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In writing this book, I was extremely fortunate to work with researcher extraordinaire, Patrick J. Fasl, of Kansas City, Missouri. Pat specializes in uncovering new information and solving mysteries. Pat captured my attention with his first book, John the Yegg, which closed the case of the infamous 1946 election in Kansas City. His second work, The Syndicate and the Police, is a case study in urban corruption and another invaluable contribution to Kansas City history. Throughout this project, Pat was a joy to work with, and if his friendship is all I gain from it, the effort will have been well worthwhile.

Names that appear in all capital letters i.e. SYLVIA, indicate an excerpt from an official FBI document, usually a summary of a recorded conversation. 

Various synonyms for “Mafia” appear this book including LCN (La Cosa Nostra); mob; Outfit; Company; syndicate; secret society etc. “Borgata” is used synonymously with “family” to indicate a local branch of the national syndicate.  

Most of the quotes attributed to Sylvia’s son, Chuckie O’Brien, come from Jack Goldsmith’s book, In Hoffa’s Shadow. 
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To my wife, Julie, with love and gratitude.
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INTRODUCTION
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In 2013, Harvard law professor Jack Goldsmith contacted me after he read my book, The Mafia and the Machine: The Story of the Kansas City Mob. In addition to his Harvard credentials, Goldsmith is also a former Assistant U.S. Attorney General and senior fellow at the Hoover Institution who rose from humble circumstances. But for me, the most fascinating thing about Jack Goldsmith is that he is the stepson of Chuckie O’Brien. And for those who don’t know, Chuckie O’Brien was the leading suspect in the disappearance of Jimmy Hoffa. 

When Goldsmith contacted me, he was working on his book, In Hoffa’s Shadow: A Stepfather, a Disappearance in Detroit, and My Search for the Truth. Goldsmith wanted to know if I had uncovered any information on Chuckie’s family in my research for The Mafia and the Machine, because, Goldsmith told me, Chuckie was from Kansas City. 

“What!? Chuckie O’Brien was from Kansas City?” My flattery at being contacted by someone of Goldsmith’s stature turned to embarrassment for not knowing this fact. I had often said that a connection to the Hoffa case was about the only thing missing from the epic story of the KC Mob. I was somewhat comforted by the fact that none of the other chroniclers of the Kansas City Mafia whose books and films followed The Mafia and the Machine seemed to have known this either; O’Brien is absent in every treatment of the story. Despite Chuckie’s national notoriety, his KC roots were deeply buried and scarcely known. 

Suffice to say, Goldsmith wrote a stellar book with little help from me. When I finally read In Hoffa’s Shadow, I was blown away by the content, but especially the parts concerning Chuckie O’Brien’s mother, Sylvia Pagano, the Kansas City girl who introduced Jimmy Hoffa to the Mafia. 

But Goldsmith’s book is about Chuckie, not Sylvia. This book attempts to build on what Goldsmith published about Sylvia and to interpret the connections between Sylvia and some of the most consequential people and events in the history of organized crime and organized labor. Prior to Goldsmith’s book, Pagano’s name had been briefly mentioned and often misspelled in various volumes on Jimmy Hoffa, but only in the form of a cursory and usually misleading sentence or two. But Sylvia’s life is yet another chapter in the inexhaustible saga of the American crime syndicate. Historians have yet to fill in all the gaps in the endlessly interconnected world of La Cosa Nostra, but Sylvia’s story brings us one step closer, and it offers a rare example of a woman who cracked the glass ceiling in the exclusively male world of the Mafia. 

Sylvia was a behind-the-scenes force, and records of her relatively short life––she was 56 when she died––are scarce compared to those of the high-profile and well-documented men she influenced. Sylvia was completely committed to the code of silence that so many mafiosi strayed from. She guarded her secrets, kept her mouth shut, and left little to posterity. Photographs of Sylvia are few and often grainy; a testament to her mysterious life of secrecy. 

But from a storyteller’s perspective, Sylvia’s significance is less about biographical details than it is the connections that are unique to her. Through her life, we can link people and places and events that make up a veritable cross-section of Mafia history. Our exploration of her life led to familiar territory but also into some unexplored rabbit holes that hid missing pieces of the Mafia puzzle. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO JIMMY HOFFA
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“The teamsters union is the most powerful institution in this country aside from the United States government itself. In many metro areas the Teamsters control all transportation...the Teamsters drive the trucks that clothe and feed us and provide the vital necessities of life...Quite literally your life––the life of every person in the United States––is in the hands of Hoffa and his Teamsters.”

Robert F. Kennedy, 1960

In his prime, James Riddle Hoffa was an American celebrity, appearing twice on the cover of Time Magazine in the late 1950’s while wielding gargantuan power as the President of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters (IBT).

A hero to many and a villain to just as many, Hoffa grew the Teamsters into the largest labor union in the country. Under Hoffa, the Teamsters had over two-million members and enough leverage to shut down the American economy with a trucking strike. Hoffa negotiated enviable pay and benefits for his members, and most rank-and-file Teamsters revered him. He was a working-class guy himself, and he was as tough as they came.

Jimmy Hoffa became practically synonymous with the Mafia, but Hoffa was never a member of that international brotherhood, and despite the vowel at the end of his name, Hoffa wasn’t even Italian. 

Of German and Irish ancestry, he hailed from small town Indiana; a “peckerwood”​[1] from a poor and hardscrabble coal-mining background. After his father died when Jimmy was seven years old, the Hoffa’s moved to Detroit, where industry flourished and jobs were plentiful.

Hoffa dropped out of school at age 14 and went to work in warehouses and on loading docks. When the labor wars heated up in the 1930’s, Hoffa discovered he had a knack for organizing workers. He spent much of the decade on the frontlines of violent strikes and picket lines, cracking heads and getting his own head cracked. The young man had the charisma to lead others into battle, and he was fearless even when outnumbered. “I’ve never met anyone with his charisma,” said Hoffa’s lawyer, Frank Ragano. “He had leadership qualities that could make men follow him off a cliff.”

Hoffa’s dedication to unionism was matched by a herculean work ethic and unchecked ambition, and he climbed the ranks of organized labor with speed and ruthlessness. For Hoffa, the ends justified the means, and thanks to Sylvia Pagano, the means included a basket-tight association with the Mafia.  

Sylvia’s Mafia connections helped Hoffa rise to the top but also drew the attention of the ambitious brother of the soon-to-be President of the United States. In his role as a Justice Department lawyer investigating labor racketeering, Robert F. Kennedy grilled Hoffa in a series of congressional hearings that became highly personal for the two stubborn men. They became sworn enemies, with Kennedy labeling Hoffa “the most dangerous man in the country,” and Hoffa deriding Kennedy as a “spoiled brat.”

The heat on Hoffa increased after John F. Kennedy was elected President and appointed his brother as Attorney General. Hoffa spent much of the early 1960’s fighting the prosecutorial efforts of Robert Kennedy’s “Get Hoffa” squad. The younger Kennedy brother seethed as Hoffa won a string of acquittals and taunted Kennedy for his inability to win a conviction. In 1962 Kennedy brought Hoffa to trial on charges of extortion and bribery. During the trial, a mentally unstable man with a pellet gun fired shots at Hoffa. Hoffa’s loyal minion, Chuckie O’Brien, sprang into action and pummeled the assailant. O’Brien was Sylvia Pagano’s son and Hoffa’s most trusted associate. His instinctually violent defense of his boss reflected the absolute dedication O’Brien had for his hero and surrogate father. 

[image: ]Sylvia’s son, Chuckie O’Brien (R), backs-up his surrogate father, Jimmy Hoffa, at the height of Hoffa’s power in the early 1960’s.

When President John F. Kennedy was assassinated in 1963, Hoffa was observed celebrating. When virtually every flag in the country was flying at half-staff after the assassination, Hoffa ordered the flag at Teamsters Headquarters in Washington D.C. to be raised back up to full mast. With his motives, money, and connections to other suspects, Hoffa has often been pegged by informed sources as having been part of a conspiracy to kill President Kennedy.  

But if Hoffa thought the President’s death would keep him out of prison, he was wrong. In 1964, he was convicted in two separate cases and sentenced to 13 years in federal prison. Among his fellow prisoners was a notorious Teamsters boss and New Jersey mafioso named Anthony “Tony Pro” Provenzano. Tony Pro was one of many powerful mobsters whose relationship with Jimmy Hoffa was initiated and facilitated by Sylvia Pagano. Sylvia had made close allies out of Hoffa and Provenzano, but tensions between the two old friends flared in prison, and Sylvia’s two dear friends became bitter enemies.

After President Nixon granted him an early release from prison, Hoffa set about regaining control of the IBT. This did not sit well with the Mafia, who found Hoffa’s successor, Frank Fitzsimmons, even more pliable to their wishes than Hoffa had been. But Hoffa would stop at nothing to get his union back. He even threatened to expose Fitzsimmons’ web of Mafia corruption. The crime syndicate was also concerned about Hoffa’s scheduled appearance before a U.S. Senate committee that was investigating both the Kennedy assassination and a Mafia/CIA conspiracy to assassinate Cuban dictator Fidel Castro.

On July 30, 1975, Hoffa left his home in Detroit for an ostensible meeting with Sylvia’s old friend Tony Provenzano and her long-time lover, Detroit crime boss Anthony “Tony Jack” Giacalone. Jimmy Hoffa was never seen again. His disappearance only enhanced his notoriety, and it spawned an obsessive and still-active search for Hoffa’s remains and the truth about who killed him.

Several gangsters have taken false credit for the historic hit, but the man who the FBI pointed to as the leading suspect in Hoffa’s disappearance took his denials to his grave. That man was Sylvia Pagano’s son, Chuckie O’Brien, whose Irish surname obscures a Mafia legacy that traces through his mother back to people and places distant from her days as Hoffa’s connection. To grasp the full context of Sylvia’s legacy and its impact on Jimmy Hoffa, it is necessary to first travel back in time to a momentous murder in the most remote and forgotten of Mafia strongholds: Pueblo, Colorado.
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CHAPTER TWO 

PUEBLO AND THE LEGACY OF THE SCAGLIA BROTHERS
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“Pellegrino Scaglia was killed following a noisy argument which brought a split in the family of Pueblo, Colorado. In the struggle many young men fell.”

Nicola Gentile, writing from Sicily in 1963 

Pellegrino Scaglia arrived in Pueblo with a face full of scars. They represented a few of the 43 stab wounds two assailants had inflicted on him in the “Dago Hill”​[2] neighborhood of St. Louis, Missouri in March 1911. 

But Scaglia was not a man to be pitied. The attack on him mirrored his own violent ways. The Scaglia and Cardinale families had been engaged in a feud that dated back to when both families lived in the village of Burgio in the Agrigento Province of Sicily. The feud escalated in New York after friends of the Cardinales were targeted for extortion by Pellegrino Scaglia and his associates in the “Black Hand,” the network of Sicilian extortionists that later morphed into the more modern American Mafia during Prohibition in the 1920’s.  

Black Hand letters usually demanded money from other Sicilians and threatened death if their demands were denied. Black ink handprints and drawings of daggers dripping with blood decorated the dreaded messages. Large communities of honest Sicilians were terrorized as La Mano Nero made good on their threats to kill letter recipients or their family members.​[3] Pellegrino Scaglia was a typical Black Hander, which is to say he was a diabolical and dangerous man. 

But Giuseppe Cardinale was not afraid of Scaglia. At a meeting of a Brooklyn benevolent society in 1908, Cardinale confronted Scaglia over the attempted extortion of his friends and allegedly slapped Scaglia in the face––a universal affront, but to a Sicilian man like Pellegrino Scaglia, an instant vendetta. 

A few months later, Giuseppi Cardinale cautiously accepted Pellegrino Scaglia’s invitation to take a walk and sort out their differences. Cardinale’s worried wife waited for him to return home, but he never did. Giuseppi Cardinale was found hours later on a bench in Coffey Park, Brooklyn, stabbed to death. 

After swearing vengeance on Pellegrino Scaglia, Giuseppi’s uncle, Giovanni Cardinale, received a Black Hand letter. “You’ll be killed at the window,” it said.  

On January 18, 1909, a man with a slug-loaded shotgun made good on the threat, shooting and killing Giovanni Cardinale through a rear window of his Brooklyn home. 

Pellegrino Scaglia disappeared from New York and was not heard from until March 1911, when he was found in the gutter in St. Louis’ “Dago Hill” neighborhood with 43 stab wounds––12 in the face and neck. The crime was thought to be the work of the Cardinales, but Scaglia refused to say. “It’s all right,” he told police. “It’s my affair and I’ll get him.” 

With a will to live nourished by a lust for vengeance, Scaglia did not even wait until he was fully healed before returning to Brooklyn.

On July 30, 1911, Giuseppi Cardinale’s brother, Bartholdi Cardinale, worked late at his barbershop. He arrived home at midnight, climbed the stairs to his second-story flat, and fell into his chair. While his wife removed his shoes, a gunman took aim from the recently rented second-story apartment across the street. The double-barreled blasts woke the neighborhood. Like his uncle Giovanni, Bartholdi Cardinale was murdered through a window of his home. Witnesses reported seeing a scar-faced man resembling Pellegrino Scaglia in the area in the days leading up to the shooting and exiting the building immediately afterwards. 

The last remaining Cardinale brother, Vincenzo, told the New York Times, “The hand that slew all the others will get me yet. It’s only a question of time. I know that my death warrant is signed.” 

Scaglia was arrested in St. Louis, extradited to New York, and tried for murder. Vincenzo Cardinale’s blood must have run cold when Scaglia was acquitted. Fortunately for Vincenzo, Scaglia decided to search for greener pastures in Colorado.

[image: ]

Sylvia’s relative, Pellegrino Scaglia

Pueblo might have been a long way from the eastern urban power bases of the secret society, but it eclipsed Denver in syndicate clout and was more like Sicily than any of the Little Italy’s in America’s principal cities. On the horizons were mountains and the old rural adobe Catholicism of the same Spaniards who had once conquered Sicily. Here, the mafiosi rode horses and planted crops. Some wore overalls and carried dirt under their fingernails, remaining truer to their peasant roots than their silk-suited, manicured brethren in the bigger cities. Like their fathers and grandfathers in Sicily, the hardcore mafiosi of Southern Colorado fought battles in fields and creeks with the same shotguns they used to hunt pheasant. 

Pellegrino Scaglia had connections in Pueblo, including his younger brother, Mariano Scaglia. Most of the town’s Sicilians came from the Scaglia’s home province of Agrigento. Pellegrino had changed his name to Tony Viola, but the local Black Handers knew better. Here was the man who had crawled back from the edge of death, completed his vendetta, and beat prosecution. Pellegrino Scaglia was welcomed into the Pueblo Mafia as a leading “man of respect.”     

With his wife and three children, Scaglia made a home at 904 Elm Street. His brother Mariano, who would later become influential in Sylvia Pagano’s life, lived on the same block and ran a barbershop at 205 North Union Avenue. The Scaglia brothers developed a close association with a physically frail but educated mafioso named Vincenzo Chiapetta. Mariano Scaglia was married to Mary Campo, who was a cousin to the wives of Vincenzo Chiapetta and his brother Pietro, who had married two sisters––an arrangement not uncommon among Italians of the time. In another Italian familial custom, Pellegrino and Mariano Scaglia gave the same names to their children; they both had sons named Phillip and daughters named Anna Marie. Mary Campo and the Chiapetta women had close family ties to Kansas City, where a young Sylvia Pagano would later become close to her Aunt Mary and her uncle, Mariano Scaglia.  

Pellegrino opened a grocery store next to his house. When Colorado outlawed liquor in 1916––three years ahead of national Prohibition––the Scaglia brothers became some of the Mafia’s earliest bootleggers as they sold booze out of the store. Pellegrino also opened a pool hall on Elm Street that became another outlet for liquor and a meeting place for fellow mafiosi, who now admired Scaglia’s earning power along with his much-revered ruthlessness. By the time Prohibition spread to the rest of the United States, Pellegrino Scaglia, with his brother Mariano by his side, was thought by many in Southern Colorado to be the boss of the Pueblo Family. 

The Scaglia brothers’ illegal liquor came from the Carlino brothers, former farmers who now used their barns for booze. The Scaglias enjoyed a close relationship with the Carlinos, and Pellegrino’s wife, Marie, was godmother to one of Pete Carlino’s sons. Competing with the Carlinos in the bootlegging racket was another family of farmers, the D’Annas.​[4] Bad blood between the two families was beginning to boil, and the D’Annas knew that Pellegrino Scaglia was the Carlino’s strongest ally.  

On May 6, 1922, Pellegrino Scaglia was driving his horse-drawn grocery wagon along East Mesa Avenue past St. Mary’s Church. Riding with him were his four-year-old daughter, Anna Marie, and a nine-year-old neighbor boy named Frank Cordaro. A Dodge touring car with curtained windows approached and shotguns blasted. Scaglia might have lunged for the loaded revolver under his seat but instead threw himself over his daughter. Young Frank Cordaro, fatally hit with buckshot, fell from the wagon and was crushed underneath it. Anna Marie Scaglia survived, traumatized, and covered in her father’s blood. Pellegrino Scaglia was dead at the age of 38. 

[image: ]Frank Cordaro’s parents later had another son whom they named Frank in memory of their firstborn.

Scaglia’s killing sparked a split in the Pueblo Family and a bloody, eight-year war between the Carlino and D’Anna factions, but there were other ramifications that were not revealed until 41 years later, when a transnational mafioso named Nicola Gentile wrote his Italian-language memoirs in Agrigento, Sicily. 

Nicola Gentile had a unique role in the Mafia as a travelling diplomat whose specialty was staying executions. He split his career between Sicily and the United States, where at different times he was a member of at least 6 different borgatas including the Mangano Family in New York and the families in Philadelphia, Pittsburg, Cleveland, San Francisco, and Kansas City. Gentile had also spent time in Pueblo and was close to Vincenzo Chiapetta. 

[image: ]

Nicola Gentile. His 1963 memoirs were not published in English, but FBI agents scoured the content and got a crash course in the history and ways of the secret society.

According to Gentile, Pellegrino Scaglia’s murder and its aftermath caused Scaglia’s closest family members and allies to flee Pueblo and seek refuge in Kansas City under “the protection of the local capo.” Pellegrino Scaglia’s wife and children, his brother Mariano Scaglia, father-in-law Frank Accomondo, nephew Luca Colletti, and cousins by marriage Vincenzo and Pietro Chiapetta made up the band of refugees. Each of these men brought with them wives, children, and other family members in a mini diaspora from Pueblo to Kansas City.  

According to Gentile, “a man named LaRocca” formally objected to Kansas City’s protection of Scaglia, Accomondo, and Colletti, whom LaRocca charged with committing unsanctioned killings in the wake of Pellegrino’s murder. Frank LaRocca was a KC mobster and Agrigento man whose sister, Leonardo Soldano, lived in Pueblo. The unsanctioned killings LaRocca objected to can be deduced as the hits on John and Carl Mulay, close friends of LaRocca who were ambushed in retaliation for Pellegrino Scaglia’s killing.​[5] 

Nicola Gentile represented the accused Puebloans as the case was appealed to the highest levels of Mafia power in New York. Toto D’Aquila, the boss of bosses at the time, presided over an assembly concerning the fate of men from these two far-flung families. Just when a death sentence seemed imminent, the tribunal was moved to Pittsburgh, where Nicola Gentile finally convinced the higher powers to spare the Puebloans lives. 30 years later, the FBI would still claim that organized crime was local and provincial, but the Pellegrino Scaglia saga illustrates how interconnected the network was even in the days of the Black Hand. 

Pellegrino Scaglia was a one-man Mafia microcosm. The events of his life and death trace the evolution, methods, pathos, and geographical span of the American Mafia from Sicily to New York, St. Louis, Pueblo, and finally, Kansas City, where the influx of Agrigentons from Pueblo would stamp the values of the subculture onto Sylvia Pagano and her son, Chuckie O’Brien. The Chiapetta brothers’ wives were Silvia’s cousins, but it was Sylvia’s uncle, Mariano Scaglia––Pellegrino Scaglia’s brother and underboss––who would grow close to Sylvia and provide her with an entrée into the orbit of La Cosa Nostra. In due time, Sylvia Pagano would carry the Scaglia torch to Detroit and spread its flames to Jimmy Hoffa, who would ignite a conflagration that engulfed the nation. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

KANSAS CITY
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“It should be noted that O’Brien had been Binaggio’s chauffer prior to his entry into the U.S. Armed Forces in the early 1940’s”

FBI memo by Special Agent John L. Shelburne 6/12/1963

Thanks to the diplomatic efforts of Nicola Gentile at the assemblies in New York and Pittsburgh, Mariano Scaglia and the other accused Puebloans were spared the death penalty but stripped of formal membership in the secret society. Luca Colletti returned to Colorado and Frank Accomondo ended up in Houston. Mariano Scaglia stayed in Kansas City, where he would become influential in Sylvia’s life and coexist with his accuser, Frank LaRocca, who operated the LaRocca Wholesale Grocery in KC’s Little Italy.​[6]
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Frank LaRocca. His grocery was a fixture in Sylvia’s North End neighborhood for decades.

Sylvia’s other relative, Vincenzo Chiapetta, had dodged LaRocca’s accusations in the unsanctioned killings in Pueblo, but not long after the migration to Kansas City, Chiapetta was sentenced to death by Los Angeles boss Vito DiGiorgio for alleged transgressions that had occurred years earlier in New Orleans. The leadership of the KC Borgata again called on Nicola Gentile to travel to California to represent Chiapetta and the interests of the KC Family. With the help of Rosario DeSimone, a Pueblo transplant whose son would later lead the LA Family, Gentile again prevailed, and Chiapetta was cleared with his credentials intact. Chiapetta went on to flourish in Kansas City, partnering with the DiGiovanni brothers and other top KC mafiosi in the “Sugarhouse Syndicate,” which consolidated illegal liquor and other rackets in KC during Prohibition. After repeal, Chiapetta partnered with the DiGiovannis and John Blando in Superior Wine & Liquor, a lucrative and longstanding business with exclusive distribution rights for Schenley products. 

[image: ]

Vincenzo Chiapetta, the Puebloan transplant to Kansas City whose wife was cousin to Sylvia, tries to block journalists from photographing his face.

Having been stripped of his status as a “made man,” Mariano Scaglia was not entitled to the privileges and status enjoyed by LaRocca and Chiapetta, but the brother of Pellegrino Scaglia had friends in the KC Family and he was hardly shunned. His businesses and family relations show that he remained well-connected and respected despite his controversial demotion. His connections included members of his wife’s family. Scaglia’s wife, Mary Campo, was the sister of Sylvia Pagano’s mother, Maggie Campo Pagano. 

Sylvia was 9 years old when her relatives arrived from Pueblo. She was born August 9, 1914, to Maggie Campo Pagano and her husband Joseph Pagano, another Agrigento man who hailed from the same village as Frank LaRocca. The Pagano’s lived in the heart of KC’s Little Italy at 522 East 5th street, right next-door to the family of Pueblo refugee Pietro Chiapetta, and just down the street from the LaRocca Grocery. When Sylvia was born, her parents were still heartbroken over the infancy death of their first daughter, whom they had named Sylvia. Like the parents of young Frank Cordaro, who was killed with Pellegrino Scaglia in Pueblo, the Pagano’s gave the name of their deceased child to their new one. The choice of names honored their departed daughter’s memory and helped them heal, but it would cause Sylvia a major problem 50 years later. 
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