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For Gabriela and Alessandra

My own priceless treasures






It’s a wicked world, and when a clever man turns his brain to crime, it is the worst of all.

—Sherlock Holmes








PREFACE

For more than a decade, I avoided meeting with Myles J. Connor.

Connor is a legendary figure in the long and astonishing history of Boston crime. He was infamous for a shootout with the police on the rooftop of a building in the Back Bay. He sensationally broke out of a jail cell in Maine using a fake gun he fashioned from a bar of soap and some shoeblack. He was the subject of a half-dozen separate manhunts. And he twice stood trial for a notorious double murder he didn’t commit. It was, however, his fondness for stealing art and antiques that made him a near-mythical figure, and none of his many heists were bigger than his theft in 1975 of a Rembrandt then thought to be a painting of the artist’s sister.

Since 2005, I had been investigating the most famous unsolved heist in history: the 1990 theft of thirteen works of art from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston, Massachusetts. The crime was committed overnight by two men disguised as police officers who used subterfuge to gain entrance to the museum. Once inside, they subdued the two young guards on duty, handcuffed them, wrapped their faces in duct tape, and secured them in the basement while they spent the better part of an hour and a half upstairs taking paintings by Édouard Manet, Edgar Degas (including a few of his charcoal sketches), Govert Flinck, three works by Rembrandt van Rijn, and, most notably, a Johannes Vermeer. They also took a Napoleonic flagstaff finial and an ancient Chinese beaker, or gu. Despite the world’s largest private reward ($10 million since 2017), my own work, and the combined efforts of dedicated agents from the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and prosecutors from the Department of Justice, nothing has been recovered as of this writing.

When the Gardner theft first hit the news, one suspect came to the minds of criminals and cops alike: Myles J. Connor Jr. The trouble with that suspicion was that Connor was safely locked up in a federal penitentiary in Bloomington, Illinois, on charges related to narcotics and possession of stolen art. Nevertheless, there’s word, possibly apocryphal, that investigators working the Gardner case placed an urgent call to the Bureau of Prisons for a bed check, just to be sure that Connor had not again escaped incarceration and made his way to Boston that night; it was confirmed that he was indeed in his Bloomington cell while thieves pillaged the Gardner Museum. Though investigators had no strong early leads, the one thing they knew for sure was that the perpetrator was not Massachusetts’s—and arguably the world’s—most notorious art thief. At least not directly, that is.

Fully aware of this, I was unwilling to reach out to him. Over the years, I interviewed dozens of people who had stolen art. I was, and remain, determined to learn everything possible about the psychology of people who commit this sort of crime. Connor is one of a handful of people who have stolen masterworks more than once. As such, one would see him as a natural subject for a meeting to discuss why he is different in this regard. But I kept my distance for several reasons.

First, while incarcerated and thereafter, Connor made no secret of his theory as to who pulled off the Gardner heist. He told reporters that a local small-time criminal, the late David Houghton, had visited him shortly after the theft and told him that he and an associate of Connor’s, Robert Donati, had stolen the paintings to broker his release from prison. The persistent problem for us who have investigated the case is that, like Houghton, Donati is dead, having been brutally murdered in Revere, Massachusetts, eighteen months after the heist. Moreover, Houghton’s physique (he was, by all accounts, morbidly obese) surely would have been noted by the two Gardner Museum guards who were the victims of the thieves. Instead, they described two men of average and unremarkable stature; David Houghton could not have been one of the thieves. Nevertheless, Connor had every reason to provide his best guess. As a federal prisoner, information about the paintings was his best shot at bargaining with federal prosecutors for freedom. It was a ploy he knew better than anyone. Several people I trust had spoken with Connor about the heist, not least of all Tom Mashberg, a Boston-based reporter who made major headlines in the latter half of the 1990s reporting on the missing Gardner paintings. He and I forged a friendship and authored a book together. Tom confirmed to me his belief that, based on the many hours he spent interviewing him, the Houghton angle was what Connor truly believed. I believe Tom, and I do not believe Connor is lying about Houghton and Donati.

Moreover, my initial partner in the case was the legendary Scotland Yard detective sergeant Jurek “Rocky” Rokoszynski. Rocky was fresh from having pulled off one of the great recoveries in the annals of art theft by getting back two stolen multimillion dollar paintings by J.M.W. Turner that belonged to Tate Gallery in London. He had met Myles and felt that he had nothing new to offer beyond what he had told the media.

Lastly, upon his release, Connor had reunited with famed criminal defense attorney Martin K. Leppo. Leppo had taken to seeking media deals based on Connor’s life so that they could both capitalize on the fame he had garnered from his long and legendary career in crime. There was talk—though never confirmed—of Leppo being behind a website that had popped up as an independent solicitor of information about the heist. This made me hesitant to seek a meeting with him, as an overture from the museum’s own investigator might be deemed newsworthy. At that point in time, I didn’t believe it would serve the interests of the overall investigation into the whereabouts of the paintings to have this become a viral news story. Media distractions and their aftershocks soak up an enormous amount of time that could be better spent on actual investigative work. So, I decided not to pursue a meeting with Connor, at least not for the time being.

On an early Saturday evening in September 2015, I was considering the imminent end of my tenth year without recovering the paintings. The frustration and disappointment weighed like thirteen albatrosses slung over my neck—they still do. Though many advances in the case had been made in the prior decade, the disappointment augmented my already melancholic disposition. I was sitting at an outdoor table at Starbucks accompanied only by my laptop and a manila folder overstuffed with case information. Nothing I was reading was new. I was re-re-rereading the files looking for something—anything—I had previously missed. It’s a tedious but essential part of working on an old unsolved case. A Massachusetts State Police detective I greatly respect, Gerry Mattaliano, told me more than once “the answer is in the files,” so I revisit them often. I opened my investigative journal and the first name I saw was MYLES. I wrote his name at the center of a blank page and circled it. From that hub, I drew spokes to the names of all the major figures who had consistently reemerged time and again as potential players in the heist. There was no mistaking it: the master thief knew them all and knew them well. I leaned back in my chair, took one last peek at the setting sun, and came to a decision.

“It’s time to finally meet Myles,” I said aloud to myself.

In the time since Rocky had met him, I had uncovered too many previously unknown connections between Connor and so-called people of interest. I could no longer justify avoiding the art thief who may have inspired the culprits. It was no secret that Myles claimed that he and Bobby Donati had cased the Gardner Museum years before the heist. He described Donati pointing out the Napoleonic finial as a personal prize he’d take if they robbed the place. Myles coveted the uniquely well-preserved Shang Dynasty gu, which was located in the Dutch Room, just an arm’s length from Rembrandt’s far more valuable, and also stolen, masterpiece, The Storm on the Sea of Galilee. Both pieces, in fact, fit his taste in art: Dutch and Asian works. His story, again, made sense.

I knew I couldn’t reach out to him directly, because I was still concerned that Marty Leppo might try to turn my overture into a headline. There were many who believed that even if they couldn’t snag the huge reward the museum was offering ($5 million at that time), attaching themselves to the Gardner theft could lead to a payday via media attention. That’s why so many people jump at the chance to appear in television shows and documentaries, or create podcasts and social media videos, about this and all manner of true crime. So, I turned to Tom Mashberg. I knew Tom had a good relationship with Connor and his best friend, Al Dotoli, and I had learned that I could trust Tom. I immediately messaged him.

“I think it’s time for me to meet Myles,” I wrote, cutting straight to the chase. I knew he wouldn’t take this lightly. Few, if any, understood the gravity of such a meeting. I also could trust him not to try to turn it into a story. He replied within seconds.

“Good, I think you should.”

“Can you make it happen?” I asked.

“I’ll try,” he said.

Soon, Tom reached out to Al Dotoli. He had grown up with Connor, played bass behind him in his rock and roll days, and managed his music career. The two were inseparable. Al had even appeared alongside Myles in Rebecca Dreyfus’s documentary Stolen. Dotoli also tried his best to keep his friend in line—to the extent possible.

Soon, I learned Myles would be quite happy to meet with me if, in return, I would be willing to appear in a documentary that was being filmed about his life. I’d need the approval of the Gardner Museum’s public relations person, but, like me, she was willing to sniff out any opportunity to advance the case and quickly approved my appearance in the film.

Before long, it was showtime. We’d film my interview at the Sheraton Hotel in Braintree, a prime location to meet all sort of players in the investigation, so I had been there often. I barely noticed the typically tedious, gridlocked traffic from the North Shore where I lived; my mind was completely preoccupied with the meeting. Upon finding the conference room where the filming was to take place, a middle-aged man introduced himself as Bruce Macomber, the film’s director, who explained, “We’re focusing this film on Myles as a rock and roller. We want to tell the story of how his successful music career was derailed by his criminal behavior. We’re almost done but wanted to get some statements in it from people like you and Tom who are familiar with his crimes.” I knew this but was glad to get the reassurance. If the film had been about the Gardner Museum, I’d have not participated. He led me toward a long table. “Would you like to see what we’ve shot so far?”

“Sure, but where’s Myles?” I asked, as he led me over to a laptop that was playing raw footage of the film.

“He went to the men’s room,” interjected a very tall, very slim older man whom I recognized from photos as Al Dotoli. “He got lost coming back to the room the last time he excused himself. He’s probably lost again,” Dotoli said, amused.

Al introduced himself, holding out a hand and offering a warm smile. Though he was then nearing seventy, he had a young air about him and a permanent gleam to his eye. He wore a plaid collared shirt and blue jeans and spoke in a friendly manner. I knew from Mashberg that Myles is deeply fond of Al, and it didn’t take long to see why. Dotoli is generous, gregarious, and funny, and I took to him immediately. There is no pretense about the man.

Macomber set the scene for the footage they showed me on a small screen, with Al injecting some jocular context. The film focused on the 1970s, when Myles was the prototypical local rock star on the verge of making it big. Unfortunately for his bandmates and Al, their front man just couldn’t put away his penchant for thievery. It was sort of like Eddie and the Cruisers, if Eddie had been obsessed with the challenge of stealing the world’s great masterpieces.

Finally, Myles entered the improvised film set. Al let out a lighthearted, “Well there you are!” as his friend moseyed in, hands in his pockets and an easy smile on his face. He sported a tatty cream-colored blazer over a black T-shirt featuring the acid-green name of what I think was an energy drink. We caught each other’s eye instantly, and he approached as if we were long-lost friends who were meeting to make the peace.

“Anthony,” he said with twinkle in his eye, “good to meet you.”

“Likewise, Myles. Thanks for having me,” I replied, reaching out my hand.

We exchanged small talk about the documentary, and the director soon interrupted. It was time for my onscreen appearance. With cameras rolling, the interview began. What did I think of Myles’s career given that he was seemingly destined for success in the world of rock music before crime derailed it? I replied, “If Myles had put as much effort into his music as he did art theft, he’d be in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame today.” It wasn’t a platitude meant to ensure I didn’t end up on the cutting room floor. It was and remains the absolute truth. The man is the Elvis Presley of art heists.

After my cameo, Myles and I watched some of the raw footage. Because little live concert video of Myles’s early career exists today, the filmmaker decided to shoot re-creations, hiring an actor who bore Connor some resemblance to portray him as a young man giving it his all in concert. Actual images of Myles performing call to mind a cross between Jerry Lee Lewis and Marlon Brando. There was a reenacted scene in which “Myles” was carried onto the stage in a casket from which he jumped to perform Bobby Lewis’s “Tossin’ and Turnin’,” and another re-creating the time when he and Al snuck two strippers into a concert they performed at Walpole State Prison—perhaps the most dangerous prison in the country during the seventies. To the great delight of the inmates, the ladies, disguised as crew members, undressed as he played. It all required the suspension of disbelief, and had I not studied his life so closely I might have thought it sensationalized. But I knew better. He was larger than life in ways both benign and malignant.

Finally, as the crew started wrapping up its movie equipment, Myles and I sat down to talk, while Tom and Al listened in. Though Mashberg is a journalist, writing then for The New York Times, I had complete confidence that he would keep the meeting secret. Along with Al, he sat by silently while Myles and I began our conversation.

Connor seemed to take a liking to me right away and, as the feeling was mutual, I decided to lay it out on the table. “I’ve waited a long time to talk to you, and in that time, I’ve talked to a lot of people who know you. I’m sure you’ve heard.”

He smiled and nodded, and the cat-and-mouse aspect of the prior decade made me grin, too. I continued, “Here’s what I know: you live by a certain code, and you take that code very seriously. And I’ve yet to meet a single person who has said your adherence to that code is anything less than genuine. For that reason, I respect you.” He smiled. He was pleased that I knew this. “And,” I added, “I also I think you’ll deal honorably with me.” Honor was an important concept to Myles. I knew that he has long been enamored of Japanese culture, especially the way of the samurai, and honor is valued nowhere more than it is amongst them. Though Myles lived his life by a different set of rules than the rest of us, he was known to abide by those rules—the good and the bad—with great discipline.

“Thank you,” he said, quietly, almost modestly, pleased with how our meeting was beginning.

Encouraged, I went on. I asked him about the mindset of people who steal masterpieces. I wanted his view on the motive, the modus operandi, and where they would most likely be hidden. He was open and honest with me, sharing all his perspectives. We talked for about an hour without interruption and discussed things that I will never repeat. We also meandered onto topics like our kids, guitars, and our favorite artists. On all these, we were of like mind. We spoke in hushed tones to be sure that the crew couldn’t hear us as they went in and out of the room lugging equipment. To my left, Tom and Al had begun their own conversation. I leaned into Myles from across the narrow table.

“Myles, I really need your help. What is it going to take to get these paintings back? I’m willing to do anything.” It wasn’t an offer; rather, it was a declaration that I wasn’t just going through the motions. I wanted to know what a thief hoped to hear that could make things right from those seeking stolen art.

He sat back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling, stroking his chin with his left hand. His hair, still clinging to a hint of its once-red color, was mussed, and he needed a shave. As he considered my question, the twinkle in his eye disappeared momentarily, replaced with utter sincerity. “I think whoever has them wants to know that they aren’t going to get in trouble for dealing with you,” he said.

I agreed. I have always believed this, but hearing it from the man who has held countless stolen works of art temporarily captive was an important confirmation. Perhaps my greatest mission has been to convince whoever has one, or some, or all, of our artworks that the museum is dealing in good faith.

“I’ve worked really hard to get the message out there that the reward is real, and that the immunity overtures from the feds are real,” I said. “That’s why I do all these TV shows and interviews. I’m putting myself out there, on the record for the world to see, that we aren’t looking to screw anyone.”

Myles was genuinely interested in what I was saying. He too was leaning forward now, mirroring my posture: relaxed, but listening intently.

“You know better than anyone how all of this stuff works,” I said, looking him in the eye.

He nodded with a humble yet flattered smile.

“You know that we’re just a museum, we’re not in the business of double-crossing criminals,” I reasoned. I leaned back in my chair, having explained our position. “We just want our paintings back on our walls, where they belong.”

“That’s right,” he replied. “They belong back in the Gardner Museum.”

At that point, I was as confident as I could be that Myles and I were speaking the same language. And I was pleased. Everything I knew about the man, all my years of researching him, told me that though there was no crime too big for Myles Connor—he truly did understand the cosmic importance of Mrs. Gardner’s collection being made whole again. That was important to me. I liked knowing that the two of us—though at polar opposite ends of the art world—shared a common belief in justice. Though his wasn’t always exacted through official means, or in the manner that society demands, both of us understood that some things just ought to be, and the restitution of the artistic gifts that Isabella Stewart Gardner left “for the enjoyment and education of the public forever” was one such thing. Mrs. Gardner and her museum were innocent victims, and neither of us could abide that.

Still leaning forward, Myles folded his hands in front of him. He repeated the story that he’s been telling for years, and I looked forward to hearing it from him in person, face-to-face. His memory had been somewhat impaired by a medical episode in prison years before. He had even reportedly tried hypnosis in a desperate search of his memory for any forgotten details of what David Houghton had said to him when he visited Connor in prison in 1990 to tell him about the Gardner robbery.

I asked a few more questions and gave him a copy of my first book, Stealing Rembrandts: The Untold Stories of Notorious Art Heists, which he asked me to autograph. I signed it: “To Myles, with grudging admiration. Anthony.”

He and Al read the inscription and laughed. Then he took a pen and signed something for me. The inscription read: “To Anthony, with full blown admiration. Pals Always, Myles.”

The time passed quickly because I was honestly enjoying the company, but it was time to wrap it up. I told Myles it was good to finally meet him. “Myles, I want you to know that my reasons for avoiding a meeting all these years was not a sign of disrespect. Frankly, I was worried that a meeting between the two of us would be a headline in the papers, like it was in the late nineties when your name surfaced about our thing.”

He nodded. “I figured as much,” he said, adding, “Thank you for appearing in the documentary.”

“Well, I meant what I said, Myles. After all, you’re the best art thief who has ever lived,” I said, looking him in the eye.

I was surprised to see he appeared moved by my comment. While Myles certainly knew that he was as good as anyone and had led an incredibly colorful life, it struck me that perhaps he hadn’t fully grasped his place in the annals of criminal history.

I continued. “I’ve studied the subject for a decade and looked at thousands of heists. Only one other person comes close, a guy in France who was basically a compulsive thief and constantly swiped pieces. But he’s not in your league. He’s prolific but his taste is boring.” I was speaking of Stéphane BreitwieserI a French waiter who stole more than two hundred pieces of art from a variety of museums and galleries in the late 1990s. He hit a large number of institutions, allegedly taking pieces that he liked for a personal collection. His story is especially notable for the fact that when the police closed in on him, his mother appears to have destroyed several stolen pieces in an attempt to conceal evidence that might incriminate her son.

Myles seemed flattered by my confirmation that he was at the top of his (albeit dishonest) field. Perhaps that is why he was interested in continuing the conversation. “Do you guys want to go have some lunch?” he asked. I accepted, fully aware that an invite to lunch from Myles did not mean he intended to pay. The meal was fun and free of the intensity of our earlier conversation. Tom and I prodded Al to tell us about his career in show business. He had a hundred great stories about superstars ranging from Aerosmith to Frank Sinatra.

The meal ended and, as expected, the bill was deposited in front of me. But I felt like George Steinbrenner must have after he bought the Yankees—it was expensive, but it was worth it. Al dropped us off back at the hotel, and as we parted, Myles and I shook hands.

“Let’s stay in touch. There’s a lot I can learn from you,” I said.

Myles smiled, as if to say he knew exactly what I meant. “Definitely,” he said, with his unmistakable lilting Boston accent. He didn’t let go of my hand, and with a charming smile and his head tilted slightly to the left, he asked if I knew anyone at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City.

“I’d like to see their Japanese sword collection,” he told me.

My response was an unusual but necessary interrogatory. “Well, have you ever robbed them?” He fell back on his memory issues, which are sometimes real and sometimes a crutch. While he pondered this, I said, “I think it would be difficult for me to get you an appointment at a place you robbed, Myles.”

He laughed, then tried a different request. “Okay, then do you know anyone who can put me in touch with Morihiro Ogawa?” He’s nothing if not persistent, especially when it comes to anything related to Japanese swords.

“I just might, let me make a few calls,” I told him. Truth be told, if I hadn’t been meeting with Myles, I would’ve guessed Morihiro Ogawa was a pitcher for the Los Angeles Dodgers. But in advance of our get-together, I did a little bit of reading on samurai swords and learned that Ogawa was the world’s top expert in the field. Myles told me he had a few swords—all legitimately obtained, he promised—that he’d dreamt of having the expert evaluate. But Ogawa resides in Japan and makes only infrequent visits to the United States with very specific itinerary. How I would convince this esteemed expert to meet with a legendary thief was something I didn’t consider. But I wasn’t afraid to try.

Back at home, I did more research on Ogawa and found through some of my museum sources that, serendipitously, he was coming to the Northeast the following month to take meetings at a few top institutions, including the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. I contacted a colleague, my counterpart at the MFA, Nicki Luongo. “I’m hoping to have a friend show a few swords to Morihiro Ogawa, can you help?” Nicki was very receptive, but I knew it would be wrong to not be more forthcoming. “I must tell you that the friend I am hoping to accommodate is Myles Connor,” I wrote in an email. “And in case you don’t know, he has robbed your place.” I held my breath and clicked SEND. I was shocked when, a few days later, a reply came, informing me that if I accompanied Connor for the visit, the institution would allow a meeting outside of public view. Nicki said that if I felt it would help my efforts to recover the Gardner’s stolen art, she was willing to help. I’ll never forget the gesture.

Myles was elated by the news, and I could tell he was impressed that I made it happen. On the appointed day, he and Al met me outside of the Gardner. Al parked his SUV, and Myles emerged from the front empty-handed.

“Where are the swords?” I asked.

“Oh, they are in the back,” he replied, ambling toward the rear of the vehicle as Al popped open the rear hatch.

To my surprise—and, frankly, alarm—was a large, hard-sided, gray rifle case. Several decades earlier, such a sequence of events involving this man would have been cause for the person in my shoes to immediately dial 911. Instead, I laughed, slightly incredulously. “You have the swords in a rifle case?”

Myles had to laugh, too. Before he removed the case from the vehicle, I stopped him. “If we run into the police and they see you carrying a rifle case, we’re getting arrested. Let me carry it.” The fact of the matter was that even if the Boston Police saw me carrying the case in Myles’s presence, all of us would be in cuffs, with lots of backup headed to our location. Luckily, no law enforcement personnel were in sight, but the whole thing was surreal: a museum security professional and a seasoned art thief, walking in lockstep down the Boston streets on a beautiful early evening, a rifle case swinging between them.

Myles was surprisingly mum on the walk to the museum, but he was grinning from ear to ear. He had a slight spring in his step, his excitement palpable. This was something he had wanted for a while. I must admit that I was too focused on his demeanor to consider what I would do once I arrived at the museum. It wasn’t until I reached the employee entrance that I realized I was going to have to attempt entry with a rifle case. Not wanting to cause a stir for the watch desk guard, I told Al and Myles to go inside and check in with the guard while I texted the security director from outside with the case.

No sooner had they left when it hit me: I just told Myles Connor to announce himself to a museum security guard. I called out for them to wait a second, but it was too late.

Nicki arrived very quickly. Fortunately, she was unperturbed by the rifle case. Even luckier, the watch desk guard had never heard of Myles, so there was no panic. As we walked quickly to an elevator, I made quick introductions. She asked me to open it, and she saw the swords. At the time, Nicki was also a reserve police officer in her town. She is a pro and isn’t the type to get shaken easily.

“This is Myles Connor,” I said to her.

Myles thanked her, and she said with a smile, “You’re not going to cause us any trouble, right Myles?”

Myles replied, “No, no, no” with an aw shucks sort of smile. We all laughed and took it in good humor.

We were led up to an administrative office and laid the case on a table where Myles opened it and revealed five swords, each in their impressive scabbard, or saya. He had three katanas and two tantos, swords with smaller blades. It wasn’t hard to notice the pride he had in these items, most of which he had inherited from his grandfather, who was himself a major collector. After a short wait, Ogawa entered the room. In his early sixties, he was handsome, well-dressed, in a deep blue suit with cufflinks and a striking light blue tie. He moved with grace and distinction.

Beaming, Myles bowed and spoke a greeting to Ogawa in Japanese, and the expert returned the gesture, clearly appreciative of Myles’s courtesy. Myles took a tanto from the case, and as he unwrapped a silk fabric to reveal it, Ogawa spoke. “I know this sword,” he said, even before it was out of the saya.

“You’re familiar with this style?” Myles asked, pleased that the great scholar recognized his most prized piece.

“No, I know this particular sword,” Ogawa said respectfully. “It is one of a family of three. I have seen the other two.”

Myles handed it to him with the reverence one sees displayed by altar servers as they offer the chalice to the priest. And Ogawa received it as a parishioner would accept the Eucharist. The whole meeting proceeded that way. Myles clearly was the real deal. His swords were not some cheap knockoffs, or even run-of-the-mill pieces from years past. His collection was world-class. Ogawa examined each in the same exact manner: methodically, using a magnifying glass to inspect the blade, the hamon (tempered line), the hada (grain), the shinogi (blade ridge), and every inch of the tsuka (handle).

All his life, Connor had been the center of attention. As a rock and roller playing in clubs around New England, his audiences adored him. As a criminal, he had the eyes of law enforcement officers from every agency centered on him. When incarcerated, he was the inmate that the administration looked to in desperation to broker peace with the prisoners. And as a thief, he was revered by his associates and underlings. His charisma was such that the guys who had done so many scores with him over the decades remained loyal to him forever, always proud that they could say that they had once run with the great Myles Connor. But now he was the humble student, obediently following the movements and methods of Ogawa, the master.

We departed the MFA after closing, passing through a room full of priceless art. We were about halfway to the building’s exit when suddenly and unexpectedly the lights to the gallery went out. It was pitch black.

No, I thought, half-panicked. Please tell me he isn’t pulling something here. I reached for him in the darkness and grabbed his left tricep. Though now seventy years old, his arm was muscular and as hard as the marble floor we were standing on.

“Myles! Don’t even think about it.” I said firmly. He started laughing, as did our host Nicki, who told me that they were just closing for the night.

“I wouldn’t do that to you, pal,” Myles said. I believed him. At least, I think so.



In the years since, Myles, Al, and I have formed an unlikely friendship, but one that has benefited all of us. For my part, I have gained a valuable source of information and advice about the field in which I work. Over the innumerable hours the three of us spent together, they came to tell me the true story behind Myles Connor’s most famous and audacious heist in fine detail. And, for the first time, Al Dotoli has revealed to me all the intricacies of his successful plan to undo the crime his best friend committed. This is their tale.


	
I. For more on Breitwieser, see Michael Finkel’s excellent book The Art Thief: A True Story of Love, Crime, and a Dangerous Obsession (Knopf, 2023).








CHAPTER 1 THE OFFICE


As soon as the news broke in the late afternoon on April 14, 1975, Al Dotoli knew exactly who had stolen the Rembrandt. It had to be his best friend, Myles J. Connor, or MJ, as he sometimes called him. It usually was. No matter, though. Al was a businessman, not a criminal, and the heist had nothing to do with him. Being friends since adolescence with the country’s most capable thief meant tolerating his habitual heists. It also meant occasionally having to help get him out of trouble. That was fine. That’s what friends do—as long as it didn’t involve Al having to do anything illegal. At least, not knowingly.

Dotoli was focused on a blossoming and respectable career in the music industry, a path that would lead him to work supporting some of the biggest names in the business. Besides, he had two daughters for whom he needed to provide, and he had recently begun dating a beautiful woman he wanted to impress. The last thing he needed was trouble with law enforcement, or anyone else for that matter.

Myles’s criminality was always a tacit part of their long friendship, a camaraderie that had formed over electric guitars in their teens. They would be nearly inseparable over the course of seven decades—except when one of them was robbing banks, ripping off bikers and drug dealers, or, most notably, stealing precious art from museums. It was an immutable part of Myles’s life, and Al accepted it, often with an inward laugh, but also with exasperation at what he saw as the short-sightedness of immediate gains that usually brought a long-term loss.

So, when the local news reported that a major heist had been committed in broad daylight at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Al wasn’t shocked like the rest of the world. He just grinned and shook his head. “A Rembrandt?” he said aloud to himself as he watched the broadcast. Then, with a shrug, “Sounds just like him.”

Was it big news? Yes. Did Al care? Not especially. It was more a source of bewildered amusement to him. His friend had already committed more spectacular crimes than a dozen crooks would pull off in a lifetime. Unfortunately, Al had by now come to realize that his dream of making Myles Connor into a nationally known rock star was perhaps more important to him than it was to Myles and, as a result, the prospects were dwindling. This was just another of Myles’s criminal exploits. Al had no idea it was going to happen, of course. Myles kept him far from the part of his life where he would get into trouble, except on those occasions when he needed Al’s help to get out of it. Crime “was never part of my thing,” said Dotoli. “He never brought me into any of that. I didn’t want any part of it. I didn’t have to. And if I had to [commit a crime], I don’t think that I would.”1

What separated Al from the rest of Myles’s friends, aside perhaps from his moral compass, was his business acumen. A musician whose first band, The Internationals, formed before he was even in high school, he eventually formed another act, the Druids, while doubling as a bassist in Myles’s band. Throughout his high school years, he saved every dollar he made and invested it in top-notch equipment: Fender guitar amplifiers, a Vox bass amp, high-end speakers, treble horns, and even a sound mixer. They proved percipient investments. In 1967 the Kingsmen, themselves a garage band until recording the famous if not incomprehensible “Louie, Louie,” were performing in Massachusetts and needed a first-class sound system. The venue owner rang Al, who agreed to rent out his equipment. He made $500 that night, far more than he ever earned performing a single show, and a career was born. He and a partner formed All Sound Audio, established an office in Quincy, and were soon renting out a growing inventory of equipment to bands who were from, or visiting, the Boston area. He even hired out guitars and amps to a local hard rock band that would eventually call themselves Aerosmith.

Business was booming. In 1969 the Woodstock Music and Art Fair led to an explosion in new bands, and Dotoli’s was the only business of its kind in the area. What’s more, major national acts like Sly and the Family Stone and Ten Years After turned to him for their sound production. Dotoli knew Chip Monck, the legendary emcee at Woodstock and fellow Massachusetts native, and was set to supply amplifiers at Woodstock until he saw the nightmarish gridlock of traffic leading to the now-famous Max Yasgur’s dairy farm and opted out. Monck later brought Dotoli on board to handle the sound for all Grateful Dead shows in New England (at the time, production for concert tours was handled regionally). So impressed was he with Dotoli’s system that he asked him to do the same for the Rolling Stones. But it came with a special request.

“Al, nobody has a system that can do what we want it to do,” Monck told him. “Give me sixteen Dotoli Doubles.”2

Dotoli Doubles were large sound systems devised by Al featuring two fifteen-inch JBL speakers in each. The cabinets for the speakers had to be specially made to his liking and were constructed in his office space. Monck rented eight for each side of the stage, an unheard-of setup in its day. Dotoli’s speakers can be seen onstage with his company’s name emblazoned in silver on each cabinet in the 1970 rock and roll documentary Gimme Shelter, depicting the Rolling Stones’ famous yet tragic show at Altamont. Monck had arranged for the Hells Angels to provide security for the show, and they ultimately killed a fan and injured several others.

By 1972, Al was renting equipment to legendary musician James Cotton as well as his fellow blues performers the James Montgomery Band. He was equipping bands and venues throughout the region with his sound systems while his business partner was touring the world with the rock group Poco, a band formed by members of the recently defunct Buffalo Springfield. It was heady stuff for two young guys from Quincy who started out with onstage dreams of their own but quickly and successfully took to the business side of the industry.

Over time, Al fell in love with production management, eventually buying out his partner and shutting down the sound system rental business. So, in 1975, as his best friend Myles was off stealing masterpieces, Al was on a completely different course, providing tour production for national acts like Dionne Warwick and Sha Na Na, in addition to Cotton, Montgomery, and local favorites the Fat City Band. He was also handling smaller-scale concerts held at local arenas and radio stations. Business was good, the money was pouring in, and Al’s career couldn’t have been more detached from crime.3



After hearing the news of the MFA heist, Al turned his attention back to his paperwork, tending to bookkeeping duties in a series of detailed ledgers he obsessively maintained. This was before the days of personal computing, when fastidious recordkeeping by hand was essential. Tour dates, invoices, accounts receivable—they were all his to manage as he dug into the pile of work on his desk. Thankfully, executive functioning was one of Al’s great assets, and he had a practice of keeping everything neatly organized. He took his work very seriously, and over the years this level of focus and dedication would bring him to the very heights of show business. In fact, in just one month, he would be overseeing production for Frank Sinatra’s second-ever show at the Providence City Civic Center, a show so noteworthy that Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis planned to attend.

Later in the day, when he had finally finished his administrative tasks, Al called Myles. “Did you?” was all he had to ask. The question was met with laughter—Myles’s inimitable high-pitched cackle. That response had them both laughing. It was all Al needed to hear. No one, not even his friend’s long-since estranged wife, could communicate with Myles in fewer words than Al. It was the sort of cryptic exchange that develops over many years between the closest of friends. The language of blood brothers. There was nothing more to discuss, and they quickly moved the conversation to more innocent matters. Given his friend’s history, the odds were always high that their conversations might be joined surreptitiously by a silent third party from any of a host of local, state, or federal agencies—even if it would take a team of code breakers from the National Security Agency to decipher their dialogue. They were religiously circumspect on the phone. In the strange world that was Al’s, for what was then more than fifteen years since they had become fast friends, incidents like the theft just didn’t seem like that big of a deal anymore. They had plenty to discuss about Myles’s own music career and his upcoming gigs, all which would be produced and managed by Al, of course.

Nothing more about the theft was mentioned between the two. At least, not for some time. To Dotoli, his wayward pal had pulled off just another heist. It was what he did. Besides, Dotoli wasn’t into fine art or antiques, just his family and his business. He tucked away a rationalization his friend told him long before, after one of his many prior thefts: “Any antique that is worth something has been stolen at one point from somebody in its history.”4 While this wasn’t exactly true, it was enough of a justification for Dotoli. No need to sully it up like the specialists who studied crimes involving art. He didn’t know any of them anyway. And both Myles and Al believed that they were the sorts who would look down their noses at the two of them, especially by Boston Brahmins.

Meanwhile, Boston was abuzz with talk about what happened at the Museum of Fine Arts. The city was still in its heyday of lawbreaking—something akin to a modern East Coast version of Wild West outlaw gangs committing every manner of crime one can imagine. And one would have to have quite a twisted imagination to dream up everything that was happening at the time. There were mass murders, Mafia wars, gangland hits, bombings, crooked feds, and even heists that weren’t the work of Myles Connor. It was a crime reporter’s dream and a district attorney’s nightmare. These were the days before everyone flipped on everyone else (though, ironically, one of the city’s most notorious gangsters, James “Whitey” Bulger, was informing to a corrupt FBI agent named John Connolly). Just ten years earlier, the city was terrorized by a serial killer and rapist known as the Boston Strangler. And days before, the media reported that inmates in the isolation cellblock at the Walpole State Prison had embarked on hunger strike over the harsh treatment and conditions there.

For years, Walpole was a source of headlines in the region’s newspapers. The prison revolts that peppered the United States throughout the 1970s were nowhere worse than were seen there, just twenty-five miles outside of Boston. And the goings-on there were closely watched by the city’s most hardened criminals for the simple fact that most of them had served time within its walls. They were keenly aware of the severe conditions there—a climate so dangerous that Howard Zinn described it as “a concentration camp in Massachusetts.”5 Even Albert DeSalvo, the Boston Strangler himself, couldn’t survive the prison—he was murdered there in 1973. So, the hunger strike resonated with the former convicts, many of whom knew Myles Connor from his long stretch there beginning in 1967, when he was sentenced to twelve to twenty years for wounding a state police officer in a shootout. The trooper shot first, Myles argued, and he returned fire in self-defense. Incredibly, when his attorney pleaded for leniency on his behalf of his client, he claimed that Myles suffered from “an inferiority complex.”6

Once he arrived at Walpole, Myles soon assumed a leadership role amongst his fellow inmates. A man of considerable charm and intellect, at only twenty-four years old he displayed the charisma, toughness, and obvious intelligence necessary to win the confidence of even the older inmates in one of the nation’s toughest prisons. The fact that his crimes had captured headlines for their daring and drama—the shootout had occurred when he was fleeing police officers along the rooftops of Boston’s Back Bay—gave him an undeniable cachet within the prison population. But that episode was just one of what would be many scenes in his life that were fit for the big screen.

On St. Patrick’s Day 1972, Walpole prisoners rioted after a knifing took place in the maximum-security wing of the prison while many inmates were attending the showing of a film. As they filed out, they found fires in two wings of the prison. Fights erupted, items were flung, locks were broken, and guards found themselves cornered and retreating with inmates on the upper tiers locked in their cells and in danger from the smoke from the fires. With guards having abandoned their posts, inmates used weightlifting equipment as impromptu sledgehammers to free others from their cells. The violence only subsided when the warden decided to approach the inmate who was previously elected president of the Walpole Prison Jaycees: Myles Connor. The warden and Connor came to an agreement that the latter presented to the inmates, and a five-man arbitrating team was convened.7 Connor was able to win several concessions on behalf of his fellow inmates, including conjugal visits, televisions, furloughs for certain prisoners, and even lectures from Harvard professors.8 Peace was restored, and Connor was the key to it.

“I deemed it an honor to be so trusted by my fellow inmates,” he said at the time. “In my opinion, the [warden] made a mistake, a judgmental error. He lived up to it. Every person here would not be here if he hadn’t made a mistake.” He added, “It’s the best man who lives up to it and tries to better himself.”9 Thanks to the accolades he received from prison officials for his role in brokering a peaceful resolution to the dangerous turmoil at Walpole, and a letter of support from a Massachusetts State Police detective named John Regan—a good friend of Connor’s father—he was released on parole in October 1972. “After I did all that, when the parole board hearing came up, they felt that they owed it to me to release me. And so they did.”10

Despite Connor’s success, unrest at Walpole was far from over. There was another uprising a year later in March 1973 when the guards’ union went on strike, leading to the facility being run by the inmates under the careful eye of citizen observers. And by 1975, when the Rembrandt was stolen from the MFA, there was a full takeover of the prison that was covered extensively by the city’s crime reporters.

The day before the heist, one of Myles’s closest friends from Norfolk State Prison, Jimmy Martorano, was the subject of a front-page story in The Boston Globe. Martorano, and an associate named Edward Halloran, fled an approaching police officer, crashed into a wall, and were found to be in possession of guns, violations that meant a year in prison thanks to a new law enacted just thirteen days prior.11 The pair were well-known in criminal circles, and their arrest was an immediate and stark warning to the criminal element about the legislation. But by the next day, all focus would be directed toward the Museum of Fine Arts.

The heist was the talk of the town, and it wasn’t just the police who were wondering whodunit; everyone from pipefitters to professors tossed around their theories. The media, though, offered no clues, for few were left behind. The reports simply said that two men had purchased tickets to the MFA, went directly to the gallery where Rembrandt’s Portrait of Elsbeth van Rijn was on display, and removed it from the wall. Guards who attempted to intervene as the thieves snatched the work were manhandled, and one of the robbers brandished a gun. As they made their quick getaway, the crooks fired warning shots that scared off anyone who tried to intervene. One guard who gave chase and tried in vain to stop them as they left the building was pistol-whipped and taken to the hospital to be treated for lacerations.12 The description of the culprits, broadcast to police officers via an all-points bulletin, was somewhat lacking in detail. It reported “two unknown white males, one with long blond hair and glasses and a leather cap, both armed with 9mm automatics.”13 Not much to go on, especially in an era when long hair was in vogue for men. Discard the hat and glasses and the perpetrator would be virtually invisible. There was no great description of his partner, either. They did have eyewitness reports of the alleged getaway vehicle: a black and gold Buick or possibly an Oldsmobile bearing Massachusetts license plate 961-544.14 Police officers expected that the car would likely have been ditched as soon as the thieves were certain they hadn’t been tailed, and they were correct. By four o’clock the next morning, the car was located less than a mile away abandoned at Roxbury Crossing. It had been stolen from Norwood, Massachusetts, with different license plates on the front and rear replacing the authentic New Hampshire plates registered to the car.15

The director of the Museum of Fine Arts, Merrill C. Rueppel, offered his opinion to the media as to the pedigree of the unknown thieves. “I don’t think a professional art thief would use violence to steal a painting,” he said, adding that selling it would be difficult. “It would be almost impossible to find any kind of reputable dealer for it.”16 Rueppel’s latter opinion was correct. He accurately reasoned that the painting was likely far too recognizable to sell, at least legitimately. But he was wrong on the other points, ignoring recent and nearby widely reported armed art thefts in Worcester (1972) and Cambridge (1973) where highly valuable artifacts were stolen and the thieves had used firearms and violence against museum guards.

While the lack of solid descriptions or evidence might have meant that Al’s friend was—at least for now—in the clear, guesses were bandied about Boston like Super Bowl predictions. Everyone in the city and its environs believed they were in the know or claimed to know someone who was. Adding fuel to the speculation were reports that the painting was very highly valued. As if stealing a painting by the world’s most famous artist from the New England’s most famous museum wasn’t eye-catching enough, half a million dollars in 1975 (roughly the equivalent of $3 million today) got everyone’s attention.



Crime stories have long been Boston’s passion. So, while news was still breaking, Al’s circle of friends started gently prodding him for information. Did Myles do this? But in the days following the theft, Dotoli kept his mouth shut regarding what he knew about the Rembrandt heist. The truth was that he knew nearly nothing about the heist beyond Myles’s tacit laugh that Al understood to be an admission. Sure, he knew what that meant, and he harbored no doubts. But he had no details, either. He also had no idea why it was taken. While most would assume that, like any other heist of high-value items, it was for money, most also didn’t know Myles like he did. Rare was the art heist that Connor committed with largesse as his motive. Perhaps more important, the motive genuinely didn’t matter to Al. All that mattered was no one was killed, Connor hadn’t been caught, and no one was knocking on his door. Al had never even set foot into the MFA in his life. He couldn’t have identified the Rembrandt, or any piece from the museum’s massive collection, if it was hanging on the wall in front of him. He didn’t have the palest idea of where it was. What’s more, he neither wanted nor needed to know the answers to any of these questions.

The locals at the bars Al frequented weren’t too surprised that he didn’t speak a word about the MFA job. Naturally, they assumed he knew more than he actually did. After all, everyone was aware that he and Myles were like brothers. So, when he’d walk into the local pub, the regulars would shoot him a wink or a nudge him with a playful elbow. Everyone was aware that Al’s friend was, by reputation, the obvious top suspect. Al just responded with a shrug, his virtually omnipresent smile, and his endearing high-pitched giggle, and that was the end of it. But that was about to change.

On April 28, 1975, two weeks after the heist, an ad appeared in The Boston Globe that was so noteworthy it elicited its own separate news story. The ad’s heading, in large block letters, was the attention-grabbing word REWARD with the words FOR MISSING REMBRANDT in all caps beneath. It wasn’t something one typically saw in a newspaper anywhere in the world. It continued, “A Reward is offered by the owners for the information resulting in the safe recovery of Rembrandt’s Portrait of Elsbeth van Rijn, recently taken from the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. All replies are confidential.” At the bottom, contact information for the “owner’s representative” was provided in the form of a phone number and a Boston PO box mailing address.

The term owner’s representative was especially pertinent, for the Rembrandt was not owned by the Museum of Fine Arts. Rather, Portrait of Elsbeth van Rijn was a long-term loan. The painting’s owners were descendants of Robert Treat Paine, a signer of the Declaration of Independence. But the wording was just vague enough to avoid that technicality.

The advertisement was sure to attract attention, as was, of course, its aim. The day after it ran, The Boston Globe reported that the painting was insured by its owners for $750,000, with museum officials describing it as “priceless.” Thus, the stakes were raised even higher, especially among those in the criminal underworld. A spokesperson for First Security Services Corporation, the agency that placed the ad, provided only a prepared statement, saying, “We have been retained by agents of the owners of Rembrandt’s painting of Elsbeth van Rijn, recently removed from the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. It is our intention to negotiate with anyone who might be helpful in the safe recovery of this art work [sic]. All negotiations will be handled in a totally confidential manner, and at this time we are not prepared to comment further.”17

The wording was clearly very deliberate. Rather than referring to the painting having been stolen from the MFA, the authors chose the word removed. That subtle distinction exchanged a criminal accusation for a word that implied something more akin to an error in judgment. As an official first communique with the thieves, it tacitly established a less adversarial relationship. It also avoided a specific dollar figure for the reward, which is often a difficult number to set and at times even more difficult to negotiate. What is an appropriate amount of money for something so valuable? Will the holders of the painting see the amount as a starting point for negotiations? If they are willing to ransom it back, will they expect the $750,000 figure that the Globe reported, surely much to the chagrin of the insurer? And was that even an accurate estimate?

It was clear from the ad that the owner’s agent—most likely, the insurer—was extremely serious about getting the painting back. The very presence of an advertisement also signaled that the insurance company’s investigators were desperate for information. The ending of the Globe’s story was telling: “Boston police and FBI agents are working the case, but reported no new developments.”18 At that point, this should hardly have been a surprise. There was little forensic evidence to work with aside from an abandoned rubber glove and a few spent shell casings (in 1975 fingerprints were about all there was for crime scene examiners). No credible ransom calls were reported to the museum or police, both of whom were anxiously monitoring phones. So, while there may have been whispers in Boston barrooms about who pulled off the caper, they remained just rumors to the investigators. Still, the promise of a reward got people talking. And that meant Al Dotoli—as the best friend of a known art thief—would be getting some visitors.

As time passed without any leads, conjecture that Al might know the whereabouts of the painting, or even that he was complicit in the heist, became widespread throughout Boston. Wannabe wise guys would invariably try to strike up a conversation with him about the heist and the painting’s location, but Al remained mum. “Those in the know thought they knew more than they did,” he recounted.19 There were rumors spreading that he was holding the painting for Myles or otherwise abetting, which he was not. Such reckless speculation put Al at the center of an international crime story in which he had played—and wanted—no role.

Soon enough, the rumors led to phone calls to his home. The first was from someone claiming to be an insurance investigator looking to make a deal with Al. He never said how he came by Al’s name or number, and Dotoli, unsure of the caller’s true identity, brushed him off. Then the bounty hunter–types also started ringing his home, dollar signs in their eyes, hoping to serve as middlemen for a painting that Al genuinely didn’t have. “Never in a thousand years would he think to give it to me,” he said. “And there was no way in hell I’d ever take it!”20 These contacts proved to be mere nuisances, however, and were part of being the closest friend of a legendary thief.

Myles had been on the run when the MFA heist took place, fleeing justice rather than facing a jury for another art theft. But he had just been apprehended and was now behind bars in the Charles Street Jail awaiting both state and federal prosecution. That meant he was out of the reach of people looking to get their hands on the valuable masterpiece. Al was the next best thing—the only option, really—and he understood this. But things soon escalated beyond the usual level of annoyance for Al.

One evening, while working in his home office, Al noticed through a window in his front door that a long black Cadillac limousine pulled into his driveway. It was an unusual sight in his quiet middle-class suburban neighborhood, but it didn’t shock him. Perhaps it was Steven Tyler or one of the many rock stars he knew. But when he saw a shadowy figure emerge from the back seat, he thought, “Jesus Christ, that’s the fucking Mafia.”21 He wasn’t off by much. Doughy, bald, and bespectacled, it was local club owner Rudy Guarino, a man tightly connected to countless Mob figures, who stepped out of the vehicle. Al had known Rudy for years through their connections to live music. Guarino ran the Sugar Shack, a popular soul music club in Boston’s infamous Combat Zone, where one could sit just feet from the stage and watch the O’Jays perform, rub elbows with the likes of football legend Jim Brown, score any of a variety of illicit drugs, or cut a deal with the pimps who called the place a second home. Given Guarino’s business dealings in nightclubs in Boston, Miami, and Las Vegas, it would have been surprising if he hadn’t connections with La Cosa Nostra. Typically, Guarino would call Al when he needed organs or amplifiers for the Sugar Shack, and Dotoli would deliver the items and the invoices personally. They’d hang out together, have a drink, and talk about the industry. But not on this night.

Guarino stood in Dotoli’s living room and told him, “I just came from The Hill [Providence’s Federal Hill]. Raymond and the guys would be really appreciative if you would ask your friend to consider giving this painting to us,” he said. “And we’d show our appreciation.” With those words, Guarino opened a briefcase flush with cash. “Al, there’s sixty grand here, and that’s a starter… there’s a lot more available.” With that, Guarino departed, leaving Dotoli speechless.22 It wasn’t merely the money that left him awed, nor the Mafia’s certainty that that Myles was behind the heist. It was the mere mention of the name Raymond.

“Raymond” was Raymond L. S. Patriarca, the mafia don who ran all six New England states from his unassuming storefront in Providence, Rhode Island, housing his “legitimate” business—Coin-O-Matic, a vending machine company located on Federal Hill that doubled as Patriarca’s headquarters and, thus, the seat of organized crime for the entire region. To gangsters throughout New England and beyond, it was known simply as “The Office.” His reach was such that a New England mobster-turned-informant would testify that the CIA once turned to Patriarca to assassinate Cuban dictator Fidel Castro.23 When the Kennedy brothers were in power, they targeted Patriarca. After all, he controlled the powerful Mafia gangs in their hometown of Boston, and Bobby Kennedy, ever the crusader against organized crime, vowed “we’re going after that pig on the Hill.”24
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