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PROLOGUE: DARK FORCES



THE WEATHER IN THE NATION’S capital was so uncharacteristically sunny and warm on Friday, November 22, 1963, that attorney general Robert F. Kennedy interrupted a big Justice Department meeting about fighting organized crime to take lunch outdoors at Hickory Hill, his rolling Civil War–era estate about three miles outside Washington, DC. Among those joining him for tuna sandwiches and tomato soup at tables by the swimming pool were the US attorney in Manhattan, Robert Morgenthau, and RFK’s wife, Ethel Kennedy.


At quarter to two, just as Kennedy prepared to head back to the Justice Department, a workman who had been painting a new wing at the Kennedy home sprinted toward them. He wore a painter’s cap and held a transistor radio in one hand and shouted words nobody at first could quite make out. Just then a telephone extension at the pool rang with a call from FBI director J. Edgar Hoover.


Bobby Kennedy knew something was wrong, because Hoover never called him at home. “I have news for you,” the FBI director said. “The president’s been shot.”


After he hung up, RFK clapped his hand over his mouth, and Morgenthau saw a look of “shock and horror” on his friend’s face. Ethel rushed to his side, and for a few seconds he was speechless. Then he choked out the words, “Jack’s been shot. It may be fatal.”


The phones at Hickory Hill rang all that afternoon as family and friends called or arrived unbidden to try to provide some comfort. At half past two, Hoover phoned again, and in an affectless tone this time informed RFK, “The president’s dead.”


By then, Jim McShane, head of the US Marshals Service, had his men posted on the perimeter of the Kennedys’ six-acre estate. RFK, McShane, and others were worried that the attack on the president might be part of a broader assault on the nation’s leaders, and he wanted to protect Kennedy’s family.


When Justice Department spokesman Ed Guthman showed up, he and RFK paced back and forth across the lawn as Bobby’s anguished words spilled out. The two men had met seven years earlier in Seattle, after Guthman published a string of exposés in the Seattle Times about Teamsters union corruption. RFK had just gotten started as chief counsel for what became known as the Senate Rackets Committee hearings, a massive, groundbreaking investigation that exposed dirty alliances between labor racketeers and business leaders and transfixed millions of television viewers as hoodlums, fixers, and crime bosses took the fifth while being hectored by the boyish, occasionally fumbling Bobby Kennedy. His target in chief turned out to be defiant, charismatic Teamsters president Jimmy Hoffa.


“There’s so much bitterness,” RFK told Guthman that Friday afternoon. “I thought they’d get one of us.… I thought it would be me.”


Under the bright skies at the Miami International Airport only a few days earlier, President Kennedy did not encounter bitterness but rather an adoring crowd of about five thousand people in this southern city. Many had pushed up against a temporary chain-link fence along the tarmac, and after his brief remarks, they clapped and cheered, their voices swelling “into a wild howl.”1 It was five in the afternoon, seventy-four degrees, and a warm wind blew JFK’s reddish-brown hair over his forehead. Kennedy, in a dark blue suit and green tie, laughed at the glorious crowd and, with the barest hint of a limp, stepped toward the throng clamoring along the fence.


“Please, Mr. President,” a burly Secret Service agent said. “Follow the route we’ve—”


“Give me a minute, boys,” Kennedy said. “I’ve got to talk to these people.”


At the fence, women were crying and tried to reach over to kiss him. “God bless you, my boy!” one woman shouted. Men reached for his lapels, as if to slow him down for an instant to make a connection. A small boy held up his Yogi Bear doll, hoping to hand it to him.


One of the Secret Service agents implored, “Please, please! Mr. President!” and eventually they steered him to his convertible limousine.


Arrangements already had been made for Teamsters president Jimmy Hoffa to visit Miami when his nemesis in the White House finished his early campaign swing in south Florida. Hoffa despised the Kennedys and used the might of the nation’s biggest, most powerful union to try to thwart their crusade to jail him. Months earlier, the Justice Department brought criminal charges against him in both Chicago and Nashville.


Hoffa was wrapping up business at a midday meal at a Miami restaurant on Friday, November 22, when radio reports swept through the city that President Kennedy had been shot. The awful news from Dallas was relayed by public-address systems in department stores, by dispatchers to the city’s scores of cab drivers, and by tearful busboys crowded around transistor radios back in the kitchen.


Hoffa rose to his feet, stepped up on his chair, and began to cheer. “I hope the worms eat out his eyes,” he would later say.


Soon Hoffa called one of his lawyers, Frank Ragano of Tampa, Florida, whose second-most-famous client was the Mafia’s Florida boss, Santo Trafficante Jr. “Have you heard the good news?” Hoffa asked the young lawyer. “They killed the son of a bitch. This means Bobby is out as attorney general. Lyndon will get rid of him.”2 Asked by reporters that weekend about his reaction to the assassination, Hoffa replied at one point with a brutal, offensive truth: “Bobby Kennedy is just another lawyer now.”


In time, searing grief would paralyze Robert Kennedy. But by Friday afternoon, he suspected that dark forces were behind his brother’s murder—that the “they” who would “get one of us” could be the mob or Hoffa, targets of his own ruthless pursuit. Before he left for the airport to meet Air Force One, carrying the body of his slain brother, RFK called trusted associates in the Kennedy network, some of whom referred to themselves as the Band of Brothers, loyalists working in agencies across all areas of government, men with maverick streaks that enabled them to operate outside bureaucratic lines.


He talked to Walter Sheridan, the soft-spoken, intense head of the Get Hoffa squad, a team of prosecutors and accountants working full-time to bring legal action against the aggressive Teamsters president. Sheridan, an ex-FBI agent dedicated to RFK, dogged Hoffa for years. He had developed informants inside the Teamsters headquarters and seemed to know the labor leader’s every move. A year earlier, Sheridan had heard from a turncoat Teamsters official close to Hoffa who, if he was to be believed, said that Hoffa discussed killing RFK with explosives or a long-range rifle as he drove in his convertible. Was it such a stretch that Hoffa might have turned his anger from one Kennedy brother to the other?


When RFK asked whether he thought Hoffa might be a suspect, Sheridan replied with a not unsurprising yes. Bobby asked his friend to fly to Dallas and monitor the official investigation. Make back-channel inquiries and look for anything that has to do with Hoffa.


Sheridan quickly booked a government-rate flight, made his way to Dallas, and began sleuthing.















CHAPTER 1



The Blinding


SHORTLY BEFORE MIDNIGHT ON APRIL 5, 1956, New York Daily Mirror labor columnist Victor Riesel, his twenty-three-year-old secretary, and two frightened union members settled into the broadcast booth of a radio station in midtown Manhattan. Riesel, a short, peppery, dark-haired man with a pencil-thin mustache, was on a mission. For years he had used his Inside Labor column to attack racketeering figures who had wormed their way into union leadership. Now, at age forty-one, he hosted a popular talk-radio show, and his syndicated column ran in nearly two hundred newspapers. Riesel was at the height of his influence.


One week earlier, federal prosecutors in New York City had launched a grand jury investigation into suspected mob infiltration of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters and other local unions. Riesel made no secret that he was going to appear before the grand jury and share all he knew about the “manicured mobsters” and “muscle men” who belonged to the “crime syndicate.”


The two union members accompanying Riesel to the WMCA studio had been beaten up for complaining about a father-son team of hoodlums who ran their local union. Riesel let the two dissidents spill their grievances on air and praised their courage. “It’s a tough mob, and it’s tied in with the toughest mobs in New York and Chicago,” he told his audience.1


When the radio show ended, at 2:00 a.m., Riesel and his secretary, Betty Nevins, accompanied the two men to the street, where they nervously checked under their car’s hood to see if a bomb had been hidden there while they were on the air. After seeing them drive off safely, Riesel and Nevins rode in her car to Lindy’s, the all-night Broadway restaurant made famous by writer Damon Runyon as a hangout for theater swells, gangsters, and cops. Following them to Lindy’s but hiding in the shadows, staying well back, was a young man carrying a small glass jar of concentrated sulfuric acid.


Riesel got his start in the world of labor as a young boy attending union meetings with his father, Nathan, who founded an embroiderers’ local of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union. In the 1920s, his father fought to try to keep the union’s leadership free of Communists and racketeers. For his troubles, Nathan was beaten up by union goons—once, in 1942, so viciously that despite a series of operations he ended up disabled for life.


Victor Riesel had worked in a series of dreary jobs—hat-maker, embroiderer, mill worker—while taking industrial-relations classes at night at Manhattan’s City College. Like many, Riesel felt that being a union officer was a moral calling; it wasn’t simply a way to make a living or pursue power. He believed unions were supposed to be watchdogs that protected workers against rapacious businessmen and shady politicians—the means to guarantee everyday citizens decent wages, safety at work, and personal pride. With a college degree, fierce ambition, and a slangy prose style, he started out at the tiny but influential New Leader, the liberal anticommunist weekly. In 1942, he landed as labor editor at the New York Post, where he wrote Inside Labor several days a week. Eight years later, he and his column moved to the Hearst tabloid the New York Daily Mirror.


Riesel gained influence in the 1940s as an anticommunist crusader during the Red scare, using his column as a seal of approval for public figures and labor leaders who wanted to whitewash their liberal or leftist pasts. He let labor leaders—Ronald Reagan, president of the Screen Actors Guild, for example—write guest columns in which they apologized for their youthful but “mistaken” ideology. (Among the conservative-leaning leadership of the Screen Actors Guild, Riesel’s imprimatur boosted Reagan’s career.)


By the spring of 1956, even though his column appeared in 193 newspapers, Riesel did not wield the influence of such columnists as Walter Lippmann or Joseph Alsop. But within the labor movement, Riesel’s views carried heft—and could even put a spark into a New York City federal grand jury.


“My father taught me a hatred of goons,” he would later say. “The first chance I got, I went after them.… The mob placed a ‘terror tax’ on society, raising the price on everything from clothing to artichokes—anything that could be delivered.”2 In city after city, Riesel had seen investigations into labor racketeering come and go, launched in the wake of a public outrage then slowly stymied by frightened witnesses, public apathy, and the shifting political fortunes of striving prosecutors. But he was excited about this latest investigation in his backyard.


The United States attorney for the southern district of New York, Paul Williams, had empaneled a grand jury and targeted seven newly chartered Teamsters locals that were run by men sharing a distinguished pedigree: all were associates of prosperous underworld kingpin John “Johnny Dio” Dioguardi. And all had lengthy rap sheets—bookmaking, robbery, drug dealing, murder, assault, rape. These seven locals were a subspecies of labor unions known as paper locals, essentially shell unions that existed on paper—with a bona fide charter from the international union—but didn’t have members, only officers with votes to cast. Perhaps foolishly, Riesel revealed that he was going to be the grand jury’s star witness. The investigation, he wrote in his column, could end up bringing down “the Mr. Bigs of the American crime syndicate.”


What Riesel and others didn’t yet know was that it was Jimmy Hoffa, an ambitious but as yet little-known Teamsters vice president from Detroit, who had quietly connived to get the international union to provide the charters to his good friend Dio.


For Hoffa to become president of the Teamsters, as he hoped, he would need the support of the influential New York joint council. Hoffa had a plan to put one of his loyalists, John O’Rourke, in control of the association of fifty-six New York–area Teamsters locals, with a total of 125,000 members. Each of these fifty-six locals could cast up to seven votes, one from each officer, and the forty-nine votes of the seven newly chartered Dio locals would be enough to swing the top job to Hoffa’s man.


As for Dio (said to be the inspiration for the mobbed-up labor boss Johnny Friendly in the blockbuster 1954 film On the Waterfront), he and his crew would make a fortune from the charters. As newly minted labor officials, they could threaten to unionize a company unless they were given bribes. Or if an honest union was trying to unionize a particular company, the head of the company might pay off Dio to sign its employees to a sweetheart deal—lower wages and fewer benefits. Either way, workers were exploited. Among Dio’s crime associates were James “Jimmy Doyle” Plumeri, Anthony “Tony Ducks” Corallo, and Thomas “Three-Finger Brown” Lucchese, all made members of the Mafia.


It was easy to spot Riesel, five foot four, wearing a fedora, and his young secretary, tall, with shoulder-length blond hair. After dinner, they walked to her car, parked on the corner of 51st and Broadway. There, a thin, dark-haired young man stepped out of the shadows near the Mark Hellinger Theatre and walked up to them. He wore light-colored trousers and a tan jacket and said not a word.


Thinking the man wanted a handout, Riesel slipped his hand into his pocket, feeling for a quarter. At that moment, the man, swinging underhand, emptied the small jar of acid in Riesel’s face.


“My gosh! My gosh!” Riesel cried, his hands clawing his skin. Nevins pulled him back into Lindy’s to try to get help.


Meanwhile, the assailant walked off, then began running up an alley. Blocks away, he caught the attention of a policeman who told him to stop.


He had just been robbed, the man told the policeman, and he pointed up the street to an imaginary assailant. When the officer took off in that direction, the man who destroyed Riesel’s eyes slipped away.


Riesel was driven to nearby Saint Clare’s Hospital, where doctors tried to flush out the acid, hoping to save his sight. The pain was unbearable, beyond imagining, Riesel would later say. His eyes and face felt like they were on fire.


Within hours, the Mirror had a photographer with Riesel in his hospital room, capturing images of the columnist in bed, his face and right hand heavily wrapped in white gauze. “I feel like a chump because I was caught flat-footed,” Riesel lamented. “I should have realized what was taking place.”


News of the horrific attack splashed across front pages around the country, provoking outrage. Offers of reward money flooded in from the Newspaper Guild, the Mirror, and papers from all over. United States attorney Williams called it “an out-and-out threat and a black effort to intimidate witnesses” from aiding his grand jury investigation. He said Riesel “has been working very closely with this effort and we hold him in the highest regard as a man of honor and principle.”3


That morning in Chicago, Jimmy Hoffa breezed into a meeting with other Teamsters leaders and made a beeline to national warehouse organizer Sam Baron, a slight, silver-haired man. Hoffa liked to ridicule Baron for being an idealist, a goody two-shoes. Baron held an important post within the Teamsters, was proud of his accomplishments for workers, and as a result was willing to tolerate Hoffa’s bullying for the greater good.


Ten years younger, built like a fireplug, with blocky fists and dark, slicked-back hair, Hoffa stubbed a thick finger in Baron’s chest. “Hey, Sam, a buddy of yours got it last night.”


Baron replied that he didn’t know what Hoffa was talking about.


“Your buddy Victor Riesel. Somebody threw acid in his face. The son of a bitch should have had it thrown on the hands he types with, too.”4


Baron was horrified, but Hoffa just laughed.


A few minutes later, Hoffa took a telephone call from a top Teamsters official in New York City. “Gee, that’s a shame about Riesel,” Hoffa said over the phone. “I hope they got the bastard that did it.”


After he hung up, one of Hoffa’s associates asked about his newfound sympathy for Riesel.


“Don’t be stupid,” Hoffa replied. “You know that phone’s tapped.”


[image: image]


IN EARLY 1956, ROBERT F. Kennedy, the thirty-year-old chief counsel for the US Senate’s Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, was also spending time in New York City looking into the underworld. But unlike the work of Riesel or the grand jurors, his efforts were strictly unofficial and took place late on weekend nights as he zoomed around town with detectives in unmarked squad cars.


It was Johnny Dio and his associates who drew Kennedy to Manhattan. At the time, Kennedy still knew nothing of Jimmy Hoffa; off and on for the past year, Kennedy and members of the investigations subcommittee had been digging into suspected procurement fraud, focusing on the millions of dollars the Pentagon paid to private companies to provide military uniforms. As the subcommittee would later show, government officials took kickbacks from mobbed-up apparel makers in exchange for overpriced contracts. A devout Catholic, Harvard-educated, the son of one of the country’s richest (and most detested) men, Bobby Kennedy knew little about labor unions and even less about organized crime. But he became fascinated by its sinister practices and was determined to learn what he could about the secret society. In his earnest, hardworking fashion, he sought out experts to give him an underworld education. Asking around, he was told about two top federal narcotics agents who had created a flowchart of New York mob families that traced who did what in the drug trade. He met with the agents. They in turn introduced him to fellow agents in New York, who let him join them on ride-alongs.


After finishing up his work on Fridays in Washington, he would fly to New York, where the Kennedy family had a luxurious apartment. Late at night, RFK and the squad went from drug buy to drug bust across the five boroughs, kicking in doors, rousting dealers, and developing snitches. It was aggressive crime-busting in the wide-open era before strict search warrants and Miranda warnings. Often joining them on raids were New York City narcotics detectives—tough Irish cops battling bad guys and possessing qualities that RFK admired and that fit his own self-image.5


Kennedy came across Johnny Dio’s name time and again as the Senate subcommittee dug deeper. A thug and enforcer in the 1930s, Dio helped his crime bosses control a network of dress shops, pattern cutters, shoulder-pad makers, and subcontractors that fed New York’s huge garment industry, which, at its peak, supported three hundred thousand jobs. He had perfected the garment-district shakedown. Dio and Mafia member James “Jimmy Doyle” Plumeri, who was also Dio’s uncle, set up an association of truck owners and operators who paid them hefty dues. Garment manufacturers had to use these truckers if they didn’t want acid thrown on their merchandise or thuggish picketers blocking their storefronts—or if they didn’t want Dio, just a bit more forthrightly, instructing his minions to beat up drivers and owners who wouldn’t pay up.


It was classic mob strong-arming—violent, effective, and increasingly public. In 1932, Dio was wounded in a shoot-out tied to the rackets, which brought police attention to his trucking monopoly. Twice in the 1930s, with much fanfare in the newspapers, he and his uncle were indicted for coercion and extortion. Both times they were acquitted; witnesses and victims had a habit of abandoning their complaints. Crusading New York special prosecutor Thomas E. Dewey brought the two to trial again in 1937. Evidence showed they were getting $500 from each truck driver in the garment district plus a tariff on every suit and topcoat made in the city, a torrent of illicit cash. “At the trial, frightened witnesses testified how recalcitrant employers and employees were beaten when they refused to pay,” the Mirror, Riesel’s employer, reported. One man testified that he was beaten so badly by Dio thugs he spent two weeks in bed. Another said that gangsters “threatened to cut off his ears” if he didn’t comply.6 Dio and Plumeri could afford the best lawyers, but in the midst of Dewey’s popular anticrime juggernaut, they were outmatched. In the middle of the trial, Dio and Plumeri halted the damaging revelations by pleading guilty, in Dio’s words, to “racketeering, stealing, extorting, that is all.”7 He served three years thirty miles up the Hudson River in Sing Sing.


After prison, Dio found success with nonunion dress factories out of state, one of which, Rosemary Fashions (named after his daughter), made dresses that sold for $2.98. But he couldn’t stay away from the garment district, the mile-square midtown Manhattan neighborhood packed with hundreds of apparel manufacturers. Workers, mainly women, many of them immigrants, put in long hours for low pay—all of them linked by delivery trucks that moved merchandise from shop to subcontractor to wholesaler to delivery dock. Fiercely competitive, subject to seasonal demands, dependent on Teamsters, the garment trade by its nature was vulnerable to labor racketeers.


There were richer and more powerful crime lords in New York than Johnny Dio, but he showed a knack for capturing public attention. Known as Dapper Mr. D, Dio dressed in well-tailored suits, picked up the checks for friends at the best steak houses in New York, schmoozed at the Luxor Baths, the popular Runyonesque steam room, and found his name linked in gossip columns to Baby Lake, a celebrated chorus girl at the Latin Quarter, a fancy Times Square nightclub. At Christmas, friends recalled, Dapper Mr. D would give his wife a shoe box of cash, with a note saying, “Honey, why don’t you buy yourself something nice?” They and their two sons and a daughter lived in an estate in Freeport, Long Island, where Dio was said to enjoy cooking fine Italian cuisine at family dinners each Sunday.


In the early 1950s, Dio took a different path to power, becoming a union official himself. He was awarded charters for six locals with the United Automobile Workers of the American Federation of Labor (not to be confused with the union of the same name run by Walter Reuther, associated with the Congress of Industrial Organizations, or CIO). Dio and his locals, membership in which grew to five thousand, attracted the attention of the farsighted Hoffa, who was laying the groundwork to become Teamsters president. If he could get his friend Dio to bring the locals into the Teamsters union, they would be part of the Teamsters’ influential Joint Council 16. Hoffa already had strong support from Teamsters leaders in the Midwest and the South. With Dio’s connivance, he could extend his influence into new territory, the East Coast.


At first, it did not go as smoothly as Hoffa planned. He repeatedly wheedled Teamsters president Dave Beck to let Dio into the union, but to his credit, Beck initially refused. Meanwhile, the AFL kicked Dio and his unions out of the federation for running a corrupt operation and exploiting dues-paying members.


In 1955, Hoffa assigned Eddie Cheyfitz to clean up Dio’s public image in order to ease him into the union. Eddie Cheyfitz was a dandyish, red-haired Washington lawyer-lobbyist who worked for Hoffa and the Teamsters and whose law partner was a rising star on the national legal scene, Edward Bennett Williams.8 Cheyfitz, on a $60,000 annual retainer with the union, had his work cut out for him.


But by this time, Hoffa undisputedly wielded more power than Beck. Whenever labor reporters pointed this out to him, the rotund, bald-headed labor boss ranted, and his face turned red. At a 1955 press conference after a meeting of the union’s executive board, Beck asked Hoffa: “Who’s in charge here, Jimmy?” Hoffa smiled and said dutifully, “You are, Dave.” Beck beamed at the room full of reporters, as if to say, “See, those stories you’re writing aren’t true.”


In late 1955, Hoffa displayed his clout by persuading the second in command at Teamsters headquarters, Einar Mohn, to approve seven new Teamsters charters that ended up with Dio. Dapper Mr. D and his sharks lost no time in signing sweetheart deals with dozens of small companies that made everything from ladies’ clothes to dog food to candy. Business owners funneled their payoffs to Dio by sending consulting fees to Dio’s cutout, Equitable Research Associates.9


Building on Hoffa’s aggressive lobbying, Dio had his paper locals use their votes to cast out the seventy-four-year-old president of Teamsters Joint Council 16, Martin Lacey. Lacey filed a lawsuit in early 1956, charging election fraud, but Beck didn’t back him, and Lacey gave up the fight before long. Once Hoffa’s man, John O’Rourke, took over as president of the powerful post, Hoffa was one step closer to becoming president of the country’s toughest, biggest union. The only drawback: Lacey’s lawsuit was what brought Hoffa, Dio, and the phony locals to the attention of the chief federal prosecutor in Manhattan.


In August of 1956, the FBI and US attorney Williams announced that they had cracked the Riesel case. The “mastermind” behind the acid blinding, the FBI said, was labor racketeer Johnny Dio. According to agents, Dio called an April 1—Easter Sunday—meeting at a lower Manhattan candy store run by one of his associates, Gondolfo Miranti. There he announced he needed someone to rough up Riesel for $1,000. Miranti, an ex-con, didn’t want to handle the beating himself, so he passed the assignment down the food chain until he had scrounged up twenty-two-year-old Abraham “Abie” Telvi, a less-than-brilliant low-level thug. Telvi was told his victim was a disc jockey named Mr. Marshall whose wife wanted him hurt because he had been unfaithful.


Miranti pointed out “Mr. Marshall” to Telvi one night after Riesel left his late-night radio show. Telvi, a sturdy six-footer, said he could easily handle the five-foot-four man, whom he planned to beat up. The next night, the evening of the assault, Miranti gave Telvi a bottle of sulfuric acid to throw in the victim’s face, explaining, “This is easier and you can get away faster.”10


It wasn’t. Telvi got caught in the backsplash, and several acid drops burned the right side of his face. With a paste of baking soda covering his wounds, Telvi hid in a bakery belonging to a friend for a few days. He was shocked at the lurid headlines and told friends he was upset that “higher-ups from uptown” had lied to him about his victim. He had blinded a politically connected newspaper columnist, bringing heat on himself and his family. Telvi decided he needed to get out of New York and had his brother drive him to Youngstown, Ohio. There he stayed hidden for two months while his burns healed and police investigated the crime four hundred miles away in Manhattan.


Telvi returned to the Lower East Side that summer, angry and unappreciated. With the tabloids treating the Riesel blinding as a crime of the century, Telvi decided he had been underpaid. He demanded $50,000. Through channels, the young hitter was promised that he’d be getting an additional payment in two weeks. Which he did: a fatal gunshot wound to the back of his head. On July 28, his body was discovered dumped into a gutter on a Lower East Side street. Young Abraham Telvi had learned to keep mob secrets the hard way.


Even after the arrests of Dio, Miranti, and other coconspirators, puzzling loose ends remained. Dio’s supposed motive behind the acid attack—to intimidate Riesel and keep him from cooperating with the grand jury—did not make sense to journalists and others following the case. Riesel hadn’t written specifically about Dio in more than a year. Why would hot-tempered Mr. D wait so long for revenge? And if Dio had been investigated nearly every step of his adult life, what provoked him to act against Riesel this time? Frank Hogan, the New York district attorney, had pursued Dio even during the previous few years, tapping his telephone, convicting him for not paying state income taxes (Dio served only two months), even arresting him over parking violations. Given the scrutiny, why would Dio put himself at risk by going after Riesel?


The likely responsibility for the Riesel attack emerged from examining the timing of events and focusing on the man who had the most to lose without Dio’s assistance.


The paper locals grand jury commenced in late March. By Sunday, April 1, only three days after the grand jurors started their questioning, Dio put the Riesel plan in motion. Hoffa, who disliked Riesel, was informed of the crime’s success only hours after it happened and appeared thrilled with its horrific results.


The acid attack on Victor Riesel came when much was at stake for Hoffa.11 Johnny Dio would forever be known as the man who blinded Victor Riesel, and the crime guaranteed that police would try to nail him for the rest of his life. But the labor columnist believed that someone else, a higher-up, had told Dio to terrorize him. Riesel, who had a long reciprocal relationship with FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, based his belief on information he obtained from Bureau sources. (In a letter, Hoover once thanked Riesel for being a “staunch friend” who helped to blunt “our Red-tinged critics at every move”.)12 “The FBI is convinced Jimmy Hoffa ordered the attack,” Riesel would one day explain. The columnist added that he, too, was convinced of Hoffa’s guilt.13


All roads led back to Hoffa. But in 1956 the man who would become his equal, chief counsel Kennedy, was riding with cops deep into the New York night, getting his bearings in a treacherous business, working his way around the mob’s networks and relationships—and he wasn’t able to read the map, at least not yet.















CHAPTER 2



Life Is a Jungle


BOBBY KENNEDY WAS LOOKING FOR new targets. The Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations had held twenty-nine days of hearings about fraud in the procurement of military uniforms; on July 10, 1956, RFK and the staff issued a second report about mobbed-up companies that had pushed up the costs of navy caps, army jackets, and the like. But beyond that, he had run out of revelations.


That summer Clark Mollenhoff, Washington bureau chief for the Des Moines Register and the Minneapolis Star Tribune, promoted a target to Kennedy: Detroit Teamsters boss Jimmy Hoffa. For the past three years, in a sustained crusade of muckraking, Mollenhoff had reported one exposé after the other about Hoffa and the Teamsters.


Kennedy wasn’t familiar with Hoffa, so Mollenhoff provided a lengthy explanation and gave him copies of his news articles. Mollenhoff had been after Hoffa since 1953, when the reporter was assigned to look into complaints from a local business about brutal tactics by Teamsters officials in Minneapolis.


Mollenhoff, a lawyer and member of the Newspaper Guild, was sympathetic to unionism. He expected to find that the complaints were little more than grousing by a company trying to save a buck by driving out its union. Instead, what he found shocked him. Hoffa employed hoodlums as union stewards, men who thought nothing of threatening or beating members who wanted a say in how their locals were operated. Furthermore, a car-hauling company was funneling money to Hoffa in exchange for a sweetheart deal that over the years saved it hundreds of thousands of dollars. Mollenhoff outlined one such arrangement in an article that began, “The wife of James R. (Jimmy) Hoffa was on the payroll of the rackets-ridden jukebox local of the Detroit teamsters union at $100 a week, but she never went near the office.”


Few reporters investigated the nation’s 1.4-million-member International Brotherhood of Teamsters. For one, Teamsters drivers delivered newspapers in most cities—and in general, newspapers owners and editors didn’t go out of their way to antagonize their distributors. In addition, newspapers were susceptible to union pressure. Unlike automobiles or timber or other products, newspapers were perishable, especially in cities with competing dailies. Bundles of undelivered newspapers delayed by trumped-up work stoppages ended up in trash bins. “Old news” is a pejorative term for a reason.


Not surprisingly, Mollenhoff’s exposés had little impact on Hoffa and almost none in the nation’s capital. When Hoffa next ran across Mollenhoff, at the Mayflower Hotel in Washington, Hoffa greeted him with a smirk. Looking up at the six-foot-four, 250-pound reporter, the stumpy labor boss said, “Hiya, poison pen.” Then Hoffa tried an approach that had worked successfully with other reporters. “Now, lookit here, Clark. They don’t pay newspaper reporters enough for you to be giving me the bad time that you’ve been giving me.” Hoffa looked him in the eye, and then coolly said, “Everybody has his price. What’s yours?”1 An unnerved Mollenhoff decided to treat the offer as a joke. “You don’t have enough money, Jimmy,” he replied.


Kennedy wasn’t sold on Mollenhoff’s idea, even after reading the reporter’s hard-hitting stories. RFK knew little about how unions worked and less about how business owners and union officials colluded. Kennedy had grown up tended by nannies, schooled in private academies, and exposed to powerful businessmen and politicians through his father’s connections.


Joe Kennedy was the son of a Boston saloon keeper who also served as a ward boss in Boston. Joe went to Harvard, then picked banking as a career, a Waspish domain far from his Irish Catholic roots. He became a successful trader on Wall Street in the 1920s, where he was known as an unsentimental, brusque operator who famously said, “Only a fool holds out for the top dollar.” That philosophy, and holdings from his bank, Columbia Trust, helped shelter him from the 1929 stock market crash—he came out with tens of millions of dollars of his wealth intact and invested in liquor, movie studios, and commercial real estate.2


A tycoon at a relatively young age, Joe Kennedy became bored with business and never talked about it with his children. “Listening to them talk about money,” said Charles Spalding, a close friend of the Kennedy brothers, “was like listening to nuns talking about sex.”3 Joe Kennedy’s informal curriculum at the family dinner table included politics and world events but not labor racketeering. RFK would later admit that even after Mollenhoff had tutored him about Hoffa, he found it hard to accept that bankers, lawyers, company executives, and union leaders colluded at the expense of rank-and-file workers.


So the naive Kennedy put Mollenhoff off, saying he doubted that his subcommittee was the proper jurisdiction for such a probe. As an arm of the Senate’s Committee on Government Operations, the Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations was supposed to study ways to make the federal government more effective by exposing waste, fraud, and inefficiencies. The Senate Labor Committee was the proper place for an investigation into suspected Teamsters corruption, Kennedy told the reporter.


Mollenhoff considered RFK’s demurral to be a lame excuse.4 The Senate Labor Committee had a reputation of being overly friendly with big labor. Senators were wary not only of labor’s prowess in telling its rank and file how to vote but also of its ability to raise millions of dollars in campaign contributions. Hoffa liked to remind politicians of this fact. “There are two ways to play politics,” Hoffa would say. “You either make speeches or else you spend dough. We spend lots of dough. We got connections in the right places. We expect to keep them.”


But Mollenhoff would not give up. He had collected documents from an earlier short-lived US House investigation into the Teamsters, and he pointed out to Kennedy that Hoffa had unexplained wealth. Despite humble roots and a career as a union officer, he owned a fleet of trucks and interests in a farm, a brewery, a race track, and a girls’ camp in Wisconsin. Mollenhoff tried to goad Hoffa into making his income and net worth public. “I won’t tell the Internal Revenue Service, so I’d be a damned fool to tell you,” Hoffa told the newsman.


Mollenhoff eventually found a tactic that seemed to work on Kennedy, who prided himself on his toughness and found it almost impossible to back down when challenged. “I taunted him by questioning his courage to take on such an investigation,” Mollenhoff would later explain.5


Kennedy still had doubts. At the time, publicity about the paper locals scandal was confined to New York, and Dio hadn’t yet been arrested for being the ringleader of the acid attack on Victor Riesel. The Detroit labor leader freely admitted being friends with various underworld figures, including some who had been convicted of using unions to shake down businesses. But the International Brotherhood of Teamsters and its see-no-evil president Dave Beck were not a hot topic in Washington.


RFK told the reporter that his Hoffa proposal seemed promising on paper, but he had one reservation: Who the hell had ever heard of Jimmy Hoffa and Dave Beck?


“If you do your job right,” Mollenhoff replied, “everybody will have heard about ’em—and you, too.”6


That summer, Bobby Kennedy turned to the political fortunes of his brother John F. Kennedy, senator from Massachusetts. Bobby had managed his brother’s successful Senate race in 1952, and now, after four years in the Senate, Jack Kennedy was toying with the idea of getting his name on the Democratic ticket as vice president to Adlai Stevenson, the former Illinois governor who ran unsuccessfully against Dwight Eisenhower in 1952. A favorite of liberal Democrats and the big labor unions, Stevenson had secured the Democratic nomination for president in 1956.


This time, Stevenson broke with tradition and announced he was going to let delegates select his running mate at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago in mid-August. Party insiders and the press listed the front-runners as Kennedy, senator Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota, and Estes Kefauver, the first-term senator from Tennessee. Kefauver was little known outside his state until he suddenly made a national name for himself in 1951 as chief inquisitor of televised Senate hearings on organized crime. The Kefauver hearings, which traveled to fourteen cities in 1950 and 1951, riveted the public by providing the first televised look at such real-life mob figures as Joe Adonis and Frank Costello, who, time and again, under questioning by Kefauver and others, refused to answer and “took the fifth,” making it a household term.


At the last minute, Jack surprised Bobby by asking him for help getting on the ticket with Stevenson at the Democratic convention. Their father thought he had talked Jack out of trying it before he left the country for a vacation on the French Riviera. He believed the popular Eisenhower would whip Stevenson, and with his son on the ticket, pundits might put some of the blame for a loss on JFK’s being Catholic.


Robert Kennedy had a complicated relationship with his father. With his fortune secured but his own political ambitions unrealized, Joseph P. Kennedy devoted himself to promoting the political futures of his competitive clan—“My job is my children,” he once said—particularly those of his two oldest sons, Joe Jr. and Jack.


Thin and bookish, Jack was beset by illnesses all his life. He achieved fame during World War II as skipper of PT-109, one of the navy’s quick, mahogany-hulled patrol torpedo boats. After a Japanese destroyer sunk his vessel in August of 1943, lieutenant junior grade John F. Kennedy heroically brought his surviving crew members to safety on a small Pacific island. Kennedy towed one injured sailor by the strap of the man’s life jacket, clenching it in his teeth. A year later, his oldest brother, Joe Jr., a naval aviator based in London, volunteered for a near-suicide mission: piloting a plane full of explosives into the Nazis’ hidden V-1 launching pads on the French coast. He had planned to parachute out well before impact. But the plane accidentally exploded before reaching its target. There were no survivors.


The Kennedys retreated into grief, particularly Joe. He had invested much of his ambition into his oldest son, generally agreed to be the most athletic, charming, handsome, and likeliest to succeed of the Kennedy men.


Some of Bobby’s closest friends held a less-than-charitable view of the patriarch. Kenneth “Kenny” O’Donnell, who met Bobby at Harvard and became a trusted and lifelong friend, felt that Joe Kennedy brutalized his third son. “His father was a very autocratic, strict, controlling fellow—not a nice guy,” O’Donnell, who worked in JFK’s Boston office, would later say. “We used to tease Bobby and say, ‘Why don’t you tell him off once in a while?’ Bobby would get this horrified look and say, ‘Have you met my father? You tell him off. I like it the way it is. He doesn’t pay attention to me, and I like it that way.’”7


Bobby looked up to his older brother Jack, whose wit, social graces, and academic accomplishments were far beyond his. Eight years apart in age, they were not close growing up. As his older brothers had, Bobby was determined to test himself in the greatest challenge of his generation, fighting in World War II. His plan was to become a navy pilot, following Joe Jr.’s path. But halfway through officer candidate school he failed the aptitude test for flight training. It was May of 1945, and it looked as though he was going to miss the war before he got out of OCS. Fortunately, his father had connections.


Eight years earlier, President Roosevelt had appointed Joseph Kennedy ambassador to Great Britain, America’s most prestigious diplomatic post, at the Court of St. James’s. Calling on friends such as secretary of the navy James Forrestal, Kennedy had gotten the service to name a new 2,200-ton destroyer after his fallen son. So RFK enlisted as a seaman and shipped out in early 1946 to serve aboard the ship named after his brother, assuming duties he knew to be far inferior to the heroics performed by his higher-ranking brothers. The turn of events had to be a disappointment to someone driven to please his father and determined to display toughness and selflessness, the virtues that would define Kennedy men in the years to come.


By April of 1946, Jack had decided to run for Congress in Massachusetts’s eleventh district, home to the navy shipyard in Charlestown. Coincidentally, the Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. had docked there on April 11, and Bobby arranged leave for April 22, when Jack was set to announce his candidacy for the US House. It’s unclear whether Bobby was too busy helping his brother or too unhappy with the turn of his life to care, but he didn’t return to duty on the destroyer at 0800 hours on April 23, as required. Instead he went AWOL, not returning to his post until after two in the morning on April 25, absent without leave for nearly two days. Kennedy went before a captain’s mast, the navy version of misdemeanor court, and was fined and hit with a ten-day restriction aboard the ship. Despite going AWOL, he was honorably discharged on May 27. It appears he never told anyone about his misconduct.8


At the 1956 national nominating convention, the two Kennedy brothers and O’Donnell were novices at securing votes from the delegates and ran around the convention floor “like a couple of nuts,” O’Donnell would later recall. “We didn’t know two people in the place.” Inexperienced in national political maneuvering, the three young men were unsure which state leaders held power over which delegates, and Bobby offended some of them with brusque demands for support. After the first round of balloting ended, no Democratic candidate for vice president held a majority, but JFK, to the surprise of many, was in second place. In the second round of balloting, JFK was briefly in the lead but still fifteen votes short of a majority. Then delegates for a few of the lesser candidates threw in with Kefauver, putting him over the top. The Kennedys hated to lose; Jack, unsmiling, gave a gracious concession.


Bobby stayed angry about the loss, unable to hide his disappointment. Later, he encountered Mollenhoff, who was wrapping up his reporting, on the convention floor. Mollenhoff brought up Hoffa and the Teamsters again and needled RFK.


“Well, goddamn it, do you believe me now?” Mollenhoff wanted to know. “Kefauver did his investigations five years ago, and it got him enough clout to beat your brother’s butt.”


This time RFK was more open to Mollenhoff’s arguments for going after Hoffa. “Well, why don’t you come down and let’s talk about it?” Kennedy told him.9


Then about a week after the Democratic convention, news broke that made Bobby’s decision whether to pursue Hoffa vastly easier. In New York, FBI agents arrested Johnny Dio on charges of ordering the acid attack on Riesel. The news was huge, making front-page headlines across the country. RACKET CZAR ACCUSED AS RIESEL CASE MASTERMIND, said the Washington Post’s front page. The story also mentioned Dio’s paper locals strategy in New York “on behalf of James R. Hoffa, a Teamster Union vice president.”


RFK finally decided: he would ask senator John L. McClellan, chairman of the investigations subcommittee, to look into labor racketeering and, in particular, Jimmy Hoffa.


By early September Kennedy got approval from McClellan to take a quick sniff around suspected labor racketeering nationally. He wanted to see if the topic was important enough for the subcommittee and, from RFK’s point of view, compelling enough to capture the attention of voters and the press.10 In his memoir about his work on the subcommittee, Bobby would later characterize this early effort as “a nationwide survey of the labor scene,” making no mention of Hoffa. But the Teamsters boss was clearly in Kennedy’s sights from the beginning. RFK and McClellan arranged a meeting for September 11 with FBI director Hoover to discuss “ways to curb Teamster… Jimmy Hoffa.”11 Senate records show that, as a first step in scrutinizing Hoffa, a subcommittee investigator that September retrieved two years’ worth of Hoffa’s personal income tax returns from the files of a federal tax-court case against him. The records showed that despite appearances—Hoffa’s off-the-rack business suits, the modest bungalow in Detroit—he and his wife, Josephine, were well-to-do. They enjoyed a net income of $35,000 in 1954 and $37,000* the year before; his union salary was augmented by a partnership in an oil exploration company and other business interests.12


Two weeks later, under the signature of Senator McClellan, Kennedy asked the Internal Revenue Service for access to Hoffa’s “income tax returns, penal files, and related documents” going back to 1948.13


The IRS regarded personal tax returns as confidential records to be used by its auditors to see if people and businesses were cheating on their taxes. Outside agencies could use them to investigate suspected tax-related crimes, but even then, investigators could inspect tax returns only at IRS headquarters. They could take notes but were not allowed to have photostats made. McClellan’s request for the Hoffa returns was so unusual that IRS commissioner Russell Harrington himself wrote to the senator, warning him that a committee investigator would only be permitted to inspect the Hoffa returns in room 5571 of the Treasury Department “upon presentation of proper credentials.”


At this early stage in a preliminary investigation, the Senate subcommittee and its chief counsel had amassed little evidence that Hoffa was a tax cheat; Bobby, however, had suspicions based on Hoffa’s many outside business interests and his practice of dealing mostly in cash. His sweeping up of tax returns would become an ingrained practice of the McClellan committee. (The IRS would only curtail this tactic many years later.) Kennedy’s top financial investigator, Carmine Bellino, a former supervisor of the FBI’s accounting division, knew the value of tax returns for providing leads and would rely heavily on them.


Late that fall, as Kennedy got deeper into backgrounding Hoffa and labor, he took a trip to Seattle to meet with a colleague of Mollenhoff’s, reporter Ed Guthman of the Seattle Times, a Pulitzer Prize winner who had been investigating Teamsters president Dave Beck off and on for eight years. Guthman had broken the story about the Teamsters doling out an expensive perquisite to Beck. It paid $163,000 for Beck’s spacious home on the shores of Lake Washington, just north of the Seattle city limits, and then allowed him and his family to live there rent free. There was more. Sources inside the Teamsters told Guthman that Beck was a thief, diverting union funds to pay for personal expenses. But Guthman couldn’t pin down the story. Beck was the most powerful man in the state of Washington, with friends in law enforcement, and union insiders were afraid of him. Guthman needed help.


In meeting with Kennedy, he had to decide whether he’d resort to an investigative reporting gambit: trade his tips and research to a congressional investigator who had subpoena power and might get closer to the truth in exchange for the investigator’s promise to leak anything newsworthy back to him exclusively. Guthman was wary of Robert Kennedy; in the northwest corner of the country, the reporter knew him only as the little brother of a handsome Massachusetts senator with a reputation as a millionaire playboy.


“Can you trust him?” Guthman asked Mollenhoff. He replied yes.


To keep his mission quiet, Kennedy checked into Seattle’s venerable Olympic Hotel using a fake last name, Rogers. He met Guthman for dinner and listened as the newsman told him about unhappy Teamsters drivers who felt stung by sweetheart contracts and were threatened at union meetings when they dared to complain. When RFK asked for their names, Guthman held back, wondering if this neophyte investigator was serious. Did he even know how to protect sources?


By the next morning, Guthman decided to reveal their names, persuaded by RFK’s earnestness and concern. When Kennedy met with Guthman’s sources, he was struck that one of their chief complaints about Beck wasn’t a pocketbook issue but the labor leader’s pompous refusal to let members have a say about how their locals were run. Indeed, Beck bragged that he ran his union the way executives ran General Motors—time-honored, top-down management.


Beck wasn’t always such a stuffed shirt. Like Hoffa, he grew up poor and loved to remind people of that fact. His father barely made a living as a carpet installer. To help the family finances, young Beck peddled newspapers, sold fish he caught in Puget Sound, and killed wharf rats that he delivered to public health officials. (They paid him a five-dollar bounty for each one that tested positive for bubonic plague.) Beck climbed from Teamsters organizer to local president to head of the giant Western Conference of Teamsters with his advocacy of “business unionism.” He convinced business owners that they would profit from the stability created by paying somewhat higher wages to workers. Chambers of commerce loved him. A florid, fleshy man with a bald head, Beck used his power to insinuate himself into Seattle’s political and cultural establishment. He bought downtown real estate, gas stations, and other small companies. By the 1950s, Beck, a Republican, had become more powerful in Washington State than the governor. President Eisenhower welcomed him at visits to the White House, referring to him as the Republicans’ labor statesman. Behind his back, Beck was known as His Majesty the Wheel.


In Seattle, Kennedy was steered to a man who urged him to explore Beck’s dealings with Nathan Shefferman, a Chicago “labor consultant.” In fact, Shefferman was a fixer, a middleman between companies and union leaders willing to sell out. Typically, he took large fees from companies in exchange for persuading “friendly” union officials, for a price, to agree to a substandard contract. Sears, Roebuck and Company, it would later come out, used Shefferman to arrange sweetheart contracts that affected thousands of Teamsters drivers and warehouse workers throughout the country. The connivance saved the giant retailer millions of dollars.


Several days before Christmas, Kennedy and Carmine Bellino landed in Chicago during a snowstorm and met with Shefferman at his office in the Loop. He chatted amiably, insisting he had nothing to hide. When they served him with a documents subpoena, he let them borrow his books and financial documents for a day or two. Toting the bundles of ledgers and documents, RFK and Bellino pushed through the snow and past shoppers on Michigan Avenue to return to their rooms at the Palmer House hotel, wondering what they’d find.


Bellino was a genius of forensic accounting. In the previous few years, he had worked on three congressional investigating committees that needed help tackling tricky white-collar criminal matters, including the hearings about uniform procurement. He could take stacks of receipts, canceled checks, phone records, bank statements, contracts, and (when he could get them) federal tax returns and quickly spot transactions out of order or numbers that didn’t match up. For example, a canceled check creased down the middle drew Bellino’s suspicions. It likely meant someone had folded it in half and slipped it in his pocket or a wallet. That didn’t mean it was a payoff; but depending on the payee, such checks were flagged for closer scrutiny.


Bellino spread out the ledgers and papers and got to work, looking for missing entries, large checks made out to “Cash,” and other red flags. Within an hour, he had seen enough to conclude that Beck was diverting union funds to Shefferman for “consulting”—which actually meant serving as a personal shopper for Beck, spending tens of thousands of Teamsters dollars on personal goods for Beck and his family: golf clubs, outboard motors, a freezer, chairs, love seats, twenty-one pairs of nylon stockings. “We had come to the startling but inescapable conclusion,” Kennedy later wrote, “that Dave Beck, the president of America’s largest, most powerful labor union, was a crook.”


Kennedy had to decide what to do next. Bellino had seen two other congressional investigations into union rackets get started then falter as political pressure closed them down. “Unless you’re prepared to go all the way,” Bellino warned Bobby, “don’t start it.” RFK replied, “We’re going all the way.”


Over the Christmas holiday, Bobby and his family joined the rest of the Kennedy clan at the family’s Hyannis Port complex on Cape Cod. There he announced excitedly what he wanted to do next with the McClellan committee—investigate the criminal infiltration of labor unions. He planned to expose the way they exploited the workers they were supposed to protect.


Joe Kennedy couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It was, he announced, “politically dangerous,” a foolish idea that would only hurt Jack’s presidential chances in 1960. It would destroy the support he would need from labor unions.


If Jack had strong feelings at the time, he kept them to himself. But Joe “was really mad,” RFK’s sister Jean recalled. “He was really, deeply emotionally opposed.”14 Bobby and his father fought over his plans throughout the holiday, turning their disagreement into a bitter fight that was, Jean recounted, “the worst ever.” Jack’s friend LeMoyne “Lem” Billings, who was at Hyannis Port that Christmas, witnessed part of the clash. “The old man saw this as dangerous, not the sort of thing, or the sort of people to mess around with,” Billings recalled.15


But after years of following his father’s wishes, Bobby refused to bend this time. Finally he’d found a project that matched his needs: one that took on bad guys, required courage, aided victims, and, despite his father’s judgment, might pay off politically for the Kennedys. It was too good an opportunity to pass up.16


Back in Washington a few days after Christmas, Bobby outlined his findings for Senator McClellan. He found the Arkansas lawyer, a stern Baptist from an antilabor state, an easy sell on launching a full-blown committee investigation into the Teamsters and labor racketeering. But their plans ran afoul of members of the Senate’s Committee on Labor and Public Welfare, who believed that hearings about unions should be within its jurisdiction. In a compromise, a “select,” or special, committee was created with four senators from the Committee on Labor and Public Welfare and four from the Committee on Government Operations, with Democrats and Republicans in equal number. McClellan was chair, and RFK was chief counsel.


By the end of January in 1957, the bipartisan Select Committee on Improper Activities in the Labor or Management Field was in business. Democrats on the committee included McClellan; Sam Ervin of North Carolina; Patrick McNamara, a Michigan trade unionist; and John F. Kennedy of Massachusetts. The Republicans were conservative Barry Goldwater of Arizona; Karl Mundt of South Dakota; Irving Ives, a New York liberal; and Bobby’s former boss, the booze-addled demagogic commie hunter from Wisconsin, Joe McCarthy.


Four years earlier, from January to July of 1953, Robert Kennedy served as assistant counsel for McCarthy’s Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, a rocky experience that affected how he planned to run this new special Senate committee. At the time, RFK was twenty-seven years old, married, and jobless and well aware that he had subordinated his career to the demands of Jack and his father, not without consequence. On his short shore leave from the navy in 1946, he helped Jack kick off his first congressional campaign, returned two days late, and was slapped with AWOL charges. In 1952, he reluctantly gave up his first job as a lawyer, working in the Internal Security Section of the Justice Department, to move to Massachusetts and run Jack’s floundering Senate campaign. Representative Kennedy eked out a narrow victory over incumbent senator Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. “If Bobby hadn’t come up to take over that campaign and if he hadn’t been Jack Kennedy’s right-hand man from that point on, without question, Jack Kennedy would have lost,” close friend and campaign aide Kenny O’Donnell would later say.17 Even so, he felt he hadn’t accomplished much and was getting nowhere. He was a “really very cross, unhappy, angry young man,” family friend Lem Billings was to say—a man with a chip on his shoulder and an unpleasant eagerness to tell people off.18


Like Joe McCarthy, Bobby believed that infiltration by Communists into the US government was a genuine threat. In the third year of the Korean War stalemate against Communist China, such beliefs were common, particularly among many Catholics, who felt the godless belief system of Communism was the work of the devil himself. “I liked him,” Bobby said after first meeting the vulgar, hard-drinking, hammy, antiestablishment Irishman. McCarthy dated RFK’s sister Eunice a few times, then sister Pat, and stayed overnight at the Kennedy complex in Hyannis Port. He joined in their touch football and softball games. Among the clannish Kennedys, McCarthy grew closest to Joe Kennedy, who in turn generously supported America’s most famous Irish Catholic politician with campaign cash. He returned the favor by not campaigning in Massachusetts for his Republican colleague Senator Lodge, which helped Kennedy become the rare Democrat to defeat an incumbent while the Eisenhower landslide enabled Republicans to take the White House and both houses of Congress.


After the 1952 campaign, Bobby was amenable when his father asked McCarthy to give him a position as chief counsel on the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, for which McCarthy, a member of the majority party, was the new chairman. O’Donnell was aghast that Bobby would join McCarthy. Time and again, he argued with RFK against it, noting that the senator’s slipshod hunt for supposed government-employed subversives was an international disgrace. “McCarthy could prove your mother was a Communist by his way of reasoning,” O’Donnell told him. The new Massachusetts senator didn’t want his brother to take the job, either, but not because of Senator Joe’s anti-Red beliefs. JFK himself was a strong anticommunist; in the 1940s at House Labor Committee hearings, he got favorable coverage in the Boston press for his heavy-handed interrogation of suspected Communists in the union movement. But gifted politician that he was becoming, Jack Kennedy felt that the growing public distaste for McCarthy’s methods would besmirch Bobby’s reputation should his younger brother ever run for elective office. In time, Jack’s prediction proved true.


Even with his father’s connections, Bobby quickly learned that he faced competition for chief counsel. McCarthy was being importuned by Dick Berlin, chairman of the Hearst media empire, and George Sokolsky, influential conservative Hearst columnist, to hire the well-connected, aggressive Roy Cohn, a brilliant but unscrupulous boy-lawyer on the make from New York who had helped prosecute the Justice Department’s case against accused Soviet spies Julius and Ethel Rosenberg. McCarthy, feeling squeezed between his powerful patrons, hired them both, but the more experienced albeit younger Cohn took the chief counsel prize.


The two young men clashed in their first encounter, Cohn would recall.


“[RFK] walked in, sat down, and he looked me over very carefully, as though he was, you know, sizing up a piece of merchandise or something. And he said, ‘You know,’ he said, ‘you puzzle me very much.’ So I said, ‘Well, I’m sorry I puzzle you. Why do I puzzle you?’ And he says, ‘Well, Morton Downey’—referring to Morton Downey, the singer and the Coca-Cola executive who was a longtime close friend of the Kennedy family—‘Morton thinks you’re a great guy, and so do some people. But a lot of other people think you’re no good. I just don’t know which side to go with’.… So I said to him, ‘Well, I don’t know that I’ve really offered myself up for inspection or judgment on your part, and I wouldn’t really worry too much about the whole thing. Maybe let’s go on the assumption that the people thinking I’m a bad guy are right, and since we apparently are not going to have particularly much to do with each other, I don’t think it should be a problem that’s really going to have to trouble you all that much.’”19


While Cohn and McCarthy hectored suspected pinkos in the State Department, assistant counsel Kennedy and a young investigator named LaVern Duffy dug through maritime statistics and trade reports to document the trade carried on by US allies with Communist China. Kennedy complained that Cohn was not doing any legwork, interviewing witnesses, or confirming facts about suspected subversives; rather, he was making slashing personal attacks on government workers without hesitation. If Cohn and McCarthy had the goods, fine, then fire away, RFK believed. Instead, Cohn and his committee sidekick, G. David Schine, undertook “no real spadework that might have destroyed some of their pet theories.”20 When he resigned after six months, Bobby later said, “I told [McCarthy] I thought he was out of his mind and was going to destroy himself.”21 Although he worked for the polarizing senator for only six months, RFK was forever linked to him because he refused to disavow McCarthy’s conduct, even after the Senate voted overwhelmingly in 1954 to censure him. Kennedy considered loyalty a defining virtue.


In terrible health when the McClellan hearings started, McCarthy would die of acute liver inflammation only four months later. On May 7, at the Appleton, Wisconsin, funeral mass in the St. Mary Parish Catholic church, Bobby sat far from sight in the choir loft, his head bowed in prayer. He was the only Kennedy family member to attend the service for the family’s destructive, damaged old friend. Outside the church, Bobby asked reporters to please not mention that he had come to pay his respects, and most complied. “I thought there was important work to do,” he would later say of his decision to work for the man whose name defined the Red scare era. “I was wrong.”


In the first week of what became known as the McClellan hearings, chief counsel Kennedy had only six investigators. It wasn’t enough. Soon he and McClellan went on a hiring spree and within six months had thirty-five investigators, twenty stenographers and clerks, and forty-five accountants on loan from the General Accounting Office. Deploying more than one hundred workers, they had assembled the largest investigative team to operate out of Congress.


Days after the committee was formed, RFK heard from Eddie Cheyfitz, the public relations man and lawyer who was on a $60,000-a-year retainer from the Teamsters. You’ve got to see Hoffa, Cheyfitz insisted to RFK. Sure, Jimmy was wild and reckless trying to organize in Detroit in the 1930s, but so was everybody else. Hoffa wants to clean up the corruption and cares about the working man, unlike Beck. He wants to meet you and will answer any questions you have, Cheyfitz insisted. You’ll like him.


Other than the part about answering questions, none of what Cheyfitz said turned out to be true. Cheyfitz had an unusual history for a Washington insider. A former member of the Communist Party and a labor organizer, Cheyfitz abandoned the party in 1939 because of the Nazi-Soviet nonaggression pact. He had been a mine workers’ union official, wrote a book on collective bargaining, worked as lobbyist for the powerful US Chamber of Commerce and for the Motion Picture Association of America, then handled the Teamsters’ public relations and lobbying on a generous retainer from Dave Beck.


Hoffa had known Cheyfitz for a few years and didn’t trust him. When Cheyfitz showed up in Detroit, Hoffa would chew him out, suspecting that Beck had sent Cheyfitz there to spy on him, to find out if Hoffa was making moves to oust him as Teamsters president. Cheyfitz convinced Hoffa he wasn’t a spy. When he offered to help Jimmy scrub his own roughneck image, Hoffa took him up on it. By 1956, Cheyfitz had Hoffa speaking at the Harvard Business School about transportation economics. “In the past two years there’s been an organized move to change his personality,” Bernard Marcus, a Philadelphia Teamsters official, privately told committee investigators. Hoffa was “very inarticulate, stumbled all over himself. [Now] Hoffa has glibness. He didn’t have it before. There is an organized move to promote Hoffa nationally. He’s done everything except kiss babies.”22


Hoffa also benefited from an enormous fund-raising dinner in his honor in Detroit in April of 1956. The city council declared April 20 James R. Hoffa Day in honor of “his dynamic leadership, courageous labors, and valuable sense of civic duty.” The dinner was attended by the who’s who of Michigan’s establishment: labor leaders, heads of hospitals and trucking firms, the Catholic bishop of Chicago, a prominent rabbi from Philadelphia, the former Wage Stabilization Board chairman, and, of course, Dave Beck. Ford, General Motors, Sears, Montgomery Ward, and other Detroit- and Chicago-based corporations bought blocks of the $100-a-plate tickets. With much fanfare at the dinner, it was announced that Hoffa was donating all the proceeds, some $250,000, to build the James R. Hoffa Children’s Home of Jerusalem, which broke ground four months later in Israel. The dinner went a long way toward scrubbing Hoffa’s unsavory image in Michigan and portraying him as a broad-minded leader with interests in international affairs.


By then, Cheyfitz had switched his primary allegiance from Beck to Hoffa, knowing that Beck was weak, under investigation by the IRS, and no match for Hoffa’s growing support across the 1.4-million-member union. Even so, Hoffa at first still didn’t completely trust Cheyfitz. In front of others, Hoffa made a show of saying, “You’re my lawyer now,” while handing Cheyfitz a dollar, officially making the exchange a contract; thenceforth, Hoffa believed, everything Cheyfitz learned from him was protected by lawyer-client privilege. As a result, in early 1957, Hoffa could confidently give damaging information about Beck to Cheyfitz, who suggested to Kennedy that his investigators dig even deeper into Shefferman’s activities. At the same time, Cheyfitz gave Kennedy a polished spiel that downplayed Hoffa’s thuggish friends and brutish tactics.


When Cheyfitz told Hoffa he ought to meet with Bobby Kennedy, he replied, “For what? I got nothing to talk to him about.”23 Despite the lawyer-client relationship, Hoffa didn’t confide to Cheyfitz the method by which he planned to smack down Kennedy’s investigating committee: find someone to infiltrate it as a spy.


Informants, espionage, and surveillance had long been tools of the trade on both sides of the labor-management equation. In Detroit, the well-known and most extreme example was found at Ford Motor Company, where founder Henry Ford built the company’s notorious “service bureau,” a network of some eight thousand union infiltrators, spies, strikebreakers, and agents provocateurs who incited others to violence so they would be arrested, discrediting the union. Hoffa had his own network of friendly cops, newspaper reporters, judges, lawyers, and lawmakers. One of them, Miami lawyer Hyman Fischbach, told Hoffa he knew a lawyer and former Secret Service agent named John Cye Cheasty who had applied to be an investigator on the McClellan committee.


Hoffa trusted Fischbach, who was reported to be close to gambling kingpin Meyer Lansky, and told him to bring Cheasty to Detroit for a meeting. It would be, Hoffa pledged, worth his while.


Cheasty, a tall, pudgy, forty-nine-year-old Brooklyn man on a partial disability retirement pension, was between jobs as a private investigator and needed the money. He asked Fischbach his client’s name, and instead of answering, the lawyer pulled out an address book and pointed to a name, Jimmy Hoffa.


Cheasty whistled. “Well, Mr. Big himself.”24


“Nothing but the best,” Fischbach replied.


Cheasty took the trip to Detroit, wondering just what assignment the Teamsters boss might have in mind. Late that night Hoffa told him: take that job with the committee, spy on Kennedy and the investigators, then report back. Hoffa said he wanted names of witnesses the committee was going to call, the kinds of questions that would be asked, any helpful documents. He promised Cheasty $2,000 a month for nine months.*


If he had qualms about the Hoffa assignment, the former PI kept them to himself. If he got a job with the committee, he told Hoffa, he’d go along with Hoffa’s plan. Delighted, Hoffa gave him $1,000 in cash to start and told the former federal agent that he was now part of “triple coverage.” Hoffa said he already had a “spy” in the office of Senator McCarthy and “a girl on the Hill.”25


The next day, after returning to New York, Cheasty called Kennedy, identified himself, and said, “I have information that will make your hair stand on end.” He met with Kennedy in his Senate office the following day and outlined Hoffa’s scheme. What upset Cheasty perhaps the most, he said, was that his friend Fischbach thought he’d be even remotely interested in Hoffa’s offer. From what he’d seen, Hoffa was a threat to the country and should be stopped.26


Kennedy could barely believe this stunning development. He took Cheasty to McClellan and had him repeat his story. The senator then called FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, who came over within minutes and took Cheasty with him back to FBI headquarters for interviews. The government didn’t have enough to bring charges against Hoffa yet, but now that Cheasty had agreed to be a double agent, Hoover told RFK to put him on the committee payroll.


Eventually, Eddie Cheyfitz convinced Hoffa that there was little to lose by talking to Kennedy. Cheyfitz had seen Hoffa deploy rough but effective charm when he wanted to. Quick on his feet, drop-forged in all-night negotiations, Hoffa was gifted at defending himself and making a case, and Cheyfitz truly thought Hoffa had a chance to disarm the chief counsel a bit. Perhaps the committee might be satisfied with taking down Beck, in itself a mighty accomplishment, and leave Hoffa alone. Hoffa agreed, and a date was set for a quiet dinner at Cheyfitz’s home in suburban Chevy Chase on February 19.


Bobby wanted something more tangible than small talk at the arranged dinner and asked Mollenhoff to suggest some questions he could ask Hoffa. The reporter sent RFK a three-page memo entitled “Individuals Who Hoffa Should Be Questioned About,” which gave details on eighteen men with the Teamsters who had rap sheets. Bobby, or, more likely, Bellino, underlined each name and instructed a staffer to “make lead cards” to ensure that the men would be investigated by the Rackets Committee.27


That evening, Hoffa and Kennedy arrived separately in a snowstorm at Cheyfitz’s white brick home. Bobby was a few minutes late, delayed by a call from the FBI, telling him how things had gone an hour earlier. To prove his bona fides to the Teamsters boss, Cheasty had met Hoffa near his hotel and, with Kennedy’s blessing, passed him the names of four witnesses at the upcoming hearings.


When he met Hoffa, RFK was struck by how short he appeared; Mollenhoff’s accounts of Hoffa’s power and reach must have made him seem larger. Hoffa stood a bit over five foot five, weighed a solid 180 pounds, and wore his dark hair slicked straight back and his suit pants cuffed over white socks. Hoffa said that RFK gave him a wimpy handshake. He recalled: “I can tell how he shakes hands what kind of fellow I got. I thought, ‘Here’s a fella thinks he’s doing me a favor by talking to me.’”


Cheyfitz offered drinks, but Hoffa made a point of saying he didn’t drink, and RFK chimed in that he didn’t drink (in fact, he was a light drinker). Hoffa seemed friendly and polite but he circled back, again and again, to talking about toughness. He had been in many picket-line brawls with cops and rented company goons, and he had won those battles. Hoffa wore those picket-line scars as though they were a Purple Heart. It was no secret that he had a long arrest record for assaults and violence, but he had beaten the rap in nearly all of them. “I do to others what they do to me, only worse,” Hoffa told Kennedy—if employers crossed him, he would destroy them.


Such boasts were second nature for Hoffa, the posturing of the picket line and the bargaining table. He routinely used intimidation and strategic doses of violence to achieve his ends. Even two decades after labor’s “bloody thirties,” Hoffa would still get on the telephone and order the beatings of nonunion workers a thousand miles away or instruct a crew of organizers to intimidate nonunion drivers with gunfire, taking care to aim over their heads.28


“I guess I should be wearing my bulletproof vest,” Kennedy said, trying to make a joke.


Hoffa’s upbringing couldn’t have been more different from Kennedy’s. His family had little money, and after age seven he had no father to push him along. James Riddle Hoffa was born on Valentine’s Day, 1913, in Brazil, a small coal-mining town in central-west Indiana, the third of four children born in as many years to John Cleveland Hoffa and Viola Riddle Hoffa. He was named after his uncle James who owned a bar where the right password got you past several locked doors and into an illegal gambling parlor.29 Jimmy’s father, who finished the ninth grade, ran a steam-powered drilling machine for a coal prospector. The work took him across the southern end of the state, and John Hoffa was often away from home for several days at a time or longer as he searched for promising new mineral seams. By that time, Indiana’s coal boom was playing out, and Viola Hoffa had to take in laundry from Brazil’s better-off citizens to earn extra money. On October 19, 1920, Jimmy Hoffa’s father died at age thirty-eight, having lingered for months after an apparent massive stroke. In time, Teamsters literature would give John Hoffa’s cause of death as coal-dust poisoning. At age seven, Jimmy was left with memories of a weekend father who took his children fishing and to whatever circus or medicine show came through town. In an age before Social Security death benefits and public assistance, Viola had little choice but to take in more laundry and enlist her kids to join the fight to subsist. Hoffa and his brother, Bill, eighteen months older, trapped birds, snared rabbits, and caught fish for the supper table. Generously interpreting what had strayed into the public domain, they harvested apples, pears, strawberries, hickory nuts, and walnuts—anything within arm’s reach or a few steps inside a fence. The family’s livelihood, the “Hoffa home laundry,” depended on Viola’s large black cast-iron stove, cords of firewood to heat the water tubs, and half a dozen clunky flatirons. Jenetta, his older sister, ironed; Jimmy and Bill cut and stacked wood, hauled out ashes, and delivered clean laundry and collected payments; Nancy, the youngest, folded. Working full-time while keeping four children under control, Viola Hoffa relied on a leather strap to discipline the boys and spoonfuls of castor oil for the girls.


In 1924, she sought better fortunes and moved her family to Detroit, which was growing by one thousand residents a week, thanks to the burgeoning auto industry. Eventually she landed a steady, low-paying job at Fisher Body’s Fleetwood plant, where she and other women, many of them immigrants from central Europe, finished and polished chrome radiator caps. Jimmy cleaned basements, ran errands, and sacked potatoes at a grocery store. He and Bill made two dollars a day handing out advertising leaflets at shift changes outside Ford’s massive River Rouge plant. The handbills touted patent medicines—“phony junk about how to cure the clap and syphilis,” according to Bill Hoffa.30


Their working-class Detroit neighborhood was mostly populated by people of Hungarian, Polish, and Slavic descent. The Hoffa children were viewed as “hillbillies,” outsiders to be taunted and attacked, Hoffa’s brother would later say. “Most of the kids in school were Hunkies, and if they got you down, they’d stomp you and knife you. They never got Jimmy or me down. Jim always could take care of himself, and if he couldn’t, I would help. With the guys we had to fight, you always had to make your first sucker punch count. Many’s the time Jim and I held them off, standing back-to-back.”31


Jimmy dropped out of school after ninth grade. “It didn’t seem right to have to spend so much time at inconsequential pursuits”—schooling—“before being able to get down to man’s business,” Hoffa later said.32 He landed a job stocking goods at a department store, Frank & Seder, ten hours a day, six days a week, for twenty cents an hour. He turned his $12 weekly paycheck over to Viola, who doled out spending money. After the 1929 stock market crash, with department store spending in a slump, Hoffa found work at Kroger Grocery and Baking Company, which had offices and warehouses several blocks from his family home and employed some of his neighbors. He snagged a loading dock position, saying he was eighteen and impressing a supervisor with his stocky, muscular build and eagerness to work. He made thirty-two cents an hour unpacking produce from trucks. Despite the high pay, it was frustrating, almost desperate work. He started his shift at four thirty in the afternoon but sat idle and unpaid part of the time because the workers were compensated only for time spent unloading. He put in sixty hours to get paid for forty-eight. In the teeth of the Great Depression, at least he had a job.


The Kroger night-shift foreman, Al Hastings, whose nickname was the Little Bastard, was “the kind of guy who causes unions,” Hoffa was to say. Hastings fired anyone who irritated him, and there was a limitless supply of unemployed men willing to take the place of those who were fired. With no job security, Hoffa felt powerless and humiliated, day after day. “This guy was real sadist,” Hoffa would later say. “He thoroughly enjoyed screaming out commands and then cursing a man and threatening to fire him if he didn’t move quick enough. He was a little tin Jesus in the warehouse, and the only time he smiled was when he fired somebody.”33


The Kroger warehouse workers began to talk about forming an independent union. Of the 175 men covering all the shifts, five of them stepped up to serve as coordinators—one of them eighteen-year-old Jimmy Hoffa. There were two others in their late teens, Frank Collins and Bobby Holmes, who would remain lifelong friends of Hoffa’s. Together they covertly hatched plans for a walkout when the time was right.


In May of 1931, Hastings ignited the spark. He made a big show out of firing two men for stepping out to a midnight food cart, as was the routine for many workers. Hoffa and the other four decided it was time to take action. The moment came on a warm night three days later, when a truck of highly perishable Florida strawberries pulled into the dock. When they had the berries halfway unloaded, Hoffa put down his crate, and the others walked away from the packing lines and gathered on the loading dock. Hastings knew what was afoot and screamed at them to return to work. The gang of five demanded to speak to the boss, a night supervisor named Blough. Hastings refused, and threatened mass firings, but the chant went up: “We want Blough! We want Blough!” Supervisor Blough showed up and quickly promised to discuss working conditions if the workers finished unloading the berries.


Over the next few days, Hoffa, thirty-six-year-old Sam Calhoun, and the other three reached an agreement with Kroger management guaranteeing a half-day minimum pay, lunch breaks, washrooms, permission to smoke, and other issues that made the job slightly more bearable. The Kroger workers later affiliated with the Teamsters, and Jimmy, who proved his skill at organizing, took a job as a business agent for Teamsters Joint Council 43 and Local 299. He didn’t have a salary but instead was paid for each worker he signed up.


Unionizing a company could be dangerous work. It wasn’t until the mid-1930s, with labor-friendly New Deal legislation, that private-sector workers were guaranteed the basic right to organize, bargain collectively for pay and working conditions, and take collective action. Even so, strikes were often bloody, violent conflicts, with authorities typically enforcing order by arresting strikers. “It was the open shop capital of the world,” Hoffa once said of Detroit in the 1930s. “Every time you went near a place to organize you’d get picked up and sent to jail. The police beat you on the head with nightsticks. It was a mess. We fought on the streets. The employers hired every hoodlum strikebreaker in town. We used to laugh to see the police and the ex-cons lined up against us.”34


Looking for new members, Hoffa and other Teamsters organizers set their sights on the rapidly expanding car-hauling industry—the tractor-trailer rigs that, by 1935, were hauling two million new cars a year to dealers. Most car haulers were small, with fewer than a dozen or two drivers, and highly competitive. Rather than sign up workers, Teamsters organizers for Local 299 used a brutally effective tactic. They would tell a company to enroll its drivers in the Teamsters or else their trucks would be bombed. When owners refused, trucks were blown up. “In the mid-1930s,” according to historian Thaddeus Russell, “the local gained a reputation as the most violent, lawless union in an unusually violent, lawless city.”35 Employers could be just as savage. Someone shot Bill Hoffa in the stomach while he walked a picket line outside a Detroit grocery store, mistaking him for his rabble-rousing younger brother. The wound was serious, but he recovered. No one was arrested.


Hoffa often said, “Life is a jungle,” and he believed he had survived because he was the fittest, mentally and physically. He had come of age in the mass unionism of the 1930s, when the Teamsters broke with the idea of narrow craft unions—carpenters, film editors—and swept up warehouse workers, jukebox mechanics, long-haul truckers, and assorted “riffraff,” to use the disapproving term of Teamsters president Dan Tobin. The charismatic Teamsters leader named Farrell Dobbs, a Trotskyite who’d had tremendous success organizing Minneapolis truck drivers under a citywide contract, influenced Hoffa deeply. Dobbs had boosted membership and fed union treasuries by insisting on uniform, citywide contracts that stabilized the city’s unstructured trucking system, which consisted of hundreds of companies. With the higher wages came lower turnover and more experienced workers, and the companies made more money. Young Hoffa had spent hours listening to Dobbs—“a far-seeing man”—talk about the inevitable flaws of capitalism, its role in the Depression, and the economic future of American society. Hoffa rejected socialism but “plainly regarded capitalism as a racket that the strong manipulated to their advantage—a system where everyone was on the take, morality was bullshit, and no holds were barred.”36


By the time of the McClellan hearings, Hoffa and Beck stood at the opposite end of labor’s political spectrum from Walter Reuther, president of the United Automobile Workers, another Detroit labor power and the face of the American labor movement. Reuther held on to his ideals from the 1930s; he was still committed to union democracy, the cause of social justice, and liberalism at home and abroad. Hoffa dismissed such strivings with a favorite put-down—“naive.” “I don’t want to change the world,” Hoffa said. He just wanted power and money—and planned to destroy anyone who got in his way.


[image: image]


IF BOBBY KENNEDY HAD KNOWN SOMETHING of Hoffa’s background, their first meeting might have gone more smoothly. With Cheyfitz trying to break the ice, Hoffa and Kennedy warily sat down for their roast beef dinner. Bobby questioned Hoffa about his upbringing, what kind of schooling he had had, how much a union official made in salary, how he spent his workday. Hoffa, who was particularly attuned to class slights, felt insulted. “It was as though he was asking, with my limited education, what right did I have to run a union like this,” Hoffa said.37


After dinner, the men moved to the living room, where Hoffa sat on a couch and Bobby stood with his back to a fire in the fireplace. Cheyfitz prodded them to get into more controversial matters.


Kennedy asked Hoffa about the paper locals in New York City tied to Johnny Dio, who was then under indictment for the blinding of Victor Riesel. Hoffa’s answer surprised Bobby. “In discussing the paper locals of New York, he said that he took full responsibility for them.… He said Dio had nothing to do with the operation,” RFK put in a memo two days later.38


Kennedy asked Hoffa about a Minneapolis Teamsters official convicted of federal and state labor racketeering charges (one of the eighteen men listed in Mollenhoff’s memo). Why did you keep him in his job?


A different Teamsters leader brought that man to Minneapolis, Hoffa said, and he knew “right from the beginning that it was a very bad mistake.” As the night moved on, Hoffa answered each of Kennedy’s questions, appearing “disarmingly frank,” RFK wrote in his memo.39 Perhaps Cheyfitz had the right idea with this peace mission after all.


Around 9:30 that evening, Ethel Kennedy called Cheyfitz’s home and asked for her husband. Hoffa needled him. “Better hurry up and talk to her, Bob,” he said. “She probably wants to know if you’re alive.”


On the phone, RFK learned that a woman had crashed her car into a tree in front of their Hickory Hills home and was now sitting in their living room, hysterical. He said he would be right there. As he was leaving, Hoffa said, “Tell your wife I’m not as bad as everyone thinks I am.”40 Bobby laughed, then left to drive home.


Once Kennedy was gone, Hoffa turned to Cheyfitz and spat out, “He’s a damn spoiled jerk.”


Cheyfitz had hoped that the intimate dinner might bring the two strong-willed battlers closer together—perhaps even begin to feel comfortable with the other, the influence peddler’s ultimate goal. If anything, the dinner had the opposite effect—having met in person, the two men learned that they truly disliked each other. On his way to Hickory Hills, RFK reflected on how much Hoffa had talked about his toughness, how he destroyed employers, and how he hated policemen. The aggressive talk led him to decide that Hoffa “was a bully hiding behind a facade.”41


The Rackets Committee hearings, as the press nicknamed them, quickly captured the public’s imagination. Walter Winchell, the country’s most influential news figure, with his syndicated newspaper column and rat-a-tat-tat delivery over a nationwide radio network, followed the hearings and trolled for the sensational. On a February 24, 1957, broadcast, he announced: “The Senate’s probe of the Teamsters Union will disclose that many records are missing. The most wanted records—payments to party girls for pro-union politicians.” The Winchell item hinted at a dark secret about Hoffa’s operation. He and certain Teamsters leaders weren’t beneath blackmail to get what they needed. Hoffa once confided to a Teamsters official he trusted that he had compromising photographs of half the members of Michigan’s congressional delegation.42


RFK and his committee staff worked out of room 101 of the old Senate Office Building on Capitol Hill. Angie Novello, the top stenographer on the investigations subcommittee and Carmine Bellino’s sister-in-law, became his secretary, and LaVern Duffy, an investigator who had worked with RFK on the McCarthy committee, also came on board. Kennedy took a chance on Pierre Salinger, a portly bon vivant and magazine writer for Collier’s. Salinger had written an investigative series on Hoffa and Beck that had been ready for print when the magazine folded in December of 1956. Kennedy asked him for his story and notes, and he turned them over and was hired shortly thereafter. Witty, a good storyteller, and able to “grasp the importance of a document better than almost anyone on the staff,” he became a Kennedy intimate. Kenny O’Donnell, RFK’s old townie friend from Harvard, where they bonded on the football field, served as chief of staff.


The supremely organized Carmine Bellino set up a filing and indexing system to keep control and manage the investigators’ memos as well as all the financial records, court documents, correspondence, and tips that had begun to pour in to the committee. It was similar to the FBI’s system. For each investigative subject or company, clerks opened a file and assigned it a case number. Each new document for the file was noted with a case number, given a page number, hole-punched, and assembled into the files. Each name in a memo that needed to be indexed was underlined and then cross-referenced by case number and page number on three-by-five-inch cards. Those index cards alone would eventually fill five ten-drawer file cabinets.


Congress approved an initial $350,000 for the committee to accomplish its work over the following year. To chase all the leads, Kennedy and McClellan continued bringing in investigators, accountants, stenographers, and typists. On paper, the senator approved all hires, but that method proved too slow for Kennedy. Sometimes he hired staffers, then told them to meet with McClellan and let the old country lawyer believe he was having the final say—Salinger, for example, already had the job offer when he met with McClellan. (The gruff-voiced senator made it clear he didn’t like ex-journalists being brought on staff. “If I ever hear you talking to the press, I will deal with you in the harshest manner,” McClellan warned.) Former journalists and all, by the spring of 1957, the committee was staffed up and investigating Teamsters officials in Seattle, Portland, Los Angeles, Detroit, Chicago, and New York City.


Kennedy was the only staffer with a private office. Prominent on one wall was a picture of the destroyer Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. He had also hung a framed copy of a quote from Winston Churchill: “We shall not flag or fail… we shall never surrender.” Bobby worked long hours, often having a sandwich and a glass of milk at his desk and getting home at 9:00 p.m., long after Ethel and their five children had finished dinner. He pushed his staff just as hard—Angie Novello and others often worked on weekends and occasionally put in sixteen-hour days.


He was finally stepping into his own, finding this committee’s work the most fulfilling he had ever known. He was truly passionate about smashing labor rackets and helping workingmen and -women, and the joy of dedicating himself to the cause changed his demeanor. “He wasn’t frustrated during that period,” Lem Billings would recall. “This is when he blossomed.… He wasn’t the angry young man anymore, and he was much more pleasant to be around because he hadn’t this terrible feeling that he wasn’t contributing.”43


At this point, the committee’s progress was almost giddying. After only a few short months, Kennedy believed he and the committee had nearly enough ammunition to make two enormous contributions to the cause: knock both Beck and Hoffa out of the labor movement.
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