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Praise for Howard Blum’s Investigative Milestone GANGLAND


“An exciting tale, full of brave words and heroic deeds and dashing men and sexy women … In its detail, GANGLAND convinces…. Fascinating …”

—Tom McNamee, Chicago Sun Times




“A blockbuster, this suspenseful and superbly written exposé written by former New York Times reporter Blum will surely hit the headlines. Blum chronicles the struggle… to build a flawless case against Gambino Family boss John Gotti by the FBI’s C-16 squad, a latter-day incarnation of Eliot Ness’s Untouchables.”

—Publishers Weekly




“As easy to read as a crime noveland the real-life denouement is easily as satisfying as that in any fictional police thriller….
GANGLAND offers amazing portraits of the inner circles of Gotti’s underworld, and of the agents who worked the case, and a detailed reconstruction of how the FBI used one of the most sophisticated electronic surveillance operations in bureau history…. Blum’s … tightly written narrative makes for a page-turning story of a classic struggle.”

—Bill Wallace, San Francisco Chronicle
 



“The best Mafia book in quite a few years … Blum delivers … excitement and tension.”

—Thomas Gaughan, Booklist




“Mr. Blum himself has clearly done a job of investigative digging…. An absorbing report on how a special unit of the Federal Bureau of Investigation eventually gathered enough evidence to convict John Gotti, the seemingly indestructible crime boss….

The story Blum tells is important.”




“GANGLAND reads like a police thriller…. Chalk one up for the good guys.”

—Bill Leyden, Florida Times-Union

—Christopher Lehmann-Haupt, The New York Times




“Fascinating … Blum has indeed written a book with a new Gotti angle…. He is a first-rate reporter.”

—Steve Weinberg, St. Louis Post-Dispatch




“John Gotti… is the subject of Blum’s intensively researched, hypnotically absorbing true-crime report. There have been other excellent books on Gotti, but none written with Blum’s flair for drama…. Diligent research reveals itself in unusual details about Gotti’s character….”

—Kirkus Reviews




“A solid, readable … gripping tale … Blum’s a talented writer who knows how to milk a scene for its dramatic potential.”

—Ray Locker, Tampa Tribune-Times




“GANGLAND completes the job begun by Nicholas Pileggi in Wiseguy…. Blum has made good use of the transcripts of the wiretaps his FBI heroes planted in the Ravenite Social Club in Little Italy. He provides vivid shards of the daily digest of high crimes and low humor…. Blum handles his material like a good screenwriter….”

—Bill McKibben, New York Daily News




“Chilling … Rich in detail, GANGLAND offers a blow-by-blow account of the FBI’s effort….”

—Ann Zivotsky, Blade Citizen-Preview (CA)




“The riveting behind-the-scenes account of the risks taken and the battles lost and won in the all-out effort that finally landed Gotti in jail. GANGLAND is an action-packed page turner, a real-life detective thriller….While this true-life saga may rival the best in detective fiction, it also exemplifies the best in investigative reporting, documenting in detail the real inside story that was never covered in the national press…. Intensively researched and expertly written, GANGLAND is one unforgettable scene after another.”

—The Florida Newspaper
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A Note to the Reader


This book could not have been written without the unprecedented help I received from the FBI. I was granted official access to everyone who played a role in building the Bureau’s case against John Gotti. I interviewed officials in Washington and New York, members of the Special Projects Group in Quantico, Virginia, and agents from the C-16 squad who did the actual street work which culminated in Gotti’s indictment and conviction. I met with members of the team who broke into the Ravenite Social Club in the middle of the night and planted the bugs. I spent time with the technicians who designed one-of-a-kind electronic devices used in the case. I spoke to the agents involved in turning Sammy “the Bull” Gravano, as well as the men who debriefed him and even boxed with him. I interviewed at length the men who, over a number of years, hunted for Gotti’s spy in law enforcement. And I had an opportunity to question several of the agents who recruited confidential informants from the Mob’s own camp. Some talked with me on the record. Others demanded anonymity. But in the course of all these interviews many of which began while I was writing about the investigation for The New York Times Magazine and continued over many months I was able to piece together the inside story of how the FBI made its case against John Gotti.

I also met with state and federal prosecutors, New York City police officials, and defense attorneys. And I reviewed thousands of pages of trial and audio surveillance transcripts, as well as volumes of previously confidential police and FBI reports filed during the Gotti investigation.

Further, this book could not have been written without the cooperation of a few members of the Gambino crime family who, for whatever reason, also allowed themselves to be interviewed. Their story, too, is told in these pages.

A more extensive list of my sources and a detailed, chapter-by-chapter attribution for every quotation and incident I record is included in a final Author’s Note.



This book is for my gang: Jenny, Harold Anthony, and Anna.

With love.




Revenge is a dish best eaten cold.

—An old Sicilian proverb
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FROM THE APARTMENT WINDOW FTVE FLOORS ABOVE SOHO Billiards, Scott Behar had a perfect sight line. He sat on a steel folding chair that was cushioned with a blue and orange “Let’s Go Mets” pillow. The chair had been placed right next to the window, and when he parted the white vertical blinds just a crack, he could look straight down Mulberry Street.

Staring through binoculars, he could see past the Korean market on the corner with its tiers of bright flowers crowding the sidewalk even on this drab winter afternoon, past the tall late-Gothic spire of the Catholic church, and past the storefront coffeehouse where each day the same intense young couple came to hold hands at the round table by the window. He focused on the steel door of a red-brick-faced tenement that was nearly three blocks away.

For the past nine months Behar had been part of the FBI team assigned to keep track of who entered the two narrow, dark rooms on the ground floor of 247 Mulberry Street. It was the Ravenite Social Club and, despite its run-down appearance, it was the headquarters of the richest and most powerful Mafia clan in America, the Gambino Family.

Surveillance was tedious work. He had clocked in at 3:47 that afternoon, the 17th of January, 1990, and soon it would be getting dark. The binoculars were already not much help. There was a tripod-mounted video camera fitted with a high-performance nitrogen-filled lens and a 25-mm intensifier tube; it could see in the dark for up to half a mile. He moved the camera to the window and, as was his routine, opened a Cel-Ray tonic, and waited.

Just before 5:00, they started arriving. They came in Cadillacs and Lincolns mostly. The big cars were soon double-parked along both sides of Mulberry Street. It would be, he realized, a busy evening. Five new members were being inducted into the Family tonight. They would become partners in an organization that ran businesses throughout the city worth hundreds of millions of dollars, a diversified portfolio that included trucking, cement, construction, garbage collection, manufacturing, pornography, loan sharking, and narcotics. Each of the five “made men” would be set for life. And all they had to do in return was obey without hesitation every order, no matter what it required, that was passed on from the head of the Family—John Gotti.

Like Scott Behar, John Gotti was also focusing his attention that afternoon, but on an object more closely at hand. The Boss of the Gambino crime family was sitting in a wood-paneled courtroom about a mile downtown from the Observation Post, very intently reading a frayed paperback edition of Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra. In fact, so total was Gotti’s absorption in the German philosopher’s words that he seemed oblivious to the trial proceeding around him; and to the possibility that if he was convicted of the state assault charge he would be sentenced to a minimum of twenty-five years in prison.

“I’ll give you three to one I beat this rap,” Gotti, always quick with a sound-bite, had taunted the crowd of reporters who flocked to the trial’s opening day. By this afternoon, less than three weeks into the case, there were many reporters who no doubt wished they had taken a piece of that action. The state was offering persuasive evidence to prove that Gotti had ordered the shooting of a troublesome union official. There was even a tape recording of Gotti, wild with indignant rage, ordering the attack. “Bust him up! Put a rocket in his pocket!” he had yelled; and when the tape was played in the courtroom, each word loud and precise and powerful, many of the jurors had seemed to cringe.

But John Gotti showed no concern as the trial moved forward. America’s most notorious gangster, the Godfather who had appeared on the cover of Time, sat in the courtroom in his two-thousand-dollar DeLisi suit, his silver hair perfect; and with the gold-colored frames of a pair of bifocals pushed low on his long nose, he read Nietzsche.

He also, a clue to his steady mood, guarded a large and very valuable secret: He had an edge. The verdict was as good as guaranteed.

When the trial adjourned for the day, things began to pick up at the Ravenite. Behar had already shot a lot of footage, and he would very shortly need to insert a new tape. Yet as he was nearing the tail end of the first reel, at 6:24—the precise time duly noted on the surveillance logthe camera caught “Joe Butch” Corrao, lean and elegant, a silver-haired Mafia prince, entering the club. Walking behind him, but rushing forward awkwardly at the last moment to grab the front door, was a bear of a man, George Helbig. Even through the camera lens he looked big and fat and mean.

The pair did not stay long. After only six minutes inside the club, the two men left. Helbig again held the door, but Salvatore Gravano, the Gambino Family’s underboss, now led the way. He was five-foot-six in his high-heeled boots, but he had been shooting three thousand dollars a week of Deca-Durabolin into his body for so long that he had beefed up to 175 pounds and had forearms nearly the size of beer kegs. That was one reason why people on the street called him “Sammy Bull.” The other was that he killed people.

As soon as the three men began to walk up Mulberry, Behar reached for the Motorola walkie-talkie on the windowsill. “This is co-op,” he announced over the encrypted frequency. “Number three is out and walking north toward Prince with two friends.”

The message was received by a female agent sitting in a tan Pontiac parked farther downtown on Lafayette Street. After so many evenings of waiting, it took her by surprise. It was the middle of a New York winter, she had never expected any of the boys to go for a “walk-talk” outside the club. Unless, she realized, it was very important.

“Roger,” she acknowledged, and started the car’s engine. The Pontiac turned left on Spring Street and then onto Mulberry. She drove up the narrow street with only her left hand on the wheel. In her right hand was a black plastic box about the size and weight of a television remote control. A silver-colored antenna probe extended almost a foot from the middle of the device. Deep Street—as the Bureau’s Special Projects Group had christened their creation last fall—was ready to go operational for the first time.

At just about that moment, across the East River in another borough of the sprawling city, in a boxy office building along a stretch of Queens Boulevard still decked out with twinkling Christmas decorations, Bruce Mouw sat at his desk on the sixth floor trying to make up his mind. He could either call the stewardess he had been seeing and risk one more bitter fight about why he didn’t want to get married, or he could go home alone and hope there was a Knicks game on cable. When the red phone rang, the head of the FBI’s Gambino squad, the C-16 team, quickly learned there would be no time for making any small choices tonight.

It was the Observation Post above the billiard parlor calling to report that the curb-side listening device would soon be activated. The news filled Mouw with some anticipation: If the Technical crew had managed to devise a strategy for eavesdropping on the Gambino Family’s conversations outside the Ravenite, when the mob least expected any electronic surveillance, the recordings could prove very interesting. The Techies had pulled off some amazing feats over the years to bring the investigation this far. Perhaps, he considered with some tactical detachment, his team would get a fresh lead worth exploring tonight. But after he was told that Gravano was accompanied by the unlikely pair of Joe Butch Corrao and George Helbig, whatever calmness he still managed to convey on the phone was all disguise.

The surveillance agent, however, went on unaware. Dutifully, he began to recite the long list of wiseguys who had shown up at the Ravenite that evening, while all the time, Mouw would later confide to one of his fellow squad members, his heart was racing “like someone trying to score from first on a shallow drive to right field.”

For the past three years, Bruce Mouw had lived with one large and controlling ambition—to bring down John Gotti. What goaded him, what had pushed him to the brink of obsession, was not simply Gotti’s position as Boss of Bosses. Or even the fawning publicity this murderer and thief had managed to attract. After all the adventures of his life, after all his years in the Bureau, he understood a system where both cops and robbers had a combative place.

What gnawed at him, and energized his anger, was how Gotti had managed to triumph so totally over his adversaries. Gotti, the master strategist, was always one jump ahead of the good guys. His invincibility had become the stuff of legend. “The Teflon Don,” the tabloids called him. Over the past three years, city and federal prosecutors had confidently hauled Gotti into the courtroom. Yet at the conclusion of both cases, there were Gotti and his crew of feisty lawyers, their hands held high in victory like Olympic champions, posing for the television cameras. And today’s image, Gotti smirking through his latest trial, a book coolly in hand, was just as indelible and infuriating. It left Mouw rattled.

Mouw was convinced that nobody was that smart. Or that lucky. The Don couldn’t be playing fair. Someone had to be feeding him information that was allowing him to get away—quite literally—with murder. Gotti, Mouw had increasingly come to suspect, had a well-placed mole in law enforcement.

His suspicion, however, was nothing but a hunch. The “facts” that held this flimsy thesis together—a hint from an informant, an oblique reference caught on a wiretap—were, he knew, legally inadmissible. Worse, they were ultimately unconvincing even to others in the Bureau. One Washington deskman in the criminal division, in fact, had snidely worried about Mouw’s “embattled imagination.” “Maybe the man should take a vacation,” he had advised with theatrical concern. And, catching just a sniff of the provocative trail Mouw was following, the Queens District Attorney’s office had suggested (off the record, naturally) to the press that the FBI was a sore loser. Gotti was simply too shrewd for the Bureau.

In time, Mouw learned to keep his suspicions to himself. Still, he continued to gather clues. And in the past year he had started to notice a coincidence that occurred with a tantalizing regularity: Each time a hint of the mole’s handiwork surfaced, the same two Gambino Family henchmen would also just have come out from the shadows. Like magic, the incongruous duo of a capo and a gofer, Corrao and Helbig, would appear in tandem at the Ravenite.

So when the agent in the Observation Post asked Mouw if he should telephone him at home to report on the results of the curbside device, Mouw put on his terse commander’s voice and said he would wait at his desk. Call him as soon as the operation was complete. He hung up the phone without a goodbye and, guarding his secret, without mentioning what was at stake.

For the next hour, Bruce Mouw, a fieldman at heart, sat impatiently at his desk, smoking his pipe and waiting for the red phone to ring. On the wall across from him was a chart he had painstakingly put together over the last decade. It was a series of photographs, mug shots and surveillance pictures of members of the Gambino Family. The photographs had been arranged in a pyramid of sorts. At its peak was a jowly and hostile John Gotti, the Don caught in the unflattering glare of a police photographer’s flashbulb. Mouw stared at the photograph of his nemesis; and while so many large and small thoughts swirled by as he waited, one, he would always insist, kept recurring: Gotti’s luck couldn’t last forever.
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OR COULD IT?

The technical challenge of eavesdropping on the Mob’s walk-talks, Mouw had glumly realized five months earlier, was a particularly complicated one. Still Mouw, who had learned a bit about motivation in four years at Annapolis, took a giant step away from his normally soft-spoken reserve and had taunted the Techies: “When I was an engineering officer on a nuclear sub, we’d be able to hunker down right under the polar ice cap and send a radio message halfway across the world to Command at Norfolk. Now don’t tell me you can’t figure out a way to get a clandestine transmission out of Little Italy.”

The head of the New York Tech unit, Jim Kallstrom, an ex-Marine infantry officer and still very gung ho, bit immediately at the bait. “We’ll find a way,” he promised. His assistant, John Kravec, the man who actually had to solve the problem, was a more crusty type. After the session with Mouw, people heard him muttering for weeks. “You’d think,” Kravec would snarl at anyone who would listen, “six months of sitting in a goddamn submarine under the goddamn ocean would’ve taught that man some patience.” But all the time, Kravec, who was also a bit of a genius, was busy trying to get the job done.

Kravec began to take long walks down Mulberry Street. In his mind’s eye he carefully noted all the parking meters, street lamps, and traffic lights: the usual “sweet spots” where over the years he had hid an outdoor microphone or two. None of the tried-and-true tricks, he decided, would pass muster for this operation. At last, when he had come close to thinking his way through it, he hopped a ride on a Bureau Cessna down to Quantico, Virginia. He had a plan, but he needed help.

The Bureau’s Engineering Research Facility was a low-slung, modernistic building tucked into a remote and very leafy corner of the Quantico Marine Base. The name was a bit of bureaucratic cover. People who worked there simply called it “the Q Building,” after James Bond’s fictive technical magician. The Special Projects crew on the second floor, though, prided themselves on being the real thing.

Kravec met with the SP group in a sparkling lab. One wall of glass windows faced a shaved lawn that stretched to a thick forest. Another looked out toward an atrium glowing with diffused sunlight. I’m a long way from Mulberry Street, Kravec thought to himself. But he shoved this momentary misgiving aside and swiftly sketched out the operational challenge Mouw had given him. Then, backtracking, he enumerated all of what he termed “the worry spots.”

First, he said, the microphone or maybe even microphones had to be strong enough to pick up conversations from up and down the block since you never knew what direction the bad guys would take in strolling. Naturally, they also had to be small enough so that no one would spot them. More troublesome, though, was that the mikes would somehow have to be planted outside on a city street always bustling with activity. If you could sneak by the people coming in and out of the grocery, or the bakery where they made cakes all night, or the church with its busy schedule of masses, you still had to worry about the tenements lining both sides of the block. There was a small army of babushkaed grandmothers housed in each one, and they seemed to spend most of their waking hours at their windows on the lookout for anyone who wasn’t a paisan.

Then, Kravec went on, there were all the normal technical headaches that came with working in New York. If you used a battery-powered radio transmitter, it would have to be a particularly strong one since the electronic frequencies in the city were jammed with hundreds of thousands of signals. And even then, the receiving base, or “plant,” would have to be fairly close by. You could, instead, go hard wire; that is, hook the mikes up to an existing electrical system, say a street lamp or a telephone pole, and piggyback a free ride on this current. That would make receiving the signal relatively simple. However, it also meant that you would have to do all this extensive wiring more or less out in the open on a busy street. And to complicate matters further, since these were outdoor mikes, they had to be sophisticated enough to pick up whispered conversations while screening out honking horns, howling ambulances, and rushing fire engines.

Naturally enough, there was, Kravec concluded, one final rub. As in all electronic surveillance cases, federal law mandated minimization. The mikes could not remain “hot.” You had to be able to switch the mikes on and off in an instant since it was illegal to monitor anyone walking down Mulberry Street other than the court-sanctioned targets. Moreover, the monitoring agents also had to shut down the tape if the conversation strayed into matters that were extraneous (and here, the agents’ interpretation was generally quite broad) to the criminal investigation.

“So,” demanded Kravec of his audience, “what would you suggest?” Even in the best of times he affected a world-weary mood, but that morning he outdid himself. He sounded and looked positively morose. Yet this, too, was part of his act. He waited a moment or two, but certainly not much longer. Before any of the Special Projects whiz kids could beat him to it, he solved his own riddle. “A car,” he announced quite proudly. “Actually, a number of cars.”

The solution was ingenious. His plan, in broad strokes, was to outfit a small fleet of cars with a number of miniature directional microphones. All the difficult and time-consuming wiring could be done off-site. Then early each morning, assuming the very believable cover of a frazzled New Yorker looking for a valid alternate-side-of-the-street parking space, an agent would park as close as he could to 247 Mulberry Street. The empty vehicle, a four-wheeled recording and transmitting studio, would stay in place all day. Who would notice? Later that night, after the Ravenite had shut down, the car would be driven back to headquarters and the day’s tapes retrieved. As for minimalization, that was simple, too: The car mikes would be activated by remote control whenever the Observation Post spotted the targets taking to the street for a conversation.

“Can you whip me up something like that?” Kravec asked.

It took some time, but the Special Projects crew delivered. They outfitted a few cars confiscated by the Drug Enforcement Agency with a number of highly sensitive black-colored microphones about the size and length of a number two pencil. The mikes were hidden in wheel wells, bumpers, and hubcaps. Two thin wires ran from each mike and snaked underneath the car’s chassis and up through a small hole that had been drilled into the trunk. Inside the trunk, the wires were connected to a standard Bureau battery-powered transmitter package and a Nagra tape recorder; the agents in the apartment three blocks away could listen in while the recorder kept a permanent record. The remote control device was a bit trickier. They had experimented with a unit that could be run from the Observation Post, but it was always a dicey business to send radio signals any distance in a city with so much airwave traffic. In the end, they decided not to risk it. An agent would simply have to be on call to walk or drive by and surreptitiously aim the remote at the transmitter in the car’s trunk.

Best of all, the lab crew added one refinement that Kravec had not even requested: Many of the cars were wired for video. The box of tissues that had been placed on the shelf next to the rear window of the silver Buick Riviera, for example, was more than just a careful touch of domestic cover. Inside the box was a miniature video camera that was connected to a VCR in the trunk.

After a successful test run in the streets of Washington near the Hoover Building, the cars were ready to be shipped to the headquarters garage beneath 26 Federal Plaza in downtown Manhattan. On the day the motorcade left Quantico, the lab boys toasted their creations. It was in this heady rush of accomplishment (and perhaps fueled by a celebratory beer or two) that one wag came up with the name for the project that was to stick—Deep Street.

At 6:30 on the evening of January 17,1990, Deep Street, once merely a small tactical glimmer in Bruce Mouw’s operational eye, was about to be thrown into the long-running battle against John Gotti. Only now, a jumpy Mouw was convinced as he sat in his distant office waiting for a report from the field, its success was vital.

Everything went as planned. A videotape made from the fifth-floor apartment recorded the drama as it began to unfold. There was Gravano, the Family’s second-in-command, his legs anchored to the sidewalk as if set in cement, looking up with joyless eyes at Corrao. Corrao was doing nearly all the talking, his long arms swinging about expansively. From time to time, Helbig, a sleepy expression on his face, leaned into the circle to offer a few words. And behind them, parked a yard or two south on Mulberry, was a silver Buick Riviera.

The camera remained focused on the trio locked in conversation. It did not record the tan Pontiac moving along with traffic up the block. Or the split second it took for the agent at the wheel of the Pontiac to aim a small black box toward the Riviera’s trunk. But the moment she did, the mikes hidden in the car went “hot,” the Nagra in the trunk started rolling, and a speaker in the apartment simultaneously began to broadcast.

What came through was mostly a long, irritating hum. Now and then a stray word filtered through the noise. One agent thought he heard the word “bug.” But another was convinced Corrao had said “book.” It was anyone’s guess.

As this squeaky hum filled the apartment, one of the exasperated agents took a long look down Mulberry Street and in an instant realized what had gone wrong. It was a worry spot Kravec had never anticipated. Wiseguys don’t care where they park their cars; pulling onto the sidewalk was, after all, a small crime in their scheme of things. On that evening, with so many of the twenty-one Gambino captains showing up to witness the ceremony that would induct five new members into the Brotherhood, the narrow street was jammed with vehicles. A haphazard row of parked cars, a small mountain of metal, was wedged on the sidewalk separating the Buick Riviera from the trio of targets. The Quantico outdoor microphones had not been designed to listen through walls of steel.

It was just bad luck, Mouw was told when the Observation Post reported in. There would be other, less crowded nights on Mulberry Street, and other walk-talks. Deep Street would, the agent assured his boss, eventually deliver. But this was small consolation to Brace Mouw. In the three years since he had received the orders from Washington to bring down Gotti, he had never before felt so defeated. For if he and the Bureau, despite all the technology, all the manpower, all the resourcefulness, were always going to get only this close, then maybe the enemy he was up against was truly invincible.
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JOHN GOTTI’S MOOD, MEANWHILE, WAS ALSO SINKING. THE DON, ignorant of the victory luck had just helped him score against the Feds, was caught up in his own despairing evening. Gotti’s temper, always mercurial, had started turning when his consigliere, Frank Locascio, a diffident, almost elderly sort, began to fret about his role in that night’s induction ceremony. “Is it all right if I ask them, ‘Is there any reason why you shouldn’t be a member?’” he had suggested hesitantly to his Don. Locascio had never conducted a “make” before and he wanted to be sure he played his part correctly.

Locascio’s stage fright irritated and depressed Gotti. It was unseemly and, more telling, weak. “I ain’t got time for games,” he barked. And the more Locascio tried to stutter his way toward an explanation, the more Gotti’s anger was provoked. It grew and grew, and then exploded:

“It’s not a toy. I’m not in the mood for the toys, or games, or kidding, no time. I’m not in the mood for clans. I’m not in the mood for gangs, I’m not in the mood for none a that stuff there. And this is gonna be a ‘Cosa Nostra’ till I die. Be it an hour from now, be it tonight or a hundred years from now when I’m in jail. It’s gonna be a ‘Cosa Nostra’!”

His speech, part tantrum and part an ardent plea for his Family’s future, went on without interruption. No one dared to speak. When at last he was done, without a moment’s pause he turned to Gravano and said it was time to get on with the rest of the evening’s business.

“All right,” Gotti ordered, his voice suddenly surprisingly weary. “This ‘Grim Reaper,’ where is he, this fuckin’ bum?”

Quickly, George Helbig and Joe Butch Corrao were brought before their Don.

“What’s up, brother G?” Gotti asked. It was his goombah voice, and it was all contrivance. “Good news?”

The Grim Reaper, George Helbig, was like an excited schoolboy who couldn’t wait to show his teacher what he knew. His answer rushed out: “I brought you bad news.”

Hours later, the ceremony began. Johnny Rizzo, Richie, Fat Dom, Tommy Cacciopoli, and Fat Tony Pronto stood at attention.

“Would you kill if I asked you to?” demanded Gotti.

“Yes,” said Johnny Rizzo.

“Yes,” said Richie.

“Yes,” said Fat Dom.

“Yes,” said Tommy Cacciopoli.

“Yes,” said Fat Tony Pronto.

In front of the candidates was a long table. On the table were a revolver and a knife with a blade that ended in a sharp point. The weapons had been arranged to form a cross. A picture of a saint covered this crucifix.

“This is the gun you live by, and this is the knife you die by,” Locascio intoned.

Each man repeated the consigliere’s words.

“Give me your trigger finger,” said Locascio.

He pricked each extended finger with the point of the knife. Then he wiped the knife on the picture of the saint. The face of the saint became streaked with blood.

A match was lit and the saint was set on fire. As it burned, Locascio warned, “If you should betray La Cosa Nostra, your soul will burn like this saint.”

Everyone in the room began to chant, “Now you are born over. You are a new man.” The saint had been reduced to dark ashes.

Each man went up to his Don and gave him a solemn kiss on one cheek, then the other. Gotti returned the embrace. At that instant, they became part of the tradition, power, and prosperity of the Gambino Family. They had pledged to serve forever.

Yet, it was a future whose prospects were under siege. For even as the ceremony proceeded, Bruce Mouw, now home in the small cottage he rented just a stone’s throw from Oyster Bay, received a phone call. It was Carol Kaczmarek, one of the agents assigned to monitor and transcribe the conversations that were recorded nearly every night inside 247 Mulberry Street.

“Bruce,” she blurted out immediately when her boss picked up the phone, “we got lucky tonight.”

The Grim Reaper’s “bad news” had been recorded. A microphone that had been planted three months earlier by John Kravec had picked up the entire report. The mike was hidden in the body of a VCR that was on a chrome-colored TV trolley. It was powered by the room’s A/C current and then fed to the New York Telephone cables that stretched across the alley behind the Ravenite. From the alleyway, the transmission, through a series of well-placed cable splices, made its way to a Revox tape recorder sitting on a desk in a cubicle on the twenty-eighth floor of 26 Federal Plaza. This time every worry spot had been anticipated. Each word came in loud and clear.

Before dawn on the morning after that busy night of January 17, Mouw, anxious and unable to sleep, hurried to his empty office on Queens Boulevard. From the safe across from his desk, he retrieved a copy of the tape Kaczmarek had deposited some time around midnight. He threaded the tape through the spools of the Nagra, put on his headphones, lit up his pipe, and for the next hour listened intently. When he was done, he felt like a scientist who, after years of futile experiments, has finally made a great discovery. Yet there were no shouts of “Eureka!” In fact, his mood quickly turned. He began to consider the difficulty of what lay ahead.

Suddenly daunted, he reached for the phone and made a rapid series of calls. “I got something you should hear,” he announced, his voice soft and private as, one after another, he pulled the agents of the C-16 team from sleep.

Shortly after eight on that bright winter’s morning, they assembled in his office. They were the key players on his squad; “the inner circle,” they called themselves. Leaning against the closed door, as if standing guard to keep out the floor full of agents and clerks on the other side, was George Gabriel. He was long and wiry, a handsome Greek with jet black curly hair and a thick bartender’s mustache. He was easily the youngest in the room; and his complicated relationship with Mouw could skid between protégé, younger brother, and junior agent all in the course of one conversation. Sitting opposite Mouw, making himself at home as he arranged his cup of black coffee and buttered bagel on his boss’s desk, was Andy Kurins. He was short and sly and up for anything. He and Mouw had been working together since the beginning, a decade now, and over the years they had built a partnership based on friendship, respect, and a lot of late nights. And by the window, blocking out the view of the Alexander’s sign in the distance, were the Twins. Matty Tricorico and Frank Spero didn’t look alike. One was tall, the other short. One had hair, the other didn’t. But they had worked together as a team for so long, they were so inseparable, that they might just as well have been joined at the hip.

Mouw began without preamble. He had already advanced the tape to the crucial moment, and now he turned the switch. From the speakers, John Gotti’s tired, put-upon voice filled the room: “All right. This ‘Grim Reaper,’ where is he, this fuckin’ bum?”

As the tape continued to play, the agents heard Helbig’s news. There were two ongoing bugs being run by the State Organized Crime Task Force aimed at Sammy Bull Gravano: one in the trailer on Sixty-fourth Street in Brooklyn which served as an office for his construction company, and another in Tali’s, the Brooklyn bar where he met with his crew each Tuesday night. No one interrupted as the tape played on, but every agent in the room knew the information was correct. And that it was secret—a crucial, closely held secret. It was valuable intelligence betrayed by a highly placed traitor: a report from the mob’s mole.

When it was over, Kurins was the first to speak. “The monster has reared its ugly head again,” he said. “You were right all along. Johnny Boy’s got his mole, all right. A damn good one.”

“The smoking gun,” Mouw agreed.

He went to the tall filing cabinet to the right of his desk, spun the combination lock, and removed a manila folder. Across its front was typed, “Gotti—Leaks from Unknown Subjects.” It was at least three inches thick, and most of the papers inside were not the usual Bureau 302s, but notes in Mouw’s careful and precise handwriting. It was a record of all the clues he had collected over the years that had provoked his suspicions, and then, in time, shaped his theory. The inner circle called it “the Mole File.”

“Not that we’re home free,” Gabriel warned from the back of the room. Everyone in the room understood what he meant, but Gabriel, who liked to nail every inconsistency, felt he needed to make things clear. He pointed out that nowhere on the tape was there any mention of the traitor’s name, what agency he worked for, how powerful his job was, or even why he served Gotti.

Mouw was quick to agree. “We might never ID him. But now at least we know for sure what we’re up against. That we’re not paranoid.”

“Small comfort,” Kurins interjected. But Mouw ignored the barb and went straight into outlining the battle plan. Since they did not know whom to trust, since the traitor could be working for the prosecutors, or the police, or the state, or even the Bureau, they would trust no one. They would not even tell the Organized Crime Task Force that their bugs had been blown; the risk was too great that this information would make its way back to the mole and send him scurrying. The discovery would remain within this room. It would belong only to these five men of the C-16 squad. Unearthing the mole would be their private, perhaps impossible quest.

If they failed, John Gotti, their smirking adversary for so long, might remain forever beyond their reach.

It was only later that one of the squad added a small footnote to the thick record of events that filled the official history of that long night of January 17, 1990. After the induction ceremony, according to one of the team’s usually reliable vest-pocket sources, John Gotti was driven in his black Mercedes to Régine’s discotheque uptown on Park Avenue. It was there that, as planned, he caught up with the tall, pouty blonde who had just obtained a well-chronicled divorce from one of New York’s most visible celebrities. Gotti had been seeing her every Wednesday for the past few months. As was their habit, they wound up at a friend of a friend’s jewel-box apartment on Beekman Place. Every Wednesday night the apartment was empty, the key was with the doorman, and the two of them could share the view of the lights outlining the Queensboro Bridge as they reflected off the mirror on the bedroom ceiling.

Only this evening the divorcee wanted to talk first. Yes, she said, she was grateful for the gifts, the gold bracelet, the diamond pendant necklace. But it wasn’t enough. One night a week wasn’t enough. So she gave the Don an ultimatum: Either he leave his wife and move in with her, or get out of her life.

Gotti got up and walked out without a word. He was too proud to try to persuade her, and too powerful to argue. He could only do what his sense of honor required.

Minutes later there was a knock on the apartment door. She was certain John had come back; if he told her a story, however contrived, she was ready to welcome him.

Only it was Iggy Alogna, Gotti’s driver. “Gimme,” he ordered.

At first she was confused, but then he pointed to the bracelet and the necklace.

“John said to tell you ‘Fair is fair’” Iggy said in a flat voice that gave her chills. She quickly stripped off the jewels.

In the small hours of that morning, John Gotti sat in the back of his Mercedes, finally returning to his home in Howard Beach. His ex-mistress’s jewels were stuffed like buried treasure in his pocket. Still, he must have felt pretty good, the way things were going. He was the Boss of Bosses and nobody—not the FBI agents following him around, not the D.A. playing his tapes, not the state with its microphones, and certainly not some whining blonde—was able to touch him.
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Taking It to the Streets
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THEY CALLED THEMSELVES THE SUN LUCK MAFIA, BUT THERE WAS nothing criminal, or even very organized, about their association. For that matter, there was little that was Oriental in their philosophy or their demeanor. The name was simply an attempt at irony, a bit of insiders’ put-on. They were just drinking buddies, a clique of youngish, hard-edged FBI agents who got together after work to unwind.

The Bureau’s all-out drive against organized crime may have had its historical roots in such well-publicized events as the revelatory testimony of Mafia-informant Joseph Valachi before the Senate in 1963, or in the 1968 Safe Streets Act that granted greater electronic surveillance powers to law enforcement agencies, or in the Organized Crime Control Act of 1970 which provided funds for a thousand new agents to fight La Cosa Nostra. But a good case could also be made that these boozy sessions in the early seventies around the horseshoe-shaped bar of the Sun Luck Chinese Restaurant played no less significant a role.

Night after night, the agents, new to the Bureau and to New York, would trek over from headquarters just a block away to the nearly pitch-dark front room of the Sun Luck at Sixty-eighth and Third. Charlie, the bow-tied barman, had a generous hand; you could scavenge a greasy dinner from the Happy Hour chafing dishes; and, a greater comfort, there would always be a crowd of comrades with nothing better to do than to shoot the breeze for hours. Mostly, they talked about the war.

Vietnam was still very much with them. They were the guys who had gone off to fight, volunteered even, because they believed it was their patriotic duty. And they were the guys who had wound up in the thick of it. Jim Kallstrom, for one, had signed up for the Marines straight out of the University of Massachusetts ROTC program and spent a tour on the front lines as a forward observer for the First Battalion gunners. It was a time when I Corps first lieutenants had a three-week life expectancy, but Kallstrom managed to survive and win his captain’s bars. Jules Bonavolonta, another regular at the horseshoe bar, came out a captain too, only he was army, a Special Forces Green Beret. Jim Moody, after finishing up at the University of Oklahoma, had done two tours as a gunner on a helicopter gunship based in Da Nang. And their experiences, while exceptional, were not unique. There were fifty men in Moody’s training class at Quantico in 1970; forty-five had served in Nam.

They were all survivors, but they had also paid a price. No one came out the same. In the cavelike front room of the Sun Luck, comforted by alcohol and fraternity, they would relive it. They would share the danger, and the risks taken, and the deaths. They would try to make some sense out of it all. And yet at closing time, night after night, they would still find themselves struggling with its inconclusiveness: that so many sacrifices, so freely given, had accomplished so little. It still stung.

“So when we joined the Bureau,” Kallstrom said, looking back on those resolute days shaped by introspective nights at the Sun Luck, “a lot of us Young Turks still found ourselves chomping to get involved in another war. We were patriots. We wanted to serve our country. Only this time we wanted it to be a conflict where things would be clearly defined. Good and evil. Friend and foe. A fight we could believe in. That’s why so many of us Vietnam vets signed on for Organized Crime. The war against the mob was our second chance—a war we would fight until it was truly over. This time the politicians wouldn’t betray us, or tie our hands behind our backs. It would be a war we could throw ourselves into until only one side was left standing—them or us.”

Over the next rush of years, the Young Turks of the Sun Luck Mafia put in their time. They shadowed wiseguys through the streets of Little Italy and shuffled papers through the twisting corridors of the Hoover Building in Washington. As the 1980s dawned, they were, at last, moving up in the ranks. They were now the bosses. And with those first grasps of power, they went on the attack. It was Jules Bonavolonta, on his way to becoming head of the New York office’s Organized Crime and Narcotics division, who stumbled onto the strategic base from which the Sun Luck Mafia’s new war against the Mob could be launched. He made his great discovery while sitting around an oval conference table in, of all places, a law school classroom.

It was June 1980, a warm, fresh spring day on the bucolic campus of Cornell University in upstate New York. Nevertheless, the mood in one classroom seemed to be turning perilously stormy. Or at least that’s what many of the prosecutors and police officials attending the seminar on organized crime felt as Robert Blakey, a Notre Dame law school professor, went on with his lecture. He was, by all accounts, a man caught up in a full-scale passion. Paying no heed to the grim-faced FBI agents at the other end of the table, he insisted that the Bureau’s war on the Mob was a waste of the taxpayers’ money. The FBI, he announced to a room that had become ominously quiet, was going about things entirely the wrong way.

A more effective strategy, he contended, was to “zap the Mob, not mobsters.” The FBI’s current practice of targeting individuals, of sending out squads to combat specific crimes, was doomed to fail. It could take years to build a case against even, say, a low-level loan shark or gambler. And what would all those Bureau man-hours and taxpayer dollars have accomplished? There would simply be another soldier running a dice game or collecting the vig on the streets the next day. After all, Blakey pointed out with irrefutable logic, that was the structural essence of La Cosa Nostra; it was an ongoing criminal organization.

Therefore, he said as he launched into the heart of his argument, it was necessary to attack the entire organization. The battle, he said with genuine conviction, should be directed against the Families. Wiseguys were a dime a dozen. The FBI gambling and loan sharking squads were, regardless of how many cases they made, simply doing piecework. But destroy the structure and the Mafia will come tumbling down.

And best of all, Blakey went on, an instinctive showman building to his dazzling finale, the legal sledgehammer to deliver these mortal blows already existed. The RacketeerInfluenced and Corrupt Organizations Act had been federal law for a decade. RICO—as prosecutors called it—had been used to build successful cases against mob-infiltrated labor unions and businesses. These same “criminal enterprise” and “pattern of racketeering” statutes, Blakey explained, could be directed against the membership of an organized crime family. With RICO, the FBI could focus its resources on taking out an entire family, not just a few soldiers. There was only one catch: You had to be smart enough to know how to use it.

When he was done, all eyes in the room seemed to focus on Jules Bonavolonta. He was a short, compact man with a temper that was already famous in the Bureau. The book on Jules was that you never, ever wanted to get on his bad side. He had been a Green Beret, and he still took no prisoners. There was also a lot of talk about his stare: how he could get straight in your face, nose to nose, all his energy coiled, and those two gun-metal gray eyes of his would just burn through you. But that afternoon, Bonavolonta would say years later, “my eyes just flashed with the beauty of it all. As soon as Blakey finished, I jumped up and said, ‘You’re absolutely right! Now tell us how to do it.’”

Bonavotonta and his fellow FBI supervisor James Kossler spent the next three days huddled with Blakey at Cornell. By the time they left, they were convinced that the Bureau had to begin a complete overhaul. Persuading the U.S. Attorney’s offices and the ruling hierarchy of the Bureau was another matter. But the agents knew they had to try. It was not long after that meeting at Cornell that Professor Blakey was invited by an anxious Bonavolonta to give a similar presentation at the FBI’s new headquarters in lower Manhattan, at 26 Federal Plaza.

Blakey again was all caustic fire and brimstone. The mood was very tense. One assistant U.S. Attorney was particularly offended, and he, a veteran trial lawyer well accustomed to counterpunching, led the debate. Professor Blakey had most outrageously misinterpreted both the letter and spirit of the RICO statutes, he charged. RICO was not at all applicable to cases solely involving organized crime families.

Blakey shot back that the law’s “criminal enterprise” and “pattern of racketeering” provisions had, indeed, been written with the prosecution of entire mob families in mind.

“Oh,” needled the prosecutor, “I sincerely doubt that. Besides, how would you know?”

The professor’s response was terse. “I wrote it,” Blakey said with a sweet smile.

After that, whatever reluctance still lingered in the room seemed to evaporate. A decision was soon made. A new strategy was set in motion. The war against the Mob would be led by FBI teams that targeted specific crime families. And RICO would be the weapon of choice.

Then there was electronic surveillance. Since 1968 when Congress had passed the Safe Streets Act, the Bureau had the authority to place, after obtaining a court’s approval, a bug on a mobster’s telephone or a microphone in his house. But few in the Bureau saw the potential of those weapons either. In fact, Jim Kallstrom felt that his career in Organized Crime had come to an abrupt dead end when he was ordered to fill a vacancy on the New York office’s Technical Squad. In those days, the Tech Squad mostly bugged the phones of Soviet diplomats or hid a mike in the bedroom of an Iron Curtain cultural attaché with the hope of getting something juicy. More often than not, the operations were failures; the technology was very primitive and the transmissions picked up nothing but static. Kallstrom doubted that as the fourth man on the Tech Squad’s four-man roster he would be able to contribute much. He could barely run a tape recorder.

But Kallstrom underestimated his ability to learn, and to lead. In 1976, to his complete surprise, he was made head of the New York Tech Squad. And now that he was running things, he poured his heart into giving the squad, to use the phrase that became his maxim, “a real capability.” “If you’re going to get stuck doing something, you might as well do it right,” a sergeant had lectured him at Parris Island and he had never found any fault with that boot camp logic. From the instant he took over, he began suddenly to have big plans for the Teenies.

First off, he lobbied Washington for research and development funds. In his easygoing, backslapping way, he charmed and begged until he received the large appropriation he had demanded. He spent it quickly and extravagantly; and then, undaunted, he went back asking for more—and got that too. He insisted that his team’s equipment be state-of-the-art. If what was needed didn’t exist, he would find the technicians to make it. “Call me Q,” he joked, but he was growing into the role. He commissioned some amazing pieces of technology: transmitters stuffed into martini olives, attaché cases that were miniature recording studios, wall clocks that held television cameras.

As success followed success, he persuaded the Bureau to assign additional agents to his team. And as soon as these new recruits were trained, he demanded more. He formed special surveillance squads and outfitted them with nightvision devices and encrypted walkie-talkies. He recruited tough-guy squads from the Bureau’s “Quarter-Inch Club” each agent could place three shots within a circle less than half an inch in diameter at two hundred yards. They would stand guard as his teams entered enemy territory to plant their devices. He persuaded dozens of civilian engineers and technicians to trade higher pay for what he buoyantly described as “the most exciting job in the world—and it’s legal too.” Within a decade, he had created—and commanded—a powerful empire. The New York Technical Squad had at least 350 men, and an annual budget of about $20 million.

And, most satisfying to Kallstrom’s focused way of looking at things, “I gave them one hell of a stake to drive into the Mafia’s heart.”

But it was Jim Moody, more than anyone else in the Bureau, who understood how to mount the attack. He helped shape—the genesis of the initial inspiration, whether it was his or Jim Kossler’s, was long ago buried deep in the bureaucratic mud—a new set of tactics for the Bureau’s organized crime teams. Instead of striking out at the mob from the fortress headquarters at 26 Federal Plaza, the new plan was to infiltrate their home turf. Squads of organized crime agents would be set up near the neighborhoods where the wiseguys lived, in the boroughs beyond the bright lights of Manhattan where the mob soldiers retreated after a hard day’s night of crime. “The idea was for us to sort of hunker down and establish beachheads in the midst of enemy territory,” Moody, still very much a country boy even after twenty years in New York and Washington, explains in his slow-talking, down-home way. And, further testimony to the newfound faith in RICO, these five new squads would each have one specific target: an organized crime family.

So, as the 1980s began, the legacy of those late-night sessions at the Sun Luck had begun to be felt. The alumni had accomplished nothing less than a total reorientation of the FBI’s attack on the Mob. It was becoming a war that could be won.

The battle plan was precise. A decade later, Jim Moody, now the chief of the Bureau’s Organized Crime section, would sit in his large office in Washington and all at once seem to transform himself into a young officer leading his troops into the eye of the storm as, barking out the cadence, he recalled the total strategy: “One: We would take the attack into the streets. We would identify the enemy and put him in our sights. Two: We would bring it into his homes. We would hit him with electronic surveillance where he least expected it. And three: We would bite off his head. We’d use RICO to wipe out the leaders of each Family.”

All that remained then, back in 1980, was to find someone to spearhead this new drive against the Mafia. The Bureau needed an agent to go into the newly opened office on Queens Boulevard and head its Gambino Family squad. This agent would lead a team whose mission would be the total destruction of the richest, most powerful, and most violent crime organization in America.

The Bureau chose a tall, gangly, rather scholarly-looking man. He smoked a pipe and wore button-down shirts with rep ties; a forelock of prematurely silver hair fell over his broad forehead. He had been born on a farm in the northwest corner of Iowa, and then went off to Annapolis. His mother was a librarian, and in another life he would have been a history teacher. He seemed, by demeanor and experience, to be colossally ill-suited for the task. The only thing was, Bruce Mouw was determined to get the job done.
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FOR MOUW, THE SUMMONS TO HEAD THE GAMBINO SQUAD WAS two strokes of luck in one unanticipated swoop. It was his escape. And better still, his return.

Three years earlier, he had been plucked from Organized Crime in New York and assigned to headquarters in Washington. He was given a cubicle miles, it seemed, from the nearest window and a job description that was correspondingly bleak. A computer in personnel had recalled that the navy had trained him to be an electrical engineer; and so Mouw, suddenly promoted at the precocious age of thirtyone to supervisor, was brought in to observe the legions of construction workers who were putting the finishing touches on the block-long structure that was to be the Bureau’s new headquarters. After three watchful years, Mouw still wasn’t certain if he was expected to inspect the Hoover Building’s complex electrical circuits to check if there was enough juice, say, to allow for TV cameras in the director’s office at the same moment the exhaust fans in the crime labs might be going full blast. Or if he was simply to be a lurking taskmaster whose very presence was intended to discourage any sly civilian engineer from even thinking about cutting corners. All Mouw knew for sure was that he had to get out. He wanted back in the action.

A thoughtful, even introspective man, Mouw, if asked, would have acknowledged that this desire to be in the stormy middle of things was no sudden yearning. In fact, his life had been measured out in such conscious leaps. He had made the first at fourteen. “The great escape,” he still called it, and without the least bit of irony.

It was just after his father suffered his final stroke and died, and the family had been forced to move into town. Life on the farm had become a bit hardscrabble, but once they were in Orange City, four kids and a young widow and a pile of debts, things became downright rocky. Bruce decided the time had come to go off on his own and, to his surprise, he did just that. He was a tall, comically skinny high school sophomore with a rigid crew cut, but he found a job as a night clerk at the Village Hotel. He started work when school let out each afternoon, and in return for his six-hour nightly shift, he was given meals and a cell-like room of his own.

It was a solitary life. He couldn’t join any of the teams, and there was no hanging out after school with the other kids. Instead, he spent a lot of time reading. Behind the front desk in the empty lobby or in his small room, he would always have a book in hand. Night after night, as soon as he polished off his homework, he devoured books about the sea. He had never seen an ocean, never been on a ship, or for that matter, even a rowboat, but his devotion was consuming. He read biographies of naval heroes, all of C. S. Forester, even Melville. Each night, lying on his bed in a small hotel in a small town, he shipped out to an imagined world filled with great men living out great adventures. And he knew that was what he wanted.

He was also convinced it was his destiny. Like nearly everyone in that northwest corner of Iowa, Mouw was raised as a member of the Dutch Reformed Church. Since childhood, he had been inculcated with the virtues of hard work, devotion, material success, and an overwhelming sense of predestination. That which is imagined, will, for the elect, be made real. And for a teenager, straining to bust out from a town where life, day in and day out, was simply more of the same, these words became more than mere dogma. He needed to believe. He achingly wanted something else.

Mouw’s unwavering faith, he was convinced, was affirmed (even rewarded!) when against all odds he was accepted into Annapolis. He had calculated that on grades alone he no doubt had a fair shot. His test scores, too, would help; the Orange City high school principal had called his mom to report that his I.Q. score was “so high we just couldn’t believe it.” But when he began to fill out the Naval Academy application, the naiveté of his ambitions suddenly struck him. He was, he suddenly realized, “a nobody from nowhere.” He felt overpowered. Yet, in the end, he refused to allow himself to accept that fate had anything less momentous in store for him.

Even after the competition for the appointment had been winnowed down to just Mouw and another boy, and that boy’s father was an Academy grad as well as a personal friend of Congressman Charles Hoeven, Mouw continued to hang adamantly on to his hopes. More impressive, when the other boy was chosen, he still did not panic. Nor, when this unlucky boy failed the navy’s physical and Mouw, the runner-up, was all at once the winner, did he gloat. Even when his appointment was announced at graduation and the entire senior class of Maurice-Orange City High rose to their feet and gave him a standing ovation, Mouw allowed himself only a small glow of triumph. To his mind, from the moment he had moved out of his mother’s home, it had always been inevitable. He was simply taking another leap toward the great adventure he was certain would be his life.

Nevertheless, when that summer, just seventeen, he began at Annapolis, Mouw could not help feeling “scared to death.” “I was scared because everything was so new, but most of all I was scared that I would fail and would have to return to Orange City.” A look in the mirror undoubtedly did little to bolster his sagging confidence. At six-three and a bony 152 pounds, he seemed in his resplendent midshipman’s dress uniform more suitable for duty as a scarecrow in an Iowa cornfield. Still, he threw himself into the Academy and all its demands, and by graduation the rewards of this experience were apparent. The unsmiling face staring out from his yearbook photograph is a man’s: fuller, certainly, but also confident and determined. As one of his classmates shrewdly—and prophetically—wrote in the brief paragraph that accompanied his photograph, “Bruce’s ability to recognize a goal and work to reach it will insure his success in whatever field he chooses.”

He chose submarines. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say he was selected (“anointed” some veterans would contend was the truly appropriate verb) by Admiral Hyman Rickover himself to be part of the new, nuclear navy. After a year of training, the now pipe-smoking, rock-solid 210-pound Mouw shipped out on the U.S.S. Lapon, a nuclear fast attack sub. The skipper was the legendary Whitey Mack, and for the young lieutenant, j.g., the next four years were filled with a rush of adventures even more heart-in-your-mouth thrilling than those he had read about as a boy in his hotel room in Orange City.

It was the height of the Vietnam War, but attack boats always operated on a wartime footing. On mission after mission, the Lapon snuck up on Russian subs armed with enough thermonuclear warheads to destroy an American city; and then, rigged for ultra-quiet, she followed the enemy boomer for months at a time, always keeping the Russian boat dead in the sights of her Mark 48 torpedoes, the two nuclear boats sprinting and drifting four hundred feet undersea, often through miles of uncharted ocean depths. The chase would continue until the Soviet boomer maneuvered onto an undetected course, or one of the boats, tearing through the deep at nearly thirty knots, plunged head-on into a whale, or an iceberg, or the knife-edged ridge of an underwater mountain.

For long stretches during these tense cat-and-mouse chases, Mouw was the Lapon’s navigator. But after four years, breathing the antiseptic “test tube air” on a nuclear boat began to get to him. More troubling, Mouw also realized he would be stuck on submarines for the rest of his navy career; Rickover’s protégés were too uniquely skilled to be considered for surface assignments. He had served on dozens of high-risk missions, even one that had earned the crew a Presidential citation (and would remain tightly and mysteriously classified to this day), and now he was convinced the time had come to find newer and, he was confident, larger challenges. In September 1970, he resigned his commission.

Within a month, he was certain he had made a tremendous mistake. Civilian life had nothing to offer a man of his romantic ambitions. Mouw shuffled out of job interviews with Xerox or Western Electric after hearing how he, to use his caustic shorthand, “could be earning x dollars for turning out y number of widgets,” and felt positively morose. Things were not working as he had always been sure they would. And then in the midst of this bleak period, out of the blue came one more proof of his predestination. It was a call from the Sioux City, Iowa, resident agent of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

“Your service record popped up on my desk,” the agent said, “and I was wondering, you being a patriot and all, if you might miss the action?”

Bruce Mouw, after driving cross-country in his signal yellow Corvette, reported to the FBI Academy at Quantico, Virginia, on August 16, 1971. The next great adventure of his life was about to begin.

Straight out of the FBI Academy, he was, to his dismay, sent to New York City. Yet he rented an apartment with a terrace not much bigger than a Ping-Pong table in a white brick high-rise on the East Side, stopped in every now and then at the Sun Luck but mostly spent his evenings at a preposterously crowded place on Second Avenue that attracted a convivial singles crowd, still managed to get up early enough each morning for a jog around the reservoir in Central Park before reporting to work, and generally had the time of his life. He was assigned to an Organized Crime squad, and, one more complete surprise, he discovered he loved that too.

The thing about OC work, he realized, was that in its best moments it really wasn’t all that different from being on a hunter sub. Sure, you might not be tailing the enemy pell-mell across the ocean depths. But you could find yourself in some pretty deep water when you went out on your own in the streets of New York in hot pursuit of a couple of wiseguys. And then, just like on the Lapon, you had better find the skill, and the luck, and the guts to get the job done. Or you would be in big trouble.

Mouw’s always inquisitive mind could not help but be nothing less than, as he later put it, “fascinated” with the Mafia. “Here we are living in twentieth-century America,” he would exclaim, after two decades on the job, his wonder still as wide as an Iowa schoolboy’s, “and somehow this group of unskilled Italians has managed to preserve a secret criminal society powerful enough to control labor unions, businesses, and even politicians. It’s mind-boggling.”

Yet there was also a fierce moral component to his initial fascination and, in time, to his commitment. A small experience during his first days in New York was unsettling, and instructive. A Bay Ridge loan shark had sent a couple of guys to talk with one of his customers who was behind on his payments. They talked, and when the customer still couldn’t or wouldn’t come up with the money, they started swinging a pair of Louisville sluggers. They aimed first for his knees, and then, taking turns, worked their way up his body. They were swinging for the fences with each blow. When they were done, the man lay crumpled on the sidewalk and they walked off. It was four o’clock in the afternoon on a busy Brooklyn street.

Mouw saw the crime scene photographs and glanced at the medical report with its long catalogue of broken bones and internal injuries, but his anger really started to boil when he talked to people in the neighborhood: “I’d ask them, ‘Did you see who did it? Can you identify the guys?’ and they’d look at me, fear screaming in their eyes, and say, ‘I saw nothing. I don’t want to get involved.’ Or I’d go knock on a door, show them my FBI credentials, and they’d tell me to get lost. In Iowa, you tell people that you’re a cop, that you’re working for the government, and they’ll invite you into their home and give you a beer. Here, they’re afraid to talk. And that wasn’t right. People living with that kind of fear in America today really upset me. I could never forget it.”

And so Mouw, a born fieldman, driven by both a sense of duty and the thrill of the hunt, threw himself into the war on organized crime. Then the Bureau, in its pragmatic wisdom, sent him off to Washington to supervise electricians. Three years later, he couldn’t wait to leave.

The call back to New York to head the Gambino squad was his big opportunity, and he was ready for it. He felt exactly as he had when he left Orange City, certain he was going off to make his mark in the world.



[image: Image]


FIFTEEN MEN GOING AGAINST THREE THOUSAND.

From the start, Mouw hadn’t liked the odds. He had done the math a day or so before reporting for the first time to the office on Queens Boulevard, and it had worked out like this. They were giving him the Gambino squad, or, in Bureauspeak, the C-16 team. That meant he would have the same as any other FBI criminal squad—15 agents—if, of course, he was lucky enough to get a full roster. The Gambinos included, beginning at the top of the pyramid, the Family’s Administration: an all-powerful boss, the underboss who was second in command, and the consigliere who served as counsel to the head of the Family. Then there were the captains. The Gambinos had about 20 of these capos, and each ran his own crew. You had to figure that in each crew, or decina, as he had also heard them called, there were at least 10 or perhaps 15 soldiers. And these were just the made men, the wiseguys who had been formally inducted into the Family. For every soldier there were maybe a dozen or more associates hanging out with a crew, and each one of them was eager to do whatever it took to get made. So when Mouw added it all up, on one side of the ledger were his 15 agents, and on the other were the three thousand or so members of the Gambino Family his squad was supposed to put behind bars.

No doubt about it, the mathematics were pretty grim. But it didn’t take him long after assuming his new command on that first morning in June 1980, an appropriately sullen, slate-gray day when the entire city was being drenched with a furious rain, to realize that numbers were the least of his problems. Or that the odds of his having any success were stacked a lot steeper against him than he could have previously imagined.

Straight off, he quite routinely discovered, there was the matter of the intelligence files—there weren’t any. Headquarters had dutifully sent over one infuriatingly slim intell file—known as a “92” in FBI parlance—impressively titled “Gambino Family Hierarchy.” But even its meager crumbs were useless. The information was ancient history, at least a decade old. For all Mouw knew, the few Family members it identified were now reduced to intimidating their fellow nursing home patients, or equally likely, long dead. A further sore point, whatever photographs were included in the folder were only more folly; “unsub. #1 conferring with unsub. #2” was a typically informative caption.
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