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Preface

When I give lectures or teach seminars around the world, I get a lot of questions about the state of the American Mafia—which is principally the Five Families of New York City. My answer always leads to more questions, and there is never enough time to fully explain what happened to the American Mafia and how it got that way.

I decided to write this book in an effort to do justice to these questions and to show how what we did back in the day—on the street, in the social clubs, and in the courtrooms—has led to the situation today, in which the Mafia is nothing more than a weakened, exposed shadow of its former self.

This sequel to my bestseller—Donnie Brasco: My Undercover Life in the Mafia—also gives me an opportunity to reveal certain details for the first time anywhere, details that I could not discuss in the original Donnie Brasco because, in 1988, I did not want to compromise the numerous trials that would come over the next decade and my testimony in them. In 1981, I still had much unfinished business to do after coming out from my six-year deep cover penetration of the Mafia.

At the time I wrote the first book, many of the crimes I discussed continued to pose a mystery; many of the murders were still whodunits. Over the past twenty-five years, with the toppling and falling of the Mafia dominos, trial by trial, nearly all of these mysteries have been completely solved, and I get to analyze them here.

The way I see it, the most important domino to fall was the first one, the one that set the rest in motion. It was the first of the cases to go to trial—the 1982 Bonanno family trial. Had we lost that first trial—in which we used a then-novel  legal theory to apply the evidence I gathered as Donnie Brasco—there would have been no subsequent trials, and none of the good news I report in this book would have occurred. Everything was at stake in that first battle of the Mafia trials war: all we had done, all we hoped to do, and my very safety. You see, the weaker we made the Mafia as we marched on from that first victory, the more we destroyed it and its ruling Commission—which had put a price on my head—and the better my family and I felt.

As I look at the ravaged state of New York’s Five Families and its Mafia Commission today, I feel more than satisfied that my unfinished business is finally finished—at least as far as the American Mafia is concerned.






Introduction

by Charles Brandt

 



 



 



 



Has America witnessed a more heroic or exciting lawman than this book’s subject? Who springs to mind? Wyatt Earp? Wild Bill Hickock? Eliot Ness? Much of what many legendary lawmen got credit for doing is more myth than reality. But if one swallows their résumés as gospel, these legends still don’t measure up to the prolonged heroism, tactical brilliance, and pure mental toughness of a young Italian-American FBI Special Agent from Paterson, New Jersey, named Joseph Dominick Pistone—aka Donnie Brasco, Mafia gangster.

What follows here touches on the dangers Agent Joe Pistone braved his way through and the monumental destruction his testimony caused the Mafia in trial after trial from the early ’80s through today. Posing as a jewel thief to whom he gave the fictitious name “Donnie Brasco,” and with no rulebook to follow and no indispensable introduction to the Mafia, Agent Pistone infiltrated the Colombo Mafia family in 1975. Six months after first contact, using his infiltration of the Colombos as his self-made introduction, he infiltrated the Bonanno Mafia family. Agent Pistone soon became a working member of the Bonanno family, abandoning his own personal life, living the daily life of a Mafia crewmember, following his capo’s orders, and obeying the tangled web of medieval rules that govern the Mafia’s secret subculture.

After six eventful years as Donnie Brasco, Agent Pistone was proposed by his Bonanno capo, Dominick “Sonny Black” Napolitano, for the rare honor given to very few Mafia associates—induction into the Mafia as a made man. Following the simultaneous assassination of three powerful Bonanno capos—Alphonse  “Sonny Red” Indelicato, Dominick “Big Trin”Trinchera, and Phillip “Phil Lucky” Giaccone—on May 5, 1981, Pistone’s capo, Sonny Black, became the acting street boss of the Bonanno crime family. To nip a potential civil war in the bud, Sonny Black gave Donnie Brasco the contract to find and kill Sonny Red’s son, capo Bruno Indelicato, who was supposed to get whacked along with the other three but missed the meeting.

Because Donnie had become such a close intimate of Sonny Black, often sleeping at Sonny’s apartment, the enemies on the other side of this potential gang war might target Donnie Brasco for a bullet. Agent Pistone’s FBI handler throughout the operation, retired Agent Jules Bonavolonta expressed the dilemma. “While Joe would be pretending to look for Bruno so he could whack him and leave him in the street, a bunch of other guys would be looking for Joe so they could whack him and leave him in the street. The only difference between Joe and the other guys was that the other guys wouldn’t be faking it.”

By the time Sonny Black gave Agent Pistone this murder contract in mid-1981, Pistone had spent close to six years immersed in the role of Donnie Brasco. Much to Agent Pistone’s disappointment, the FBI decided to pull him from his deep cover and reveal his role to the Bonannos before he could be made—or killed. In the ensuing years, Pistone’s grueling court appearances on the witness stand were an indispensable element of the biggest, longest, and most significant Mafia trials in history, including the Bonanno Family cases, the Pizza Connection Case, and the Mafia Commission Case. Other major cases—such as the Mafia Cops Case—came later and were a direct result of the chaos caused by these initial cases.

Through his testimony, Agent Pistone was revealed to America as a towering super hero. A man who commits a single act of bravery can be considered a hero; the super hero lives a day-to-day life of constant bravery. For six years, Agent Pistone committed individual acts of bravery from moment to moment. His life was one of constant courage in the face of constant risk of death or harm, including torture.

Many of the made men in the Mafia that Agent Pistone was closest to were super villains—poisonous snakes poised to snap and kill without provocation. Pistone described Tony Mirra, his first Bonanno family mentor, as, “Loud, obnoxious. The meanest man I met in the Mafia.” Pistone described Benjamin “Lefty Guns” Ruggiero, his next mentor and the man with whom he had the most intimate contact, this way: “You could tell Lefty was a stone cold killer just the way he looked at you.” Agent Pistone always had to be super vigilant around Lefty to keep his make-believe stories straight. “Lefty would recall conversations we had eight months earlier, and he would remember them verbatim.” Pistone described his capo, Sonny Black, as follows: “When you met him you knew you had to respect him. If you didn’t, he’d whack you.”

After Agent Pistone’s mission had moved from the mean streets to courtrooms around the country, the record of convictions became so staggering and so unique that the name he chose for his undercover role, Donnie Brasco, became a law-enforcement term in its own right. After 9/11, for instance, at least one media commentator remarked that what America needed to fight terrorism is “a ‘Donnie Brasco,’ someone to infiltrate Al-Queda.” Former CIA Director George Tenet attempted to explain his agency’s inability to predict the attacks by saying, “. . . We didn’t have a Donnie Brasco.” Like being an Einstein, a Casanova, or a Benedict Arnold—the latter undoubtedly being how the Napoleons who ruled the Mafia viewed Donnie Brasco—being a Donnie Brasco is now a part of our language.

During my years as a prosecutor, which ended about the time Agent Pistone first infiltrated the Mafia, I marveled at the courage of the undercover cops who brought their cases to my office. While sometimes the operation involved buying swag (stolen goods), mostly these brave men were narcs. They posed as addicts; their goal was to buy drugs and bust the dealers. To make a case that a judge wouldn’t toss out on a technicality, they needed to buy one-on-one, person-to-person. And to make such a direct buy, they needed to penetrate past the justly paranoid screening tactics of drug dealers. Initially, a druggie informant had to vouch for the narc to the dealer. (An introduction was something Agent Pistone did not have the luxury of when infiltrating the Mafia.) The narc had to dress and act like a drug addict, hang around with druggies, and live the druggie life a number of hours a day for a couple of weeks per case. When the dealer was arrested, the narc was exposed and his usefulness as an undercover was over.

If a narc made a mistake, the typical result would be that the dealer would become suspicious and refuse to sell drugs to the narc. Having said that, these buybust operations were and still are dangerous assignments. Every once in a while, a narc somewhere in America gets shot to death when the dealer is actually interested in robbing money and not in delivering product.

In Delaware in the early ’70s we never lost a man to a drug dealer’s bullet, but we lost at least two to the drugs to which they daily were exposed. In order to prove himself a drug addict, a narc sometimes—at the very least—had to smoke a joint offered to him by the dealer. Just as a man might not know he has a potential gambling addiction until a casino is built near his home, so a man might not know he has a potential drug addiction until he takes his first hit. One of the narcs I knew became a heroin addict; the other became a cocaine addict. Typically these matters are swept under the carpet and, unless the drug-addicted cop commits another crime, they go unnoticed and unappreciated by the public—a public that expects its police to risk their health, indeed their very lives, to protect them. These largely unreported drug-addiction tragedies are part of the hidden costs of the shift in police tactics caused by court decisions of the ’60s and ’70s beginning with Mapp v. Ohio in 1961 (the Supreme Court decision that banned evidence gathered in violation of the Fourth Amendment protection against unreasonable search and seizure). Unable to search dealers and users in the street, confiscate their drugs, and arrest them on mere suspicion alone, narcotics squads became forced to rely on the dangerous and inefficient tactics of infiltration, buy and bust.

When I first read Donnie Brasco: My Undercover Life in the Mafia, I read it with this insider’s knowledge and experience in mind. As if I were watching a highway pileup in slow motion, I was caught up with bated breath, hoping Agent Pistone and his family would survive the ordeal. It was and remains the best and most authentic true crime book I ever read. By the book’s jacket alone I saw that Agent Pistone’s infiltration was not of the genus of deadly and dangerous infiltration of a drug dealer’s world, which would normally last just a matter of days. It was a distinctly more deadly and dangerous infiltration, day after day, of an organization of professional killers—an organization that punishes its own members unexpectedly with two bullets behind the ear, as the courts would say, on “mere suspicion alone.” As agent Pistone said, “There were moments I thought I was going to be killed.

“If you badmouth a boss to anyone,” Pistone told me, “even jokingly, and it gets  back to the boss, there is a good chance your best friend in the family will be ordered to shoot you in the back of the head when you least expect it.” Before he became Bonanno boss in 1992, Big Joey Massino whacked a Mafia soldier for wisecracking that the Gambino boss—Big Paul Castellano—resembled Frank Perdue of the Perdue Chicken company, who used to appear regularly in TV commercials.

Even if you hadn’t badmouthed a boss but someone thought you had and it got back to the boss—again, “on mere suspicion alone” and without being given a chance to explain—you very likely would be shot and killed by the cold-blooded professional beside you, whose job description includes killing people who don’t show sufficient respect, whatever that means.

If you asked a question perceived to be inappropriately nosey you might be suspected of being a rat, trying to gather evidence for the government. “Mere suspicion alone” of being a rat requires little reflection on the part of a boss in ordering your execution. As the Teamsters official and confessed Mafia hit man Frank Sheeran expressed to me, “When in doubt, have no doubt.”

And, worse for your long-neglected wife, your children, and your parents, you might simply disappear. Your real family would have the agony of waiting and worrying while you failed to return and your body failed to surface. Certainly, whatever method your close friends used to kill you, and whether they disposed of your body or left it to be discovered as a message to other soldiers in the Mafia, your murder would likely never be solved.

These unfathomable rules, even the unintentional breaking of which had deadly consequences, are rules Agent Pistone had to learn on-the-job by trial and error, all the while posing as someone who already knew the way of the wiseguy. No one before Agent Pistone had ever attempted to infiltrate the Mafia at this level to study its structure and learn its rules, to understand the mindset of the made man. Agent Pistone has since taught these secret rules to all law enforcement, as well as to the rest of us.

Mafia rules aside, many of the men Agent Pistone hung out with at the social club, dined with at the best restaurants, played cards with, drank with, and committed crimes with, were psychopaths who might kill a newcomer like Donnie Brasco on impulse.

For those 2,100-odd days of his existence as the Bonanno crewmember  Donnie Brasco, Agent Pistone also had to navigate the murky waters of the bureaucracy of the FBI. His daily undercover performance as Donnie Brasco had a multitude of producers and directors ready to assert their authority. Luckily for him and for us, Pistone had as his chief handler Agent Jules Bonavolonta, a supervisor with a talent for his job and the willingness to play the bureaucracy while Agent Pistone played the Mafia.

Nearly every facet of the operation, from the first day to the last, was carried out in uncharted waters. In his day-to-day activities, how far could an agent go in breaking the law—like a narc taking a drug—in order to keep up appearances, gain trust, and advance up the ladder? (“To this day, I never took a drug in my life,” Pistone asserted.) Under which hazardous conditions should his back be covered by agents hiding nearby, who might be spotted and get his cover blown? How often and under what circumstances should he break cover to report to his handler? After all, he couldn’t take notes, everything had to be memorized and verbally reported. When should he risk instant death by wearing a cumbersome wire that might be spotted? When could he see his family? Agent Pistone literally wrote the book on how to look, think, and act like a Mafia crewmember while passing along ongoing intelligence reports from the enemy camp and making cases against made men and the Mafia itself that would stand up in court in the face of rules and procedures that often seemed to favor criminals and their frequently abusive defense attorneys.

At the termination of the long-term deep-cover operation, Agent Pistone found himself the key witness in major trials he helped produce against the Mafia. “I made Rudy Giuliani a star,” he once joked with me over coffee. But there’s actually a lot of truth to that. Certain homicide cops made me a star prosecutor, and those that are still living know who they are and they know I know it.

Agent Pistone did his precarious job to perfection, and without fear. He never succumbed to normal emotions of the moment; and always remained as focused as a brain surgeon. “To work deep cover long-term,” Agent Pistone said, “you’ve got to be mentally tough. The whole secret is to be mentally tough.” The mentally tough role Agent Pistone performed, creating it as he played it, became the foundation on which he helped build the cases for his courtroom crusade against the Mafia. No doubt, Joe Pistone the producer, writer, and actor made stars of  many a prosecutor who directed each case’s final performance.

In this sequel to Donnie Brasco: My Undercover Life in the Mafia, Joe Pistone will reveal, for the first time anywhere, some of the darker inside information that could not have made its way into that classic book. As a practical matter, there was a larger and more unique story to tell in that early volume. To appreciate it, and without interrupting the nail-biting drama of that story, the reader had to be educated along the way to many things that we all now seem to know about the Mafia subculture. We know these things, in great measure, because of what Agent Pistone did and wrote about. In a sense, inside information would have been too much information in that first book. Also, Agent Pistone did not want the first book to be a fertile field for cross-examination by defense attorneys in the trials that were then ongoing and upcoming. Perhaps out of a sense of self-protection, as a citizen and a witness, he omitted some things and glossed over others, such as his participation in armed hijackings, beatings, and other daily Mafia activities. He played close-to-the-vest those intense feelings such activity engendered in him as he took part in them.

Thanks to the standard set by Donnie Brasco and a few other books and movies that succeed (unlike The Godfather movies) in truly and accurately portraying the filthy business of organized crime, Joe Pistone is now ready to reveal to today’s reader the dark nature of what Agent Pistone as Donnie Brasco had to do to survive each day of those dangerous days, hour-by-hour, on our behalf.

While some of the facts in Donnie Brasco must be recounted here to give the new revelations a proper context, Agent Pistone analyzes, for the first time, the implications and long-term results of all of the actions of his years undercover. The analysis is something that needed the passage of time and the maturity of the crops he planted for Pistone to be able to sow. A naturally modest man, Joe Pistone needed prodding to express some of this. But it is an essential part of American history that only Joe can fully analyze.

After he surfaced from his deep cover, the FBI learned that the Mafia’s ruling Commission had put out an open contract for $500,000 on Agent Pistone’s head. “They sent guys all over the country looking for me, but obviously they didn’t find me,” Pistone said. The danger was not so much that a particular hit man had been ordered to kill him for money, but that word had been put out among the  cowboys, the wannabes, and the nut jobs with ambitions to be Mafia soldiers, that it would do them good somehow to kill Agent Pistone if they ever got the chance. Such a wannabe loser in search of a reputation shot Wild Bill Hickock in the back. “Getting a nut” is an expression Frank Sheeran taught me, which is one Mafia method for putting out a murder contract.

Recently, in a New York City coffee shop, when one of the stated objectives of this book was first discussed with Joe—namely, the importance of exploring details involving the dirtiest and darkest part of his undercover work—he gave a hard short laugh and said, “I’ve got to be careful what I tell you. It’s not beyond some prosecutor to read it and decide they want to do something.”

By “do something,” Joe meant “prosecute” him for committing such crimes.

I didn’t blame him for being concerned about this. Like a soldier in combat, he was forced by circumstances to experience and do things on our behalf he’d rather not have to explain to us. And now he was about to. I thought, what a tightrope this man has had to walk and still walks twenty-five years later. When Agent Pistone went undercover in 1975, prosecutors were not out to build reputations on the prosecuting of cops; that, too, has changed.

Joe and I ended up sipping our coffee, building a rapport, and talking about that exact phenomenon in the recent annals of law enforcement.

This conversation took place many months before the 2006 arrest of a dear friend of Joe’s, Lin DeVecchio, a long-retired FBI agent whose arrest was based on alleged decisions he made during cases fifteen to twenty years ago.

While there will be a couple of chapters devoted to the dark side of his deep cover, Donnie Brasco: Unfinished Business lets us see through Joe’s eyes how his perilous performance as Donnie Brasco ultimately caused the Mafia to unravel thread by thread over the next twenty-five years—both through their own implosion and through the U.S. Department of Justice.

When Agent Pistone was pulled and the secret undercover operation was revealed on July 28, 1981, every single wiseguy everywhere in the country was staggered. They were bewildered and stunned by what Agent Pistone had pulled off against them. Their energy was demonstrably sapped; their almighty confidence shaken to its core. Bosses who smirked at United States senators in hearings; bosses whose organizational rules were enforced by unsolvable murders;  bosses whose everyday business was carried out under chains of command with no visible links leading up to them; bosses of an organization with its own secret language, spoken, if at all, in code; bosses who over centuries perfected the art and science of making their positions as impervious to American or Italian law as Hitler’s was to German law; were now shown by a single agent of the FBI to be as vulnerable to law enforcement as an ordinary low-life drug dealer. Self-destructive paranoia set in.

The more intelligent members of the five main Mafia families—Bonanno, Colombo, Gambino, Genovese, and Lucchese—became increasingly private and careful. They began distrusting everyone and started killing often on less than “mere suspicion alone.” They also began allowing lesser talents to rise to more highly visible and prominent positions, which were now more vulnerable positions.

The authoritative and commanding American Mafia, organized in 1931, is today in shambles. And as this book will reveal, the super heroism of Agent Joseph Dominick Pistone is the principal reason why. More than the so-called tipping point, his brave work is the wrecking ball of demolition that made the arrest and conviction of Mafia bosses for the crimes they ordered, including murder, almost commonplace today.

Agent Pistone will recount the rewarding, exciting, and hazardous undercover work he performed in America and abroad for the FBI after the Donnie Brasco operation, as well as the training, teaching, and mentoring he has done for hundreds of other brave men and women about to go under. To wit: Agent Pistone is responsible for the FBI’s undercover certification school and for establishing psychological safeguards for the deep-cover agent.

Now-retired Agent Pistone will explore the rewards that citizen Joe Pistone has reaped, besides the gratification of bringing down a significant number of Mafiosi who gave all Italian-Americans a black eye and the joy of watching the New York Mafia begin to breathe its last from the severe beating he gave it. Joe will take us inside the glamorous and well-deserved opportunities that opened up for him as a result of his undercover extravaganza as Donnie Brasco.

This tale about Joe Pistone’s unfinished business will open, improbably for the young Italian-American boy from the streets of Paterson, New Jersey, in Hollywood—or more precisely, on location in 1996 in Brooklyn, as technical  adviser for the making of the movie Donnie Brasco. Today, a grandfather in his sixties, “over budget” are the scariest couple of words the film producer, Joe Pistone, ever has to hear.

But can the artist formerly known as Donnie Brasco ever truly let his guard down?

I wouldn’t advise it. Would you?

As Joe Pistone taught the world to say: Fuggeddaboudit.






CHAPTER 1

HOLLYWOOD


IF YOU EVER GET A CHANCE to have Johnny Depp play you in a movie, go for it. Especially if you have daughters; they’ll love it. And I have three beautiful, smart, and talented daughters, raised largely by their mother while I was undercover for six years and then testifying around the country for many years thereafter. My daughters loved Johnny Depp—and loved the fact that he played me in the film Donnie Brasco. But then everybody loves Johnny Depp. Johnny is an exceptionally thoughtful and considerate man. I’ll give you an example from the filming of a scene that took place in a social club. But first, let me explain the meaning of these clubs.

Social clubs are Mafia crews’ country clubs. It’s where the crew hangs out. Each crew has its own private club. Most of them are storefronts. Needless to say: crewmembers only.

John Gotti, boss of the Gambinos, was infamous for planning murders and other crimes with his underboss, Sammy “the Bull” Gravano, at two social clubs—the Ravenite Social Club in Little Italy and the Bergen Hunt and Fish Club in Queens. The Gambinos didn’t do much fishing, but they did stock the waters of the East River from time to time with bodies. The two friends rose together in their social clubs and fell together in their social clubs when the FBI secretly bugged the club buildings and Sammy the Bull turned rat and took down his partner, the Dapper Don.

At five-foot-ten and 300 pounds, Big Joey Massino, a powerful capo (and  eventually boss) in my family, the Bonannos, planned murders, hijackings, and other illicit business in the J & S Cake Social Club in Queens. The J in the social club’s name stood for Joey, and the S stood for Sal—Bonanno soldier “Good-looking” Sal Vitale—Joey’s boyhood friend and brother-in-law. Both of these partners at J & S were to rise together and figure prominently in the future of the Bonanno family.

While many Mafioso end their lives as guests of the government, traditionally life in the Mafia begins for all of these people in a little social club. One of the aims of the movie Donnie Brasco was to give the audience the feel of the life and the rhythms inside one of these important little clubs in particular, the Motion Lounge.

The crew I was a member of for the last two years of my deep cover—from 1979 to 1981—hung out at the Motion Lounge social club in Greenpoint, Brooklyn. The Motion Lounge belonged to the capo and acting street boss of the Bonannos, Sonny Black Napolitano. His name was Dominick, like my middle name, but he was called Sonny Black because of the jet-black hair coloring he used. Nothing for nothing, but Sonny could have used help from a film’s makeup department.

Getting back to Johnny, the film’s art directors questioned me over and over again in order to get the interior of the Motion Lounge down perfectly for the movie. They succeeded. On the movie set of the interior of the Motion Lounge, shot in a Brooklyn armory, there is a scene where the crewmembers are simply hanging out as usual, playing cards, smoking cigarettes, having drinks, reporting to Sonny Black, and generally talking swag. One of them has the line, “I got a load of Schick razor blades.” This actor kept blowing the line. The director couldn’t take it any more and finally blew up at the actor. Everything was quiet for a second. The next thing you know, Johnny Depp gets up and says, “Stop picking on him. If I blow a line, are you going to yell at me?” Everybody relaxed. And knowing that Johnny had stuck up for him, the actor nailed his line on the next take.
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A number of my friends from growing up in the streets of Paterson, New Jersey, were extras in the movie, Donnie Brasco. A high school buddy, George  Angelica, played Big Trin, one of the three powerful Bonanno capos executed in a famous Mafia hit on May 5, 1981. The simultaneous nature of that hit is reminiscent of the famous St. Valentine’s Day Massacre by Al Capone in Chicago. The three-capos hit also took place on a holiday—Cinco de Mayo. And what’s left of the Bonanno family today is still feeling shock waves from the Fifth of May massacre of Dominick “Big Trin” Trinchera, Anthony “Sonny Red” Indelicato, and Phillip “Phil Lucky” Giaccone—all of whom were in a fatal allegiance with power-hungry Carmine Galante.

After that massacre, both my capo Sonny Black and capo Big Joey Massino moved up the ladder together. The Bonanno family boss, Rusty Rastelli, in jail at the time, gave Sonny Black the power of acting street boss, while he put Big Joey Massino in charge of the family’s big moneymaker, the importation of heroin from Sicily. Technically, Sonny and Big Joey had equal power as capos, but in actual practice Sonny did the kinds of things that a boss would do on the street. For example, in the real boss’s absence due to jail, Sonny had face-to-face meetings with other family bosses.

In fact, Sonny Black (along with Lefty “Guns” Ruggiero—my closest mentor in the Mafia) told me that before the hit on the three capos could be carried out, Sonny, on Rusty’s behalf, met with Big Paul Castellano at his palatial home in Staten Island, known as “The White House.” Big Paul was the boss of the Gambino family, as well as the boss of bosses of New York’s five Mafia families—Bonanno, Colombo, Gambino, Genovese, and Lucchese. Sonny hinted that in return for cutting Big Paul in on some of the profits from the Bonanno heroin operation, Big Paul gave his blessing to the hit on the capos.

Hits bring the quickest advancement in the Mafia. Just like in corporate America, you climb the ladder by eliminating somebody. When self-appointed Bonanno boss Carmine Galante got whacked with a cigar clenched between his teeth in the backyard dining area of Joe and Mary’s Restaurant in Ridgewood, Brooklyn, in 1979, both Sonny Black and Big Joey Massino instantly went from soldier to capo, and Rusty Rastelli, although still in jail, moved back in as boss.

After the May 5th murders of the three capos—remnants of Carmine Galante’s faction who were suspected of plotting a coup to wrest power from jailed boss Rusty Rastelli—Sonny Black as the new acting street boss suddenly  had jurisdiction over all 102 “made men” of the Bonanno family. That is, 102 men who had been formally inducted into the family in a secret, quasi-religious ceremony. Men who were now officially wiseguys and could call themselves wiseguys and goodfellas. Men who got their button, got their badge, got straightened out. Men who from the moment they were inducted suddenly had untouchable street power and a form of diplomatic immunity. One hundred and two made men in the Bonanno family to add to all the made men in the four other New York families, a force of evil with nothing to do but steal, deal, and kill.

I myself was scheduled to be “made” in December, 1981, once the big boss of the family, Rusty Rastelli, got out of jail. But for my own safety, after six years undercover, the Bureau yanked me from the operation a few months before that could happen. They thought that the three-capos massacre would lead to a Bonanno family civil war and put me in the middle—and in the most danger yet of being whacked. I thought I had my best stuff ahead of me for the later innings. Still, it was the manager’s call to pull the plug on the operation. So, instead of being made, I was soon making movies.
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One of my daughters, a professional actress, played the girlfriend of actor Bruno Kirby, one of the featured gangsters. One of my granddaughters played her own mother (as a child) in the movie. For security reasons, I don’t like to use family names. But Anne Heche, a lovely person who was very nice to my granddaughter, played my wife; and one of my three daughters was played by the real-life daughter of that daughter.

That may sound funny and require some thought to understand, but it is nowhere near as funny as Johnny Depp’s fart machine—something that required no thought to appreciate. Johnny would surprise an actor or crewman with it and the laughter wouldn’t stop. People ask me if Johnny is Italian and I tell them what he said to me when I asked him: “I’m one part Cherokee and the rest mutt.” Johnny had a kitchen in his trailer on location and I did a lot of cooking. What else would I cook on the set of a movie about wiseguys? Sausages, peppers, steaks, meatballs, pasta, and different sauces, of course.

Al Pacino had a personal assistant who cooked, too. We had a little friendly competition. Al Pacino was a very private man on set; no fart machines in his repertoire. But he can be hilarious at dinner when he’s comfortable and gets to know you. Al was attached to the picture from the beginning. Look at me using words like “attached.” I’d come a long way from my days of hanging out at the Motion Lounge. Now I found myself involved in discussions about a different kind of shooting—shooting scenes, not people.

Anyway, Al was originally going to play me. But executive producer Barry Levinson talked him out of it, correctly pointing out that Al would make a terrific Lefty Guns Ruggiero, the first made gangster and Bonanno soldier who claimed me as part of his crew. When Sonny Black became a capo in 1979 after the Galante hit, Lefty and I were folded into Sonny Black’s crew—Lefty as a made man and me as a valued associate, a connected guy, not a made guy. Once Al Pacino was settled into the role of Lefty, Al then recommended Johnny Depp to play me.

At one time or another we had a lot of stars attached to the movie to play me, including Tom Cruise, Alec Baldwin, John Cusak, and Nicholas Cage. Can you imagine? Nothing for nothing, but they were all okay by me. Each one of them would have brought their own special talent and quality. Nevertheless, Johnny was a stroke of Al Pacino’s genius.

All the actors were real sticklers for getting to understand and know the real people behind their character. Nearly every character was based on a real person, dead or alive. Johnny Depp spent day after day with me for over a month before any shooting began so he could get down my mannerisms and speech. Even during the shoot he would check with me before takes, which could happen at any time. The workday begins at 7 a.m. and can end at three o’clock the next morning. When Johnny wasn’t actively shooting a scene, we would lift weights together and generally hang out. All the while he continued to study me and ask questions.

Another example of how Johnny looked out for the crew happened during shooting in Florida. The reason we were shooting in Florida had to do with some Mafia work I did as Donnie Brasco in order to ensnare Bonanno family members in illegal activities with a Florida Mafia family.

By way of background, in 1970 Congress passed into law the RICO section of the Organized Crime Control Act. RICO—an acronym for “Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations”—is a crucial piece of legislation written by Notre Dame Law School Professor G. Robert Blakey, a prominent consultant to the federal government and expert in wiretapping legislation from the 1960s forward. RICO was enacted specifically to take aim at Mafia bosses. In the past, the most that the government could hope to do was to convict an individual mobster it caught breaking the law. The government could not convict the chain of command and get to the bosses pulling the strings, nor could they successfully try groups of Mafia made men or bosses together. In fact, in the early sixties, Attorney General Bobby Kennedy had to have simultaneous grand juries running for each of the five New York Mafia families. But the Mafia code of omerta—the code of silence—kept the grand juries from getting any evidence to define the structure of the Mafia and the bosses in order to prove conspiracies were taking place. The brilliance of the RICO Act was that it made it a serious crime for anyone to be a member of a “criminal enterprise,” a corrupt organization, engaged in a “pattern of racketeering.” If the government could prove a person was a part of the conspiracy and could prove two crimes from a list of typical Mafia crimes like murder, drug trafficking, extortion, gambling and loan sharking, then the RICO Act could help them get a conviction.

I had the goal of gathering sufficient evidence to establish a RICO charge against the Bonanno family, as well as the other New York Mafia families by association. From my relatively low position in the Mafia I was lucky to be able to broker Bonanno family alliances with other families. These alliances would provide crucial proof of the “pattern of racketeering” by the “criminal enterprise”—the Bonannos and the other families’ membership in the corrupt organization known as the Mafia, also called La Cosa Nostra (translated from Italian: “this thing of ours”).

One of the families I brokered the Bonanno family into an alliance with was the Santo Trafficante family in Tampa, Florida. Among other crimes, the primary criminal conspiracy was that the two families became partners in illegal gambling and drug distribution at a private club called King’s Court. It was in a big octagonal building on five acres near Tampa. King’s Court was equipped as an illegal  gambling casino with crap tables, roulette wheels and blackjack. What neither Mafia family knew was the fact that the King’s Court club was set up by the FBI.

When we shot the interior of the gambling casino at King’s Court, it was extremely hot in Florida. We couldn’t use air conditioning because the sound equipment would pick up the hum. We had a ton of extras in the scene. The extras were playing guys and dolls gambling at King’s Court. Every time the director yelled “Cut!” to shoot the scene over, he made the extras stay frozen in their positions. That way we wouldn’t have to go through the effort of trying to get the extras back in the exact position they were in. Because of this policy, the extras couldn’t break for food or water. Johnny Depp saw this and understood what was going on. He told an assistant director that if every extra wasn’t given a bottle of water at all times he wouldn’t go on with the scene.

All the actors were considerate of the crew and of each other. Michael Madsen, Anne Heche, James Russo, Bruno Kirby—they were all a pleasure to work with. Nobody had an attitude. Even though I had prepared a lot with each actor before any shooting began, they each checked with me regularly because, every morning when they showed up, they had to change their personalities and become somebody different. Now that was something I understood and could relate to.

Al Pacino especially checked with me on a regular basis to ask about the style of speech and mannerisms of Lefty Guns Ruggiero, the real person, as Al developed the character of Lefty. The hard work that Al put into creating his character was truly impressive. Yet even the actors in the smallest of roles checked with me. They didn’t necessarily want carbon copies of the real people; part of each actor’s art is to put something of his or her own into the character. For example, Al’s take on Lefty was to dress Lefty down. In real life, Lefty, who was very smart in the ways and history of the Mafia, was a real sharp dresser. His winter coat was cashmere. But Al saw a way to bring to the audience another side of Lefty’s character—something bordering on pathetic—by wearing a distinctively un-sharp plaid jacket with a fur collar.

While I’m talking about the jacket, I don’t want to forget to commend the hard work of the costume people. I worked with them many hours to get the details down of the actual clothing the real people wore, from the wiseguys in the  crew to the FBI agents who handled me.

As you may know, the movie, based on the book of the same name, was not 100% accurate. The book, of course, was 100% accurate in terms of relating what happened throughout the Donnie Brasco operation, with the exception of certain matters of a sensitive nature that were left out or couldn’t be told at that time. The movie was about 85% accurate in detail, but 100% accurate in overall impression of wiseguy life and the work I did. An example of an inaccuracy in the movie is the scene in which I smack my wife. I can’t imagine doing that in real life. Also, Al Pacino’s character of Lefty does some things that Sonny Black actually did in real life. And the ending, when Lefty leaves his apartment en route to a sit-down meeting, the audience is led to believe that he would soon be whacked—and that never happened. However, it all falls under the jurisdiction of dramatic license.

Most importantly, I never had that sense of sentimentality toward Lefty that the movie portrayed me as having. I never felt any need to save Lefty, nor did I experience a feeling of guilt that maybe I was doing something cold-blooded by “betraying” Lefty’s trust. Johnny Depp has a line in the film, “All my life I’ve tried to be the good guy, the guy in the white fucking hat. And for what? For nothing. I’m not becoming like them. I am them.”

It may sound harsh, but throughout my six years undercover as Donnie Brasco, and to this day, quite the contrary is true. I maintained an unwavering belief in my original mission. I never experienced any doubt, uncertainty, or reservation. I did not make Lefty a Mafia gangster. Lefty chose to be a hoodlum and worked hard to become a made man in the Mafia. Lefty and his Mafia underground nation is America’s enemy. I was an American FBI agent. Lefty broke the laws of my country. Every single day of his adult life, he either broke them or spent time trying to figure out how to break them. The Mafia is a criminal organization full of bad people who hurt good people for profit. Take my word for it: I saw it every day I was with them. It doesn’t get any simpler than that. In the end, I was proud to bring Lefty to justice, and I’m even more proud of the devastating short- and long-term effects on the Mafia that people have credited, in part, to my work.

Was there any residual post-traumatic “Brasco” lurking in my psyche? As Lefty Guns Ruggiero said countless times a day, “Fuggeddaboudit.”
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In getting a book deal in the first place, and then a movie deal, I dealt with people who made wiseguys look like pillars of virtue. For the book deal, I had to interview writers who were famous for writing about the Mafia. I was searching for one who would take my words and stories and court testimony and put them into book form. With author after author, I got the feeling that it was going to be their book and not mine. Finally, I found the right man for the job, Richard Woodley, a talented writer and a terrific man. We clicked. At one point when I asked his opinion regarding something about the book, he even said to me, “Joe, this is your book, not mine.” At the end of our meeting, we shook hands and made a deal. I then had a meeting with a top publishing house that had offered top dollar on the book. At that meeting, their top guy told me he didn’t want me to use Richard Woodley. I explained that I had signed Woodley with a handshake, and Woodley knew that was my word.

“I’ll give you $50,000 more,” the publisher’s top guy said, “if you don’t use Woodley.”

“I can’t do that,” I said. “I made a deal with him.”

“Do you have a contract with him?”

“No, I have a handshake.”

“Hell, that’s nothing. That’s not a contract.”

“To me it is.”

“It’s just a handshake. You mean you are going to give up $50,000 extra on a handshake?”

“It’s my word and I have to get up in the morning and look myself in the mirror and live with myself.”

My agent and I walked the hell out and went with another publisher who treated Richard Woodley and me and our book with dignity. Just as a way to do business, I wondered what that first publisher thought I’d think of the original offer he had made if he could so easily come up with an extra fifty grand just like that—more than my annual salary undercover. It didn’t matter; I wouldn’t have to deal with him again.

The movie industry is even worse. Fly-by-night guys would make offers that  could tie up the book in an option for a year with almost no money down but with the promise of an enormous payday at the end. They would wave outrageous figures around, figures that meant nothing, but were intended to tempt me into letting them own my book so they could shop it around and make the best studio deal for themselves. And these guys would never look me in the eye. At least a gangster looks you in the eye and tells you he is going to steal from you.

Another high school buddy of mine, Lou DiGiaimo, a basketball and football teammate, had become a casting director. Lou hooked us up with the excellent people who ended up making the movie, a movie we were all very proud of and which featured a dynamite Academy Award-nominated script by Paul Anastasio.

And what made the movie so satisfying, at least in my eyes, was the same thing that makes an investigation a success: attention to detail. For the sake of accuracy, we even walked the old Greenpoint neighborhood, despite the fact that the exterior scenes of the film would be shot in a less-crowded neighborhood—Brooklyn Heights near the Brooklyn Bridge.

I had spent so many hours of so many days hanging around the front room of the Motion Lounge at the corner of Graham and Withers, that it felt like home when I gave the set designers a tour of the neighborhood. I could almost picture Boobie Cerasani and Nicky Santora still in the back room manning the phones in the Motion Lounge for Sonny Black’s sports betting and numbers racket. During my last months with Sonny Black’s crew, I lived with Sonny in his third-floor apartment over the Motion Lounge. Now I was there as technical adviser for the film—a job, believe it or not, that required a ton of work. I was adviser to every department at all times, conversing with the director, setting up scenes. Would they say this? Would they do that? What would the reaction be to such and such?

At one point, the film personnel and I were on the street where Sonny Black kept his pet pigeons—on the roof of the Motion Lounge. Sonny loved those pigeons the way some people love their favorite dog as if it were their child. He talked to his pigeons and gave them special feed. He had ninety-five of them, and had a name for each one.

Seventeen days after he reported to the Mafia Commission that I was an FBI agent, the bosses called Sonny Black to a meeting. It was the Mafia’s version of a  golden parachute that a corporate officer gets when he’s fired—except instead of huge wealth via stock options, Sonny would get whacked. On his way out the door, he gave his watch and house keys to Charlie, the bartender at the Motion Lounge, and said, “I’m going to a sit-down. I don’t know if I’m coming back.”

But he went to the meeting anyway to face his punishment. And sure enough, they killed him and chopped his hands off to show that his murder was retribution for allowing me, Agent Joe Pistone, to infiltrate the Bonanno family as Donnie Brasco. They chopped off the hands that touched me and that made the significant introductions of me to the top bosses of other Mafia families. The hit itself, on an otherwise loyal and trusted friend and partner and fellow Mafia member, was executed to set an example of what happens to anyone who causes the kind of harm to Mafia family bosses as he did—that is, introducing them to an undercover agent. In the movie, for dramatic purposes, they show Lefty stashing away his personal effects as he heads out the door to a meeting to be killed. But it was Sonny Black who did that. Lefty’s planned hit was picked up on an FBI wiretap and he was arrested on a Sunday afternoon and taken off the street on his way to his death and the cutting off of his hands. He would die some years later of natural causes.

Sonny Black’s body had been buried in a shoddy way—most likely on purpose so it would be found like a lost letter—with a message to Mafiosi everywhere not to ever let an agent infiltrate again. The body itself was discovered in November, three months after Sonny disappeared. A man out for a walk with his dog spotted it in a swampy section of Mariner’s Harbor, Staten Island. However, the body lay on ice in the morgue and remained unidentified for several months. I learned that Sonny’s body had been identified and his hands cut off during a break in my testimony in the Bonanno family trial, the first of the many Mafia trials my six years of undercover work had produced. It was a year after he had disappeared. But in my heart I knew Sonny was history a week after he disappeared—when they tore down his pigeon coops from the roof of the Motion Lounge.

By the time the film crew and I walked the streets outside the Motion Lounge in preparation of making the film, the old hijacker Big Joey Massino had become the boss of the Bonannos. We weren’t on the street to do any actual filming, but  rather to show the set designers what the real street looked like. They wanted absolute authenticity, just like the actors, the director, the producers, and everyone else involved in the picture. You don’t realize until you get involved—at least I didn’t realize until I got involved—but it takes a couple of hundred people all working together like an army to put together the film that you see. Every department has to break the script down to whatever their expertise is: pre-production, wardrobe, prop master, cameraman, photographer, and an assortment of assistants. And every single person that I worked with took their assignments to heart and wanted to make the best picture they could make.

The director was responsible for putting all these individual pieces together. If a scene was shot and it didn’t feel right, he’d shoot it again. Sometimes thirty seconds of what you see on screen may have taken fourteen hours to shoot.

The gangsters in Sonny Black’s crew—including me—hung out at the Motion Lounge for hours on end, day after day, scheming and plotting to steal or otherwise break the law. It was repetitive and mind numbing. The whole thing is about what can be ripped off on that particular day. Like hunters who eat what they kill, the average Mafia gangster is constantly hunting so he can eat. The social club, where they hatch many of their schemes, is also where they derive their camaraderie, their sense of belonging to a family, of being part of a crew, of being teammates. It may sound strange, but when I was with them—people with names like Boobie, Jimmy Legs, Boots, Mr. Fish, etc.—I felt that sense of belonging, too, from time to time.

The thing that bothered me most about being back on that street for the first time in fifteen years since coming out, was that I knew many of the hunters had never left. They were still here in this very neighborhood. Living here. Hanging out here. Hunting here. I also knew from FBI informants that I still had a half-million dollar Mafia contract on my head, and while I kept my face out of the media, these guys didn’t have to see my picture to recognize me. I couldn’t fully relax. I was a little bit on guard. I found myself glancing up at the roofs for any activity, and shooting an occasional glance behind me. I checked out anybody who passed us. You never knew about any of these guys who might still be around, what’s going to click in them. Because all it takes is for something to click. Maybe somebody wants to look good in Big Joey Massino’s eyes.

As we strolled and I pointed out locations to the crew—a different kind of crew than I had been used to in this Brooklyn neighborhood—shopkeepers started to come out and greet me. “Donnie, how you been?” It was as if I had never left. And they were still calling me Donnie. They were shaking my hand. They obviously didn’t care who from the old crew might see them greeting me. It relaxed me. And it was a kick to still be called Donnie. Why not? That’s who they knew. In a way, it was a tribute.

More and more people came out of their apartments and houses to see what was going on. “Hi, Donnie, how’s it going?” They had big smiles on their faces as if I had just gotten home from the Army. “I liked your book,” a couple of them said.

I suddenly felt like a celebrity in the eyes of the movie people I was with. And when a truck slowed down, and the vaguely familiar tough-looking truck driver stopped and rolled down the window and yelled, “Hey Donnie,” I waved back and yelled, “Hey, how you doing?”

“You rat motherfucker, you!” he hollered, rolled up his window and drove off scowling.






CHAPTER 2

DEEP COVER DONNIE


IF ONLY MAFIA ACTIVITY were just a Hollywood invention. But of course, it’s real. And I not only witnessed it in action, I lived to tell about it. Until now, I haven’t exposed much detail about the daily activities I witnessed, not even in my first book, Donnie Brasco. At the time that book was published, there were still many trials pending involving many alleged crimes committed by many alleged members of the alleged Mafia—none of which I could discuss. Now, over twenty years later, and with over 200 proven wiseguys convicted of those crimes—including the “Last Don,” Big Joey Massino, who was finally convicted in 2005—those allegations are fact and I can talk.

It was 1980. I was sitting on a beat-up unmatched hard wooden chair inside the Motion Lounge playing cards with the crew and breathing in secondhand smoke when Sonny Black walked in with Big Joey Massino. I had been undercover for five years, and had been a part of Sonny Black’s crew for about a year. From the minute I went undercover I knew that sooner or later I could come face-to-face with somebody I had locked up and it could mean death for me. A scare had already happened once before during my first six months undercover when I was with Jilly Greca’s crew in the Colombo family in Brooklyn. I crossed paths with another guy named Joe I had also locked up—but he wasn’t a made guy and he wasn’t a very bright guy and he gave me no notice. But Big Joey Massino was far from dumb. As a soldier before he got promoted to capo, he had headed a world-class hijacking ring. It was in that setting that I first made Big 


Joey’s acquaintance.

Hijacking, in the sense that I’m using it here, is a term for the robbery of big tractor-trailers and their loads of consumer goods. Hijacking was a Mafia monopoly. There was no freelance hijacking permitted in New York City. A criminal couldn’t just go out and decide to hijack a truck because, if he did, he’d have to deal with both the Mafia and law enforcement (mostly the FBI, but also the local police.) And guess who the would-be freelance hijacker was more afraid of? The five New York Mafia families—Bonanno, Genovese, Gambino, Colombo, and Lucchese—controlled the lucrative business of hijacking and they let nobody else in on the racket. Irish need not apply—unless Mafia-approved. The top hijacking crews in the city when I was working straight-up as an agent in hijacking in 1973 were crews belonging to the then-soldiers Big Joey Massino, Sonny Black, and John Gotti. Because they were part of the Mafia, all those crews had to deal with was the FBI. It was their job to steal a load, sell it, and keep one step ahead of us.

When Sonny Black walked in the door in 1980 with Big Joey Massino—all of three hundred pounds of capo—I had no options. I couldn’t keep one step ahead of anybody. I was in a room full of gangsters with only one way out, and that was the way Big Joey came in. I was a sitting duck. Could my luck hold up twice against the Joes of the underworld who might recognize me?

Big Joey and Sonny had on new black leather jackets I recognized from a load of swag (stolen goods) we had just gotten in. But matching jackets was where any physical similarity between the two ended. Sonny was in relatively good shape. In fact, he and I used to work out together. Big Joey Massino, on the other hand, was known as “Big” Joey because of his girth. I doubted he could button his new jacket. But fat or not, he was a powerful cold-blooded killer and a made man who had made his bones—that is, committed murder, turned a human being into a pile of bones—many times over.

Like I said, in 1973, a couple of years before I went undercover, I had been working straight up as a street agent in the hijacking squad. Seven years before Big Joey walked into the Motion Lounge, I had been part of an eight-man FBI team that raided a warehouse and arrested the hijackers, including their crew leader, Big Joey Massino. I couldn’t remember if I had actually put the cuffs on Big Joey or handled him during the booking and fingerprinting process at the  FBI office in New York City on East 69th Street. At any rate, when he walked into the Motion Lounge, I recognized Big Joey instantly. You couldn’t miss him if you tried.

As I sat there on that hard seat gambling with my fellow crewmembers, I had one main hope stirring inside me—that Big Joey, like the other Joe, would not recognize me. The only problem is that these guys make it their business to study the faces of agents and cops. That way they can recognize them in the future. Because the possibility that he had once studied my face ate at my gut, I also had a fall-back hope. I hoped that if Big Joey did recognize me he had a clear-cut memory that I was an FBI agent, the last person on earth the Mafia should get caught killing.

The last thing on earth I wanted was for Big Joey to have a less-than-clear-cut memory, a memory that was twisted in some way harmful to me. For example, if he saw me sitting there playing cards and had a memory that he had seen me before consorting with the G (what they called the government), like a suspected rat I could have a secret and silent problem. He could secretly communicate that vague memory to Sonny Black and insist that I be whacked on the spot on mere suspicion alone. Or he could wait a day or two to communicate that thought. And Sonny could wait a day or two to act on that communication. People could sit down and talk about their own suspicions of me and I would have no idea. I would walk into the Motion Lounge in a day or two and never walk out.

When I first started hanging around the Mafia joints, sitting at the bar drinking, waiting to be included in their conversations, hoping to impress them with my knowledge of jewelry itself and the heisting and fencing of jewelry, I wore a mustache. Ordinarily a mustache was not allowed in the FBI, but since I was the first agent to go under on a long-term basis they let me wear a mustache. I thought it was a good idea to wear one in case I ran into anyone who might recognize me from before I went under. By the time I met Lefty Guns Ruggiero I had an eight-month-old mustache and had gotten used to it. But when I came under Lefty the Bonanno soldier’s domain, he ordered me to shave it. The Mafia, like the FBI, wants its men clean-shaven. So there I was as clean-shaven as an FBI agent. I didn’t even have a mustache to hide behind.

The only thing I had going for me besides the passage of time was that over the years I had begun to look like a wiseguy, even though I wasn’t one yet in the strict sense of having been made. My face had the look. And not all wiseguys have it. There’s something about the look on certain wiseguys that dominates their features. The nose and chin and other distinguishing characteristics take a back seat to that look. It’s not even a menacing look. It might be that it’s a quiet, supreme confidence, along with a studied secretiveness, a mouth that doesn’t move much, and eyes that are always aware without staring. It’s a face that says: I’m always scheming and I’m always right and you’re always wrong.

Then the moment of truth arrived. Everybody in the room knew Big Joey Massino except me.

“Joey, Donnie is a friend of mine,” Sonny said.

“What do you say, Joey,” I said looking up from my cards and into his eyes. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Donnie,” is all Big Joey said.

There was no don’t-I-know-you-from-somewhere look or question. Big Joey the hijacker gave no hint of awareness that he was looking at anyone he recognized from anywhere else. Big Joey and Sonny settled in at a table in the corner to huddle over whatever. They looked as deadly serious as they could look, at least to me. Looking back, I wonder if maybe they were already plotting the historic hit on the three Bonanno capos, which came about a year later.

For me, there was no sigh of relief, not even on the inside. My gut still gnawed. With my poker face I settled back into my card game. I waited a few minutes and looked at my watch.

“I’ve got to call my girlfriend,” I said and laid my cards down. “I’ll be back.” I went outside as if to use the outside payphone, waited a half second, and quickly walked back in to see if I had suddenly interrupted any conversation that was going on behind my back. Everything appeared normal, which was the best I could have hoped for.

“I just remembered, she’s working tonight,” I said. “Deal me in.”

My luck held up; Big Joey never did make me.
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My participation in Mafia hijacking has always been an open sore for me, something I have hesitated to talk about until now. Any involvement in hijacking was very much unauthorized by the Bureau. Before I went under I had targeted the hijackers, and at any moment during my years under I could have found myself being targeted by the hijackers. Meanwhile, I had to prove myself to the hijackers, which I did. And the personal risks involved to me, both from the Mafia and from the law, were worth what I had to do for the sake of the mission. How else could an undercover agent possibly do it? What did the Bureau expect when they put me under and extended my operation from a six-month stint to an indefinite period as I produced results? In order to work a single day undercover as a criminal and a gangster I had to gain the trust of the criminals and the gangsters, and there is only one way to do that. You’ve got to do what they do. You’ve got to do what you’ve got to do.

An actual hijacking works in one of two ways: a give up or a take away. In a give up, the corrupt truck driver lets the wiseguys know that he will have a particular load available for a staged hijacking. A quiet place along the driver’s normal route is predetermined for the give-up hijacking, usually in an industrial area. The driver gets out with the motor running and gives up the load. He also gives up his driver’s license.

The purpose of taking a driver’s license in a real take-away hijacking is to scare the driver into not ever identifying his hijackers. You know where he lives and he knows you know where he lives once you take his driver’s license with his address on it. In a give up, the driver doesn’t need to be scared, but the license is taken so that it looks like a real hijacking to the police or the FBI.

You’d have a pistola with you, but there’d be no reason to flash it on a give up. You’d carry a gun because you’re a gangster and that’s what gangsters do. You never know what’s going to happen. Sometimes the driver asks to be cracked and somebody gives him a shot in the jaw to give him a bruise. Later on he’d get $500 or $1,000 depending on who he was hooked in with. For a very profitable load he might get as much as $5,000.

The take away is basically the same thing except that the driver is not in on it beforehand. There is usually inside information, maybe from the driver’s company, that he will be on such and such a route. The driver might be in a diner eating breakfast, lunch, or dinner, and somebody keeps an eye on him while his rig is stolen. It’s wired up in no time; just open the door and start it up. The doors are rarely locked because they’d rather that you take it when it’s parked than take it from them at a red light. Unless it’s a diesel, which gives the driver no option but to lock it. It’s not good for the engine on a diesel to start and stop. Diesel tractors are started up for the night and not shut off. So if he’s driving a diesel he’s got it running while he’s inside eating and his rig is locked. In the case of a diesel, he might be stopped on his way out of the diner. A jacket is opened to reveal a gun and the driver automatically hands over his keys and license. The truck drivers want no trouble, and neither do the wiseguys.

Even a take-away hijacking at a red light, a traditional armed robbery, is done very smoothly. It’s done in a location with little or no car traffic, again in an industrial area. The wiseguys will watch a place such as a trucking depot or truck traffic at the waterfront docks. They especially watch for refrigerated trucks. Then they follow the truck to a red light. One guy gets up on the passenger side and flashes a pistola. Another guy gets up on the driver’s side and confronts the driver. This guy on the driver’s side takes the driver out of the tractor with the tractor still running, gets the driver’s license, and gets back in behind the wheel. This guy on the driver’s side is always the one indispensable guy who can drive a big rig. Coincidentally, I worked my way through college by driving eighteen-wheelers. The other guy gets in from the passenger side.

When the light turns green they drive away. Meanwhile, there is a car with two or three crewmembers in it right behind the tractor-trailer. The trail car follows the tractor-trailer to the drop, runs interference all the way, and keeps a lookout for cops. Everybody is careful to obey the traffic laws.

The drop is a big empty warehouse or a garage in an industrial area. If law enforcement doesn’t burn the drop, it would be used again and again. The rig with its load will stay at the drop for as short a time as possible.

One lucrative load of the day was coffee, like Maxwell House in cans, ready to be put on the shelf. Shrimp, for some reason, having more to do with who the  inside contacts were, was a big item then. The Mafia totally controlled the Fulton Fish Market near the Brooklyn Bridge. It was natural for a Mafia-controlled fish wholesaler to sell a load of shrimp and then tip off a hijacking crew and arrange for the load to be hijacked back so they could sell it again. Clothing was big, like men’s suits, and so were over-the-counter pharmaceuticals like shaving cream, deodorant, aspirin and the like. Yes, like in the movies, even Schick razor blades were a targeted score.

A typical load that I might be involved in was worth eight hundred thousand to a million dollars at retail. The crew boss, typically a soldier, would get close to half of that when he sold it as swag. He would come along on the hijacking and be the man in charge. But nobody higher than a soldier would ever go out on a hijacking. The crewmembers, almost always mere associates, would get a few thousand for their effort.
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