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  PREFACE

  L’UNIONE ITALIANA CEMETERY is a historical jewel in the neighborhood of East Tampa in Tampa, Florida. Located just north of the once-ethnic matrix of Ybor City, the nearby streets of Belmont Heights are a lower-income working class area; vacant lots and dilapidated shotgun homes with peeling paint and sagging roofs are juxtaposed with new single-family homes and townhouse developments.

  A wrought iron fence borders the cemetery. When you drive in and park on a grassy expanse, you emerge in front of a flat-roofed mausoleum. Look to your left and you will see graves and tombs that extend south to an adjoining cemetary, the final resting place of many of Tampa’s Cuban community. Walk behind the mausoleum, and there’s another set of graves and tombs, filling in westward to a chain link fence on the far side. Statues of angels, words of praise in Italian, and ornately sculptured headstones tell the story of Tampa’s rich Italian history. Along a simple walking path are the larger family crypts. Photographs of those resting in the marble buildings adorn the façade. At the far southern edge is a memorial to WWII heroes who died in action.

  Mixed in with the community leaders, produce barons, and early settlers of Ybor City and West Tampa are the more nefarious characters. You’ll see names like Ignazio Italiano, an early Mob power; Frank Diecidue, the longtime “underboss” of the local Mafia; and Mario Perla, felled by a sawed-off shotgun during a Mob war. But the cemetery’s most famous resident is located in the mausoleum, one row up from the ground. Th at’s where Santo Trafficante Jr. was laid to rest in March 1987.

  It wasn’t quite like Dion O’Bannion’s garish funeral procession through Chicago, or the site of 10,000 people lined up to see John Gotti’s casket drive by in a slow-moving hearse through Queens. Only about a hundred mourners were there to pay their respects to Trafficante. Th ere were the press vans and television crews, and a few law-enforcement Officers taking photographs from across the road. Glazed-eyed onlookers from the neighborhood strained to see what all the fuss was about. One Tampa detective managed to get inside and watch the proceedings unnoticed.

  Even though Trafficante, one of the most powerful organized crime figures in America, had died, there were no representatives from other cities where the Mob reigned. Th e fractured crime organization that Trafficante had run also had some no-shows. But while in the past attending a Mob funeral had been mandatory within the organization, perhaps some were inclined to skip it due to the heavy police surveillance.

  Vincent LoScalzo, Trafficante’s driver, wore oversized sunglasses and had a cigarette dangling from his mouth as television news reporters filmed him directing cars into the cemetery. According to local, state, and federal law enforcement, LoScalzo was Trafficante’s successor. Some in the know said that Frank “Daddy Frank” Diecidue actually was the boss, working behind the scenes. Frank Albano was telling people that he was the guy to see in Tampa. Johnny “Scarface” Rivera told an undercover Florida Department of Law Enforcement (FDLE) agent back in the early ’80s that he was sure Sam Trafficante, one of Santo’s four brothers, would ascend the throne. No one knew for certain who would follow in Santo Trafficante Jr.’s footsteps.

  But what many Tampa residents did know was that the name Trafficante evoked very definite images: a nice old gentleman with a pork pie hat and wire-rimmed glasses; a resident of old Tampa; the mastermind of the JFK assassination; a character in the Donnie Brasco case, book, and movie; and a Mob boss. To some he was a crime family man; to others, simply a family man. But it was the criminal sphere of influence that Trafficante affected—running from Tampa through Miami to Cuba and the Caribbean, across the Gulf Coast into Texas and down through Central America, up through Chicago, out through New York City, over to Europe, and halfway around the world to Saigon—that was his lasting legacy.


  1

  Beginnings

  THE STORY OF Santo Trafficante Jr. begins on the island of Sicily in the town of Cianciana, the ancestral homeland of the Trafficante line. It’s where Santo Trafficante Jr.’s father was born. Located on the southwest coast of the island, Cianciana is a small mountain village near Mount Calvario. The small enclave of fewer than 5,000 residents lies in the province of Agrigento, historically known for its Mafia activity. Along with the towns of Bivona (the seat of local government), Alessandria Della Rocca, and Santo Stefano Quisquina, Cianciana formed the nexus of the Italian immigration to Tampa. In fact, Santo Stefano Quisquina “accounted for approximately 60 percent of Tampa’s Sicilian population at its height and virtually all of its earliest settlers.”1

  On May 24, 1886, thirty-one-year-old cart driver Francesco Traficante and his wife, Lucia Marino, welcomed their fourth child, Santo, named after Francesco’s father. Santo was actually the second son with that name.2 The first Santo, born in 1882, died before his fourth birthday. (It was a common practice in those days to continue the naming after a child had died because infant mortality was all too frequent an occurrence.) The Traficante line in Cianciana had six children who passed away before they turned six.

  At the end of the nineteenth century southern Italy was struggling with extreme poverty, and Cianciana was no exception. Social upheaval, coupled with a serfdom-like agrarian system, Mafia activity, and an exploding population put even greater strain on an already tense community. And all these factors contributed to the great migration to America.

  Francesco Traficante realized the family’s future was not in Cianciana and had heard stories of the fabled “streets paved with gold” in America. In the spring of 1901, fifteen-year-old Santo Traficante, his mother, and seven-year old brother, Epifanio, left Bivona for Palermo.3 According to Gary Mormino and George Pozzetta in The Immigrant World of Ybor City, “The trip was likely taken by donkey cart, the most common method of getting around the towns back then.”4 Upon arrival in Palermo, they took a boat to Naples, on the Italian mainland. Passage was booked from Naples to New York City aboard the Vincenzo Florio, a 350-foot steamship with room for 550 passengers.5

  The voyage was difficult. In the cramped quarters disease often ran rampant, and the ship only managed 12 knots top speed across the North Atlantic, known for its unstable marine weather. Although the National Weather Service had begun giving three-day North Atlantic forecasts in 1901, it was an imprecise science. Clashing high- and low-pressure systems caused storms to barrel across the ocean, sending huge swells and monster waves crashing into the never-ending parade of immigrant ships, especially the boats that left later in the summer and early fall—the peak of storm season. In 1901, six hurricanes tracked across the path of the immigrant ships.6

  But the Florio arrived safely at Ellis Island on May 7, 1901. Following a cursory screening process, the Trafficantes boarded a train to Florida, following the railroad lines that had opened up the mosquito-infested swamplands to settlers only decades before. 7 The main influx of early Sicilian immigrants to Florida came to work in the sugar cane fields outside what is now Orlando. The work was brutal; the conditions even worse. Many of the immigrants were not used to the humidity, so strong that it seemed to drag down the air. Some moved further west, to Tampa and Ybor City, where the cigar industry was beginning to boom. 8 Th at’s where the Trafficantes ended up, following many of their fellow neighbors from Agrigento. They settled on the east side of Ybor, in the Italian section. Th ough ethnically mixed, Ybor was still parsed into small ethnic enclaves, some of which extended just a block or two.

  The small geographical size of Ybor allowed for an interconnectedness of the community that assisted in helping immigrants to adjust to life in a new country. Mutual aid organizations, like the Centro Asturiano for Cubans, or L’Unione Italiana for Italians, sprung up. Says Armando Mendez in Ciudad de Cigars, “Embracing a broad agenda of educational, social, and recreational activities, the clubs also provided medical and dental care for their members.”9

  The Italian immigrants “of agrarian backgrounds founded agricultural institutions in Tampa that were noteworthy for their adaptability, cooperation, and success.”10 Groceries “became a predominantly Italian venture, in addition to the fruit and vegetable markets.”11 In addition, fish markets, butchers, and dairies made up a large percentage of Italian-owned businesses in Tampa, many of which are still in operation today under family ownership. Many other Italians went to work in the factories. Yet while the Cuban immigrants are often inexorably linked to the cigar industry, at one time, Santo (hereafter referred to as Santo Trafficante Sr.) listed his occupation as cigar maker.12

  The cramped quarters of Ybor were by no means the equivalent of the immigrant ghettos of the Lower East Side, but the closeness of residences and businesses fostered a strong sense of community that outlasted the ethnic enclave itself. Whereas European immigrant families in the Northeast eventually moved out of the neighborhood, city, and even state, Tampa’s Latin community remained, for the most part, in the Tampa Bay region.

  This neighbor-helping-neighbor attitude reached across the spectrum from businesspeople to police to gangsters. The intertwining of the neighborhood experience continued through adulthood—kids who played together on the streets became lawyers, judges, police, and gangsters. While it was only a small few that continued the relationships in a nefarious way, the close-knit nature of Tampa, the rate of intermarriage, and the inability for outsider to infiltrate the gangland circles made it difficult for later law enforcement agencies, especially federal ones, to get a deep insight into the workings of the Mob in Tampa. And perhaps no figure was less understood than Santo Trafficante Sr.; his early years in America are shrouded in secrecy.

  It’s not exactly clear just when Santo Trafficante Sr. became involved with organized crime activities or a member of the Mafia. Coming from a Mafia stronghold such as Agrigento, he was certainly aware of the power of the Mafia in the old country. As a teenager, he likely would have had to work to support his mother and brother. He had no arrest record, but there are stories that he fell in with a gang of robbers and extortionists shortly after his arrival in America. Tampa experienced some of the same Black Hand extortion activities that other Italian immigrant neighborhoods did. The extortion of Italian businessmen by their own immigrant brethren was the most common catalyst for the rise of organized crime groups.

  The ritual Mafia swearing-in ceremony has been portrayed on film and television numerous times. The pricking of the finger, the burning of a Virgin Mary card in the hand, and the oath of allegiance to La Cosa Nostra gained verification when the FBI bugged a Medford, Massachusetts ceremony in 1989. Some crime syndicates, like The Outfit in Chicago, shunned the ritualistic trappings, settling for a simpler handshake, dinner and invitation into the ultra-exclusive ranks of “made guys.” Undercover law enforcement agents in Tampa described lavish dinners to “make” new members into the crime family.13

  The history of Tampa is intertwined with the immigrant experience of the Italians, Spaniards, and Cubans, collectively referred to as the Latin immigrants. While his northern counterparts would sip espresso, Santo Trafficante Sr. downed café con leche, the “official” drink of Ybor City, and was as apt to eat a plateful of black beans and rice or a Cuban sandwich as he was to eat a pasta or seafood dinner. The diverse ethnic structure carried over to crime. When Santo Sr. arrived in Tampa, the various disjointed rackets consisted of opium dens, prostitution, and small-time gambling and bolita. There were small independent gangs, but no real structured organized crime element—at least, until the rackets were aligned by Anglo kingpin Charlie Wall.

  Wall was the dark horse of a Tampa blue-blood family; WASP royalty of the South. His misadventures as a child, running craps games and hanging out in Chinese opium dens, opened him up to a career field that did not meet with his family’s approval. According to Ferdie Pacheco, author of Ybor City Chronicles: A Memoir, “His family was prominent in government at both the local and state levels and Charlie proved a nonstop embarrassment for them.”14 Hobbled by an addiction to morphine, Wall worked through the drugs, steadily rising in influence in the underworld. Pacheco continues, “By 1910, he had a reputation for both cleverness and toughness.”15 Nicknamed “The Dean of the Underworld,” Wall drew his strength from his connections in the new immigrant communities, the political elite, and cracker mobsters in the rural towns surrounding Tampa and Ybor City.

  It was the trifecta of illicit liquor, illegal gambling, and political corruption that fed Wall’s power. He provided the vice that fueled the underbelly of the city, but there was enough racket action to go around. So while Charlie Wall was relishing his status as the top crime boss in town, Santo Sr. was on his path to his eventual destiny as Wall’s usurper. Santo Sr., along with other Sicilians, plugged into the underground network and began their ascent.

  During Prohibition, Tampa’s unique location on the bay gave the criminal groups the edge over the law. Tampa Bay was an ideal place for bootleggers, alien smugglers, and drug traffickers to unload their wares. Before dredge-and-fill canalization, the natural estuarine environment of Tampa Bay allowed for numerous offloading points both onshore and off. In his article “The Damndest Side of Town,” Dr. Frank Alduino writes, “Usually liquor-ladened vessels anchored in international waters, 12 miles off the coast of Florida. There they were met by a fleet of motorboats that carried cases of scotch, wine, and other imported alcohol to a spot off the coast of Tampa.”16

  The shallow topography of the bay, with its numerous shoals and grass flats, enabled ships to offload to smaller boats with men wading in the water. This made it more difficult for federal agents to track the transactions. Often the agents ran into trouble from the liquor sellers when they went on raids. According to Michael Mundt in “Deplorable Conditions: Tampa’s Crisis of Law and Order in the Roaring Twenties,” “In one incident, a Tampa undercover Officer monitoring a business for liquor violations was attacked with a hall of fists and gunfire by the proprietors and employees of the establishment.”17 Coupled with the lax penalties from the often-corrupted judiciary, the “Tampa Police Department, the Hillsborough County Sheriff ’s Office, and federal prohibition agents made frequent arrests, but to little avail as low court fines and short jail sentences allowed repeat liquor offenders to ply their profitable trade with only minor interruptions.”18

  Getting the liquor from place to place proved a challenge. Drivers were needed to bring the liquor out of the state and up to the Northeast and Midwest. Car chases became a frequent occurrence on the dusty rural roads that bisected the center of Florida. The fabled tunnels of Ybor, running from the Port of Tampa into Ybor City, were one of the main arteries for bringing illicit liquor into Florida.19 From there it was passed through the streets of nearby neighborhoods, sometimes under the cover of darkness, sometimes under the watchful eye of a corrupt policeman.

  While Wall had his hands in the liquor action, it was the various Mafia factions who dominated bootlegging and liquor smuggling. According to Marmino and Pozzetta, “The potentially large profits to be made, the nearly unlimited demand for and acceptance of the illegal sale of alcohol by the public, and the Italian talent at manufacturing, supplying, and marketing moonshine brought together economic opportunity and immigrant resolution.”20 Santo Sr. was one of the financial backers of shipments through the Port. It was his foot in the door, so to speak. His next step was to move into the lucrative gambling racket.

  The other moneymaker, which eventually eclipsed the profits from bootlegging and smuggling, was bolita. This game of chance, basically an illegal version of the Florida Lottery, became an ingrained part of the fabric of Tampa, especially in Ybor City: “A lot of families lived off bolita and everyone was on the take.”21 Part of the bolita appeal was, of course, the dream that a person could “hit it big.” Unlike the lottery, though, the odds of winning were pretty good, depending on the choice of games. Going to a bolita throwing on a Saturday night gave the well-heeled the 1 in 100 chance of having his or her number picked out of the cloth sack. While not a guarantee—even with the ever-present fixing of the throw, whether by freezing certain balls to make them feel colder to the picker, or drilling holes in some to make them lighter—it was still a decent opportunity to win some quick cash. But the occasional win often fueled the gambling addiction; and that money would be plowed right back into the bolita operation. That kind of reinvestment made the racket a cash cow.

  “Cuba” consisted of “winning numbers by a short-wave radio broadcast of the Cuban National Lottery, which determines the winning bolita numbers.”22 Most radios in Tampa could pick up the broadcasts, which came on at noon on Saturdays. Excited bettors would crowd around available speakers, hoping that their numbers would be called. In a 2006 interview, Florida resident Angelo Pedani said, “My grandfather wouldn’t let anyone in the room while the numbers were being read.”23 As with today’s lottery, birthdays and anniversaries were popular numbers to bet on. But “superstition would also guide the bets. Each number had a special meaning.”24 The “Cuba” odds were a lot higher than the bolita thrown at the gambling houses. In the black neighborhoods, “New York,” or policy, was the dominant game of chance. The winning numbers were based on the daily stock market quote. Many of the sellers were black, but they always kicked money up the ladder to the larger Italian banks.

  The banker was the main financier of the entire operation. This was the Mr. Big spot. It was also the position that stood to lose the most if a heavily bet number hit, or if police raided too many of the banker’s locations. The writer, or seller, did the actual selling. They were the meat and potatoes of the operation. Most of the sellers were businessmen who simply sold bolita and numbers to supplement their income, rarely touched by the violence or picked up by police. When a customer came in to bet a number, the bet was recorded in triplicate on a slip of paper. One slip was given to the bettor, one copy remained with the seller, and the third was given to the pick-up man or runner. The pick-up man would collect all the slips and drop them offfor a checker. The checker compiled all the bets and tabulated what numbers hit and what the payoff amounts were: “The betting slips were checked by at least three people.”25 The checker reported directly to the banker, who also paid offwinning numbers.

  Some of the bolita operations were bringing in hundreds of thousands of dollars a week in gross sales: “Profits run about 50 percent of gross.”26 Bolita sellers received a 15 percent commission. The pick-up men got 20 percent. The checkers got a flat salary, with the remaining money going to the bankers. The bankers then sent money to the bosses for tribute. Everyone got a cut and everyone made money. There was rarely any intra-group violence over splitting the profits.

  Gamblers had a varied choice of venues that provided live bolita throwing, casino-style games, and alcohol, which was especially important during Prohibition. These venues were located everywhere from the heart of Ybor to the heart of “skid row.” One such establishment was the Panama Café, operated by Trafficante’s associate Ralph Reina. Charlie Wall’s club, the Lincoln, was a high-class casino with machine gun turrets on the roof. Wall’s right-hand man, Tito Rubio, managed the club. Rubio helped sharpen Wall’s image around town, organizing deliveries of groceries to needy families around the holidays. According to Ralph Rubio, “Tito ran everything for Wall. Wall was the big boss, but Tito ran the day-to-day operations.”27 Charlie Wall also endeared himself to the betting public by offering to pay off winning bolita bets if a peddler didn’t pay up.28 Poaching clients was one way in which he built his base of customers.

  Another club was the El Dorado, located in Ybor. The racketeers favored the El Dorado. George “Saturday” Zarate, Wall’s narcotics partner and former bagman for Ralph Reina’s bolita operation, owned the El Dorado. One evening, while sitting in his car outside the entrance, a gunman from a rival bolita banker tried to kill Zarate.29 Zarate survived and business went on as usual. The El’s basement was also reportedly one of the entries to the Ybor tunnels; this particular tunnel ran across the street to another bolita house. It was rumored that payoffmen would go back and forth with money from the bolita throwing, taking it to safe houses to count, fearing that they might be robbed. Yet fear of robbery didn’t dissuade one fixture on the street, a generous gambling figure who would pass out $5 and $10 bills to people he felt were deserving of his charity.

  Santo Sr. did not have a foothold in the garish gaming palaces like Wall or Zarate; instead, he favored a more lowkey approach to solidifying his hold on the bolita trade. He became the banker for an operation and worked his way to a controlling part of the Italian-backed bolita rings. Santo Sr. and Sal Scaglione worked a bolita operation “out of the backroom of a grocery store which was located at 10th Avenue and 23rd Street in Ybor City. Scaglione apparently owned the store.”30 His operations flew under law enforcement’s radar; the police focused their lackluster energies against Wall (or, if Wall paid them off, against one of his big rivals).

  His “career” progressing, Santo Sr. settled in Tampa Heights, a residential neighborhood bordering Ybor City to the east and West Tampa, another Latin neighborhood, to the west. To help enhance his air of respectability, Santo Sr. was active in civic organizations, including membership in L’Unione Italiana and the local Elks chapter in Ybor City. He met a local girl, Maria Giuseppe Cacciatore, fell in love, and married her on April 20,1909. A year later they had their first son, Frank, born on April 16, 1910. The next son was Santo’s namesake, Santo Trafficante Jr., future heir to the throne of the Tampa Mafia. He was born on November 15, 1914. (His given first name was Luigi, but that did not stick for long.) Salvatore, called “Sam,” was born on November 14, 1916; Epifano, or “Fano,” was born on January 5, 1919; and Enrico known as “Henry,” was born on November 23, 1924.

  Maria Cacciatore was the sister of Joe M. “Jo-Jo” Caccia-tore, a newspaper favorite in Tampa at the time, which may have been how Santo Sr. met her. Jo-Jo was known as a drug kingpin, though his attorney was vociferous in his opposition to that characterization. This image wasn’t helped when it was discovered that he was using kids from Ybor City to deliver drugs to his customers. The Tampa Tribune states, “Children worked the streets of certain Tampa districts like newsboys disposing of ‘dope’ in retail quantities, directed by ‘higher-ups’ in the game, with headquarters in cafés and coffee shops.”31 Santo Sr. must have buried his head in his hands when the ring was broken up. He hated publicity. Before his death, his name had appeared in only a scattering of news stories, portraying him as an invisible power pulling the strings from behind the scenes.

  Santo Sr. preferred mediation to violence, but he could be ruthless when pushed to the limit. The arbitrator of some of the early internecine gang warfare in Tampa during Prohibition, his whisper-like voice could be alternately disarming and menacing. And he extended the same courtesy to people outside “the life”: “He was very nice to you, but you just didn’t fuck with him.”32

  Santo Sr. enjoyed a “good reputation in town. He was well known.”33 An immaculate dresser who favored camelskin jackets and nice suits, he wasn’t much of a nightlife mobster, but he ate out at the Columbia Restaurant often. A young Ferdie Pacheco used to wait on the elder gangster. “He always ate vermicelli soup with a cold glass of milk,” Pacheco says. “My first time serving him I spilled soup on his lap. And that was after I spilled a drink on him while he was waiting for his table. He pulled me close to his face and said, ‘What do you got against me, kid?’ I was scared shitless. But he laughed it off.”34

  By the late 1920s Santo Sr. was recognized by underworld leaders in other areas of the country as one of the dominant Mob figures in Tampa.35 His power was closely tied into relationships with New York crime figures. Santo Sr. “was a friend of Lucky (Luciano) for years.”36 He even traveled by train up to New York City to show his support for Luciano’s move against Salvatore Maranzano.37 Santo Sr. was also a “close personal friend of Joseph Profaci of Brooklyn . . . associated with numerous Mafia members in New York City, Chicago, Illinois; Kansas City and St. Louis, Missouri; Los Angeles and San Francisco, California.”38 When Profaci moved into South Florida in 1933 to open up gambling dens, he sent an emissary to meet with Santo Sr. and offer up a piece of the action in exchange for the elder Trafficante’s blessing.39

  But Santo Trafficante Sr.’s rise was not unchallenged. Factions within the Mafia as well as the outside groups were all starting to make power plays to shore up their hold on the rackets. While he was busy forging ties with mobsters in other cities, the local underworld scene, which had remained relatively calm in terms of inter-gang violence, spilled over into the first Mob war in Tampa.
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  The First Tampa Mob War

  NORRIS MCFALL WAS gunned down in October 1928. The proprietor of a notorious bar, The Jack O’Lantern, McFall had made a 180-degree turn from his former career in law enforcement to provide liquor, women, and bolita. But then he crossed paths with Charlie Wall and paid the price.

  It was the first well-publicized gangland killing in Tampa. There had been rumors of lesser-known Black Hand–type murders in the early years of the twentieth century, but it’s hard to distinguish the intra-Italian or intra-Cuban killings as being gang-related. The newspapers had not yet embraced the notion that there was an organized gambling syndicate in town.

  In the wake of the McFall murder, a series of gangland killings rocked the streets of Tampa for the next 30 years. And so began what became known as the “Era of Blood.”40 But the name is a misnomer. Often inaccurately lumped together, as in Cigar City Mafia, there were actually different groupings of murders that reflected different power struggles among the various criminal organizations, as well as a few revenge killings.

  The first spate of killings, which ran through the 1930s, was part of a war between the Mafia and Charlie Wall for control of bolita. It was the first Mob war in Tampa. The main players were Ignazio Antinori and his allies on one hand and Charlie Wall’s crew on the other. Conspicuously absent from the fray was Santo Trafficante Sr., which was a wise move for the fledgling don. His power base was still challenged, not only from outside interests, but from rival Mob factions, as well. Yet even though Santo Sr. was not involved it’s essential to examine this war, because the results directly influenced how Santo Trafficante Jr. later rose to power in his father’s place. Had things turned out differently there would not have been the groundswell of support for a Trafficante-led Tampa Mafia.

  Ignazio Antinori had considerable political influence that, at that point in time, eluded Trafficante, giving him the greater share of leadership power in the local Mob. While Santo Sr. had relationships with prominent New York mobsters, Antinori’s influence was not relegated to the Mob. He was involved with politicians, as well. In 1933 he donated $50,000 to the campaign of David Scholtz, who ran for governor of Florida. After Scholtz won, he became a frequent houseguest of the Antinoris, giving Ignazio the political edge over his rivals. Even Charlie Wall had not reached the governor’s mansion with his wallet.

  Antinori was at the height of his power when the guns started, but he was stymied in his efforts by the pervasive influence of Wall. Friction erupted with rival bolita sellers poaching on each other’s turf. The ensuing battle set the stage for the emergence of Santo Sr. as a dominant force, and he did not have to lift a finger.

  In June 1930, Charlie Wall was driving through the heart of Ybor City when a passing motorist took a shot at him with a sawed-offshotgun, a weapon that became synonymous with gangland killings in Tampa. The buckshot blew out Wall’s window. He was fazed and had a slight flesh wound in his arm, but he snapped into action. He quickly raised his gun out of the driver’s window to take a retaliatory shot at the fleeing assailant. The gunmen were reported to be Mario Perla and Joe Pino Casares, Antinori’s two bodyguards.41

  Charlie Wall held back against any kind of revenge attempt at the Antinori faction. Waiting until things simmered down might not have seemed to be the smartest move at first, but Wall realized that an all-out war would have eaten up monetary resources and manpower. His comfort level increased when Mario Perla and two other Antinori loyalists were sent to prison for an insurance scam.

  Perla was part of an arson-for-insurance racket that brought in substantial sums to the Mafia. Buying up local properties and setting them ablaze for the insurance money was a growth industry. But when Gus Perez, a furniture salesman, testified about Perla’s activities related to the torching of a building Perez owned in Ybor City, the gavel fell on Antinori’s top guy. Perla was sent to prison, quieting the guns for a time. Yet within a few weeks after his release in 1936, Gus Perez was “struck in the back of the head by a 12-gauge shotgun blast” only a few blocks from where Perla had shot at Charlie Wall six years earlier.42 The Perez killing was tagged as a bolita hit, but it was obviously payback for ratting out Perla.

  While Perla was stewing in prison, Ignazio Antinori and his two sons, Paul and Joe, began a nationwide narcotics trafficking ring with the help of two friends in the Kansas City Mafia, Nicolo Impostato and James DeSimone. The case was one of the first to reveal the evidence of a nationwide Mafia organization to the Bureau of Narcotics agents who were listening in on hidden microphones in Kansas City. They had been tipped offto the operation by an inside source and had cultivated an informant from the groups.

  Drugs were being brought in from Cuba through the Port of Tampa and sent up through Kansas City onto Chicago. It was a lucrative venture, and with Antinori’s political connections, the flow remained uninterrupted from their end. The vast sums of money that came from the narcotics business, coupled with bolita and a brisk trade in trafficking illegal aliens, enabled Antinori to really challange Wall for power in the local political scene.

  As the tension grew again between the two factions, Anti-nori reportedly came out shooting, killing Eddie Virella on January 31, 1937, as he drove to his house after a shift at the Lincoln Club. But there may have been another reason for Virella’s murder: “Charlie Wall told Tito (Rubio) that there was a shortage of money from the gambling. Wall was certain that Virella took it. Tito went to bat for Eddie, but Wall said it was too late. Virella was killed for absconding with Wall’s money.”43 It would have been a good time to clear up internal problems; Wall could easily attribute Virella’s demise to the ongoing feud with the Antinori faction. And he did just that, using Virella’s killing to strike back at the Antinoris. Six months after Virella’s death, Wall retaliated, taking out Joe Vaglica, who was eating French fries at an outside table at his restaurant north of Ybor City. Vaglica, a rising star in the Mafia, was a particularly significant notch on Wall’s belt. The stakes were upped considerably.

  The Antinoris responded by gunning for Tito Rubio, Wall’s protégé. Rubio, who “cut a dapper figure as he wore his gray fedora and was driven through Tampa by his bodyguard,” was killed as he walked up to his front door on March 9, 1938.44 “One of the Antinoris and Mario Perla were supposedly the ones who disposed of my uncle,” said Ralph Rubio in a 2006 interview.45 Later that night, at the Lincoln Club, the number 36, Rubio’s age, received heavy play from bettors. It came up on the third bolita toss of the night.

  The following summer, on June 3, 1939, Charlie Wall was once again driving home when “a truck passed the automobile in which Wall was riding and then stopped abruptly in front of the car. James DeSimone and Nicola Impostato, FBI No. 2716692, each armed with a shotgun, stepped from the truck and fired at Wall and his chauffeur. BoThescaped with slight injuries.”46 Wall was not talking and no witnesses came forward to offer an account of the shooting, but police were able to trace the truck used in the shooting to the Antinoris. Two months before the Wall shooting, Carl Carramusa, one of the Antinori/DeSimone/Impostato drug ring members, had gone to Tampa with James DeSimone. Ignazio Antinori gave Carl Carramusca $385 and asked him to purchase a panel body Ford truck, the same one used in the attempt on Wall. Carramusa related this story to federal narcotics agents, and gave up DeSimone and Impostato as the hit men sent to kill Wall. Neither was charged for the shooting.

  On June 15, 1939, Ignazio Antinori and his son Joe checked into the Hotel New Yorker, one of the premier destinations for night-clubbing gangsters and their molls. Joe and his father stayed at the New Yorker through December. While they were away, Mario Perla was gunned down by a hit man riding in a black Ford panel body truck. Witnesses reported seeing Ignazio Antinori’s son-in-law, Frank Diecidue, at the wheel. But when it came time to make an official identification, memory loss set in.

  The truck that was used to kill Perla was the same make and model as the truck Carl Carramusa bought that previous April and the same as the one seen leaving the June shooting of Charlie Wall. Another interesting coincidence was that James DeSimone, one of the partners in the Antinori/Carramusa/ Impostato drug ring, was staying with the Antinori family in Tampa at the time of Perla’s killing. DeSimone “is known as a ‘trigger-man’ in Kansas City, Missouri, and is suspected by the Kansas City Police Department as having been the assassin in three Kansas City ‘spot’ murders.”47

  The Perla murder was chalked up to the fight for control of bolita rackets, but the timing of the Antinori’s vacation in New York aroused suspicion of local police. They wondered if Antinori was setting up an alibi for himself. If so, it was a rather lengthy one. Some in law enforcement thought that the “Antinoris did not return for several months for fear of vengeance by Mario Perla’s friends.”48 Paul Antinori and Frank Diecidue were both brought in for questioning by the police, but released later that day. An Antinori hit on Perla was an unlikely scenario. It was common knowledge that Perla had shot at Wall and likely had been the triggerman for a few of the other hits on Wall’s group. Charlie Wall certainly had the means and motive to kill Perla.

  Charlie Wall made the last move in the first Tampa Mob war. Less than a year after Perla’s death, Ignazio Antinori was drinking with friends at a roadhouse bar just outside of Tampa when he was shot through the window by a sawed-off shotgun.49 Antinori’s son Joe was in Cuba at the time, staying at the Royal Palm Hotel in Havana with a New York mobster.50 After Ignazio Antinori’s death, federal narcotics agents closed in on his sons, Paul and Joe, and their Kansas City connections. Paul and Joe were both sentenced to federal prison, mainly from the testimony of Carl Carramussa and another informant. Carramussa was killed a few years later. Both Paul and Joe came back to Tampa following their time in federal prison, but by then the Antinoris were out of the picture as far as leadership power went.

  Salvatore “Red” Italiano moved into the vacuum created by the Antinoris’ removal and emerged as the Trafficantes’ primary competitor for the leadership in the local Mafia. Red’s under-the-radar approach earned him the moniker of “Tampa’s mystery man” by local reporters. Infrequent brushes with the law only strengthened his allure in the eyes of his faction. When Italiano arrived in Tampa from Palermo in 1923 he was already aligned with organized crime elements and quickly moved to establish himself in the bootlegging trade. He was arrested by Prohibition agents four times between 1924 and 1928, escaped prosecution, but went to federal prison for a year on a narcotics charge and was convicted of fraud.51

  Italiano’s base of operations was Anthony Distributors, a wine and beer distributorship he opened after Prohibition. Located near downtown Tampa, it became a successful firm, supplying liquor across the state.

  So who won the first Tampa Mob war? Charlie Wall actually won in terms of coming out alive on the other end. Ignazio Antinori’s death and the subsequent sentencing of his two sons put an end to the Antinori faction’s leadership. But the war took its toll on Wall; his power base had been weakened. While he was fighting a war in the streets, Santo Sr. was building his business and, more importantly, expanding his contacts in the political and law enforcement fields. Red Italiano picked up the remnants of the Antinori faction and went into the real estate business with SheriffHugh Culbreath, using his political ally Jimmy Velasco. The independent Cuban racketeers still had their operations virtually intact (because while Wall and Antinori were gunning for each other, neither took the time to squeeze out any competition), but they were not powerful enough to overcome the Sicilians’ overtures.

  So, the two real winners were Santo Trafficante Sr. and Red Italiano. Both gained far more by staying on the sidelines than Wall or Antinori did from their skirmishes. Santo Sr. started his move to nudge The Dean of the Underworld out of the picture. He began grooming his namesake, Santo Jr., to play an important role in the family business. The other four brothers were also brought under the elder Trafficante’s tutelage, but he knew there was something about Santo Jr. that would make him a respected leader in organized crime circles.

  Santo Trafficante Jr. attended Michigan Avenue Grammar School, then went on to George Washington Junior High, both in Tampa Heights.52 But just before his sixteenth birthday, Santo Jr. dropped out of Hillsborough High School. His older brother Frank graduated the following year, headed for college, but it was Santo Jr. who later garnered a reputation as being one of the more learned and philosophical Mob bosses. The reason that Santo Jr. dropped out was related to stories that have circulated through law enforcement and underworld sources that Santo Sr. had recognized the potential that his namesake had, and it wasn’t scholastic aptitude. It was rumored that, at the behest of his father to “learn the ropes,” Santo Jr. was sent on trips across the country to be schooled in the ways of the Mafia from major racketeers.53 These trips aren’t recorded in any law enforcement files, however, because Santo Sr. was so under the radar at that time, no one was looking at him.

  Throughout his later teens and early twenties, as the first Mob war was heating up, Santo Jr. was at his father’s feet, learning the narcotics trade, as well as bolita and bookmaking: “Santo would often visit the Zack Street newsstand, which was located next to the old Federal courthouse downtown. This was a known bookie establishment for years.”54 Yet perhaps the greatest lesson imparted by his father was the way in which Santo Jr. would later come to handle himself in terms of evading the prying eyes of law enforcement. Santo Sr. realized that as much as political corruption could guard against unwanted attention from the police and prosecutors, a way to ensure viability was to simply stay low—stay under their eyes, out of their earshot, and don’t make any waves that would bring attention.

  When he was twenty-four, Santo Jr. married Josephine Marchese at the Sacred Heart Church in downtown Tampa on April 17, 1938. Frank Diecidue and his wife Rose were on hand as witnesses when the newlyweds signed their marriage license. This is interesting because, as later chapters will reveal, there was bad blood between the Diecidues and the Trafficantes in regard to leadership position in the crime family. The Diecidues felt they were due the top spot, probably due to their familial relationship with the Antinoris. According to later congressional hearings, the bad blood continued through the 1950s, but Frank’s appearance as Santo Jr.’s best man at his wedding signals one of three possibilities: the first is that the bad blood never really existed; the second is that the strife over leadership did not extend to Santo Jr. and Frank, but rather remained between their fathers, Santo Sr. and Alphonso; or the third, most likely explanation—the feud over leadership did not begin until Ignazio Antinori’s death in 1940.

  By the time Santo Trafficante Jr. showed up in intelligence reports in the late 1940s, he had earned the respect of racketeers from other cities and was well on his way to following his father’s lead. Though in later years his leadership style and ability to mediate disputes and settle scores would illustrate his strength and intelligence, earning him that respect, it’s probably safe to say that when he began his tutelage under his father, it was Santo Sr.’s reputation that smoothed the way for Santo Jr. to move in important underworld circles.

  The notoriety that accompanied his stature in the rackets also got him the notice of law enforcement. His first arrest came on October 11, 1946, when he was pulled over by police in Ybor City, reportedly having just left a known bolita house. He gave the name of Samuel Balto, but the cops knew who he was. They brought him to the station under the vague charge of “investigation,” but Trafficante was released and the charge dismissed. It had probably been both a tactic to show dominance over Trafficante and a show for the public to help dispel the notion that the cops were lax on gamblers and racketeers.
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