob associates to discuss business. He favored the Greek restaurants in nearby Tarpon Springs and some of the lesser-known establishments in West Tampa, a predominately Hispanic area of the city.


  In 1975, it was revealed that Trafficante donated over $10,000 to a St. Petersburg mission that fed homeless people. This kind of generosity was often reported in the press, and was commonplace among many top mafioso across the country. The tradition dates back to Al Capone, who often got his picture taken at soup kitchens that he ran for the destitute in Chicago.


  There is, of course, a flip side to the Mafia boss, a man well respected and looked at by his underworld peers as a formidable ally and foe. With the slightest glance, he could send a man to his death or okay a multi-million dollar deal. Trafficante is rarely mentioned in derogatory terms. He apparently never fell out of favor with his underworld contacts, enjoying a measure of fear and respect that few mobsters could command. This aura extended even to those he met in his waning years, his body racked by illness.


  Once, during a deal with some low-level Gambino associates, the mob wannabes tried to cheat Trafficante out of some of his profits. Trafficante got up and left the meeting. Certain that their end was imminent after cheating the mob boss, the mobsters ran down the street after Trafficante, attempting to make amends. However, Trafficante refused to take his profits, claiming that his honor was defiled. His business with the mobsters was terminated.


  During the Coldwater trial, a reporter followed Trafficante and a female companion to a local Spanish restaurant during lunch recess. The reporter walked over to the table where Trafficante was eating and asked him if he’d be willing to answer a few questions. A few seconds later, the reporter ran out of the restaurant. Upon returning to the courthouse, he ran to an FBI agent and told the agent he needed protection. When the agent asked him why, the reporter responded that when he asked Trafficante to answer some questions, the mobster gave him a look that scared him senseless. He was sure Trafficante wanted him dead. That wasn’t the case, but the gaze was enough to ensure the reporter never ventured near Trafficante again.
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      	Drug Empire of the Tampa Mob
    

  


  Anumber of sources contend that Santo Trafficante Jr. held considerable power in the narcotics empire of the Mafia. One account made the bold, although exaggerated, claim that Trafficante had the power to stem the flow of drugs into the United States. Trafficante repeatedly asserted that he never touched drugs, but his fluency in Spanish, coupled with incredible respect and old allegiances throughout the underworld enabled him to negotiate smuggling routes, and mediate disputes over territories.


  Trafficante’s initial forays into narcotics trafficking originated in Cuba. It is believed that his father, Santo Sr. was a partner with Meyer Lansky and Lucky Luciano in the trafficking of heroin into the United States before the revolution. After he took control of the Tampa family, Santo Sr. held power in the Cuban drug trade with help from Batista.


  In 1945, the Bureau of Narcotics noted evidence that both Santo Trafficante Sr. and Jr. had contact with numerous narcotics traffickers, especially in the New York underworld. Calls from the Nebraska Bar, owned by Santo Sr. in Tampa, were made to various Mafiosi in New York aligned with the drug organizations. Trafficante’s name and address were found in the personal effects of Frank Scalise, a mobster murdered for a botched heroin shipment into New York from the Corsican mob.


  In Cuba, Santo Jr. was seen meeting with former Tampa narcotics kingpin George Zarate. By that time, Zarate and his Cuban mob were running drugs in New York City, and he visited Cuba frequently. He went there to set up new shipping routes, and recruit members to his organization, as well as purchase large quantities of Peruvian cocaine.


  Santo’s partner in the Sans Souci was Joseph “Joe Rogers,” “Hoboken Joe” Stassi. Stassi was a soldier in the Gambino family and a big figure in pre-Castro Cuban gambling. Stassi was also a heroin trafficker who worked closely with members of New York and Canadian Mafia families in the heroin trade.


  In 1958, police arrested a number of mob-associated drug dealers. The feds seized over thirty-seven pounds of heroin and fifty-five pounds of opium. A notebook belonging to one of the traffickers contained notations showing that the traffickers financed a number of flights for Santo Trafficante Jr. to visit New York, from Havana. The men also had notes implicating Trafficante in the financing of a major heroin shipment.


  One of the traffickers arrested, Joseph LoPiccolo, maintained close ties with Santo Trafficante Jr. LoPiccolo was a soldier in the Gambino family. He amassed an impressive array of associates in his international drug running enterprise, including Vincent Todaro, a top New York heroin dealer and one of the financiers of Trafficante’s New York visits.


  Trafficante also spent time with Frank Petrula, a member of the Cotroni Mafia family of Canada. In the early 1960s, the Cotroni family flooded heroin into the North American marketplace. They also had a presence in South Florida, and some of the Cotronis themselves were seen meeting with Trafficante in Miami and Cuba. One of the Cotroni brothers was a part owner in another of Trafficante’s Cuban hotels, the Tropicana.


  Santo traveled to Southeast Asia in the late 1960s to open up new drug routes into the United States. The breakup of the French Connection in 1963, and the increasing light being cast on the activities of Corsican narcotics traffickers, forced the Mafia to look elsewhere for drugs. Trafficante and Dominick Furci came to Southeast Asia in 1968 (the same year a shipment of narcotics, allegedly financed by Trafficante, were seized, causing a major setback in the family’s finances). There, according to U.S. Embassy officials, Trafficante met with top Corsican gangsters in the area allegedly to work out shipment routes into the U.S..


  Frank Furci, Dominick’s son, moved to Saigon in 1965 at the height of the Vietnam War. He began operating in military clubs. He would work as an agent for companies from whom sergeants in charge of the clubs would order equipment and merchandise. Eventually, Furci would control a kickback and graft scheme that cheated the military out of hundreds of thousands of dollars. Furci was forced out of Saigon in 1967. One of his competitors, William Crum, told Vietnamese authorities of Furci’s criminal operations. Furci moved to Hong Kong, where he opened a restaurant and kept his hand in the lucrative military club racket through a company called Maradem Ltd.


  Furci was known around Saigon and Hong Kong. In Saigon, where Corsican gangsters were running huge heroin smuggling operations under the protection of French intelligence and the CIA, Furci made contact with some of the top leaders. He also had friends in the Hong Kong triads, not to mention deep contacts in the U.S. military.


  Santo had a long-standing alliance with the Corsicans when it came to drugs. One of his close associates in the drug routes was Corsican gangster Paul Mondolini, a figure at the Sans Souci casino. Mondolini also associated with drug kingpin Lucien Rivard, a Montreal crime leader and associate of the Cotroni family.


  In the fall of 1966, Trafficante flew from Miami to Madrid, Spain. Once there, he met with Vincente Iglesias Armada, an international drug kingpin who worked with South American and Cuban drug gangs, as well as in Corsica. Upon his return to the U.S., Trafficante was strip-searched at the airport, and authorities found an address book. They didn’t take it, but kept it from Trafficante long enough to copy down some names, including those of other mobsters active in narcotics trafficking.


  In the mid-seventies, Trafficante made numerous trips to Mexico, Costa Rica (where he suffered a mild heart attack), and other Central and South American countries. He was there to broker deals with Latin drug groups that would bring heroin, and, more importantly, cocaine into the country. Trafficante had already been in contact with members of a drug circuit that ran through Miami, Peru, Ecuador, and Puerto Rico. The deals he struck with those factions enabled Trafficante to make some money from the trade without ever getting directly involved. Tampa had no heroin problem, and it is highly doubtful that Santo would want to start one in his backyard. However, Santo Trafficante may arguably be partially responsible for the flood of cocaine and the rise of Latin American drug gangs in this country.


  His contacts with Latino drug lords extended to Cubans, and in 1975, four Cubans were seen meeting with a Chicago mobster in Nevada to discuss a drug deal. The four Cubans were found to be tied to the CIA. They were reportedly trained for the Bay of Pigs investigation and then, according to the FBI, moved to Miami and became drug men for the Trafficante faction in that city.


  By the mid-1970s, Asian gangs and Latin American cartels had begun to erode the Mafia’s stranglehold on drugs. In cities like New York, black drug kingpins were cutting the Mafia out of the deal altogether. A number of investigators point to the mob’s involvement in narcotics as their downfall. Some say the fact that the mob could never hold on to the cocaine trade, letting it be taken over by Colombians and Mexicans, was a sign of their decreasing power. Others point to the reckless nature of drug dealers and their willingness to snitch as one of the main sources of turncoats in today’s Mafia.


  Carmine Galante, boss of the Bonnano crime family, controlled an army of Sicilian immigrants who ran heroin, and partnered up with true Sicilian mafiosi to run what came to be known as the Pizza Connection. Galante was murdered on July 12, 1979, shot to death as he ate lunch at a small Italian restaurant in Brooklyn. The order for the hit came from mafioso in New York, and, reportedly, Santo Trafficante Jr.


  This was the first hard evidence that law enforcement had of the presence of Sicilian mobsters, or zips, in America. The killing of Galante was the impetus for an investigation into the activities of the Sicilians. Over the next few years, the FBI would conduct an investigation that would come to be known as the Pizza Connection case. The case centered on a nationwide network of pizza parlors that also served as headquarters for a massive heroin trafficking ring that brought millions of dollars of heroin into the country and onto the streets.


  Although not charged anywhere in the indictment, Santo Trafficante’s name does pop up in the case. Trafficante was listed on a huge money trail chart, detailing the movement of money from the Sicilians through offshore banks and accounts. He was connected to the Salamones, top members of the drug ring, and money launderers. The connection stemmed from a call placed form Graziala Salamone, wife of member Filipo Salamone, to the beachfront residence of August Paniello, son-in-law of Santo, where Santo often stayed.


  The single phone call meant little to authorities. They could not connect it to the bigger case, but some wondered if Trafficante was assisting members of the group in their endeavors. Trafficante crime family connections were established when Vincent LoScalzo attended the wedding of Pietro Ligamarri, son of convicted drug trafficker and Pizza Connection member Giovanni Ligamarri. LoScalzo was observed attending the New York wedding and meeting with various Sicilian and New York based mobsters.


  But while the Trafficante narcotics empire stretched across continents, the local drug scene was every bit as active. One of the bigger drug cases in Tampa history involved the son of a longtime family soldier, an uncle who refused to testify against Santo Trafficante Jr. in court, and a couple of well-connected lawyers.
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      	The Bedami Organization
    

  


  Late one Tuesday night in December of 1980, Lester Rushing pulled up in front of his house in the Seminole Heights section of Tampa. Rushing got out of his late-model pickup truck and walked over to the window of the black convertible that had been following him home. As he approached the driver’s side window, a single gunshot struck him in the stomach. The car sped away, only to turn around and come back towards Rushing. Two more shots rang out, hitting Rushing again. Lester collapsed on the street as the car sped away a second time. Doctors pronounced him dead later that evening.


  Within an hour, police had a suspect: John “Tampa John” Hernandez, a defendant in a drug trial who was angry at Rushing. Rushing had testified against Hernandez and his co-defendants and told the court that the Hernandez family dealt drugs. Hernandez was furious, and told everyone in earshot that Rushing would be killed. One of those he told was co-defendant Angelo Bedami Jr. Bedami was the leader of the drug ring and eventually turned against his partners.


  Bedami ran a chain of day care centers. He was a former baseball player who had some friends on major league farm teams who he recruited to work for him. They weren’t going to be working in the day care center, though. The centers were used to launder money from Bedami’s other profession, drug trafficking.


  His uncle, Salvatore “Silent Sam” Lorenzo, assisted Bedami. He amassed a number of arrests after his acquittal in the 1959 bolita case with the Trafficantes. Charges ranged from conducting a lottery to traffic violations.


  Bedami’s other partners in the ring included some former baseball stars and close friends as well as a pilot in the infamous Air America drug ring based in Scranton, Pennsylvania. One of the defendants was Leon Wood III. Woodie, as he was known, was a former player in the Los Angeles Dodgers farm system. He was also a star shortstop with the Clearwater Bombers, a fast-pitch softball team. Wood was one of the first of the drug gang to be arrested when he was pinched for selling cocaine in 1981.


  He was facing a fifteen-year mandatory sentence when he turned to Bedami for help. Bedami sent Armando and John Tamargo to the home of E.J. Salcines, the then-Hillsborough State Attorney. The men appeared at the Salcines residence and offered the prosecutor $75,000 to drop charges against Wood. Salcines was outraged and reported the bribe offer to the sheriff’s office the next morning. However, he didn’t want to pursue charges against the two men, thinking it would adversely affect the continuing investigation into the Bedami drug operation. It turned out that that decision would come back to haunt Salcines.


  Salcines’ relationships with Tampa mob figures always simmered just below the surface of his political career and haunted him through every investigation of political corruption. Once, on July 4, 1967, Salcines was observed at a holiday party at the St. Pete Beach home of Santo Trafficante Jr. He was there along with notable underworld figures, including Frank Albano and Nick Furci. Salcines was also reputed to have taken pay-offs from gamblers, and was observed going into known gambling establishments while under surveillance by local and state police. His conduct in the Bedami case would come under fire.


  Wood made a deal with prosecutors and was sentenced to three years in prison, but his troubles were not over. Investigators began closing the net around the Bedami drug operation, and on February 4, 1984, thirty-seven members of the drug ring were indicted. Angelo Bedami Jr. led the list, which included Colombian nationals, prominent politicians, lawyers, and Sal Lorenzo. Also indicted were attornies Norman Canella and John D. Demmi, son of mob associate John Demmi.


  As state and federal authorities wrangled over jurisdiction, deeper revelations about political corruption in Hillsborough politics began to emerge. Unfortunately, such revelations were becoming commonplace for federal investigators. The Bedami case was just another example of the pervasive influence of organized crime and the buddy system in local politics.


  The inclusion of Canella and Demmi in the indictment was particularly surprising. Both men were well-respected lawyers. Canella, especially, was the second-in-command at the State Attorney’s Office, directly under E.J. Salcines. He and Demmi were accused of twice soliciting bribes from the drug ring and smuggling marijuana. Both activities were done in return for protection of the Bedami organization from prosecution.


  This was not the first time suspicions had been raised about Canella. A law enforcement source relayed how once police were investigating the bookmaking activities of Ron Scaglione, nephew of Nick Scaglione. When a request for a wiretap was put through Canella, Ron Scaglione found out and immediately made himself scarce. Although it was never proven that Canella let Scaglione in on the wiretap, the source said many were wary of dealing with Canella when it came to organized crime cases.


  The bribes were allegedly taken in front of witnesses, including Angelo Bedami Jr., leader of the drug ring. Investigators realized that Bedami might play an important role in putting the case together. In the initial state case a year earlier, the state had offered Bedami a deal to testify against the main participants in the drug smuggling operation. He accepted the terms of the agreement and became one of the only turncoats in the history of organized crime in Tampa.


  Bedami talked about the operation and outlined the extensive network of smugglers and dealers he employed. He also spoke of leaks in the Hillsborough County Sheriff’s Department, which informed Bedami and his gang of investigations against them.


  He was also supposed to shed light on the alleged involvement of Demmi and Canella in a separate marijuana smuggling operation, which came to an end on September 15, 1982, with the crash of a small plane in Southwest Florida. That plane was smuggling bales of marijuana, and the trip was allegedly financed by Demmi and Canella.


  The trial of the drug ring defendants began with what the feds thought was an airtight mix of recorded conversations and witness testimony. Bedami was called up to outline the organization for the jury and connect all the defendants. However, when the government rested its case, the judge decided to acquit Demmi, Canella, and four others, stating that prosecutors had insufficient evidence to convict the men. As the case came to a close, the pool of defendants was significantly smaller than it had been when it began.


  Bedami’s final appearance as a witness was at the trial of his uncle, Sal Lorenzo. Bedami testified that Lorenzo guided the young drug dealer through some of the ins and outs of the criminal world. Lorenzo also was present at a number of plane drops, retrieving bales of marijuana and cocaine from the passing planes. Bedami was somewhat uncomfortable with testifying against his uncle, and tried to downplay Silent Sam’s role in the drug gang.


  “My Uncle Sam is in this pickle because I put him there. He was just trying to be a father to me,” 50 Bedami told the court. However, the jury didn’t agree, and found Lorenzo guilty of racketeering and conspiracy. Lorenzo lucked out during sentencing and only got three years. He was paroled in less than two.


  Angelo Bedami Jr. has the distinction of being one of the only Tampa mobsters to turn state’s evidence. Unlike Mafia families in other parts of the country, Tampa never had a high-ranking turncoat spill the family secrets, which has made it somewhat difficult for law enforcement to infiltrate the organization. For his efforts, Bedami received five years probation. Amazingly, he returned to Tampa without reprisal from the mob.


  With the Bedami case coming so soon on the heels of Operation Coldwater and the Laborer’s case, law enforcement seemed poised to unravel the Tampa mob’s seemingly impenetrable veneer. The idea of indicting and convicting Santo Trafficante Jr., or any number of other Tampa mobsters was closer to becoming a reality. Trafficante, though, would not end up in jail like many of his contemporaries.
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      	Vinnie Takes the Reins
    

  


  Santo Trafficante Jr. died at 8:17 p.m. EST on March 17, 1987 following a triple bypass operation at a Houston hospital. He had been battling poor health for years. His kidneys were failing, and he had heart disease. In the years immediately preceding his death, Trafficante seemed to spend more time in hospitals than running the crime family. He looked gaunt and unassuming. After seeing him parade before the cameras in the years preceding his death, it was hard to comprehend that this frail old man was still an immensely powerful Mafia chieftain.


  Trafficante was buried in a mausoleum in the L’Unione Italiana cemetery in Ybor City. The service was a small affair, with only a couple hundred mourners. Although police were on hand to take pictures of mob leaders from around the country who were expected to attend the funeral, none showed up. It seemed that the bygone years of huge mob funerals had given way to a smaller more subdued approach, although there were plenty of local mob figures present.


  The police photographers prompted one of the mourners to comment, “Vulture bastards.”51


  Police eyed the pallbearers with curiosity. Among them were Frank Albano and Santo Jose Trafficante (aka Santo III), nephew of the boss. No-shows included Henry Trafficante. It seemed the feud between the brothers was still active, even in death.


  One man at the funeral did catch the attention of investigators. He was conspicuously dressed in a sharp suit with dark sunglasses, and seemed to be directing all the activity at the funeral. Once Trafficante’s driver, he was groomed as Trafficante’s successor in the late 1970s.


  Back then, Trafficante leadership was split into various factions. The years of illness and court cases for Santo had left a mismanaged family that was in dire straits. The family was still bringing money in, but in terms of leadership, the future was uncertain. Different groups were lining up for the top spot, each advancing their own candidate. Frank Diecidue, underboss of the crime family, led one group. He had reasoned, as natural succession in a mob family would dictate, that he would assume control of the family following the death of Santo Jr. Santo’s brothers Henry and Fano also saw their opportunity for leadership in event of their brother’s death. Crime family members in Miami wanted representation, and some saw the ascension of Frank Albano as a way to mediate things. Albano was even heard around town telling people he was going to be the boss. During Operation Super Bowl, Johnny Rivera told an undercover investigator that he believed Sam Trafficante would take over his brother’s empire. But Santo had definite ideas of who would succeed him: his driver and protégé, Vincent Salvatore LoScalzo.


  The evening before Santo’s funeral, police observed LoScalzo entering the Italian Club in Ybor City. Police were not let in and had no idea what was going on inside. The next day at the funeral, it was learned that a strange spectacle took place. It’s alleged that over seventy low-level associates of the crime family filed past LoScalzo, kissing his ring and paying their respects.


  Vincent LoScalzo was born on May 6, 1937, in Allesandria Della Rocca, Sicily, the same town as the Trafficantes were from. He moved to New Orleans with his family as a youngster. Later, Vincent and his parents moved to Tampa, leaving his brother Antonio with friends in New Orleans. Upon arriving in Tampa, Vincent’s father quickly found himself a spot in the local mob, working mainly as muscle and earning the nickname “The Big Hammer.”


  Vincent began working at a service station in 1960. He got involved in the liquor industry a few years later. His initial forays into the bar business were overseen by Tony “Doc” Castellana, a well known bar owner and numbers runner. Castellana was the owner of Imperial Liquor Enterprises for over twenty years. He taught Vincent the ‘ins and outs’ of the liquor business, as well as gambling. Before long, Vincent was trying his luck out on his own. He began by buying and selling various bars around town, making nice profits along the way.


  LoScalzo married Bessie Distefano, the daughter of Joe Distefano, a notable political fixer in the late sixties/early seventies. Distefano was one of the main liaisons between underworld interests and the Tampa city government. His talents extended to Tallahassee, the seat of Florida government.


  In 1973, Distefano was convicted of bribery and mail fraud in relation to a scheme involving Shoup voting machines. Shoup was a company based in Philadelphia with alleged organized crime ties to the Bruno family. Distefano was convicted of bribing a public official to get the machines in Tampa.


  Vincent LoScalzo began making close contacts with his father’s friends and the third generation of Tampa mafioso, including Frank Albano. Frank and Vincent formed a company, SAL Incorporated, and in 1976, they bought a bar, Mike’s Lounge. They used it as an operations base. Mike’s quickly became a hotbed of criminal activity, with stolen merchandise, drug deals, and illegal gambling happening throughout the bar.


  State Beverage officials decided enough was enough and forced LoScalzo to sell Mike’s. His buyer, however, turned out to be connected. He was an associate of both the Trafficantes and the Gambino family from New York. He was a reputed drug trafficker who was supposed to give authorities their first chance at taking down the new hierarchy of the Tampa Mafia.
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  By the mid 1980s the FBI’s Organized Crime Strike Force Division had made some impressive inroads into the Mafia. From New York and Philadelphia, to smaller cities like Denver and St. Louis, the FBI’s program to cripple the Mafia was bringing headline-making success. One city, however was seriously lagging behind: Tampa.


  After the Coldwater case failed to infiltrate the Tampa mob and Trafficante died before he could be brought to trial in the Laborer’s case, the FBI field office in Tampa had little to show the higher-ups in Washington. When the call came down to get a case and get one fast, the FBI took a look at the activities of Mike Napoli. Reports from informants indicated that Napoli pushed large quantities of drugs from his bars.


  In October of 1988, federal authorities swept across Hillsborough County seizing bars and a ranch belonging to Napoli. Electing not to follow the usual route of forfeiture laws, which entitled the government to a criminal’s possessions after he has been convicted, the feds went after all that Napoli owned from the outset.


  The FBI portrayed Napoli as the drug liaison for the Trafficantes and Gambinos. A husky, bearded man, Napoli was a small time cocaine dealer who had been laundering his drug profits through lounges and bars he owned since the mid-1970s. Napoli was a “man about town,” driving a Porsche, and throwing money around at all the hot nightspots. He was not a drug kingpin by any means, and was certainly not as big as the Feds made him out to be.


  The Tampa mob was brought into this picture by the testimony of a local unnamed hooker, one of the top witnesses the FBI used to get Napoli. She testified that in the office of Brother’s Lounge, Vincent LoScalzo’s bar, there was a safe filled with cash and cocaine. She said that she saw LoScalzo put money in the safe with her own eyes.


  The FBI believed that Napoli’s operations were connected to LoScalzo by the nature of their business relationships. They also saw reason to suspect that Frank Diecidue and Frank Albano were in on the drug profits. This information was laid out in an affidavit, but the actual evidence linking the mobsters to Napoli’s operations was scant at best.


  The problem with the hooker’s testimony was that, not only was it virtually impossible to get into the back office, but there was no safe. Her accounts were all wrong; however, such a detail not stop some media from parlaying the Napoli case into a major infiltration of the new Trafficante family. LoScalzo, along with Frank Albano, and Frank Diecidue, were named but not charged in the indictment. Napoli pled guilty and received a sentence of six years in prison.


  A confidential informant brought in on the case by the FBI supported the allegations of LoScalzo’s involvement in drug trafficking. He told investigators that Frank Diecidue asked him to watch over Frank Albano and LoScalzo. Diecidue was worried that he was not receiving his fair share of the drug profits. This information, while tantalizing, was never corroborated.


  Also arrested with Napoli was Terry Cacciatore, a low-level drug dealer with a persistent cash-flow problem. Cacciatore was the son of notorious drug kingpin and uncle of Santo Trafficante Jr., Joseph “Jo-Jo” Cacciatore. Although he came from a mob pedigree, Terry was unable to parlay that into a career with the local Family. He was sentenced to four years in prison.


  Around the time of the Napoli case, another Tampa mobster ran afoul of the law. James William Donofrio was known around Tampa as a good man to get a loan from, but not one to fall behind with on payments. He was a loanshark and businessman who owned a number of liquor stores and bars over the years, including the Rio Liquor store chain and the former Deep South Restaurant and Bar. He was also close with a number of top Tampa mobsters, including Trafficante’s federal agents once observed a meeting between the two. Donofrio’s resume reads like a primer on how to become a Tampa wiseguy.


  As a young man in the 1930s, Donofrio racked up a number of arrests for liquor law violations and armed robbery. He decided to join the service. Upon his return to Tampa he went into the legitimate liquor industry. His arrest record, however, made getting the necessary paperwork difficult, so he used some fancy maneuvering to open up and run Rio Liquors, until the State Beverage Department put a stop to it in 1956. Donofrio decided to use the law and a lawyer to his advantage, though, and got his liquor business back the next year.


  Not satisfied with the money he was earning through legitimate channels, Donofrio, along with Ciro Bedami, opened a gambling house in Tampa. He was arrested and found himself facing the revocation of his bar license. He took the State Beverage Department to court and won the right to own a bar.


  One night in 1968, he was at a sandwich stand around the corner from Rio Liquors when someone told him of a disturbance back at his business. Donofrio walked in to see a man he’d had trouble with in the past causing a disturbance. A scuffle ensued, and Donofrio shot the man in the back. The victim survived, but Donofrio was charged with attempted murder. The case sped through court, and he was amazingly acquitted of all charges the next year.


  In the 1970s Donofrio, looking again to boost his income, began a loansharking business. He found Tampa entrepreneurs to be every bit as eager for an off-the-books loan as gamblers down on their luck. He started lending out big sums, and his name became well known in the less than reputable circles around Tampa as his customer base expanded.


  Once, at a party for Tampa mayor Dick Greco, Donofrio was spotted playing the role of godfather. In the corner of a room in the Italian Club, Donofrio sat at a chair flanked by two beefy bodyguards with an empty chair facing him. Whenever someone came up, they would whisper to one of the bodyguards, who in turn would ask Donofrio if he wanted to meet with that person.


  Donofrio also knew how to use the court system to his advantage. In 1980, he lent $79,000 to a Tampa city comptroller. The comptroller was going to use the money to buy a house in the swank Tampa neighborhood of Palma Ceia. When the comptroller began to fall behind on payments, Donofrio sued him and managed to get the courts to foreclose on the house, getting Donofrio his money back.


  In 1988, the law finally caught up with Donofrio and his loansharking business. He was named in an indictment stemming from loans made to two local kitchen-decorating companies. Donofrio lent $2,500 to Cartel Kitchens Home Decorating Center, at a rate of five percent interest per week. When the business owners began to fall behind, Donofrio smashed the store’s windows and threatened to castrate the debtor.


  Portrayed as a top mobster in town, Donofrio did not quite fit the bill, when he came to court looking dazed and unaware of what was going on around him. His lawyers said he was suffering from Alzheimer’s disease and a host of other medical maladies, and Donofrio was released on bond. The state concurred that Jimmy’s health was failing and all charges were subsequently dropped.


  As greater light was shed on Donofrio’s loansharking activities, the Napoli case, and even the drug ring headed by Angelo Bedami Jr. and Salvatore Lorenzo, a central focal point for these activities emerged. It had to do with money: where Bedami’s drug profits were laundered, where Donofrio took his debtors to acquire loans to repay him, and where Napoli got the money to buy his bars. Eventually, it was all traced back to Key Bank, a small community bank in Tampa.
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  When Donofrio wanted his clients to repay him after falling behind, he would make the usual threats. When the promise of a broken kneecap failed to generate the desired effect, Donofrio fell back to Plan B. He took his debtors to Key Bank, where bank president Frank Pupello would approve an unsecured loan for the debtor. These loans went directly into Donofrio’s pocket, leaving his clients to foot a huge loan bill.


  Key Bank came under regulator’s scrutiny in the early 1990s when evidence of fraudulent loan activity began to emerge. In 1992, word leaked out that an indictment was coming down. Investigators were looking at a myriad of corporations, many owned by suspected members and associates of the Trafficante family. This was the start of a political bloodbath, which would both highlight important figures in Tampa organized crime and destroy many political careers.


  Incorporated in 1973, Key Bank’s first president was James T. Porter. After relinquishing the presidency to Frank Pupello in 1976, Porter was convicted of bank fraud the following year. He was receiving kickbacks from borrowers on loans he approved through Key Bank. Evidently, the loans were favors to friends who were unable to get the money anywhere else.


  Throughout the early 1980s, Frank Pupello came under scrutiny for his loan practices, and Key Bank was regularly given low marks for its loan program. There were also indications of currency transaction violations and failings to report large cash deposits into the bank.


  The people working at Key Bank allegedly had ties to organized crime. Frank Pupello’s brother, Sam Pupello Sr. was connected to the Trafficante family through his business dealings with Santo Jr. Both men owned an interest in the Tahitian Inn Motel, a Polynesian-themed building located in Tampa. The Inn was owned for years by Trafficante and was often used as a meeting place by the crime family.


  Police observed Frank Pupello meeting with Santo Jr. several times, once at a condominium owned by Trafficante on St. Pete Beach and once at Trafficante’s house. Although this relationship could imply more sinister connections, it is most likely that the Pupellos’ relationship with Trafficante was based on legal business dealings rather than anything criminal.


  The Pupellos ran a swank jazz club called the Brother’s Lounge in Tampa. They decided to sell the place in 1984. Continuing their relationship with the Trafficante family, the Pupellos approved a loan of $120,000 for Vincent LoScalzo’s Lo-Val Company to purchase the lounge.


  In the fall of 1992, prosecutors unveiled a 169-page affidavit alleging a host of crimes committed at Key Bank, ranging from money laundering to bank fraud and racketeering. The list of those both charged and named as unindicted conspirators read like a Who’s Who of Tampa organized crime. Some of those mentioned included Frank Albano, Pasquale Matassini, Vincent LoScalzo, and James Donofrio.


  Some bank employees were uncomfortable with the bank’s clientele and were overheard discussing their discomfort on wiretaps. The incoming bank president told an employee: “One of the things that’s the most interesting to me is that some of the people that they made loans to, that Frank’s [Pupello] made loans to, are very, very close to being crooked people.”52


  Frank Peter Albano was one of the first men listed in the affidavit, and he was eventually charged with organized fraud and two cases of falsifying credit. Albano had kept a low profile in the crime family since the late 1960s and quietly worked his way up in the hierarchy. A Luchesse family member told an undercover officer in the 1980s that Albano was the man to see in Florida to get approval for criminal activities in Tampa.


  Bank executives were heard discussing Albano:


  
    STEVENS: Frankie. Well, most recently you’d know him from, from having owned that restaurant down there on Howard. I forgot the name of it. Which is now a Chinese place.


    KYLE: Uh huh.


    STEVENS: But, Frankie is married to, uh, Santo Trafficante’s granddaughter.


    KYLE: Right.


    STEVENS: (Laughs). You better be good to that, that guy.53

  


  Santo Jose “Santico” Trafficante III was also listed in the affidavit and eventually charged with perjury and organized fraud. He was the nephew of the late mob boss, and son of Frank Trafficante. His involvement in the crime family is a contentious issue. Allegedly part of the faction that backed Vincent LoScalzo’s ascension to the head of the family, Santo Jose had maintained his legitimate business façade for years. He was first chosen to become a courier for the family, delivering vital messages and information between crime families. However, he was seen as too high profile to stay in such a position, so he set his sights on the business world.


  On January 19, 1963, Santo Jose married Geraldine Lee Valenti at the Sacred Heart Church in Tampa. The reception was held that evening at the International Inn and attended by over 1,500 guests, including a long list of Tampa underworld figures including Henry Trafficante, Santo Trafficante Jr., Nick Furci, John Demmi, James Longo, Frank Albano, the Diecidue brothers, Sal Lorenzo, Augustine Lazzara, Ciro Bedami, Angelo Bedami, Salvatore Scaglione, and Miami racketeer Stephen Randazzo.


  Geraldine Valenti was the daughter of Jimmy “Blue Eyes” Valenti, owner of the successful Valenti Produce Co. The Valentis also owned one of the largest tomato processing plants in the country. Santo Jose got a good job working at the plant, which eventually morphed into a classic no-show gig, where he would get paid whether he was there or not. The job at Valenti produce gave Santo Jose his stepping stone to other Florida business ventures.


  He began an art dealing business with Phil Alessi, a successful food industry figure and owner of Alessi Bakeries. Santo Jose and Alessi bought several warehouses, including one in New Orleans, from which they planned to buy and sell antique art, but the business went belly-up. Alessi also found himself in trouble with New Jersey gaming regulators looking into his application for a boxing promoter’s license. They cited his long friendship with Santo Trafficante Jr. and business dealings with Santo Jose as evidence to deny his bid. However, the board eventually ruled in Alessi’s favor.


  After the art business failed, Santo Jose went back to his roots in the produce business, specifically the citrus industry. It has also been alleged that Santo Jose acted as a liaison between the Tampa and New Orleans crime families, setting up meetings and visiting New Orleans as an ambassador, relaying crime business information.


  Santo Jose made numerous statements decrying law enforcement’s efforts to paint him as a mobster. He even went so far as to grant an interview to several local newspapers and state “I’m not a member. Like I say, I’ve never been a member of the crime family, never had to be a member of the crime family.”54 However, law enforcement personnel remained unimpressed by his statements.


  Names of other people and businesses associated with the Trafficante family showed up in the affidavit, but none were charged with any specific crime. However, it was revealed that a large number of the Tampa mob’s members and associates had at one time or another had some sort of dealing with Key Bank.


  Pasquale Matassini made the list. After his conviction for counterfeiting in the 1970s, he continued his operations in the adult entertainment industry. One telling conversation between two bank employees made reference to the sweetheart loan deals Matassini got from Key Bank:


  
    HIRSCH: I mean, I’ll give you a prime example is, is Pat Matassini. I don’t know Pat very well. But I’ve seen him in times when, when it was bad in his life. Shit. The last thing he was doing, he was gonna not, not gonna pay the bank, you know?


    MAYES: Well …Pat Matassini is one of the loans that he’s picking on.


    HIRSCH: Yeah, yeah.


    MAYES: Now, you know as well as I do.


    HIRSCH: You know Pat. Pat.


    MAYES: Pat Matassini sells pornography.


    HIRSCH: Yeah, yeah. I mean, it’s not—


    MAYES: That’s well-known and he, he, he takes a lot of cash business in that he can not report.


    HIRSCH: And I’ll tell you another thing, too. Is that the fact that he has some sort of relationship with the bank and if he ever loses it, where the fuck is he going to get another one?55

  


  Another suspected mobster listed in the affidavit was Joseph Randall ‘Randy” Camero, the head of Camero Enterprises, an auto wholesaler undergoing bankruptcy proceedings. He was also one of Santo Jose Trafficante’s business partners.


  Carmine Iavarone also made the list. Iavarone, along with his brothers Eugene and Malio, own some of the most popular restaurants in Tampa: Carmine’s, Iavarone’s, and Malio’s, many of which have garnered reputations as hangouts for underworld figures as well as Tampa’s political elite. Malio’s was named in Operation Super Bowl in 1984. Mobsters used the restaurant as a betting parlor. More recently, reports suggest that swearing-in ceremonies for new members of the Trafficante crime family occurred in the back room of Malio’s.


  Salvatore Lorenzo and Angelo Bedami Jr. made the Key Bank list as well. Bedami used the bank to deposit huge amounts of cash he earned through his drug empire, and the bank conveniently forgot to notify federal regulators. Between 1980 and 1982, Bedami took out four loans from the bank on commercial property, leading some to suggest he was trying to launder money. Meanwhile, Salvatore Lorenzo was issued two real estate loans for condos on the beach before his arrest on drug charges, and one more after his arrest in 1984.


  DiGerlando Enterprise’s records were subpoenaed for the Key Bank investigation. Joseph DiGerlando, a Sicilian born developer, restaurateur and alleged crime family member, owned the company. DiGerlando’s troubles with Key Bank stemmed from loans in excess of the amounts legally allowed for one person. Key Bank found itself in some trouble when regulators took a look at the loan applications, which were missing valuable information.


  Vincent LoScalzo’s name also appears in the affidavit, not only as the boss of the Trafficante crime family, but also as the recipient of loans totaling nearly $250,000 taken out in the early 1980s. The loans were made to LoScalzo, his stepson Steven LaPerna, and LoScalzo’s business, Lo-Val Inc. In 1993, Key Bank lawyers filed a lawsuit against LoScalzo accusing him of failure to repay $300,000 owed on the loans.


  At the time, LoScalzo, also had a hidden financial interest in the Scoreboard Lounge in south Tampa, despite State Beverage laws which forbade him to do so. On May 21, 1992, the lounge was destroyed in a suspicious fire. LoScalzo called up Key Bank and spoke to an assistant vice president, revealing his interest in the Scoreboard to investigators.


  
    WILLIAMS: Well he did it though, I mean, what, I don’t know who did it but I’m saying the fire marshal said that someone set it.


    LOSCALZO: That, that thing burned so clean that, it was deliberately done, no question about it.


    LOSCALZO: Well, I’ll tell you what, it….


    WILLIAMS: What?


    LOSCALZO: …Ha, nothing, I feel like crying that’s what, that’s fucking fifty G’s that went down the tube for me you know?56

  


  From the onset of the Key Bank investigation, things were falling apart for the prosecution. One of the reasons some cited for the failure of the Key Bank probe was that the investigators assigned to the case had little, if any, previous experience in organized crime investigations. Also, the impropriety of the loans while definitely suspect, and highly unusual, was not technically criminal. The bank was certainly involved with members of the Trafficante family, but not in a criminal way.


  A certain segment of the local Latin political establishment saw the Key Bank investigation as another in a long list of anti-Latin attacks. They saw every attempt at investigating organized crime as an attempt to discredit the Italian/Cuban/Spanish population in Tampa, and made a lot of noise about the Key Bank case, turning it into a political hot potato. Some of the investigators on the case were in fact Latins from Tampa, who viewed the case as an investigation of a criminal enterprise not an attack on a whole section of the populace.


  Before the indictments even went out, a list of suspected targets in the investigation landed in a pile of mail at the Palma Ceia newsstand. Santo Jose Trafficante’s wife owned the newsstand. The newsstand also employed Frank Albano, who allegedly received the list in order to pass it along to Santo Jose, from sheriff’s deputy Ricky Dawes. The list was circulated to the suspects and eventually found its way into the hands of Michael Pupello, who lied about it to authorities and was subsequently charged with perjury.


  By the beginning of 1993, the wiretap evidence had been ruled inadmissible, since it had been obtained without probable cause. State charges began to drop against some of the more notable people involved, including the husband of a former mayor of Tampa, Sandy Freedman. The dominoes continued to fall, although not the way the prosecutors wanted. Allegations of mismanagement, political motivation, and personal vendettas cropped up. By February of 1993, the investigations that had done so much to shed light on the dealings of the Tampa Mafia fell apart, and no one with any political ambition whatsoever would dare to try and reorganize it all.


  The aftermath of the Key Bank fiasco forced the already low profile crime family to fall further back behind the scenes, and while LoScalzo was about to come under another indictment, the rest of the players were licking their wounds and attempting to regroup. By the mid 90s, the crime family was on the back burner once again, until a newspaper series threw them into the spotlight and sent a city still fresh from Key Bank reeling.
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  When the Tampa Tribune decided to run The Trafficante Legacy in 1993, the paper already had three previous exposes of organized crime in Tampa under its belt. This new series, however, was the best researched and most in depth. It reached into the very heart of the Tampa political scene and rubbed many important people the wrong way. Chief among them was longtime Tampa mayor Dick Greco, who not only barged into the offices of the newspaper demanding the story be pulled but also has admitted friendships with many of the men listed in the piece. Friendship, of course is not a crime, and Greco had a record as one of the most effective and popular mayors in Tampa. However, other city officials have engaged in more than casual friendships with underworld figures over the years, and it has cost them.


  In many ways, Tampa is a small town. Many of the top political and law enforcement personnel grew up in Tampa and keep close ties with childhood friends. The close-knit ethnic communities of West Tampa and Ybor City give off a brotherly feel to everyone, no matter if they decided to go into legitimate business or follow a different path.


  Consequently, the Mafia in Tampa has had a protective umbrella around it for years. From the earliest days, there were echoes of “There’s no Mafia here,” among government officials. Many police and law enforcement personnel began to get into the act. It’s difficult to fathom exactly how officials so trained in spotting illegal activity could turn such a blind eye to what was going on around them.


  When he testified before the McClellan Commission, Police Chief Neil Brown outlined an extensive chart of the Tampa Mafia and a list of the group’s illegal activities. He spoke out against the mob’s power and influence in Tampa. Upon returning from Washington, however, he found newly elected mayor Nick Nuccio, a native Tampan, who was not impressed with Brown’s years of hard work and replaced him with a more agreeable sheriff, J.P. Mullins. Three years later, Mullins stated that there was little Mafia activity in Tampa, and that there was no evidence that Santo Trafficante Jr. had been involved in anything illegal.


  Nuccio had denied that Mafia activity was present for years. He often stated that he tried hard to find evidence of organized crime operations in the area but came up empty-handed. At the same time, he was socializing with Jimmy Lumia and other mob figures.


  By the time of the Richard Cloud murder, both Police Chief Otero and Sheriff Malcolm Beard had made statements to the effect that there was little, if any, organized crime activity in Tampa. When the grand jury convened to look into the Cloud murder, lambasted the police for looking the other way in regards to organized crime, the Sheriff said “The jury is just misinformed if it believes there is significant organized crime in Tampa.” This statement was made in the face of concrete evidence of organized crime activity in Tampa, from not only the Trafficante family, but representatives from New York and Philadelphia based crime families as well.


  When asked about possible organized crime activity in Tampa, Judge Dennis Alvarez made similar statements to news reporters, specifically referring to people that he knew, including LoScalzo, Albano and Trafficante III. Alvarez stated, “If they’ve got information and the federal government and law enforcement believes they’re Mafia, then fine. But as far as those people showing to me what I’ve seen as an outward sign they’re Mafia, I’d have to tell you no.”57


  One wishing to accurately detail the history of official corruption in Tampa, could easily fill several volumes with information. The protective umbrella around organized crime has enabled corruption to root itself deeply into the fabric of Tampa politics. Most of the major corruption investigations have had ties to the mob in one form or another. Apart from the blatant criminal activities of some politicians, close business ties also exist between mobsters and politicians.


  From the early days of Charlie Wall and his empire, when men were specifically chosen to put cops, judges, and politicians on his payroll, through the Jimmy Velasco days, when the Mafia worked hand-in-hand with the sheriff and mayor, such cooperative activities have allowed the Mafia to gain a strong foothold within law enforcement with little consequence.


  During the Napoli case, a local newspaper uncovered one such relationship. The story focused on the relationship between Napoli, LoScalzo, and a prominent judge. It was not criminal in nature, but the connection highlighted just how easy the mobsters moved in legitimate circles of power.


  Edgar A. Hinson, a Hillsborough County Judge in charge of supplying liquor to a statewide conference of judges back in the 1980s, turned to Vincent LoScalzo to provide the booze, “Because I knew him and he was in the liquor business.”58 Hinson’s wife, however, had more involved dealings with Michael Napoli.


  The relationship between the Hinsons and Napoli stretched back to 1977 when Hinson represented Napoli on a battery case. The next year, Napoli donated money to Hinson’s election campaign. The following year, Hinson went in with Napoli on a company called Interbay Investments, which operated until 1981. Napoli was the president and Mrs. Napoli was the vice-president.


  Before the company was dissolved in 1981, Hinson, Napoli and several other investors purchased a motel in the gulf-side community of Madeira Beach. The property was used as an investment, as was another site, a house in Tampa that Napoli bought into. The house, partly owned by Hinson, was supposed to be another investment opportunity. Coincidentally, the house was on the same street as Santo Trafficante Jr.’s home. The Tampa home went on the market in 1985, and Hinson gave Napoli power of attorney over the sale. This was also around the same time the police were beginning their investigation into Napoli’s drug ring.


  The Hinsons denied any knowledge of Napoli and LoScalzo’s Mafia connections and distanced themselves from the men after information came to light about the pair’s alleged criminal ties. The couple also claimed to be unaware, until after the sale, that another piece of property they owned in South Tampa was sold to Santo Trafficante III and his business partner, Joseph Camero.


  The Hinson’s dealings were all legitimate and the couple was unaware of the criminal backgrounds of the men they worked with, but the ease with which the mobsters could move in legitimate circles enabled them to infiltrate deep into the political machine.


  Unlike the Hinsons, there have been others with Mafia ties who were not so naïve. The mobsters themselves made it a point to become part of the process instead of outside observers, and have achieved a remarkably impressive array of public service and political credentials.


  One interesting case that became a staple for local newspapers was that of lawyer Charles B. Corces. Corces was indicted for a typical Tampa corruption case in which he was accused of being the middleman in a $35,000 bribery scheme. Corces was arrested in 1991 along with a former Assistant State Attorney. The bribe came from a lawyer, Manuel Machin, who was looking for favorable treatment for a client. Machin approached Corces with the bribe, and Corces forwarded it to the Assistant Attorney.


  All three men were arrested and tried for extortion and bribery. Despite the testimony of the former attorney against Corces and Machin, the trial resulted in a hung jury. Prosecutors decided to re-try the case, and went after Manuel to testify against Corces. They gave him immunity from prosecution, and Machin agreed to take the stand in the second case. In fact, it was Machin who originally went to the feds with evidence that Corces was involved in the bribe scheme. He even went so far to wear a wire and record conversations with the Tampa lawyer.


  Things in the trial got interesting when Machin began transcribing the tapes as they played for the jury. He described how Corces had ambitions to become consilierge to the Florida Mafia. Corces was attempting to get Machin to go into business with him, as legal counsel to the mob. Corces had represented Trafficante attorney Frank Ragano in a tax case and was enthralled by the mob life he saw. Corces even introduced Machin to Vincent LoScalzo to showcase his connections to organized crime.


  Vincent LoScalzo himself had deep ties with many politicians in the Tampa area. In addition to giving gifts of liquor to many area judges to foster relations, he had been a respected member of numerous civic organizations. He was an officer in the Italian Club, and a member of the Krewe of the Knight’s Sant Yago. The Krewe, a civic/fraternal organization, takes part in the yearly Gasparilla festival in Tampa. The festival is a huge celebration, during which tall ships sail into Tampa and floats parade down the street. It is meant to reenact the invasion of pirate Jose Gaspar. The Krewes themselves are microcosms of power in Tampa, with only the most elite and well connected awarded membership into the top Krewes. They provide assistance to numerous charities and local organizations.


  One of LoScalzo’s associates, Joseph DiGerlando, had amassed an impressive array of ties with politicians and served on some major committees. Having once served on the Tampa Sports Authority, DiGerlando was well known in Tampa. Part of this notoriety came under scrutiny when his dealings with a local tax appraiser were investigated. It was alleged that numerous properties owned by DiGerlando were routinely under-appraised, leading to substantially lower tax bills. The appraiser, Ron Alderman, came under a lot of heat after a local television crew taped him going to DiGerlando’s restaurant for a meeting during work hours. His action prompted an apology from both him and Governor Lawton Chiles.


  His connections also included former City Councilman Tom Vann, recipient of campaign contributions and DiGerlando’s racquetball partner. Along with then-City Councilmen Lee Duncan and Eddie Caballero, Van was listed as an honorary pallbearer at the funeral of DiGerlando’s son. Caballero and Duncan both had ties with DiGerlando through politics, Duncan once leased space from DiGerlando at a reduced rate and subsequently voted for a controversial rezoning plan that benefitted DiGerlando. Caballero was distantly related to DiGerlando through Caballero’s wife, and also received campaign contributions from DiGerlando, LoScalzo, and Frank Albano.


  DiGerlando also had contact with Charlie Bean, a one time Tampa Sports Authority member and former county commissioner. Bean had a house built for him by DiGerlando for only the cost of materials and other direct costs in exchange for Bean’s support for DiGerlando’s bid for chairman of the Sports Authority. After DiGerlando failed to get elected, he sued Bean for the true cost of the house and won.


  In truth, Tampa plays the game of “good old boy politics” as well as any small town, but with big city results. The spectrum of corruption has resulted in dozens of investigations and indictments, reaching across the political spectrum. Though certainly not every case of corruption has ties to the Mafia, mob influence has been a pervasive factor in Tampa politics for years, and though mob influence has diminished, corruption continues to this day.
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      	An Advisory Council of Sorts
    

  


  By the early 1990s, the Tampa Mafia was a much different organization than it had been only ten years prior. Vincent LoScalzo reportedly held the top spot, while Frank Diecidue remained underboss. Many of the older members of the crime family had either passed on or retired, and new “third generation” mobsters were made into the family.


  There also existed an advisory council of sorts, whose members served as arbitrators and gave their advice on pending criminal ventures suggested by other members of the crime family. This type of council is rare in mob families. Many families rely on a single consigliere, one man, to advise the boss. The Tampa family, on the other hand, had a group of older mobsters who served the same function. The group met at Frank Diecidue’s house or at a local restaurant, often under police surveillance. According to inside sources, the members were believed to be Gaetano Diecidue, James Costa Longo, Salvatore “Sam” Trafficante, Al Scaglione, Arthur Perla, and Joe R. Diez.


  Arthur Perla had been living a quiet life since his bolita heydays. His last arrest came in the massive 1958 bolita raids that also netted Frank Diecidue. Perla was acquitted of all charges, and had been out of the lime-light since. It was alleged that LoScalzo approached Perla for his assistance in allaying fears that some of the other older mobsters, uncertain about LoScalzo’s leadership abilities, harbored.


  Gaetano “Tom” Diecidue allegedly ran numbers while running the day-to-day operations of Dixie Amusements for his brother Frank. Although Tom and his other brother Tony took a backseat to Frank in criminal matters, they ran bookmaking and loansharking operations themselves. Tom was highly regarded by LoScalzo, and acted as the leader of the advisory council.


  James Longo was another council member. He had ceased being Santo’s driver and bodyguard back in the 70s, and later became one of the family’s most valued assets. He served as the liaison between Tampa and other organized crime families. In 1977, he set up a major mob meeting in Tampa at the Seville restaurant. The goal of the meeting, which was attended by mobsters from Boston, New Orleans, New Jersey, and New York, was to organize Florida gambling operations. James owned a garage called Longo’s, and he spent a lot of time at the SeaBreeze Restaurant where he reputedly had a job that consisted of showing up on occasion, eating, drinking, and socializing. Giving Longo an advisory position on the council was also an attempt by LoScalzo to reach out to the old guard of the family, many of who respected Longo’s devotion to Trafficante through the years.


  Sam Trafficante had always been one of the lesser known of the Trafficante brothers. Though he had no criminal record, he did oversee bookmaking operations. Sam used to hold court at the Palms’ Standard Oil Service Station in Ybor City, where he handed out orders every morning to members of the crime family because he hated to relay business over the phone. Sam was wheelchair-bound by the early 1990s and no longer criminally active, but his advice was still much sought after. He lived only a block away from where he grew up, never venturing far from the old neighborhood.


  Al Scaglione was still running bookmaking operations in Lakeland, with the help of a small crew of locals. His brother Nick was in poor health, but Al was still receiving tributes from bookies in his territory, as well as overseeing some of the Tampa operations from his Italian Castle restaurant.


  Joe R. Diez served as a political liaison for the family in name only. His courthouse connections seemed to have dried up after his prison stint for tax evasion. By the time of LoScalzo’s ascension, Diez was mainly retired, apart from his ceremonial advisory role. Police never looked into his activities with much interest. If they needed to talk to him, all they had to do was go to his modest house, where Diez spent most of his time.


  The new Tampa faction of the mob included names never before connected to the crime family, one of which was James J. Valenti. Valenti worked for Southern Wine and Spirits, as well as the Tampa Hunt Club. He first came to law enforcement’s attention when he testified on behalf of Frank Diecidue at the underboss’s bond hearing in 1976. Valenti later acknowledged having a close friendship with LoScalzo. Bookmaker Robert Napolitano worked for Valenti at Southern Wine.


  Valenti was only one of the new additions to the Tampa mob. Another was Joseph DiGerlando, previously identified in the Key Bank case. DiGerlando was a successful developer in Tampa who came to this country from Sicily. He steadily built up and owned dozens of businesses.


  DiGerlando always steadfastly denied any connection with organized crime, although a relationship between DiGerlando and LoScalzo has been documented. Both men hail from the same part of Sicily, and some believe that LoScalzo may have personally sponsored DiGerlando’s induction into the family. DiGerlando also had direct ties to mobster Phillip Piazza through the Red Top Bar, Piazza’s old establishment, which DiGerlando bought in conjuction with Piazza’s nephew. Piazza’s brother Giusseppe, and Vincent LoScalzo were pallbearers at the 1986 funeral of DiGerlando’s mother. At Angelo LoScalzo’s (Vincent’s father) funeral, DiGerlando was a pallbearer.


  In the mid 1980s, DiGerlando bought a loan for The Clairborne, a restaurant owned by alleged mobster Frank Trafficante and visiting guests from the Marcello group in New Orleans. The restaurant was poised to be one of the finest eating establishments in the area, but would eventually close $1.2 million in debt. During its run, members of the Tampa and New Orleans crime families were often seen meeting together at the restaurant to discuss business. Among those identified as having met there were Albano, LoScalzo, and Lou Caggiano.


  Henry Trafficante was still considered a member of the crime family, even though he had mostly retired from running bookmaking operations. He still received money from operations he had set up years before. He served his last prison sentence from June of 1974 to September of 1981 for bookmaking, giving him the honor of having served one of the longer sentences given to a Tampa mafioso. Upon leaving prison, Henry came back to town and got a job at United Cab Company from his old pal, Nick Furci. He was seen almost weekly meeting with former bookmaking partner Frank “Cowboy” Ippolito, the two often eating lunch together at either a local Vietnamese restaurant or a mall cafeteria.


  Salvatore Lorenzo was also considered an active member of the Tampa faction. He was paroled on September 1, 1987, and promptly returned to the crime family he had been a member of for so many years.


  Frank Diecidue, no doubt slightly bitter from being passed over for the top spot in the family, was underboss in name only. In exchange for peace, and in an attempt to get the crime family back on track after years of mismanagement, Diecidue was given power in an advisory capacity. His job was to make serious criminal decisions regarding the family’s dealings. Along with his brothers, he held a top advisory position but, as a result, was now virtually absent from any day-to-day criminal activities. In some ways, this was the final indignity for Diecidue. Ever since Frank’s father was denied leadership of the family in 1928, the Diecidues had always played second fiddle to the Trafficantes. Now, as Santo’s handpicked successor was leading the family, Frank was relegated to the outskirts of the inner circle.
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      	Transtar
    

  


  Sources of income for the Tampa mob remained fairly constant over the years. However, the days of bolita peddling were long gone, and the Tampa mob’s control over illegal gambling in the city was slipping. Narcotics were a presence in the low-level associate circles, and control of the liquor industry was still a moneymaker for the family, but the new generation of mobsters worked primarily on smaller, white-collar ventures and influence peddling in local government. For many in the crime group, the major source of revenue came from ventures like “rainmaking,” the promise of judicial and political intervention in certain matters. Other avenues such as financial crimes and bank fraud were explored as well.


  In 1991, a confidential informant told the Florida State Attorney that some members of the local mob were scamming investors out of money by offering false information on an oil refinement product. State law enforcement began an immediate investigation. They started by looking at two companies, Transtar and Lubrication Technologies. Transtar had its office in the same building as the Brother’s Lounge and listed Vincent LoScalzo and alleged mobster Salvatore Carollo as officers in the company. Authorities believed that the companies were actually a pyramid scheme, designed to bilk investors out of money and provide no returns on their outlay.


  The companies were set up in 1989 to sell a sophisticated oil purification system for heavy machinery. Investors were brought in through a series of ads in local papers looking for people willing to get in on the ground floor of what the ads promised was an “exciting new product that was set to revolutionize the industry.”


  Soon after he formed the company, Carollo began obtaining backers. Backers were promised a piece of a revolutionary company, but what they got instead was a worthless piece of paper naming them as a shareholder. The technology existed, but Carollo did not have any of the purifiers.


  The set up worked through Santo Carollo, son of Salvatore and an accountant in neighboring Pasco County. According to law enforcement officials, Santo became an educated pawn for his father, getting investors to back the companies. Salvatore then sent the money up the ladder to Vincent LoScalzo, whose exact role in the company was never determined. It became apparent that LoScalzo was merely a figurehead who did no real work with the company but still received payments from his underlings. Investigators were confident they had an airtight case of fraud against the reputed mob boss.


  In November of 1992, state authorities raided the offices of Transtar and Lubrication Technologies, the Brother’s Lounge, and a number of homes and other businesses relating to the case. Officers carted off boxes of invoices, bank statements, and other files, and it looked like the net was closing around the reputed mobsters. However, it would take almost two years for the investigators to sift through the evidence and build a case against LoScalzo and Carollo. In the interim, LoScalzo made headlines when he was arrested while boarding a flight at Tampa International Airport. While his briefcase was going through the X-ray scanner, security spotted a .380 semiautomatic handgun. He was arrested and released on bond.


  LoScalzo was flying to Miami to relocate when he was arrested on the firearms charge. In June of 1994, state police went to a heavy machinery rental company in Miami and arrested LoScalzo. He along with six other defendants, were charged with organized fraud relating to Transtar and Lubrication Technologies. LoScalzo faced a myriad of counts including security fraud, grand theft in the first degree, organizing schemes to defraud, and conspiracy to commit racketeering. Also arrested were Salvatore Carollo and his son, Santo. Three others, including former sheriff’s deputy and Key Bank figure Ricky Dawes, were also pinched.


  In October of 1994, Hillsborough Circuit County Judge Cynthia Holloway ruled that the charges against LoScalzo and the others were vague and there was not enough evidence to warrant a trial. The charges were subsequently dropped, much to the elation of LoScalzo and the chagrin of prosecutors. However, in November of 1995, the Second District Court of Appeals reversed Judge Holloway’s decision and reinstated the charges.


  On the surface prosecutors, seemed overjoyed to finally have the chance to take down the reputed boss of the crime family. The case, however, lacked any real substance. When across-the-board acquittals became a legitimate possibility, talks shifted to plea bargains.


  In October of 1997, LoScalzo and company ended their court battles with pleas. LoScalzo pled no contest to the charge of sale of an unregistered security and was placed on three years probation. Carollo pled guilty and received two years probation, and Dawes got five years probation for his role in the scam.


  Once again, a Tampa mob boss managed to slip through the fingers of the law. The upshot for investigators was that the Transtar case offered a view into the new mob in town, and gave them valuable insight and intelligence. As stated earlier, the family was pulling out of the traditional rackets, but one area where the Tampa family still continued to exert influence was in dealings with other organized crime families from around the country.
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      	Cajun Ties Run Deep
    

  


  Upon ascension to the throne of boss of the crime family, Vincent LoScalzo started making trips around the country to solidify his position. As mentioned earlier, he traveled to New York and met with representatives of the Gambino, Luchesse, and Bonnano families. He also made a trip to Chicago and a trip out West, where he met members of organized crime in Phoenix and Southern California.


  In Phoenix, LoScalzo met with Frank Valenti, a onetime boss from Rochester, New York, who left town unceremoniously and relocated to Arizona.


  Vincent LoScalzo has also continued the long-standing Trafficante family tradition of keeping a close link with the Marcello crime family of New Orleans. One of his contacts in the Marcello organization was Dallas boss Joe Campisi. Campisi was an integral part of LoScalzo’s plan to strengthen the Tampa family and its ties with the Marcellos, according to law enforcement reports.


  LoScalzo’s late brother Antonio had been an associate of the Marcello group until his death from leukemia in 1975. Antonio had chosen to remain in New Orleans, while the rest of the LoScalzo family moved to Tampa. There, Antonio began his association with members of the Marcello family and kept close ties with his father and brother back in Tampa.


  The New Orleans family also had some members living in Tampa. One was Joe Saladino. Saladino was reportedly a soldier in the Marcello crime family who ran some businesses in Tampa. His occupation was listed as a tomato salesman, and he had a nephew that was in the Tampa police department. Saladino would travel back and forth from Tampa to New Orleans on business and, some alleged, to relay messages back and forth from the Trafficantes to the Marcellos.


  LoScalzo’s stature with the Marcellos was evident when he was asked to attend an important meeting in New Orleans on the eve of the 1986 Super Bowl. Due to the declining health of Carlos Marcello, who was still in jail at the time, the Marcello crime family needed some backing at the meeting and sent for LoScalzo. LoScalzo was seen in a restaurant in the French Quarter with members of the Chicago Outfit, the Gambino family, and the Marcello organization.


  The meeting centered on the move the Gambinos were making into the New Orleans area. They wanted to open up drug routes through the ports, as well as start up bookmaking and gambling ventures. LoScalzo was brought in as the mediator between the two sides. He was there to give his word that New Orleans would remain faithful to their promise to allow the Gambinos to set up shop. The Gambinos, of course, would have to pay tribute to the Marcello group. It has been alleged that Sammy “The Bull” Gravano, the famous turncoat who ratted out John Gotti, was present at these meetings, but he has denied this to authorities.


  LoScalzo was seen meeting with Joe Marcello, brother of Carlos, on a number of occasions, and although the ties between the two families were excellent, Vincent made the bonds even stronger.


  Santo Jose Trafficante owned a number of warehouses in New Orleans, ostensibly for his art business, although some police suspected Santo Jose as being a conduit for messages between New Orleans and Tampa. His counterpart in the Marcello organization, Anthony Alexander, did the same for Joe Marcello.


  In the mid 1990s, the names of some Tampa mobsters came up in an investigation into mob influence on the New Orleans gaming industry. In 1991, the state of Louisiana decided to legalize video poker, and in a few short months the state was overrun by the dazzling video games designed to part wayward souls from their money at up to $200 a bet. One of the first companies to get in on the action was a firm known as Worldwide Gaming.


  Any outside gaming company wishing to legally operate in Louisiana needed to use a local distributor. When one of the country’s top gaming companies, Bally Gaming, came to Louisiana, they settled on Worldwide Gaming to distribute their machines. Bally bankrolled the entire operation, and Worldwide was soon distributing its video poker machines across the state.


  Bally went ahead with a brokered deal for 2,000 of their machines to be distributed by Worldwide. However, the money was going out but not coming back in, and by 1993, Bally was out $18 million. Christopher Tanfield, the president of Worldwide, resigned from his position after it was reported that he had ties to organized crime figures in New York.


  The money was going to a small Italian Deli in the heart of the French Quarter. There, Anthony “Mr. A” Carollo and Frank “Muffaletta Frank” Gagliano, boss and underboss of the New Orleans mob, were at the center of a vast conspiracy between the Marcello crime family and the Gambino and Genovese crime families to skim profits from the video poker industry.


  By this time Bally had become aware of the pervasive mob influence in Worldwide and dropped them as a distributor. Since the mob families had already looted Worldwide’s coffers, there was no money left, and the company went into bankruptcy. Carollo, Gagliano and Joe Marcello were among the seventeen men indicted in the scheme. Carollo and Gagliano each received just over three years in prison.


  The indictment included a lengthy list of names of unindicted co-conspirators in the case. Chief among them was Vincent LoScalzo, but another name linked with LoScalzo also turned up. The name: Steve Raffa.


  Steven Bruno Raffa, a Sicilian born businessman who owned a myriad of companies in South Florida, was an associate of LoScalzo and one of a small group of Trafficante family associates that resided in South Florida. For the most part this group has, avoided any publicity or law enforcement scrutiny into their actions.
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      	Mobsters in Paradise
    

  


  Miami and the South Florida area have always been considered open territory, not controlled by any one family. Consequently, both have been havens for mobsters from across the U.S. and Canada. Since the 1930s, the South Florida area has become not only a vacation spot for gangsters fleeing the cold and subpoenas, but a major moneymaker as well. Many families set up separate crews in Florida, operating loan-sharking operations, stolen property rings, gambling, truck hijacking, stock scams, bank fraud, money laundering and drug trafficking.


  One of the earliest mobsters in South Florida was Anthony Carfano, better known as Little Augie Pisano. He was once the top associate of mobster Frankie Yale. Pisano came to Florida in 1933. His mission was to open up gambling operations in the Miami area. First, though, he had to pay his respects to Tampa.


  Pisano made his move with the blessing of Santo Trafficante Sr. Although Trafficante didn’t have the manpower to control the east coast of Florida, he was more than willing to let northern mobsters in for a price, or a piece of the action. Soon, however, Santo Sr. realized he needed some close friends in Miami, and he set up a faction of the crime family there. From the beginning of the mob’s influence in South Florida, the Trafficante family wielded power, operating rackets with one hand and taking tributes with the other.


  On the evening of September 29, 1959, Pisano enjoyed a dinner at a friend’s house with a female companion. Later, he and the woman left in a 1959 Cadillac. At about 10:30 that evening, four shots rang out near a one story house. When police arrived at the scene, they found Pisano and his companion dead. Pisano had been shot in the neck and temple, while the woman, Janet Drake, had been shot in the neck.


  The murders were related to Vincent Genovese’s power grab for control of the former Costello family. Genovese had sent for Pisano, but Pisano remained loyal to Costello. This ended his reign at the top of the Miami crime scene, opening it up even further for other crime families to move in and set up shop.


  Santo Trafficante Jr. saw the power vacuum that Pisano’s death left and decided to spend more time in Miami, cultivating new relationships with rival mobsters and bringing together a number of Cuban gangsters. Many of these Cubans worked with Trafficante in the casinos of Havana and left after Castro took over.


  Following the Castro takeover, many of the Cuban gangsters who operated on the island emigrated to America, Miami in particular. There, they set up large-scale bookmaking operations. They also provided fronts for many of the anti-Castro efforts over the ensuing years. Trafficante became a close ally of many of the biggest gangsters in Miami and was the liaison between the Italian and Cuban crime elements.


  Trafficante made contact with gangster Raul Gonzalez-Jerez back in Cuba and continued the relationship in Miami. Gonzalez-Jerez served as a go-between for the Cuban and American casino operators in Havana, as well as a close ally of top officials in the Batista regime. Gonzalez-Jerez was once the manager of the Sans Souci, owned by Trafficante, and the Havana Hilton, as well as the president of Attractiones Internationales, a booking agency for singers and entertainers in Havana. He employed Trafficante there for an annual salary of $15,000, and an employment record that Santo utilized to gain residency status.


  Gonzalez-Jerez left Cuba for Miami and in 1968, opened the 21 Executive Club on the former premises of the Impala Lounge, a meeting place for drug traffickers. Before that, the Impala had been the El Patio, operated by a member of the Pittsburgh crime family. Trafficante was alleged to have been a silent partner in the 21 Executive Club.


  Gonzalez-Jerez and Trafficante associated with Chili Mendoza and Evaristos Garcia Sr. Mendoza was the gambler from Cuba who was with Trafficante during the Anastasia murder. Mendoza was alleged to be so important to the Mafia’s Cuban operations that he was invited to the Appalachian meeting, although there is little evidence to confirm that. Mendoza did have important political connections to top men in Batista’s government, and he used those contacts for the benefit of the mob’s casinos.


  Evaristos Garcia Sr. was a major bookmaker and gambler in Cuba before going to Miami. He owned the Deauville Hotel in pre-Castro Cuba. He became one of Trafficante’s top associates in the Cuban underworld, and the two were seen meeting together on numerous occasions. For a time, the two were investors in the Hotel Continental, a large casino that was to be built in Ecuador.


  Evaristos’s son, Evaristos Jr., was named as an associate of the Trafficante family as well, along with Joaquin Colmenaro Rodriguez and several members of the “Corporation,” a huge Cuban crime group. All were reputed to have deep ties in the drug trafficking world and were often under the watchful eye of narcotics officials.


  Another Cuban associate of Trafficante was Humberto Trueba. Trueba was sent throughout the Caribbean, especially to Puerto Rico and Honduras, under orders from Trafficante. Police observed Trueba meeting with Puerto Rican gamblers and American mob figures to discuss gambling hotels in Puerto Rico and Haiti.


  Of the numerous Italian mobsters in the Miami area in the 1960s, Trafficante seemed to cultivate particularly strong friendships with Thomas Altamura and Stefano Anthony Randazzo. Altamura was a soldier in the Gambino crime family from New York, while Randazzo was a soldier in the Cleveland Mafia.


  For a while, Stephen Randazzo worked as Trafficante’s driver around Miami. This was unusual, in that Randazzo was a soldier in another crime family. Agents of local, state, and federal law enforcement agencies would follow Randazzo in his white 1960 Cadillac convertible as he drove Trafficante around to meetings with other mobsters based in the Miami area. Randazzo even drove Trafficante to Tampa for the wedding of Frank Diecidue’s son, Alphonse.


  The relationship with Trafficante and Thomas Altamura was a more contentious one. According to old FBI notes, the agency believed for a time that Altamura was taking over Trafficante’s operations, not only in Miami but in Tampa as well. This information was coupled with several financial setbacks Santo suffered in the early 1960s, following a particularly bad streak in his gambling operations and the bust of a major narcotics shipment, reportedly financed out of Tampa. Trafficante told an associate that he personally lost over $400,000 over that time period.


  Thomas Altamura often met with Trafficante. He was picked up in 1961 for questioning in the Tampa murder of Joe Pelusa Diaz, and admitted to the police that he had some contacts in Tampa, including Bennie Hussick and Santo Jr. There is little doubt, however, that Altamura would have never taken over the Tampa operations, especially when one considers the power the family had in the sixties. There was also the inescapable fact that Altamura was merely a soldier in another family, and that type of ascension between families is unheard of in crime circles. Either way, Altamura was murdered in Miami on October 31, 1967, reportedly under orders from Trafficante, ending any reported power play he might have been planning.


  Another of Trafficante’s well-known Miami hangouts was Sonny’s Restaurant and Pizzeria, owned by Joseph “Chickie” Cherico. Cherico was an associate of the Cleveland, Luchesse, Gambino, and Trafficante families. He was a well-rounded criminal with arrests for gambling and assault. He also ran prostitution out of his restaurant. Sonny’s Restaurant came under scrutiny in 1960, when Louis “Babe” Silvers, a bookie with ties to the Trafficantes, disappeared after leaving Sonny’s. A boy found a bag of bones a year later, and the bones turned out to be Silvers’.


  Vincent Bruno was a Miami resident who operated Capra’s Restaurant on Biscayne Boulevard in Miami. Capra’s was a meeting place for Trafficante and a number of his Cuban soldiers. FBI agents once observed a meeting there between Trafficante and Jack Cerone, a capo (and future boss) in the Chicago Outfit. Vincent Bruno was put in charge of a crew, including Evaristos Garcia Sr. and Humberto Trueba. Both men reported to Bruno, who relayed their information directly to Trafficante.


  Another Bruno who was in Trafficante’s circle of associates in Miami was Philadelphia Mafia boss Angelo Bruno, the “Docile Don.” Bruno was a frequent dinner companion of Trafficante, and the two mobsters worked on a number of operations together. Bruno was looking to get a piece of the pest control business in Florida. Through Trafficante, Bruno was able to buy into a couple of exterminator companies in South Florida, and was reputed to use the companies as a way to both provide no-show jobs for associates, and run a legitimate business through which he laundered his crime family’s illegal income.


  Charlie “The Blade” Tourine had been one of Trafficante’s business partners since the pre-Castro Cuba days, and maintained a residence in the Miami area after he was kicked out of Cuba. He managed a casino for a while in Antigua, but retired to Miami. Overtime, he amassed over twenty-eight arrests on charges ranging from murder to gambling. His nickname came from his expert use of a knife as a tactic to intimidate, and more. Tourine was also questioned in the Roselli homicide.


  Other top mobsters who met with Santo in Miami included Chicago crime figure Felix “Milwaukee Phil” Alderisio, who met with Santo in the company of Charles Delmonico, son of Charlie “The Blade” Tourine. Santo also had meetings with James Plumieri, one of the top waterfront racketeers in New York and a captain in the Luchesse crime family.


  Trafficante branched out further along ethnic lines, meeting with Canadian, Anglo, and Jewish mobsters. One of his associates in Miami was Constantinos Kiamos, a Greek confidence man and swindler. Kiamos was a free-lance mob associate who ran with all the big players in South Florida, setting up deals for them and occasionally borrowing hefty sums to get operations off the ground. He also brokered narcotics transactions. An undercover DEA agent unsuccessfully tried to snare Kiamos into an elaborate heroin deal, with hopes of getting to Santo Trafficante.


  Many of Trafficante’s Tampa soldiers worked in South Florida. Joe Bedami would drive down in his 1965 red Ford Mustang to spend time with Trafficante and hang out at his favorite restaurant on Miami Beach. His father, Angelo, traveled to Key West to supervise his gambling operations there. Henry Trafficante ran illegal gambling in the Keys as well; once, one of the establishments was raided by police, who found over $100,000 in cash on hand. Augustine Primo Lazzara had numerous bookmaking contacts in Miami and South Florida, as did James Longo, Dominick Furci, and the Diecidue brothers.


  Santo was often seen around town with entertainers and mobsters, sampling some of the nightlife Miami had to offer. Collins Avenue was the main artery through Miami Beach, and site of the notorious Fontainebleau Hotel. The Fontainebleau was a known mob hangout. The lure of meeting gangsters, coupled with top-notch entertainment, made it a hot spot for the city’s fashionable elite.


  Although reservations at the Fontainebleau were difficult to procure, Trafficante had no problem securing a table, even when his friend Frank Sinatra was performing. Whenever Frank came to Florida, Trafficante, often accompanied by friends and business partners, would see him perform.


  Frank Ragano told of a time when some of Governor Farris Bryant’s aides approached him for a favor. They wanted to meet Sinatra and knew Ragano could arrange a meeting through Trafficante. Sinatra agreed to meet the governor and his aides for thirty minutes only. Unfortunately, “in front of Sinatra, they acted boisterously and disrespectfully. Frank was ready to punch one or two of them out.”59 Fortunately for Ragano, neither Trafficante nor Sinatra held it against him.


  The mob boomed in South Florida. By the late seventies, investigators estimated that over 600 members and associates of all twenty-six U.S. Mafia families, as well as some from Canada, were present in the area. Trafficante was working with many of them, getting a piece of some of the operations. He also maintained contacts with the Cuban underworld, which by the nineties would come to supplant the Mafia as the top crime organization in Miami. Even after Trafficante’s death, the Miami faction would continue to play a major part in crime family business.


  Trafficante put a capable leader in control to take care of his operations in South Florida. He relied on Steve Raffa, a fellow Sicilian with deep underworld ties who commanded unrivaled respect. The new boss then assembled a crew of old-timers and young bloods to lead the group into the 21st century.
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      	Uncle Steve and the Miami Faction
    

  


  Steven Bruno Raffa first attracted the attention of law enforcement radar in the early 1980s. Sources heard Raffa’s name mentioned in a wiretapped conversation between Raffa and retired New Jersey mob boss Sam “The Plumber” DeCavalcante. DeCavalcante had moved to South Florida in the 1970s and kept a consigliere-type position with his own New Jersey-based family. He would often host other visiting mobsters at his condo on Collins Avenue. During a conversation with Raffa, DeCavalcante referred to Raffa as a don who commanded respect.


  Raffa worked his way to Miami through Panama, where he still kept many close business contacts. In fact, many officers listed in corporate records for his businesses have addresses in Panama. This connection would always place Raffa under suspicion of narcotics activity, but nothing was ever proven, despite two drug investigations. Raffa’s business associates, however, were not so lucky.


  For a number of years, Raffa owned numerous businesses, including a pizzeria, with John Galatolo, a convicted drug trafficker and member of the Sicilian Mafia. Galatolo was a key figure in a plot to align the Sicilian Mafia and the Colombian cartels in the wholesale trafficking of drugs. In the mid-1990s, the ring fell apart when a Galatolo partner started talking to the feds. Galatolo was sentenced to forty-five years in prison.


  An interesting story, related to the author by a former FBI agent, ties Galatolo with Raffa in a criminal conspiracy. Back in the early 1980s, U.S. Customs caught a Sicilian mobster attempting to enter the country illegally through Miami. He was subsequently detained at the Crome Detention Center. One day the mobster got a visit from a lawyer, who was paid for by local gangsters. The lawyer relayed to this mobster that it would be a good idea to develop medical problems. The mobster took the hint, and the next day, complaining of a bad stomach, he was taken to an area hospital.


  A plan was devised between various mobsters in Miami, including Joe Galatolo, to break this Sicilian out of the hospital, and Steve Raffa was brought in. Raffa did not seem to be too keen on the idea, but he lent his services anyway. Galatolo took Raffa’s car to case the hospital. The plan was to bribe a nurse to keep the mobster’s hospital guard occupied while the Sicilian slipped out and down to the waiting car. Well, the plan worked, and the mobster walked out of the hospital into a car and was driven up to New York, where he met up with other Sicilian gangsters and started a new criminal career in America.


  One snag, though, was that when Galatolo was casing the hospital, a security guard asked him not to park in a certain area. Galatolo, being hotheaded, started a shouting match with the guard. Although he gave in and moved his vehicle, the guard took note of the license plate. The car was registered to Steve Raffa.


  Raffa’s associates and South Florida crewmembers included one-time Tampa restaurateur John Dellaplata. Dellaplata, who currently resides in Las Vegas and is the son of a prominent Sicilian mafioso, owned the Italian Pavilion restaurant in north Tampa. The restaurant was a top meeting spot for alleged gangsters, including both Vincent LoScalzo and Steve Raffa.


  Dellaplata was also intimately acquainted with almost every major player in the Pizza Connection case, and continued keeping contact with them through the 1990s. Authorities kept an eye on Dellaplata’s wine importing.


  He imported huge quantities of wine from a vineyard he owned in Sicily and brought it into Tampa through a tile company he owned. The wine was then stored in a garage without any air conditioning or climate control. This struck some police officers as odd. It was suspected that the wine cases really contained heroin. However, police were never able to get enough evidence for even a search warrant.


  Dellaplata’s name also came up in the infamous slaying of the two Giuseppes, Romano and Tromatana. Romano and Tromatana were two of the most well-known and widely respected drug traffickers in the world. They had been working out of Florida when their bodies were found near a highway in Dade County. Police found Dellaplata’s name and address in the pocket of one of the slain men. He was questioned, but no evidence of his complicity in the killing ever surfaced.


  Dellaplata was a Gambino family associate, while another member of the Miami faction, Vincent Amato, was a Gambino soldier. Raffa employed him at one of his Miami businesses. Amato’s relationship with the Tampa Mafia dates back to the mid-1960s, when he was listed as a close associate of Santo Trafficante in FBI and state police records. Amato was reported to have been involved in extortion, bookmaking, and vice crimes in South Florida. His father-in-law was Stephen Randazzo.


  Vincent’s father, Agostino, was another Gambino family member often seen meeting with Trafficante. Agostino was born in the same town as Santo Trafficante Sr. Agostino first worked with Trafficante Jr. in the mid-fifties, when Santo loaned Amato money to start up a few businesses in Miami. Amato opened a cigarette vending company, which was believed to be a front for illegal activity.


  In 1961, the ties between Santo Jr. and the Amato family became clear when Vincent Amato purchased Santo’s Tampa home and put the title in his name. Santo then leased the house from Amato, undoubtedly trying to have as little as possible in his name. Later, the house would be purchased again by Trafficante and put under his wife’s name.


  Steve Raffa’s contacts also extended to Tampa. Raffa’s brother, Pietro, lived in Allesandria Della Rocca, Sicily, the same town the LoScalzo family (not to mention numerous other Tampa mobsters) hails from. Raffa’s presence was rare in Tampa, although he did manage to meet with Vincent LoScalzo in January of 1998, when both men were pallbearers at the funeral of longtime Mafioso Arthur Perla.


  One of the other alleged associates of the Miami faction was Valentino Mordini, a bookmaker with ties to the Luchesse family of New York. Mordini played a role in a particularly embarrassing episode involving the FBI field office in Miami. While Operation Super Bowl was still going strong in Tampa, investigators realized that the illegal gambling ring they were following was tied to another group in South Florida. They decided to send an undercover agent to infiltrate the organization, hoping it would lead to the top of the Tampa Mafia and the inner circle of the New York based Luchesse crime family.


  The information tied in with a tip police received about a group of mobsters who were operating a chain of restaurants, the Tiberio Italian Restaurants, in Florida and outside Washington D.C. The group had two restaurants in Tampa that were reputedly backed by Santo Trafficante Jr. through Henry Gonzalez, his longtime attorney. Valentino Mordini was also helping run the Florida end of the operation and as putting up some of the money for one of the best Italian restaurants in Tampa, Donatellos.


  Actually, Mordini was involved in two separate operations. The first was with the Tiberio Italians, who had been kicked out of the Bahamas for casino skimming prior to their business ventures in America. Mordini’s role with the Italian syndicate was as a bookmaker, though he also allegedly dealt in narcotics. Many of the group’s restaurants were fronts for narcotics trafficking, and a number of their associates had arrests for cocaine and heroin trafficking.


  Mordini’s other operation was based in South Florida and involved members of the Luchesse crime family, specifically the Florida empire of Anthony Accetturo, one of the most highly respected and feared mobsters in the country. Federal agents decided to send an undercover agent to South Florida to get in with Mordini’s book-making operation. Another Italian national and suspected mobster Dario Mistri owned the gambling headquarters Dario’s Restaurant.


  The agent sent in was Jerome Sullivan, who, besides being one of the most highly respected agents in the field office, was also (unbeknownst to the FBI), a major gambler. Upon entering Operation Super Bowl, he quickly found a job at Mistri’s restaurant and began placing bets with the Mordini group. Mordini and Sullivan became especially close, even going to Valentino’s house for Christmas. Sullivan was taken into the mob’s inner circle, and although he was still gambling heavily, the Mordini case went ahead. The FBI arrested him for book-making in 1985.


  Sullivan spiraled further downward into a mess of booze and gambling. Finally, in 1997, he was convicted of stealing more than $100,000 from evidence seized during an investigation of a Gambino-family backed loansharking ring in Broward County and sent away for five years.


  Another reputed associate of the Trafficante family in South Florida was William Vito Dentamarro. Dentamarro was a Miami resident who was active in securities theft in South Florida. He was aligned with the Chicago Outfit and the Gambino family. Dentamarro has been a figure in Miami crime circles since the 1960s when he made an exclusive list of the mayor’s top hoodlums in town.


  Two other names that some in law enforcement believed were members of the Miami faction are Bennie Hussick and Anthony Amorelli. Hussick got out of jail for the Coldwater case in 1988 and moved to South Florida, where he found himself in the company of the Miami faction. He lived in a condo on the same street as Sam DeCavalcante.


  Bennie Hussick had been a major bookmaker in the Miami area since the 1960s and was intimately acquainted with assorted mobsters and underworld figures from around the country. Besides the Trafficante group, Hussick was close with one-time Cleveland family boss John “Peanuts” Tronolone. Hussick worked lounges and nightclubs on Collins Avenue in Miami Beach for his booking and loansharking business.


  Anthony Amorelli is the first cousin of Vincent LoScalzo. Amorelli worked for LoScalzo in Tampa until 1989. Reportedly feeling the pressure investigators were bringing on LoScalzo, Amorelli took the high road and moved down to Miami, where he met and began working with Steve Raffa.


  Initially, Amorelli worked at the 46th Street Liquor Store, owned by Oakley Smith, a prominent Miami attorney. Smith was in partnership with Santo Trafficante Jr. in the Curaceao International Casino in the Caribbean. Smith also had a controlling interest in Palm Springs General Hospital, built with Teamster’s pension funds (part of which had been diverted into the coffers of the Trafficante organization). The money also brought a return on the investment as the hospital began to turn a profit. Trafficante evidentally thought highly of the hospital as medical institution as well as an investment; he had skin cancer surgery there in the summer of 1968.


  Following Santo’s death in 1987, his son-in-law, August Paniello, found a document stating that Trafficante owned a one-third interest in the hospital. Augie immediately set to work getting a piece of Palms Springs General. He contacted an attorney and personally went to the president of the hospital with evidence of Santo’s business interests. Included in the papers was a deed of trust and a will giving Santo’s interest in the hospital to Paniello. Unfortunately for Paniello, the director of the hospital balked at the suggestions that he get a piece of the property, and a Miami state court agreed.
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  The Miami faction escaped media attention until October 26, 2000. That day, federal agents rounded up nineteen Trafficante members and associates in South Florida. Authorities accused the crew of running a multi-million dollar money laundering operation through a network of mob-controlled check cashing stores. Steve Raffa was the main defendant.


  It was the first time Raffa had been arrested and certainly the first time his name appeared as the head of the Trafficante family’s Miami crew. He was named, along with John Mamone, a former New Jersey mobster and a recent inductee to the Trafficante family. Mamone had formerly been linked to Raffa and Vincent LoScalzo as an unindicted co-conspirator in the Worldwide Gaming case.


  Other Mafia figures that popped up in the Raffa crew indictment included Charles Clay, a Margate policeman; Joe Silvestri, a crime figure who was in involved in the ABSCAM case; reputed Meyer Lansky associate Anson Klinger; and some new names never before associated with the Trafficante family including Giuseppe Belitto, Julius Chiusano, and Joseph Spitaleri. The crew engaged in the mob staples of loansharking and gambling, as well as telemarketing scams and a massive money laundering operation.


  The crew washed money from an elaborate pyramid scheme that originated in South Carolina. There, a local group of criminals set up an investment company that bilked more than 1,300 people out of $62 million. The group then sent the money to Florida to be laundered through check cashing stores operated by the Raffa crew. A Margate police officer, Charles Clay, was indicted for tipping off the Raffa crew about FBI surveillance of the check cashing stores. He relayed his information through Frederick Scarola, another Raffa associate.


  Following their arrests, Raffa, Mamone, and a number of other defendants were released on bail, and the pre-trial motions began. Raffa and Mamone faced the most serious charges; they could have conceivably been put behind bars for twenty years. This may have weighed heavily on Raffa’s mind. Sources indicated that he was somewhat depressed and not ready to go to jail.


  In the early morning hours of November 16, less than three weeks after his arrest, Raffa, wearing sweat pants and a polo shirt, tied a 1/4 inch orange electrical cord around his neck and hung himself. His wife found him at 5:12 AM. He reportedly left a note that said “Forgive me” in Italian.


  Police have stated that there was no indication of homicide and that Raffa’s state of mind in the weeks before his death foreshadowed his suicide. The autopsy report showed no evidence of other trauma to his body and officially declared Raffa’s death a suicide. Still, some nagging questions remained over his untimely demise. First and foremost, it is a fact that suicides are rare among organized crime figures. Taking that into account, the fact that three people associated with Raffa and Mamone have committed suicide over the years deserves a look.


  Raffa had close ties with many of the defendants in the Pizza Connection case, as well as several of the peripheral figures. One of those was Giovanni Ligamarri. Vincent LoScalzo was an attendee at Giovanni’s son’s wedding. On May 22, 1999, police found the bodies of Giovanni and Pietro hanging in their New Jersey home. The police ruled the deaths suicides, despite the fact that many mental health professionals insisted that a father-son double suicide was virtually unheard of. Another suicide tied to the Raffa/Mamone case was that of a New Jersey mob associate who was arrested with members of the Genovese crime family. Mamone reportedly met with the man in jail and gave him a choice to either kill himself or be killed by the mob. The man later committed suicide.


  As of yet, no evidence has surfaced pointing towards anything other than a routine suicide in the Raffa case, but the trail of bodies that has followed some of the players in the October 26 arrests makes for some interesting coincidences. Some sources speculate that Raffa was targeted for death, while some think the emotional weight of the impending trial and possibility of conviction was too much for Raffa to bear and he may have been thinking of ratting. These rumors are completely unsubstantiated, but nevertheless there definitely seems to be more to Raffa’s death than meets the eye.


  Regardless of the cause of Raffa’s death or the results of his crew’s trial, the Trafficante family will still have a presence in the South Florida crime scene as long as there’s money to be made. The list of defendants in the October 26 indictment includes many younger wiseguys coming up to fill the ranks, and there are surely numerous associates still on the street, taking over where Raffa’s crew left off.


  As the trial date of February 11, 2002, approached, Joseph Spitaleri decided to hedge his bets and started cooperating with authorities. He admitted his role in the Trafficante family’s operations, including a sophisticated telemarketing scam. Spitaleri set up companies (IMC. Ltd., IGT. Ltd., International Forex) and laundered the profits through a string of check cashing stores in South Florida, ultimately sending the money to bank accounts in England, The Bahamas, and Switzerland. After Spitaleri flipped, Giuseppe Belitto pled guilty to gambling and received an eighteen-month sentence. Anson Klinger also pled guilty to gambling, and Julius Chiusano pled guilty in a related case involving the Gambino family.


  But just as things seemed to settle down in the tumultuous underworld of South Florida, a new indictment surfaced and once again illustrated the myriad criminal relationships between the New York families and the Trafficantes. On the morning of March 20, 2002, federal authorities swept up twenty-nine suspects in South Florida and New York, linking them to a Bonanno crime family enterprise that included illegal gambling and telemarketing fraud.


  Some of the names were familiar from the Trafficante indictment of October of 2000. Both police officer Charles Clay and Fred Scarola were indicted in the Bonanno bust. Clay was acquitted in both cases. Jospeh Spitaleri, who received a fifty-eight-month sentence in exchange for his cooperation with the government, provided information about their complicity in the Bonanno’s telemarketing schemes.


  Barely a week later, it was revealed that a major part of the investigation was a four-year undercover operation. A Tampa cop, on loan to the FBI, infiltrated the South Florida underworld and aligned himself with the Bonanno and Trafficante families. The cop, Jim Bartoszak, became mob associate Jim Brock.


  He wore a recorder as he immersed himself into the seedy underworld of Tampa and South Florida, gaining access to the Bonanno crime family in a capacity not seen since the Donnie Brasco case of the early 1980s. The evidence amassed by Bartoszak resulted in the indictment of twenty-nine Bonanno mobsters and associates, including the number three man in the crime family, Anthony “T.G.” Graziano of Staten Island, who oversaw the family’s Florida operations.


  Graziano and his crew recently pled guilty to various charges.


  It was also recently revealed that John Mamone flipped and is providing information to the FBI. Despite his ongoing cooperation, a judge sentenced him to ten years in prison for loansharking, bookmaking, and money laundering.
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  Ever since the death of Santo Jr., the Trafficante family has been steadily losing muscle and clout. Informants were sent in to try and test the mettle of the new regime, and most met with little resistance. Northern families were now moving in and operating with little interference, save for a small percentage of the take they paid as tribute. By the turn of the millennium, the family was in poor shape. All of the advisory council members were dead, while longtime underboss Frank Diecidue and member Sal Lorenzo had died as well. The recruiting pool was virtually nonexistent. Most young people had better opportunities in business and professional careers than were available in organized crime. Although a small group of fourth generation mobsters have reportedly started to emerge, the family’s face has nonetheless been drastically altered.


  Tampa seemed destined to follow in the footsteps of other mob families in smaller cities. Once thriving organizations in Denver, St. Louis, Cleveland, and Milwaukee were either gone or on their last legs. Surprisingly, the Mafia was still powerful in traditionally strong areas like New York and Chicago despite over twenty years of intense law enforcement pressure.


  One prevailing theory is that with the lack of man-power under his control, coupled with his New York and Sicilian connections, LoScalzo decided to practice the most modern of all business moves and merge. He was unable to fend off northern families moving in, so he brought the operations of the Trafficante crime family under the umbrella of a larger, more powerful organization.


  It’s the contention of some in law enforcement that the Trafficante family has merged with, or, more accurately, has been absorbed by the Gambino family. It may come as a surprise to some, but there had been connections between the Tampa family and the Gambinos for years, dating back to Santo Trafficante Sr., who was friendly with Lucky Luciano, and extending through the reign of Santo Jr., and his relationships with Albert Anastasia and Carlo Gambino.


  The Gambinos began making huge inroads into Tampa and Central Florida, following the death of Trafficante. LoScalzo welcomed associates of John Gotti into Tampa during that mobster’s brief reign as head of the Gambino family. Gotti’s son, John Jr., had business dealings in neighboring Pinellas County prior to his conviction on racketeering charges in 1999.


  One of LoScalzo’s connections to the Gambinos is through Joe Arcuri. Arcuri, active in unions and book-making in New York, is a native Tampan with ties to both Trafficante and LoScalzo. Joe Arcuri is one of the Gambino family’s senior advisors. He has held a prominent role in that family’s leadership structure for years. His nephew, Joe Franco, was one of the reputed mobsters LoScalzo was observed meeting with during his trips to New York.


  The Gambinos have also called down to Tampa for help from some of their associates living in the Bay area. One of the most recent calls involved a Gambino plot to take over the outcall service business in Las Vegas. Outcall services send dancers and strippers to hotel rooms to entertain visiting businessmen and tourists. Local police contend that the services are fronts for prostitution and make irresistible targets for organized crime influence.


  In October of 1997, authorities arrested a man on felony charges of pandering and prostitution. The man, Anthony Nastasi, owned a successful outcall service. Mario Stefano, a Gambino associate, contacted him through an intermediary. In exchange for $10,000 and a slice of Nastasi’s outcall business, Stefano would get the charges reduced. Nastasi agreed, but told Stefano that he was being squeezed by a group of competitors who were diverting business away from Nastasi.


  Stefano told Nastasi that he would send an aspirin for his headache. That aspirin was tall Tampa plumber Vincent “Vinny Aspirins” Congiusti. Congiusti had a reputation as an enforcer for the Gambino family, and was adept at intimidation. He was alleged to favor drilling holes into people’s heads with a power drill as a preferred method of torture. Another Gambino associate, Anton “Angel Of Mercy” Nelsen of Tampa, was also contacted. Nelsen had a reputation as an explosives expert.


  The two Tampa men flew to Las Vegas and were met by an associate of DeCarlo. The FBI, who followed the mobsters around town for two days while they stalked the outcall competitors, also met Congiusti and Nelsen. Finally, sensing that the mob guys were going to act against the competitors, the feds moved in and arrested all of those involved.


  The latest Gambino-related Tampa incident came in the form of a multi-count indictment handed down on November 30, 2004, against the Queens-based crew of Ronald J. “Ronnie One Arm” Trucchio. Among those named as crew members was Tampa resident Terry Scaglione. Terry was the grandson of the gambling guru Nick Scaglione. Along with New Jersey mobster Johnny Alite, Scaglione owned Prestige Valet, a valet parking company.


  According to the indictment, Scaglione was trying to seize control of the valet parking business in Tampa through extortion and threats. The rest of the indictment contained the usual assortment of arson, murder, kidnapping, and witness tampering. Although the crimes were committed across Florida, the men will be tried in Tampa federal court.


  In addition to the Gambino theory, some suggest that the Trafficante crime family, after decades of evolution, has morphed into a more compact operation than before. A number of key members and associates are still believed to be active in criminal ventures, expanding their sphere of influence once again outside Tampa into surrounding communities and counties. Certainly, the recent arrest of the Raffa crew has shown that the Trafficante crime family has not altogether disappeared and may in fact be recruiting new members to fill the dwindling ranks and working with other crime families to merge operations. Talk of new “fourth generation” mobsters, mainly on twentysomething wannabes running drugs, abounds.


  In the summer of 2000, federal agents raided a Valu-Car dealership in Bradenton. The company was under investigation for criminal activities. The owner, Nelson Valdes, was in partnership with Vincent LoScalzo. LoScalzo also owned Mahalo Auto Sales in Tampa. Since the raid, no charges have been filed against any of the Valu-Car figures, one of whom, Ernie Haire III, is the owner of a large car dealership in Tampa where Frank Albano currently works.


  The crime family has also been moving into the car business. In addition to LoScalzo and Albano’s connections to the business, Santo Jose Trafficante and Joseph Camero also owned car dealerships.


  With the spate of courthouse scandals in Hillsborough County and the suicide of former State Attorney Harry Lee Coe, new rumblings involving the status of organized crime influence in Tampa have surfaced. Two jailed crime figures have been hinting at knowledge of criminal ventures involving organized crime figures and politicians and judges. Their accusations have yet to be proven but are not out of the realm of possibility, considering the deep influence of the mob in Tampa politics.


  In 2002, stories came out in local papers concerning new allegations of corruption in local government. This time, the allegations centered on Sheriff’s Major Rocky Rodriguez and a labyrinth of ethics violations and relationships involving organized crime figures. A confidential 1994 FDLE memo claimed that an informant observing Rodriguez meeting with LoScalzo and Lou Caggiano at Malio’s restaurant.


  Other allegations revolving around Rodriguez and the courthouse involve case fixing, prostitution and loan sharking. The feds tried to set Rodriguez up for a sting operation. They sent Nelson Valdes, apparently cooperating after the Valu-Car raid, to pay-off Rodriguez. However Rodriquez smelled a rat, refused to pay-off, and followed Valdes into the waiting arms of federal investigators.


  Rodriguez’s father works for embattled Hillsborough County Public Defender Julianne Holt as a process server. Also working as a server in her office is Jimmy Valenti. The fact that a reputed mob soldier is working in the public defender’s office has yet to draw any interest from local media. Holt, herself a friend of convicted “Mafia counselor wannabe” Charles Corces, has been battling ethics probes for years.


  Rodriguez recently retired from the Sheriff’s department over another scandal involving thousands of dollars in personal phone calls on the County’s cell phones. The Rodriguez case is still ongoing; new information continues to be uncovered weekly. Investigators said the probe into Rodriguez and local corruption will continue. But by 2004 the probe had stalled. There have been recent whispers of corruption and organized crime regarding the trial of housing scandal figure Steven LaBrake, as well as real estate ventures around Ybor City and Channelside, but they remain only rumors and innuendo.
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  The Tampa Mafia remains one of the most enigmatic, least known, and most influential Mafia organizations in this country. True, there are families that are larger and more noteworthy; however, few boast virtually no turn-coats, no made members ever dying in prison, or a boss who lived so far in the shadows, yet held such power.


  Only time will tell what the future holds for the group. Will LoScalzo remain at the top, continuing his reign? Will the Gambinos run the show? Will the Miami faction rise from the aftermath of the Raffa indictment? Will the “fourth generation” continue on the tradition? Or will the Tampa Mafia fade away into the night, leaving behind a decades-long story of crime, family loyalty and betrayal? Only time will tell. . . .


  Cast of Characters


  Victor Manuel Acosta – drug trafficker, bar owner, indicted for participation in the murder of Richard Cloud, committed suicide in jail on May 3, 1978.


  Franceso Pietro Albano/Frank Albano – alleged made member, married to niece of Santo Trafficante Jr., restaurateur, charged in Key Bank case.


  Thomas Altamura – Gambino family member, Miami associate of Trafficante family, shot to death at age 53 in October of 1967.


  Agostino Amato – associate of Santo Trafficante Sr. and Jr., made member of Gambino crime family, died at age 78 in February of 1980.


  Vincent Amato – associate of Miami faction of Trafficante crime family, made member of Gambino family, died at age 64 on December 15, 1991.


  Antonio Mario Amorelli – alleged associate, first cousin to Vincent LoScalzo.


  Ignazio Antinori – early Mafia power, ran narcotics, political corruption and gambling operations, killed on October 23, 1940.


  Joe Antinori – son of Ignazio, involved in narcotics, associate of Charles “Lucky” Luciano, killed on November 4, 1953.


  Paul Antinori – son of Ignazio, involved in narcotics, died on September 12, 1963.


  Anthony Antone – associate, involved in the plot to murder Richard Cloud, executed by the State in January of 1984.


  Angelo Bedami Sr. – made member, involved in illegal gambling, died at age 86 on November 30, 1980.


  Ciro Bedami – made member, once active in illegal gambling, current president of Metro and G&C Stevedore Company.


  Joe Bedami Sr. – made member, arsonist, armed robber, suspected drug dealer, disappeared in August of 1968, presumed murdered.


  Angelo Bedami Jr. – associate, leader of large scale drug trafficking ring, turned government witness.


  Joseph Charles Bedami Jr. – associate, part of Acosta drug ring, central figure in Richard Cloud murder, served four years in prison for drug charges in the mid-1990s, reportedly no longer involved in the crime family.


  Ciro Spoto Bellucia – owner of Silver Meteor Bar, gambling figure, died at age 79 on April 19, 2001.


  Giuseppe Belitto – associate of Miami faction of crime family, pled guilty to gambling in 2001.


  Harlan “The Colonel” Blackburn – longtime leader of “cracker mob,” top gambling boss of Central Florida, close associate of Santo Trafficante Jr., died at age 79 on October 21, 1998.


  Eddie “El Gordo” Blanco – bolita figure from 1950’s through the 1970’s


  Vincent Bruno – owner of Capra’s Restaurant in Miami, liason between Cuban gamblers and Santo Trafficante Jr.


  James Guida Bruno – made member, lounge owner, died at age 73 on March 31, 1988.


  Joseph M. “Jo-Jo” Cacciatore – associate, uncle of Santo Trafficante Jr., narcotics kingpin in 1920’s, died at age 67 in December of 1967.


  John Favata Cacciatore – associate, bolita figure, died at age 86 on March 13, 1995.


  Sam Cacciatore – made member, bolita figure, oversaw “cracker mob” rackets for Tampa family, died at age 64 in June of 1981.


  Terry Cacciatore – associate, drug dealer, son of Joe M. Cacciatore.


  Louis Caggiano – associate, bookmaker.


  Sam Cagnina – gambling figure, died at age 72 in January of 1983.


  Sam “The Fat Man” Cagnina III – convicted Mafia hitman, associate of Harlan Blackburn and Victor Acosta, acquitted of murder conspiracy on August 6, 2002, currently incarcerated.


  Joseph Randall Camero – alleged made member, business partner of Santo Jose Trafficante, named in the Key Bank case.


  Joseph Campisi – Dallas crime family underboss, associate of Santo Trafficante Jr. and Carlos Marcello, friend of Jack Ruby, died of a heart attack at age 73 on January 12, 1990.


  Salvatore “Sam” Carollo – alleged made member, former developer in Pasco County.


  Joe Pino Casares – right hand man of Ignazio Antinori, father of football player Rick Casares, shot and killed by police on December 23, 1939.


  Sam Castellana – gambling figure, recorded over twenty arrests for bookmaking and gambling, died at age 69 on August 16, 1990.


  Tony “Doc” Castellana – alleged associate, gave Vincent LoScalzo his start in the liquor industry, died at age 67 on October 4, 1986.


  Luis Charbonier – associate, gambling figure, ran loansharking, cockfighting rackets, died at age 74 on May 31, 2001.


  Raul Charbonier – associate, gambling figure, operated the Char-Pal Lounge, died at age 73 on January 15, 2000.


  Julius Bruce Chiusano – Miami based associate of Trafficante and Gambino families, currently incarcerated.


  Joseph Cordovano – associate of Gambino and Tampa crime families, convicted drug trafficker, died at age 69 on January 8, 1997.


  Angel Daniel – bolita figure, testified at Kefauver Hearings, died at age 87 in December of 1975.


  John Dellaplata – alleged associate of Tampa and Gambino crime families, restaurateur, reputed ties to the Sicilian Mafia.


  John Demmi Sr. – bookmaker and restaurateur, close friends with Santo Jr., died at age 74 on March 14, 1989.


  William Vito Dentamarro a.k.a. Willie Dentamore – Miami based associate, involved with stolen securities, associate of Chicago and Gambino crime families.


  Alfonso Diecidue – patriarch of Diecidue family, close associate of mob boss Vincent Mangano, led effort by Diecidues to take over the Tampa crime family, died at age 75 on April 24, 1947.


  Nino “Anthony” Diecidue – associate, brother of Frank and Tom, died at age 96 on February 23, 1993.


  Frank “Daddy Frank” Diecidue – longtime underboss of crime family, owner of a vending machine company, ran illegal gambling rackets, died at age 79 on October 18, 1994.


  Gaetano “Tom” Diecidue – leader of “advisory council” to new guard of Tampa mob, died at age 90 on December 18, 1994.


  Joe R. “Baby Joe” Diez – associate, former bodyguard for Charlie Wall, political fixer and cattle rancher, died at age 81 on May 7, 1987.


  Joseph Digerlando – alleged made member, successful developer and restaurateur in Tampa, close associate of Vincent LoScalzo.


  Joe Distefano – political fixer, implicated in voting machine scandals of early 1970s, father-in-law of Vincent LoScalzo, died at age 81 on November 23, 1990.


  Michael DiVito – associate, ran gambling in Jacksonville for Trafficante family, died in 1959.


  James “Jimmy” W. Donofrio – associate, loanshark/extortionist, once active in liquor industry, died at age 90 on May 17, 2001.


  Oscar Echemendia – Cuban associate of Santo Trafficante Jr., died at age 82 on December 30, 1993.


  Virgilio Fabian – bolita figure, partner of Joe Pelusa Diaz and Eddie Blanco, died at age 92 on November 19, 2000.


  Sam “Toto” Ferrara – bodyguard of Joe Antinori, murdered, body found on May 7, 1960.


  Louis Figueredo Sr. – associate, bolita and gambling figure, died at age 70 in July of 1979.


  Louis H. Figueredo Jr. – associate, bookmaker, died at age 57 on August 8, 1989.


  Fred Fink – bookmaker, associate of Nick Scaglione and Detroit mob, died at age 74 in June of 1987.


  Harry Fontana – capo in Colombo crime family, president of Southport Stevedore in Tampa, died at age 79 in March of 1979.


  James “Jimmy Caggin” Fraterrigo – gambling and bolita figure, died at age 87 on January 15, 1991.


  Dominick “Nick” Furci – made member, bookmaker, managed cab companies in Tampa, died at age 76 on May 7, 1987.


  John Galatolo – convicted drug smuggler, made member of Madonia crime family in Sicily, business partner of Steve Raffa, currently serving a forty-five-year sentence for drug trafficking.


  Evaristo Garcia Sr. – owned the Deauville Hotel in Havana, close associate of Santo Trafficante Jr. in Miami, Cuban lottery kingpin.


  Evaristo Garcia Jr. – Miami-based gambling figure, son of Evaristo Sr., associate of Santo Trafficante Jr.


  Angelo Giglio – gambling figure, killed on September 22, 1952 with Rene Nunez.


  Paul Giglio – bolita figure, testified at Kefauver Hearings


  Benjamin Foy Gilford – triggerman in the murder of Richard Cloud, hung himself in jail on June 12, 1976.


  Manuel Gispert – associate and business partner of Frank Diecidue.


  Raul Gonzalez-Jerez – Cuban associate of Santo Trafficante Jr., died at age 58 on April 6, 1992.


  Steve Guggino – bookmaker, close associate of Henry Trafficante.


  Ellis Haskew – getaway driver in RIchard Cloud murder, testified at trial and put into witness protection.


  Benjamin “Bennie” Husick – Associate of Santo Trafficante Jr., member of Miami faction, once active in gambling ventures/bingo parlors, died at age 91 on April 19, 2002.


  Frank “Cowboy” Ippolito – bookmaker, associate of Henry Trafficante, reportedly “retired” from crime family.


  Ignazio Italiano – successful grocer and reputed mafioso, present at Hotel Statler meeting, associate of New York mob boss Joe Profaci, died at age 70 on August 11, 1930.


  Salvatore “Red” Italiano – Mafia power in Tampa, fled to Mexico in 1950 where he worked as a real estate salesman, died on November 15, 1968.


  Augustine “Primo” Lazzara – made member, bolita kingpin, died of a heart attack at age 61 on April 8, 1968.


  Joseph Dominic Lazzara – brother of Augustine, bar owner, associate of Johnny Rivera and Frank Diecidue, convicted money launderer, died at age 78 on December 1, 1999.


  Clyde Lee – former cracked mob lieutenant, currently working in law enforcement.


  Louis “Blackie” Llerandi – associate, involved in narcotics, gambling, murder, arson.


  James Costa Longo – made member, sat on “advisory council,” one-time bodyguard/driver of Santo Jr., died at age 81 on June 15, 1992.


  Salvatore “Silent Sam” Lorenzo – made member, uncle of Angelo Bedami Jr. and Joseph Bedami Jr., involved in illegal gambling and drug trafficking, died at age 68 on May 6, 1995.


  Angelo “The Hammer” LoScalzo – made member, father of Vincent, one-time bodyguard of Salvatore Scaglione, died at age 69 on May 14, 1977.


  Antonino LoScalzo – Vincent’s younger brother, associate of Marcello crime family of New Orleans, died of leukemia in 1975 at age thirty-two.


  Vincent Salvatore LoScalzo – alleged boss of the Trafficante crime family since 1987.


  James “Head of the Elks” Lumia – top mobster, close associate of Salvatore Italiano, killed at age 47 on June 5, 1950.


  John Mamone – made member, pled guilty to RICO in November 2001, currently incarcerated.


  Pasquale “Pat” Matassini – associate, counterfeiter, owner of numerous strip bars in Tampa Bay area, died after bypass surgery at age 71 on May 1, 1999.


  Salvatore J. Mattera – Miami based associate, Colombo family member, died at age 75 on November 10, 1991.


  Chili Mendoza – Cuban gangster, associate of Santo Trafficante Jr.


  Joseph Merola – Miami and Cuba based associate, died at age 72 in April of 1973.


  Ed Milam – Cracker mob leader, murdered in May of 1953.


  Lazaro Milian – Pit boss at Capri in Havana, Miami associate of Santo Trafficante Jr., active in Cuban lottery and gambling, died at age 71 on July 6, 1992.


  Joe Mistretta – made member, close to Santo Trafficante Jr., one-time bodyguard of Augustine Lazzara, died at age 82 on December 31, 1975.


  Valentino Mordini – bookmaker, associate of Trafficante family, ties to NY based Luchesse family, former owner/operator of Donatello’s restaurant in Tampa.


  Robert Napolitano – gambling figure, associate of James Valenti.


  Rene Nunez – gambling figure, killed on September 22, 1952, with Angelo Giglio.


  Arthur Perla/Vincenzio Michelizzi – member of “advisory council,” brother of Mario, died at age 89 on January 17, 1998.


  Mario Perla/Domenico Michelizzi – early Mafia figure, bolita figure, convicted arsonist, killed on October 17, 1939.


  Lou Pessolano – Miami based associate, died at age 76 in February of 1983.


  Phillip Piazza – made member, bolita/gambling figure, died at age 73 in 1975.


  Joseph Plescia – associate, bookmaker and bolita figure, died at age 72 on July 14, 1985.


  Giusseppe Priolla – associate of John DellaPlata and Sicilian Mafia, set up a hit on Dellaplata with an under-cover cop.


  Joe Provenzano – underworld figure, alleged killer of Jimmy Velasco.


  Lou “The Greek” Psoinos – associate, gambling figure.


  Steven Bruno Raffa – leader of Trafficante crime family’s Miami faction, committed suicide on November 16, 2000.


  Frank Ragano – longtime Tampa lawyer, represented Santo Trafficante Jr., James Hoffa, and a number of other Tampa mob figures, died at age 75 on May 13, 1998.


  Stefano Anthony Randazzo – made member of Cleveland crime family, associate of Santo Trafficante in Miami, died at age 80 in June of 1981.


  John “Scarface” Rivera – one-time bodyguard to Charlie Wall, bar owner/worker, involved in numerous gangland slayings, died at age 86 on May 21, 1995.


  Cesar A. Rodriguez – associate, Tampa bar owner, involved in “lounge wars” of the 1970s and indicted for political corruption in 1985.


  Joaquin Colmenaro Rodriguez – Miami based associate, died at age 65 in June of 1977.


  Rolando Rodriguez – bolita banker in the 1970’s.


  Norman Rothman – associate of Santo Trafficante, gunrunner in Cuba and Miami, died at age 70 in October of 1985.


  Evaristo “Tito” Rubio – lieutenant for Charlie Wall, ran gambling operations, killed on March 9, 1937.


  Joseph G. “Big Joe” San Fratello – associate, involved in armed robbery and stolen autos, died at age 55 on September 26, 1970.


  Alphonso “Al” Scaglione – made member, owner of restaurant and a fish camp, involved in illegal gambling, died at age 77 on February 5, 1996.


  Nick Scaglione – made member, top gambling man in Tampa for decades, owned bars and restaurants, died at age 77 on August 27, 1994.


  Salvatore Scaglione – made member, alleged at one time to be “acting boss” while Santo Jr. was in Cuba, died at age 72 on August 9, 1964.


  Stefano “Steve” Scaglione – made member, bolita operator, son of Salvatore Scaglione, died at age 77 on December 7, 1995.


  Lou “Babe” Silvers – Miami associate, close to Bennie Hussick and Thomas Altamura, disappeared on January 24, 1960, his bones were found a year later.


  Joseph Silvestri – associate of Miami faction, found guilty of money laundering on June 7, 2002, currently incarcerated.


  Joseph Spitaleri – associate of Miami faction, sentenced to five years in prison for telemarketing fraud on November 12, 2001.


  Charles Sulli – bolita figure, died at age 56 in December of 1967.


  Gaetano “Guy” Taormina – bolita figure associated with Steve Scaglione, died in 1984.


  Leo G. Toretta – gambling figure, died at age 85 on August 18, 1995.


  Charles “The Blade” Tourine – Miami-based mobster, died at age 74 in May of 1980.


  Epifano “Fano” Trafficante – brother of Santo, bar operator, died at age 72 on December 26, 1991.


  Enrico “Henry,” “The Man” Trafficante – made member, younger brother of Santo Jr., active in illegal gambling, currently “retired” from crime family business.


  Salvatore “Sam” Trafficante – made member, younger brother of Santo Jr., oversaw cracker mob rackets for the Mafia, died at age 85 on November 9, 2002.


  Santo Trafficante Sr. (alias: Santo Capello) – patriarch of the Trafficante family, boss of the Tampa Mafia from 1928 until his death from stomach cancer on August 10, 1954, led the Mafia’s ascension to the top of the Tampa underworld.


  Santo Trafficante Jr. (aliases: Louis Santos, J.B. Hill, Samuel Balto, Enrique Chacon, Sam Albano, Joe Fernandez, J. Gonzalez, Hayden Stone, T. Strong, Joe Garcia) – boss of the Tampa Mafia from August 1954 to his death from heart surgery on March 17, 1987 at age 72.


  Humberto Trueba – Miami-based associate of Santo Jr., gambling figure.


  Joe Vaglica – early Mafia power, attended Hotel Statler meeting in 1928, killed on July 11, 1937.


  Sam Vaglica – bookmaker, associate of Henry Trafficante, died at age 62 in January of 1981.


  James J. Valenti – alleged made membe.


  Frank Frattergio Vega – bookmaker, associate of Henry Trafficante, died at age 75 on March 11, 2002.


  Arturo “Arthur” Velasco – brother of Jimmy Velasco, bolita figure, convicted drug smuggler, died at age 88 on May 2, 2003.


  Jimmy Velasco – political fixer, bolita banker, killed on December 12, 1948.


  Eddie Virella – lieutenant for Charlie Wall, ran gambling operations, murdered on January 31, 1937.


  Charlie Williams – black numbers kingpin in St. Petersburg, killed on February 18, 1953.


  George “Saturday” Zarate – early drug and bolita kingpin, associate of Charlie Wall and Lucky Luciano, died at age 57 on August 23, 1955 in Cuba.

  



  Note: The designation of made members and associates is only applied here to individuals identified as such in local, state, or federal files. Any ascription of current status is made through information obtained through law enforcement or other sources and does in no way reflect the author’s opinion.
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