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			“Selling my soul would be a lot easier if I could just find it.”

			—NIKKI SIXX, The Heroin Diaries: A Year In the Life of a Shattered Rock Star

			 

			“We are losing the war on drugs.”

			—PRESIDENT GEORGE W. BUSH, 2005

		


		
			PROLOGUE

			THE COBRA

			The dope went out of Thailand in false tops of hats and false bottoms of suitcases. It went out stuffed in dolls of the children of our GIs taking their families home. It went out tucked into every conceivable cranny and orifice of the human body. It went out in coffins. In twenty three years as a federal narc, I’d seen some pretty mean tricks. But smuggling heroin into the United States in the bodies of GIs killed in Vietnam was the meanest.

			I arrived in Bangkok in the autumn of 1974. My assignment was to somehow put my finger into the dike of the Golden Triangle and stop the flow of heroin into the States. I knew that the usual methods—smuggling dope home in furniture, cars, clothes, and kids’ playthings—couldn’t account for it. Something different was happening. Something horrific.

			I first heard about the heroin caper as a rumor, picked up on the mean streets of New York by a Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) tipster. In my business, you learn that the meaner the rumor, the more likely it’s true. I didn’t share this tip with the American ambassador or the CIA station chief. I’d learned the best way to keep drug-busting secrets was to keep them from State and the Agency. When it came to stopping narcotics, they often had other—and, in their minds, higher—priorities. From my experience in narcotics enforcement, I can say that if it hadn’t been for the CIA or State Department, or both, messing with our operations, we could have reduced by at least half the drugs that entered the US from Southeast Asia and South America.

			And maybe if we’d done that, my son would still be alive today.

			 

			* * * * *

			 

			It was a hot July day in 1993, unusually warm for San Francisco, when I got the call that every parent fears.

			“I’m calling for Dan Addario,” greeted a female voice.

			“Speaking.”

			“Are you the father of Daniel Addario?”

			“Yes. Who is this?”

			“The Coroner’s Office, sir. I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

			The rest of her words remain a blur to this day, but not the message they carried: my thirty-four-year-old son had died of a drug overdose, specifically opiates. I remember my heart skipping a beat, then hammering against my rib cage. I remember losing my breath and feeling my stomach sink. I was lucky I was sitting down or I’m pretty sure I would’ve collapsed.

			My son lived in a townhouse condo nestled in the Pleasant Hill suburb of San Francisco, not far away at all from my home in the city proper. This kind of thing wasn’t supposed to happen in Pleasant Hill, where the fabric of the American Dream never frayed. My son had always been a good-looking kid; a strapping, athletic six foot two who was then working as a parking manager at Candlestick Park. He’d been talented enough in his younger years to try his hand at acting and scored a bit part in the classic Robert De Niro film The Deer Hunter, set during the Vietnam War. I’d been in Vietnam myself two weeks before the country fell to oversee the exodus of my people out of there, right around the time that the film was set. I was a soldier, though I wasn’t fighting a conventional war.

			I was fighting the war on drugs.

			I was retired from the DEA when that call came, just past sixty years old and fully ensconced in the world of San Francisco politics, an apt second act to a twenty-three-year career that had taken me all over the world, where I served on the front lines of a war I was convinced we could win, but never did. I was a decorated veteran of the Korean War, barely out of my teens, when I enrolled at the Philadelphia Police Academy, only to be plucked from my class prior to graduating and made part of an operation that resulted in one of the biggest drug busts in the city’s history and launched my career.

			In 1971, I was appointed the DEA’s regional director for thirteen South American countries, a position from which I coordinated the capture and extradition of Auguste Ricord, the multimillionaire mastermind known to have imported more than 2.5 billion dollars’ worth of heroin into the United States alone. Ricord was also famous for being the drug kingpin portrayed in the classic film The French Connection, who the hero, played by Gene Hackman, hadn’t been able to catch.

			In 1974, I became the DEA’s regional director for the infamous Golden Triangle, the remote border region in Southeast Asia comprising Thailand, Laos, and Myanmar (formerly Burma). From that position, I helped wipe out a number of heroin labs hidden in the jungles of Thailand and coaxed the deadly Shan Army warlords to destroy the opium crops along the Thai-Burmese border. All this while busting a heroin pipeline that was smuggling vast quantities of heroin into the homeland in the corpses of GIs killed in the Vietnam War.

			My success, though, was in spite of the US government, not because of it. Simply stated, we’re losing a war we should be winning.

			My son Daniel was a casualty of that war. You look at my background, my place on the front lines for a near quarter-century stint at the DEA, and you probably figure that I was the last person in the world likely to lose my own son to the scourge I’d spent the better part of my life fighting. Daniel and the rest of my family had been with me for a four-year stretch during my posting in Bangkok. He attended the International School there, where he excelled at both soccer and volleyball.

			My career postings forced us to move a dozen times, no easy thing for any family. While we were in Bangkok in 1974, our black Lab named Smokey was sniffing around the garden when a cry rang out. By the time the gardener responded, a cobra the dog had flushed out of the low grass had strangled him to death. I wanted my family near me, and they wanted to be there, but how do you tell your kids their dog was killed by a snake, a cobra no less? It was just part of the culture shock that became part and parcel of the career I’d chosen.

			Smokey’s death to a coiling cobra made for an odd and tragic metaphor to Daniel’s ultimate passing. His life had been choked off not by a snake but by the proverbial dragon he’d been chasing. I never had any clue, not even a hint or an inkling, that he was doing drugs, much less abusing opiates to such a level. The very thought was inconceivable, the nature of the tragedy exceeded only by its irony. But he’d chased the dragon until it finally killed him, snuffed out his life with all of the unfeeling cruelty of a snake snuffing out our dog’s. And I’ve been chasing a different dragon ever since, a dragon emblematic of the scourge of drugs, particularly opiates, that’s killing tens of thousands of people like my son every year.

			In 2017 alone, 72,000 Americans lost their lives to overdoses, up 10,000 from the year before and virtually the same number as gun deaths and deaths resulting from car accidents combined. According to the website Science Daily, the cost of the opiate epidemic in 2016 was estimated to be 78.5 billion dollars in terms of all associated health care costs as well as lost productivity and expenses incurred by the judicial system. In some states—as diverse as Ohio, West Virginia, and New Hampshire—opiate addiction has reached epidemic proportions.

			“More than 40 Americans die each day from overdoses involving prescription opioids. Families and communities continue to be devastated by the epidemic of prescription opioid overdoses,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention director Tom Frieden noted in the same article posted on Science Daily. “The rising cost of the epidemic is also a tremendous burden for the health care system.”

			That epidemic claimed the life of my son, but he didn’t have to die, and neither did the 64,000 victims who fell in 2016 or the 54,000 lost in 2015 to the war on drugs. Because, contrary to popular belief, we can win the war, even though it often seems like we’re doing everything we can to lose it. I know, because I’ve been there. I’ve sent letters to New Jersey Governor Chris Christie (head of the president’s commission on opiate abuse), Attorney General Jeff Sessions, and President Donald Trump himself to advise them of my prescription for winning the war on drugs I’ve been fighting for over half a century. And I wasn’t just a street cop busting a few kids for smoking weed. I was a diplomat and a narcotics attaché at the highest levels, assigned to the very front lines where the war on drugs had broken out. But I never got a real response from anybody, not even lip service in return.

			I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.

			We keep fighting the same battles in the same places. A new administration comes in, makes some progress. Then another administration comes in and tries to reinvent the wheel that is the Drug Enforcement Administration, although the way it revolves is more like a door. Traction gets lost, as the DEA essentially is forced to start from scratch again. When I started, the Drug Enforcement Administration had only 260 agents. Today, the DEA has become this mammoth, labyrinthine organization with so many different layers and agendas that the right hand doesn’t always know what the left is doing.

			Who’s out there to do something about curtailing the actions of pharmaceutical companies overproducing medication so it can be prescribed to people who don’t need it? People who get hooked on painkillers often turn to heroin when their prescription spigot is turned off. And heroin, along with its sister drugs, is cheaper and more readily available than ever. Thanks in large part to terrorist activity, opium growing throughout the Middle East has reached record heights, adding to the shipments coming in from Mexico, Thailand, and Afghanistan to create a supply glut that further increases availability while lowering prices.

			Like many who abuse drugs, particularly opiates, my son was leading a double life. He died of a lethal combination of cocaine and heroin, the kind of “speedball” that killed the actor John Belushi. Daniel was what’s called a “functional” addict, never missing a single day of work. But the more drugs he did, the more he built up a tolerance to them. The more he grew tolerant, the more drugs he needed to ingest to get high until it killed him. Nobody forced Daniel to do it, nobody twisted his arm, and to this day I have no idea how he got hooked. The San Francisco police never found out where the drugs in his system came from or who had sold them to him. But I called in a few favors and Daniel’s death went down as a heart attack to spare him the shame and embarrassment of the truth.

			Plenty of those who attended his funeral knew that truth, their expressions uniformly blank. Many remained silent because they didn’t know what to say, or were afraid to say the wrong thing. The fog was rolling in that day, and I don’t remember what I was thinking as I knotted my tie and laced my shoes, probably because I was trying to figure out what else I could have done. And I can still see Daniel the way he looked at the viewing, a slight sewn smile stitched across his face, like he was about to awaken from a peaceful dream instead of paying the price for the nightmare that had consumed his life.

			I wanted to reach out and touch him.

			But I didn’t.

			I had this desire to reach out and jostle him, see if he might wake up.

			I didn’t do that either.

			Daniel was anything but a stereotype, the last person you’d think would die of an overdose. And of the 72,000 people who died of opiate overdoses in 2017, plenty were just like my son. People living in great neighborhoods dotted with basketball hoops and BMWs in their driveways, parked alongside SUVs with third-row seating. Pack that vehicle with eight kids and chances are one of them will become addicted to opiates. Maybe he or she will overdose, and maybe he or she won’t. Depends on the luck of the cards, I guess.

			But here’s something that doesn’t depend on luck: we can win this war. I have solutions. I’ve seen what has worked in the past and what will work today. I’ve watched thirteen different attorneys general and six presidents claim they were going to do something about it, only to have nothing get done. You can’t get a politician’s attention unless you write a check for a hundred thousand dollars. Otherwise, you get a smile and some lip service. A warm handshake and a plastic photo-op smile. Hey, we’re building a wall, some of them will say today, even though building a wall won’t stop a single ounce of drugs from getting into the country.

			Nothing I can do will bring my son back, but I can make it so no more families have to suffer the way I did. That’s why I wrote this book. To chart a path forward through the minutia and politics toward devising a strategy to win this war instead of just pretending to try. Politicians and police like to proclaim we’re already winning, but trust me when I tell you we’re not. We're still chasing our tails.

			Speaking of chasing, the origin of the slang phrase “chasing the dragon” actually springs from Hong Kong and refers to inhaling the vapor from a heated drug cocktail comprising morphine, heroin, opium, or oxycodone. The “chasing” occurs as the addict gingerly keeps the liquid moving in order to keep it from overheating and burning up too quickly, often on a heat-conducting material such as aluminum foil. The moving smoke is “chased” with a tube through which the user inhales. In more recent times, the phrase has come to be used as a metaphor for an addict’s constant pursuit of the feelings of their first high. The “dragon,” being mythical, represents a goal that can never be achieved, because it doesn’t exist.

			But I know how to catch the metaphorical dragon I’ve been chasing for the better part of my life, a dragon capable of snuffing out life with the ease of that cobra killing our dog in Thailand. And my task now, the reason I’m writing this book, is to get others to listen. Many of those others, like you maybe, have kids of their own, in which case they fear, more than anything, the kind of call I got on July 19, 1993. A disembodied voice you’ll never hear again telling you something that’s going to change your life forever.

			I don’t want you to get that call.

			I don’t want anyone to ever get that call again.

		


		
			 

			PART ONE

			FROM ONE WAR TO ANOTHER

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER ONE

			KOREA, 1953

			Boom! Boom! Boom!

			Smoke swallowed the sky. I stayed under cover until the thick black cloud began to dissipate. Even then, I could barely see past the dirt and debris that had kicked up from the C-4 packs that I had stuck to the bridge.

			“Did the bridge fall, the whole thing?” Jonny, the young private, asked me, his eyes still closed tight.

			“If you open your eyes you can see for yourself,” I told him, coming out from behind the hill where we had taken cover.

			The bridge had more than fallen; it had been blown to smithereens. I was proud of myself. I was getting really good at blowing up stuff. I should have been by then, given that I’d spent over a year serving in the 59th Bridge Company Combat Engineers. Our job was to build floating bridges for the US and South Korean troops to cross the Imjin River and then blow the bridges up before the enemy could follow.

			As for when and if I got home from the war, well, I hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. Maybe I’d go to college and become a lawyer or politician. My father was an important man in the West Philly area, and I always admired the clout he had in the city. If my father wanted something to happen, he made it happen. That’s what I’d wanted to do before the war. But now I was already almost twenty-one years old. Most of the kids my age were finishing college, while I was running around a war zone blowing shit up.

			“Nice job, Private First Class Addario,” Corporal Andrews said after I’d escorted the private named Jonny to safety.

			“Thank you, sir,” I replied.

			“That is how we do it, boys: get in, blow it up, and get out,” Andrews said.

			 

			* * * * *

			 

			But blowing up bridges wasn’t the only thing I did over there in Korea. My unit was assigned to a huge multinational encampment covering maybe a full square mile in the Panmunjeom region. Because of my engineering acumen, I was made acting sergeant in charge of communications. My job was to string wire all around the camp and rig it to an old-fashioned switchboard phone system that would allow the commander and the camp officers to be in constant communication with each other. The switchboard was just what you see in old movies, and the phones were of the crank variety. Hardly state of the art even by early 1950s standards, but it got the job done.

			The biggest problem we faced in the camp were the minefields that ran along the single paved dirt road that connected to both Imjin and Seoul, which provided our supply line. We used to wear steel helmets that weighed over two pounds 24/7, and those minefields made driving anywhere a risky proposition at best. One day, a corporal named Will, who was our own version of Radar O’Reilly from the classic M*A*S*H television show, didn’t make it back to camp in the old deuce-and-a-half supply truck he used to commandeer extra supplies for us at times, so we dispatched a search party. We found his truck off the road with its front end blown to bits, but no sign of him. The truck was smoking, so we rushed to off-load provisions like powdered milk, sugar, and coffee before it caught fire.
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Dan in uniform wearing an Australian hat borrowed from an Aussie soldier.

			 

			It turned out that Will had managed to score some cases of Budweiser on this trip—you just never knew what he was going to bring back when he set out on one of his supply runs. Some of the provisions were too damaged to salvage, but we managed to save the Budweiser. We even managed to find Will, who’d somehow wandered off. He was bloodied, dazed, and walking in the middle of the road, still carrying the shorn-off steering wheel like he was ready to pop it back into place. I don’t think he had any idea where he was, but he must’ve had a pretty good idea of what had happened.

			“Motherfucking gooks ain’t gonna kill me!” he told us all. He recovered just fine and was back driving again within a week.

			Besides the enemy and the minefields, the biggest problems we faced were the cold and challenges of procuring safe rations. We didn’t have the right boots or clothing for the harsh winter, and, it turned out, the locals fertilized their fields with wheelbarrows of human manure, rendering local vegetables uneatable for us. We had to rely on C-rations, powdered eggs and milk, and whatever fresh vegetables Will could scrounge up from the nearest supply bases. We also couldn’t drink the water without getting sick and had to make sure that any we swallowed, including what we filled our canteens with, had been purified first thanks to a small pill that made the water taste like iodine.

			All told, I wasn’t disappointed to see the war end on July 27, 1953. I’d spent eighteen months in Korea, at which point there was nowhere to go but home.

			 

			* * * * *

			 

			Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, Fall 1953

			I was a first-generation Italian American, my grandfather having come to America via Ellis Island from Abruzzi, Italy. He’d been a barber in Rome, where he actually did the hair of any number of dignitaries attached to the Vatican; the pope was clearly not among them, since that would’ve made for a story to be repeated over and over again.

			My grandparents had settled in the Center City section of Philadelphia in a house big enough to put his barbershop on the first floor, with the family’s living quarters occupying the second and third. I was born in that house, delivered by a midwife in 1929. It was a very nice neighborhood, located about a block from the train, and I often figured one must have been rumbling by the moment I was born, since I always took great comfort in that sound through the bulk of my childhood.

			It was a different world back then. Multiple generations of a family lived close to each other, sometimes even in the same house. There was a real sense of community. Neighbors talked to each other, looked out for one another. We knew the beat cops by name and when there was a problem, like needing to do something about the bums gathering on the corner, you dealt with it together, as a neighborhood and a community. The drug problem didn’t exist in those days; the close-knit nature of those neighborhoods precluded it. I can only imagine what the locals would’ve done to some pusher who set up shop on the corner. Based on the fact that the bums never returned after being shooed away, I can tell you it wouldn’t have been pleasant.

			I remember as a young boy walking up the stairs from my grandfather’s barbershop into a combination living and dining room. A big open kitchen dominated our living space. I remember an old stove that was always warm and a coal shed in the backyard. In those days, we burned coal for heat. Hard to believe now, but back then that was about the only option. I can remember my grandmother outside tending to her tomatoes and herbs, while we shoveled heaps of the black coal shards into the wheelbarrows to ferry into the basement to supply our heat and hot water. I had a younger brother and sister and shared a room on the third floor with my Uncle Tony.

			Sansom Street was mostly Irish, with a few African American families dotting the neighborhood, but we were the only Italians. In keeping with the Philly tradition, I played a lot of stickball, shot marbles, and tossed horseshoes. There was no television back then, so we had to find other ways to entertain ourselves, which almost always involved a bunch of kids. Most of us played sports, and my stickball prowess led me to give baseball a serious try, as the only Italian on a team sponsored by the Ancient Order of Hibernians, an Irish fraternal organization.

			I attended a Catholic school where Italians were considered second-class citizens. The nuns there favored the Irish kids, one of whom was named McGinty—a real teacher’s pet, even though he was a wiseass, a troublemaker, and a bully long before we even put a name to that sort of behavior. His older brother had become a monsignor and was made bishop a few years later, so I guess McGinty figured he had God on his side. And, boy, did he need Him one day when the nun left the room and he decided to lay into me one time too many. We got into a fistfight and ended up knocking over desks en route to me getting my licks in on him pretty good, all that pent-up anger that had built up finally spilling over. McGinty, true to form, went literally crying to the nuns. I was the one who ended up getting punished, but I didn’t care. I had drawn my line in the sand, and McGinty never bothered me again. And, while I don’t claim any linkage between this particular incident and my ultimately becoming a cop, it did feel good when my friends looked to me to protect them from the likes of McGinty and other bullies. I hated anyone who picked on somebody smaller than he was, and, when you think about it, maybe those bullies really did morph into the drug dealers I’d later spend a career fighting, since they too placed no value on the lives they ended up destroying.

			I don’t know if McGinty ever went into the service, but pretty much all my friends from West Philly did along with me, thanks to the draft. I was placed in combat infantry training at Fort Belvoir, Virginia, for three intense months, followed by two even more intense ones learning to be a combat engineer. The best lessons I learned in those days, though, were about people, thanks to getting to know fellow soldiers from all over the country. My life hadn’t extended more than a few miles of West Philly at that point, and I’d never met anyone from the South, for example. These southerners proudly called themselves the East Coast Hillbillies and pretty much taught me everything I needed to know, skills that kept me alive and got me back home safely.

			Once deployed, my team would be transported into combat-infested areas ahead of the infantry and had to seek cover over and over again when enemy shelling drew close. Our job was to build a bridge for the right troops to cross, not the wrong ones. So I became pretty much an expert on how to blow those bridges up, after our troops got across. We’d use this crude form of plastic explosive that looked and felt just like Silly Putty, which we’d wire under the corners of the bridge, sometimes with the enemy troops within earshot and even sight.

			It was always left to me to be the last man across after I’d set the explosives and rigged the detonator. Sometimes I imagined I’d hear the boots of enemy soldiers clacking against the bridge plate directly over me. Sometimes they drew so close I could almost look them in the eye. Sometimes their gunfire sounded as the bridge blew. Kind of ironic when you think of it, given that years later I’d be the first through the door during drug busts—an eerie contrast with being the last man on the bridge.

			Again, it was the interpersonal part of the experience that taught me the most. You work with the person on your left and your right, depending on them just like they depend on you, because in a combat zone, all you’ve got is each other. I can’t even count how many times Chinese troops were shooting at us while we wired floating bridges across the Imjin River to blow. I remember a friend of mine named Ernie falling under one of our heavy transport vehicles when it overturned, his legs crushed as bullets whizzed around him with a bunch of us trying to pull him free. We managed to save his life and he was medevacked out. It was the last time I saw him, though I heard later he’d gotten hooked on pain meds and never really got off them.

			We’d go to Japan occasionally for R & R (rest and recuperation), which marked my first direct experience with heroin. I watched some of the soldiers I worked alongside chase that high and then bring the drugs back with them to our base to chase it some more. I guess it was how they dealt with the pressure of combat, getting zonked out of their minds, walking around like they didn’t know where they were. Ours was a small unit, 158 servicemen. We were very mobile and would set up encampments at times when the enemy was no more than a half mile away. But you wouldn’t know it from the behavior of those who’d been bitten by the heroin bug. They were so out of it. I remember one time, a private standing guard duty with a pair of cap pistols in his belt. He was so stoned out of his mind, he didn’t think he needed his rifle, or maybe he’d forgotten where it was. Chasing the dragon had sucked the fight right out of him and all the others who’d chosen that path.

			Speaking of fighting, my dad was a boxer. He won a ton of fights and the promoters wanted him to turn pro, but they couldn’t sign him because he was under sixteen. So he went to school and became an electrical engineer. When I came back from the Korean War, I seemed destined to follow that same path. I apprenticed alongside him, learned skills like wiring and mechanical composition that way. I learned from watching, but it wasn’t just trade skills my father taught me. I also learned how to get along with people, how to negotiate. He was a quiet man, but he could be tough when he needed to be and always got the job done, no matter what it was. He could estimate in his head the materials and manpower required to do a job, and I can’t remember a single time he got things wrong.

			One day I was out getting some work permits when a cop directing traffic waved to me and signaled me to stop. Turned out it was one of my old Catholic school friends, Jimmy Pierce.

			“Pull that car over,” Jimmy said, “I want to talk to you.”

			Then he abandoned his traffic duties to come up to my window.

			“I thought that was you, Dan!” he greeted.

			“Hey, Jimmy!” I beamed back. “I heard you joined the force.”

			He grinned. “Somebody had to keep the city safe while you were over there saving the world.”

			“The uniform suits you,” I complimented.

			“Hey, pal, it could suit you too.”

			“How’s that?”

			“What are you gonna do with your life?” he asked me, big hands laid on the roof of my car.

			I told him I wasn’t planning to stay in construction, that maybe I’d use the GI Bill to attend college.

			“To study what?” Jimmy said.

			“I don’t know.”

			He nodded and took his hands from my roof. “Maybe I do.”

			Jimmy proceeded to explain that Philly’s new mayor had brought a similarly new attitude to fighting crime in the city, starting with building a special force of incorruptible police officers. He had gotten approval for five hundred new hires. Jimmy explained that the money was good and that if I could handle getting shot at in combat situations, I could handle being a cop.

			I decided to give it a try, starting with exams both written and physical, overseen by the Civil Service Commission. The written test proved a lot easier than I’d been expecting and, being in such great shape at the time, the physical endurance test of climbing walls and carrying dummies proved infinitely easier than helping an injured or shell-shocked fellow soldier avoid both bullets and capture. I finished number 365 out of 5,000 applicants, enough to earn my spot in the police academy on my own. But it didn’t hurt that my dad was a ward leader in West Philly. Although he didn’t exert any undue influence, he knew the right buttons to push and flesh to press, assuring that the spot I’d rightfully earned would be mine.

			Even though my father was old school, he never let the fact that I’d decided against following in his footsteps bother him—at least, he didn’t show it. Coming to America for the whole family had been all about chasing their dream, and he was content to have me now ready to chase mine.

			Little did either of us know how quickly that dream would become a nightmare.

		


		
			CHAPTER TWO

			PHILADELPHIA, 1954

			I was almost twenty-six when I entered the police academy, old by anybody’s standards in comparison to the fresh-eyed kids, many of whom were still in their teens. Add to that my eighteen-month tour in Korea where I’d survived hostile fire on numerous occasions, and you might say I stood out.

			And, man, you’d be right.

			I don’t want to use the phrase man among boys, but that’s what I felt like. And I must’ve looked it too, based on the fact that a combination of my appearance and wartime experience attracted the attention of Lieutenant Tom McDermott. McDermott was an old-school Irish cop, white-haired and barrel-chested. A button-down kind of guy fond of fedora hats who I can never remember seeing, even once, without a jacket and tie on. McDermott was chief of the elite Special Crime Squad that handled vice, narcotics, burglaries, and robberies throughout Philly—pretty much the highest profile crimes, including those related to drugs, which McDermott was particularly determined to eradicate.

			He may have been old school, but he saw drugs even back in 1954 for the scourge they already were and, even more, the drag on society they would eventually become if something wasn’t done. And he was on the same page as Philadelphia’s district attorney Sam Dash when it came to putting drug dealers away. Years later, Dash would go on to become a famous figure, familiar to all who dutifully followed the Watergate hearings on television, after he was named a Watergate prosecutor.

			Chief McDermott had a daughter and a son who became a mailman, so I think to a great extent I was the son he wished he’d had. I wore my Korean experience on my face, kind of a hardened, world-weary look, and had let my coal-black hair grow out a bit longer than maybe I should have. In other words, I looked like a young musician grizzled by years on the road. I had dark skin and could have passed for Latino in appearance. Someone who could fit into the world of those the chief needed to infiltrate, the world of junkies, drug pushers, and distributors.

			Like I said before, McDermott might’ve been old school but he pioneered the way drug cases are handled up until this day. In the chief’s mind, it wasn’t enough to take a couple pushers off the corner, because the next day two more would be there to take their place. And what good did arresting junkies do really, other than to pad the reports and take up another prison bed better utilized for a real criminal?

			McDermott’s plan was to start at the bottom of the food chain, with the junkies and street dealers, and work his way through the distribution and supply channels all the way up to the kingpins at the very top. Today that might draw a big fat so what from drug cops, but back then it was cutting edge. State of the art, as they say. The chief saw the war that was coming and wanted to win it while he still could, with me as one of his soldiers.

			 

			* * * * *

			 

			“Nice shooting, Addario,” I heard a voice say behind me one morning when I was on the police academy shooting range.

			I turned around quickly. I thought I was alone, just as I preferred to be when I came to the range for shooting practice. Standing before me was Chief McDermott. You didn’t have to be a cop or a recruit to know who he was—all of Philadelphia knew Lieutenant Tom McDermott, an incorruptible cop who was our version of Eliot Ness from The Untouchables.

			“I’ve been watching you, Dan,” the chief said to me. “You got talent, kid, a real knack for this shit.”

			“Thank you, sir,” I said, having no idea why the chief of the police department’s crack Special Crime Squad was standing in front of a raw recruit with months of training yet to come.

			“What do you know about dope?” McDermott asked me, getting to the point.

			“Well, sir, to tell you the truth, not that much, outside of what I saw in the war.”

			I could almost see his ears perk up. “And what was that?”

			“Men who got high and couldn’t do their job or stand a post,” I said, recalling that soldier who stood guard duty with a pair of cap pistols. “Never used it myself, sir, or even watched guys shooting up, but I do know the drugs followed plenty of men home.”

			The chief seemed satisfied with my answer. “Think you could handle dealing with a bunch of junkies?” he asked.

			“If that’s the job, I can handle it. You think I’m right for it, I’d jump in as soon as I’m out of the academy.”

			“Well, kid, you don’t have to wait. We have an assignment we need you for now.”

			“As in…”

			“As early as tomorrow. We need someone who’s raw and young and ready to get his hands dirty. A new face not known on the streets the way junkies know every one of my men.”

			“I’m your man, Chief,” I said, without any hesitation at all.

			 

			* * * * *

			 

			The next morning, instead of going down to the academy, I showed up at Chief McDermott’s office located in an old police precinct at the intersection of 26th and York, in the heart of one of the city’s prime African American neighborhoods, at six thirty sharp, a half hour before I’d been ordered to be there. I used the main entrance and was greeted by a desk sergeant standing behind a high desk, who informed me the chief’s office had its own entrance in the rear of the historic building.

			So I retraced my steps outside and walked around to the back. Climbing a flight of stairs brought me to Chief McDermott’s second-floor office. A receptionist sat at a desk parked outside it. She was a middle-aged woman, with a stern face and broad shoulders. A squad room dedicated to the chief’s elite crime-fighting squad was just down the hall, and I could hear the clack-clack-clack of cops typing out their reports on manual typewriters, hunting and pecking at the keys.

			“Morning. I’m Dan Addario, and I’m reporting as ordered by Chief McDermott.”

			“He’ll be in at seven. You can have a seat in the waiting area until he arrives,” she said matter-of-factly.

			I did what the woman told me. My leg was shaking a mile a minute. I had no idea what my assignment would be, but I was excited to be chosen for it. I busied myself by following the lines of cracked plaster and peeling paint, imagining the stories these walls might have to tell if they could talk. All the criminals who’d been brought up here to be placed in the single holding cell.

			I never saw the chief enter the building, but at 6:55 sharp, I was called back into his office where the third man in the room was Chick Tyree, McDermott’s right-hand man who I’d be reporting to once in the field as an undercover. These were heady, low-tech days for police officers, particularly undercovers, since we lacked cell phones, sophisticated surveillance equipment, and even the most rudimentary so-called “wire.” Once on the streets, we were on our own, isolated on an island otherwise inhabited by the kind of lowlifes and criminals it was our job to put away.

			“Welcome aboard, Dan,” he greeted. “Ready to do a stint in lockup?”

			I noticed a smirk stretched across his face that could be as warm as a priest’s or as imposing as the devil’s himself. “Uh, what?” I managed.

			“Lockup,” he repeated. “You’re going undercover to find us a junkie we can use as a mark.”

			McDermott explained that my first job was to get close to someone in the holding cells, to figure out who was both a user and dealer. I was to make contact and turn that person into a CI (confidential informant), someone who could help us take down as many pushers as possible, as part of what was called “Operation Intake.”

			“Here, put these on,” McDermott said, handing me a pair of tattered jeans and a T-shirt. “So you look the part,” he added with a smile.

			 

			* * * * *

			 

			The chief had me handcuffed and two uniformed officers walked me to the lower level of city hall to where the lockup for suspects awaiting arraignment was located. As I took my perp walk, I began to get nervous. I had never seen a junkie before, let alone knew how to act like one. I swallowed hard as the bars came into sight. The cops uncuffed me and tossed me into the cell. There was no turning back now.

			When Chief McDermott spirited me out of the police academy, I told my parents I had flunked out. I had no choice, given that nobody could know the truth of what I was doing. So for the next eighteen months, I had to live with the fact that they believed I was a failure. Having spent a stretch of similar length when I was in Korea, they remained as patient and loving as they could, but it was clear especially for my father that I had become a disappointment, a source of embarrassment.

			If only they knew what I was really doing…. If only I could tell them the truth….

			But I couldn’t. It comes with the job.

			The cell was packed, as many inmates standing as sitting. I tried counting them and came up with around thirty, many of whom were “fellow” junkies who were immediately recognizable from the hollow glint in their eyes, the way they scratched at themselves, and the shaking that accompanies even the first stages of withdrawal symptoms. There were so many in here on a daily basis, because back in those days Philly cops could pick up anybody they deemed so much as looked like a junkie. If a cursory inspection revealed track marks, no matter how old, that was cause enough for them to be held and put before a judge, which normally happened around nine o’clock in the morning but sometimes considerably later.

			Of course, my biggest concern at this point was what if something happened to Chief McDermott? Imagine me trying to explain to the guards, or the judge, that I was working an operation for the chief when he was no longer around to confirm that fact.

			Not everyone in the cell was a hard-core junkie, but you wouldn’t know that from the overpowering stench of vomit and urine. There were also perps (perpetrators) who’d been arrested for lower-level drug offenses or some other nonviolent crime. I, though, took my cue from a few strung-out guys, because I needed to get close to one of them and gain his trust in order to use the lowest rung on the ladder to climb to the next. You had to get to them in order to get to their sources. And, since this was my first experience with confidential informants, I needed to pick one to turn here and now. The thing is, a cop is only as good as the informants he’s nurtured and cultivated.

			I slumped my head and shoulders and began to twitch ever so slightly, playing the part. A scraggly fellow in the back of the cell caught my eye. He was lying in his own vomit, obviously detoxing. I figured he would probably be rather malleable to my approaching him, if it meant release and access to heroin.

			I approached slowly and took a seat next to my target. “You okay, man?” I asked.

			I could tell that he wasn’t sure what to make of me; that or he was still high and he couldn’t get his eyes to focus.

			I asked him again, “Hey, you okay?”

			“I’m hurting,” he said with a groan. “I need a fix.”

			“So do I,” I said, trying to match the quake in his voice.

			“I’m Petey,” he said.

			“Dan,” I replied.

			“If I make it out of here alive, Dan, I have a connection that can hook us up, like immediately.”

			“Oh man, could I use that,” I followed, hiding my elation over the fact that Petey had just offered up the information that I needed. I was either really good at this shit or damn lucky.

			Now, all I had to hope was that Petey didn’t choke on his own vomit or have a seizure.

			And Petey wasn’t the only one in the cell in his condition. Heroin use had been on the rise, and for the first time it was trickling past the urban areas into mainstream culture. This kid had been an art student, once upon a time. He and his friends began experimenting with drugs—first it was pot, then he moved on to heroin. Once he got his hands on that he was hooked, and now here he was in lockup for the third time. I stared at poor Petey and his track marks. The guy had to be younger than my twenty-five years, but right now it didn’t seem as if he’d last until he was thirty.

			We were all marched down to be arraigned together, after which I left the building with Petey by my side. There were two cars waiting outside, with Chief McDermott in the backseat of one of them. Petey and I walked to the corner to grab a streetcar and that’s when the chief’s car pulled over alongside us.

			“Get in, Petey,” I said to him. “There’s someone in the car who can help us.”

			He was so desperately in need of a fix, he’d do anything to the point where he practically jumped into the backseat to find McDermott waiting. Petey was like a limp noodle, so strung out his chin lopped against his chest.

			“Hey, Petey,” McDermott said, snapping his fingers to get him to lift his head back up.

			Petey straightened and tried to focus on me and then McDermott, finally recognizing the chief from the many newspaper photos that had run of him.

			“Dan?” he said, confused.

			I nodded at him, knowing that McDermott had the lead here.

			“How would you like to stay out of jail?” McDermott asked, not bothering to introduce himself because there was no need.

			“I would, sir,” Petey replied. “Very much.”

			“I can make that happen, but you’re going to have to do us a favor,” McDermott continued.

			“Anything, I’ll do anything,” Petey said in desperation.

			“Good. That’s what we like to hear.”

			Nowadays, that whole scenario might seem like a cliché, but this was 1954, remember. As far as I know, Chief McDermott’s Special Crime Squad was the first, the very first, in the entire country to run this kind of undercover drug operation, predating even the FBI’s use of confidential informants to bring down the mob, which started in earnest in the 1960s.

			Like I said before, prior to that point, narcotics squads would be satisfied arresting a single street dealer or junkie. Our strategy was to let it ride. We set up an elaborate system whereby we’d make the buys and learn the identities of the dealers and couriers, but not arrest them. Instead we’d climb the food chain, sometimes using the threat of prison to get them to turn and other times just cozying up and getting them to trust the undercover identities we were living under. Often it was both, taking our sources as far as they’d go before needing to lay the hammer down to get their full cooperation. There were no wires or electronic surveillance in those days, at least none that really worked, so we were left to our own devices and wits, knowing that when we walked into a precarious situation, nobody would be coming to break down the door if things went bad.

			“We need you to make a buy for us,” McDermott told him. “Score one for us and do what you want with the other. Just tell me what you need.”

			“About forty, fifty bucks,” Petey stammered. “Heroin costs twenty a bag.”

			“So let’s say fifty to be on the safe side,” McDermott followed, handing me the cash.

			From there, Petey brought me to a pool hall the police had long suspected was a haven for drug dealing, but we’d never been able to get anybody on the inside. The place was right out of The Hustler movie, with cigarette smoke wafting up toward the overheads spilling light downward over the tables. The crack of pool balls was constant, as were the comings and goings of various shady characters known to the city police to be involved in the drug trade.

			Petey introduced me to his connection, a guy named Pat.

			“Give me twenty bucks and I’ll get you a bag,” Pat pronounced.

			I gave him forty to take care of Petey as well and off Pat went to make the buy. Since this was such a low-tech operation by today’s standards, I had no way of alerting the detectives watching the pool hall who Pat was so they could tail him. Twenty minutes later, Pat came back with the heroin. He was reluctant to give it to me directly, since I was a stranger and all, so he gave it all to Petey to dispense and he passed it on to me—to be logged in later as evidence.

			That was my first buy as an undercover fighting the war on drugs. The next time Pat left the pool hall to make a buy, detectives followed him into South Philly where he paid a visit to Harry Riccobene, a mobbed-up drug dealer no cop had ever been able to get near before. He was one of those guys who was like Teflon. But we didn’t arrest him right away, because that would’ve stopped our undercover operation in its tracks. Instead we set up a system where we’d make the buys and tail the couriers higher and higher up the ladder, letting the process ride out. The more buys we made, the more solid our case became.
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Operation Intake undercover team with Dan pictured in the middle.

			 

			This was the first time in any city in the country a narcotics squad had gone at things with such an organized, disciplined, and far-reaching effort. Across the city, other officers worked other territories. Gil Dockery, for example, a short Irish guy you had to stretch to make him five-and-a-half feet tall, worked North Philly. Gil Hennigan and Bill Moore worked South Philly in the city’s African American section. I kept to South Philly, which was still predominantly Italian. Chief McDermott even put four female officers undercover, another first at the time that caught the dealers totally off guard because they’d never expected a woman to be a cop, much less an undercover.

			But things didn’t always go smoothly. I was in the Chinatown district of downtown Philly making a buy, thanks to another informant I’d turned named Ralph Toomey, a junkie musician. He set up a meet for us with a dealer there. The plain-front building with this solid steel door that must’ve weighed a ton turned out to be a Chinese gambling hall with all the gaming tables in the front and an opium den in the back where the drug deals went down. I had to front a hundred bucks, big money at the time, at the bar and was escorted back there.

			“You wait here,” our escort instructed.

			And a few minutes later, the dealer comes in with the package of dope and gives it to me.

			“You want to shoot up here?” he said expectantly, given that’s what all the other junkies making buys were doing.

			I couldn’t blow my cover, but I also couldn’t shoot up. The junkies weren’t just sharing needles, they were passing them from one to another and dropping them on the dirty floor when they were finished, to be scooped up by the next shooter.

			“Nah,” I told the dealer, “it’s for my girlfriend.”

			All this while my backup surveillance team was a couple blocks away eating Chinese food.

			Along the way, we brought down some of the biggest drug dealers in Philadelphia, climbing the chain of command all the way to the top dogs. One time, the kingpin who ran the North Philly area, Tommy Jones, tried to run down my partner when we made the move to bust him. I fired at him from the rear as he tore away in his car and blew out his back window. I’d just missed blowing his head off too, which would’ve saved the country a ton of money prosecuting and jailing him, and nobody would’ve thought twice about it.

			See, in those days, we were operating under a different set of rules. There was no reading of Miranda rights, no due process the way it’s known today. A lot of cops back then carried throwaway guns or switchblades, just in case they needed to plant one near the body of a suspect they were forced to shoot so they’d appear to be armed. We could stop anyone we wanted in the city to check their arms for needle marks, a violation of something that was called “failure to account for yourself.” And, from our standpoint, the only accounting that mattered was how many pushers we took off the streets to disrupt the supply chain.

			I worked undercover in Philly for eighteen months, some of the most rewarding of my life and career, and, man, did I learn a lot from the likes of Chief Tom McDermott. The mass raid that ended Operation Intake netted a staggering 103 arrests, virtually all of them resulting in jail time. The Philadelphia Daily News reported that “Operation Intake, designed to round up narcotics pushers, found police raiders banging on doors in pre-dawn hours.” A later Daily News article chronicling the efforts of ten separate elite teams from the Special Crime Squad was headlined “Police Lauded for Dope Raids.” Not to be outdone, on January 21, 1955, the Philadelphia Inquirer ran a story under the banner, “Four Rookies Pose as Addicts to Trap 68 Suspects in City-Wide Drug Raids.”

			The number of arrests varied by the day and article, from forty-six to seventy-one, because it was difficult in those days to collate all the information that was coming in machine gun fast. There was also the issue that a number of the 103 suspects arrested were actually confidential informants, swooped up in the raids to maintain their cover. Nobody likes a rat, and in those days of old-school Philly, rats were drowned before they could flee the sinking ship.

			In the years to come, I’d apply the lessons I learned from that experience working under Chief McDermott to postings across the country and the world. The enemies and the bad guys changed, but the goal never did: reduce the supply of drugs through any means available.

			In many respects, South Philly was a twenty-block microcosm of what I’d encounter for the next nearly half century. The places changed, the rules changed, the targets changed, but one constant remained:

			Drugs and the lives they destroyed.
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