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For Evie Blue

[image: Image]

Let me tell ya a coupla three things.

—Phil Leotardo






INTRODUCTION

I’ll make this short and sweet, because I know you’re here for The Sopranos, not some paisan tapping on his keyboard in Washington Heights. I believe The Sopranos is arguably the greatest television show of all time, and most certainly the greatest of my lifetime.

I produced this book so that it’d feel different from other books (and there are some great ones) that focus primarily on the show’s episodes. This book isn’t a guide, it’s a party. With fuckin’ ziti, so don’t worry, A.J. It was conceived to feel like you’re walking into an apartment filled with a collection of smart, fun fans of the show, each with their own areas of expertise and passion. Most chapters have a chorus of voices that riff on themes, argue on topics, and pontificate from a position of complete mastery of David Chase’s material. You should feel permitted to bounce around within the book, to spend more time with some voices and less with others. Roam around as though you’re in Tony’s backyard for a BBQ. While you’re here, you can do any damn thing you’d like, capisce? And if you disagree with us, that’s fine. We like to argue and we’re easy to find online, but remember, if you come, come heavy.

Thanks for stopping by.

Nick Braccia and Friends






CHAPTER I The FAMILIES


Eighty-six episodes of The Sopranos aired on HBO from January 10, 1999, to June 10, 2007. Across its six seasons, we meet hundreds of characters, from Salvatore “Big Pussy” Bonpensiero (Vincent Pastore) to producer Bernie Brillstein, who plays himself in one of the DiMeo crime family’s executive card games. While we watch Tony Soprano (James Gandolfini) navigate his tumultuous home life, we also keep tabs on the ever-evolving dynamics within two Mafia families (New Jersey’s DiMeos and New York’s Lupertazzis) and their internal factions. These frequently shifting collectives are rife with betrayals, murders, reentries into society, and fresh indictments.

There’s a reason why the FBI uses big thumbtack boards that they plaster with mugshots, index cards, string, and Sharpie scribbles—there’s a lot of sausage to juggle! We’ve constructed this chapter to provide orientation (or reorientation) to the hierarchies in place at the beginning of each season as well as the new ones that emerge at season’s end, once the body count is tallied and the smoke has cleared. As you read through this book, you can always flip back to this chapter for a reminder as to who works for whom and when characters get promoted or planted.





Season One:

THE DIMEO FAMILY

When the series begins, the official boss of the DiMeo crime family is its namesake, Ercole “Eckley” DiMeo. The seventy-four-year-old DiMeo is never seen on-screen; he’s serving a life sentence in a Springfield, Missouri, federal penitentiary. In his absence, the acting boss is Jackie Aprile Sr. (Michael Rispoli), who suffers from terminal stomach cancer. The DiMeo family has several caporegimes aka capos. These are the captains who serve underneath Aprile: Tony Soprano, Tony’s uncle, Junior Soprano (Dominic Chianese), Jimmy Altieri (Joseph Badalucco Jr.), Larry Barese (Tony Darrow), and Raymond Curto (George Loros). A power struggle ensues between Tony and his uncle that upends the FBI’s charts and gives northern New Jersey’s undertakers plenty of fresh business. We’ll also briefly meet Lupertazzi underboss John “Johnny Sack” Sacrimoni (Vincent Curatola), whose New York–based organization plays a more expansive role as the series progresses.
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Season Two:

THE DIMEO FAMILY

Junior Soprano is technically boss but under house arrest, so Tony Soprano runs the family, day to day, with the help of some new players, like Bobby Baccalieri (Steve Schirripa), who is tasked with assisting Junior. Richie Aprile (David Proval), brother of the late boss, is released following a decade in prison and bristles against the new pecking order. Gigi Cestone (John Fiore) defects from Junior to work among Tony’s crew, which soon includes Furio Giunta (Federico Castelluccio), a Napoletano heavy with aquiline features. There are a few new players on the lower rungs of the ladder, too. Tony’s “nephew,” Christopher Moltisanti (Michael Imperioli), charged with managing a boiler room, recruits two young wannabes, Matt Bevilaqua (Lillo Brancato Jr.) and Sean Gismonte (Chris Tardio). Finally, Salvatore “Big Pussy” Bonpensiero, who mysteriously disappeared at the end of Season One, returns.
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Season Three:

THE DIMEO FAMILY

Tony Soprano gets a double dose of agita. Ralph Cifaretto (Joe Pantoliano), a new face with a mercurial personality, is moving up in the family, but not fast enough for his liking. Meanwhile his late friend’s son, Jackie Aprile Jr. (Jason Cerbone), requires mentorship if he’s to stay out of the family business, as his father wished. Other new characters include made man Vito Spatafore (Joseph R. Gannascoli) as well as associates Eugene Pontecorvo (Robert Funaro) and Benny Fazio (Max Casella). All three will play larger roles as the series evolves. We also see considerably more of John Sacrimoni, who moves to New Jersey, as well as other Lupertazzi family members, including their boss, Carmine Lupertazzi Sr. (Tony Lip) and his malapropping son, Carmine Jr. (Ray Abruzzo).
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Season Four:

THE DIMEO FAMILY

Tony’s position is strong as Junior Soprano heads to trial, Bobby Baccalieri’s promoted, and Paulie “Walnuts” Gualtieri (Tony Sirico) is a guest of the state in Youngstown, on a gun charge. The DiMeo and Lupertazzi families are in business together on the Newark Riverfront Esplanade, as well as in several schemes with Assemblyman Ronald Zellman (Peter Riegert). Ralph Cifaretto’s insufferable behavior grates on Tony.
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Season Five:

THE DIMEO AND LUPERTAZZI FAMILIES

Several high-profile New York and New Jersey guys are released from prison: old-timer Michele “Feech” La Manna (Robert Loggia), Lupertazzi capo Phil Leotardo (Frank Vincent), retired New York consigliere Angelo Garepe (Joe Santos), and Tony Soprano’s cousin Tony Blundetto (Steve Buscemi). This influx of old blood creates complications for Tony, as a turf war brews between warring Lupertazzi factions in New York. The moment stability returns the Feds further complicate Tony’s life when a shocking arrest aids the ascension of a vengeful Leotardo.
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Season Six:

THE DIMEO AND LUPERTAZZI FAMILIES

Tony’s the undisputed ruler of the roost, and his Uncle Junior, suffering from dementia, has been deemed unfit to stand trial. Bobby Baccalieri, Tony’s new brother-in-law, gets a promotion to underboss, and Christopher, though no longer Tony’s heir apparent, is bumped up another peg, getting to run his own crew as capo. For the Lupertazzis, John “Johnny Sack” Sacrimoni is in prison awaiting trial, which means that Phil Leotardo, still furious over the death of his brother, Billy (Chris Caldovino), is making the moves.
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CHAPTER II INSPIRED CRIMES INVESTIGATING the Schemes of THE SOPRANOS


The life of Tony Soprano (James Gandolfini) is spent at the center of a large organized crime operation in one of the wealthiest regions of the world’s richest country. This means there’s a lot to steal, so it’s notable that the crimes on The Sopranos (excepting the murders) are almost always in the periphery. We see envelopes exchange hands, deadbeats and patsies catch beatings (or worse), but the show doesn’t spend much time exploring crimes at the procedural level. There’s none of the nuance or pleasure that we may enjoy in a heist movie. This isn’t what the show’s about, and we don’t necessarily miss it, but The Sopranos frequently alludes to schemes that the average, law-abiding viewer might not fully understand. In this chapter, we’re going to uncover and explore real-world incidents that likely inspired some of the Sopranos crimes and break down the mechanics of each scam.

I’ll be honest: I don’t have the street cred to write this chapter solo, so I’ve enlisted my old friend Eddie McNamara to lend a hand. We met in the mid-’90s, two tri-state area kids from blue-collar backgrounds studying abroad at an English university. Far from home, it helped to have a buddy to talk New York sports and pro wrestling and make jokes about Curtis Sliwa or references to Michael Musto’s Village Voice column. A Brooklyn native, ex-cop, crime fiction writer, and chef, Eddie’s been around the block. As part of this assignment, he pounded the pavement, looking for the truth and chatting up guys with real street experience, including Frank DiMatteo, a former organized crime associate and the acclaimed author of The President Street Boys: Growing Up Mafia as well as Carmine the Snake: Carmine Persico and His Murderous Mafia Family. Frank knows how it all goes down (his father was Larry Gallo’s bodyguard) and he ran with the Genovese and DeCavalcante families (the latter being Jersey-based and the alleged inspiration for Tony Soprano’s DiMeo family). Frank was a tremendous help and we appreciate his candor. His books are terrific. If you enjoy Nicholas Pileggi’s work or Evan Wright’s American Desperado (with the late Jon Roberts), or simply want an inside look at the gang that (allegedly) couldn’t shoot straight, pick up one of his books for true stories of big scores, close calls, pet lions, and Liza Minnelli.

The bulk of this chapter represents the “how” of the DiMeo family’s criminal rackets, but near the end, we’ll shift focus to consider the “who” and “why” in the short essay “Sad Sacks, Suckers, and the Squeeze: The Victims of Tony Soprano.” The series, taken as a whole, is much more concerned with the psychology of sharks and marks than the crimes themselves, so it’d be an injustice to consider Soprano’s handiwork without examining the nature of the wounds inflicted.





THE CRIMES

WASTE MANAGEMENT CONSULTING —Nick Braccia

Episode 1.1, “The Sopranos”

In the first minutes of the first episode, Tony Soprano sits in the office of psychiatrist Jennifer Melfi (Lorraine Bracco). He’s had a fainting spell and was referred by his family physician, Dr. Cusamano (Robert LuPone). She asks him what kind of work he’s in and he responds, “Waste management consultant.” For Melfi (and the audience) this is code for organized crime. In fact, there’s no other W-2-providing job in the United States that’s as synonymous with corruption. I’d argue that, in 2020, even Teamsters officials don’t carry the same baggage as our friends in the garbage business. Has it always been this way? Not entirely.

Heather Rogers’s excellent, well-researched book Gone Tomorrow: The Hidden Life of Garbage explains how in the ’50s, Italian Americans came to control the carting industry. According to Rogers, New York City’s Italian-American Mob learned by watching Jewish gangsters take over the trucking and restaurant industries. In these businesses, Jewish strongmen “infiltrated labor unions and formed corrupt professional associations.” This means workers, managers, and competitors united to screw their customers via price-fixing. If there’s no cheaper option for the services needed, then there’s no choice but to pay—it’s collusion. The Italians benefited from the Jewish mob’s strategy, because “Jewish gangsters did not allow their children into the business.” With no Jewish heirs apparent, the Cosa Nostra stepped in to take over these existing rackets and scale their business model—using the requisite muscle—across other industries, like garbage, by mid-century.1

Until the cusp of the new millennium, the carting business ran as we might assume. The Mob had “extensive control” over stops, and if a new player tried to undercut their price or otherwise attract customers, they’d catch a beating, have their trucks torched, or worse.2

But it didn’t last forever. Returning to his first session with Melfi, Tony, ostensibly talking about his business, tells her, “Lately, I’m getting the feeling that I came in at the end.” Any Sopranos fan can project a multitude of meanings onto the line, but it can unequivocally be applied to the Mafia’s place in the tri-state area garbage business, where a great consolidation was happening. Remember, by the end of the series, Tony is essentially out of the garbage business, as Barone Sanitation & Cartage is sold out from under him to Lupertazzi family interests.

Here’s how the Mob got pushed out: Rogers describes how the national garbage corporations, suffering the pangs of the national recession, mustered the extra chutzpah needed to take on the New York–area Mob. There was just too much money at stake ($1 billion to $1.5 billion annually). Once big business moved in and teamed up with the city (including Mayor Rudolph Giuliani and D.A. Robert Morgenthau) indictments dropped and the rackets were busted. Customers, sick of being “held hostage” by the Mob for as much as triple the rates of carting costs in Chicago and Philadelphia, welcomed their new corporate overlords. Unfortunately, the two main businesses that took over—Waste Management and Browning-Ferris Industries—didn’t provide much relief. “Thus the criminal cartel was replaced with a two-firm oligopoly.… And by 2002, the city’s disposal rates were up 40% from six years earlier, rivaling the inflated fees of the mafia cartel.”3 Meet the new boss, even worse than the old boss.

Since The Sopranos aired, the garbage business has been further corporatized and regulated, but the New Jersey Mob, ever on the hustle, has worked to adapt. A 2017 report from the New Jersey State Commission of Investigation concluded:


Elements of New Jersey’s recycling industry remain vulnerable to corruption and intrusion by criminal elements because of glaring loopholes in the State’s solid-waste regulatory and oversight system, the State Commission of Investigation said in a report issued today… that unscrupulous operators profit by covertly dumping contaminated soil and construction debris at inappropriate and unregulated sites that now pose serious environmental and public-health threats. Masquerading as seemingly legitimate recyclers, they are able to evade any form of background vetting and licensure simply because no such requirements exist for those engaged in the business they purportedly conduct.… According to sworn testimony and documentary evidence obtained by the Commission, the participants in this toxic trafficking included organized crime associates and convicted felons.4



It’s good to hear that gangsters, not known for being progressive, have gone green.

THE HASIDIC GOON SQUAD —Nick Braccia

Episode 1.3, “Denial, Anger, Acceptance”

Growing up in the New York–New Jersey–Connecticut tri-state area, I was an Italian-American kid with plenty of exposure to Jewish culture. Hell, we had a summer membership to the local Jewish Community Center from ’84 to ’89. But this doesn’t mean I had any understanding of the customs of Hasidim and certainly no knowledge of religious marital laws, so, like most guido goyim, I had no idea what Silvio Dante (Steven Van Zandt), Hesh Rabkin (Jerry Adler), and crew were talking about when they brought up the “get” in the opening minutes of “Denial, Anger, Acceptance.”

By parsing DiMeo crime family conversations at Jackie Aprile Sr.’s (Michael Rispoli’s) hospital bed and outside Satriale’s Pork Store we’re able to understand that a get is an important religious document that one must obtain to dissolve a marriage in Orthodox culture. But for real details, we need to dig deeper. Albert Samaha, in his 2013 Village Voice piece “Bad Rabbi: Tales of Extortion and Torture Depict a Divorce Broker’s Brutal Grip on the Orthodox Community,” describes it as follows:


a get, a document without which an Orthodox Jewish marriage cannot be dissolved. The rule can be traced to the biblical Book of Deuteronomy, and its sway remains stifling: Without a get, a woman who remarries is considered adulterous. Any children fathered by her new husband are illegitimate under Orthodox law and prohibited from marrying within the faith.

The patriarchal nature of Orthodox marriages can lead to particularly contentious divorces. With custody and alimony at stake, a man may be tempted to use his biblically granted leverage in negotiations: No get until his terms are met. Though the practice is frowned upon, it is so pervasive that there’s a word for a woman whose husband refuses to grant a get: an agunah, which translates from Hebrew as “chained woman.”5



Silvio presents a scenario to Tony, as he believes there’s money to be made in exchange for using Soprano muscle to facilitate a get. Always hungry for more money, Tony ignores the advice of his Jewish friend Hesh, who warns him not to get involved—“Run!” Instead, he meets Shlomo Teittleman (Goodfellas veteran Chuck Low), a motel and property owner with a daughter who is the alleged victim of abuse at the hands of her husband, Ariel (Ned Eisenberg). Ariel will only grant a get in exchange for 50 percent ownership of the Teittleman motel. The real estate mogul offers Tony 25 percent if he can convince Ariel to walk away from the marriage with nothing but his life.

With the Hasidic community being insular and unlikely to involve outsiders in mitigation (Teittleman’s son, Hillel [Sig Libowitz], strongly objects to enlisting Tony’s assistance), it’s curious that they’d approach the Mafia. We better understand their outreach when Silvio explains, “The rabbi goon squad that used to smack these husbands around to get a divorce, they’ve been put out of business by the D.A.’s office.” As it turns out, this is mostly true. There’s been a great deal of media coverage on this convergence of faith and violence. Many pieces, including Samaha’s aforementioned Voice article and two episodes of the popular Wondery podcast Over My Dead Body, cover the story of a man known as “The Prodfather,” Rabbi Mendel Epstein. The Brooklyn rabbi earned his nickname by using a high-voltage cattle prod as a negotiation tool to persuade husbands to provide gets and free their wives. Epstein, who authored a 1989 book titled A Woman’s Guide to the Get Process, could be viewed as an antihero feminist fighting back against extortionists who target their own wives and in-laws, but he sounds less heroic once we learn that rates for his services ran upward of $70,000. Rabbi Robin Hood he is not.

Did Epstein’s exploits influence the writers? Well, in 1996 Abraham Rubin, a victim of Epstein and his crew, received multiple electric shocks to his genitals. When Tony finally gets Ariel to agree to the get, it’s because he’s willing to—on the advice of Hesh—“make like a mohel and finish his bris.” The weapons are different (bolt cutters vs. high voltage) and it could be a coincidence, but it’s more likely it’s a nod to Epstein’s strategic and anatomically focused approach. What’s amazing is that “Denial, Anger, Acceptance” aired in 1999 but this “goon squad” that Silvio suggests is out of business actually continued to operate through the aughts. While Epstein and several members of his squad finally went down following a 2013 undercover sting (they were hit with lengthy prison terms, a dime for the Prodfather), it’s likely similar services can be found in the Hasidic community today. If at any point they’re permanently closed for business, they can always outsource to the Italians.

HIJACKING AND ROBBERY —Eddie McNamara

Episodes 1.2, “46 Long,” and 1.10, “A Hit Is a Hit”

In Season One’s “A Hit Is a Hit,” Tony gives Dr. Cusamano a box of Cuban Montecristo cigars as a thank-you gift for referring him to Dr. Melfi. Cusamano, a straight arrow whom Tony gives the unfortunate nickname Cooz, adopts a working-class patois: “I bet these motherfuckers were hard to come by, huh, Ton?” and Tony plays along, responding that “they fell off a truck.” If you’re reading this book, you probably know what it really means when something “falls off a truck.” But you might not realize how often it happens, or that it’s likely you’ve handled some hot goods without knowing it. For example, how did it come to be that my grandmother had a kitchen full of fine china, high-end crystal, and mismatched tableware that appeared to be from five different restaurants? Or consider my grandfather, a Brooklyn dockworker, who had a closet full of suits and coats worthy of a film noir villain. They’d laugh and explain it away by saying that those things fell off the back of a truck, and even as a kid I wasn’t buying it. Author and retired Mafia associate Frank DiMatteo tells us, “In the old days, nobody bought nothing.” Most working-class immigrants, like my grandparents, received stolen goods that were due to be delivered to the buyer but got *cough, cough* rerouted just like the shipments of DVD players and Italian suits Christopher Moltisanti (Michael Imperioli) and Brendan Filone (Anthony DeSando) steal from Comley Trucking.

DiMatteo explains that most guys who do stickups are part of a crew: “Not too many independent guys are doing that. The crew has somebody inside that would tip you off on what’s coming in. If there’s something that you know you can move, you would go rob it. Stick up the truck, rob the warehouse. You would take it in and you would give it to a fence. If it’s fenceable he would pay you less than half on the price of the stuff. Then he would sit there and hustle it out. If it’s diamonds and jewelry, you usually don’t sit on that because you’re not going to sell a diamond ring in the middle of the street. If it’s liquor you can move ten cases here, five cases there. It’s all on what products you can sit on and what you have to fence off completely.”

Hijacking shipments is one of the purest, oldest rackets in the game and the margins are unbeatable. Next time you’re visiting with your grandparents, take a look around and try and figure out what fell off the back of a truck.

RECORD ROYALTIES FRAUD IN THE MUSIC INDUSTRY —Eddie McNamara

Episode 1.10, “A Hit Is a Hit”


Herman “Hesh” Rabkin: “I wrote six gold records.”

Tony: “No, a couple of black kids wrote six gold records. You owned the company. You gave yourself a cowriting credit.”

—Episode 1.6, “Pax Soprana”



Hesh Rabkin’s character on The Sopranos was (not so) loosely based on real-life Mob associate and record mogul Morris Levy. Levy was a tough Jewish kid from the Bronx who, at thirteen, knocked out his seventy-five-year-old homeroom teacher,6 ran away from home, took to the street life, and started working as a nightclub photographer. Eventually, he opened the legendary Birdland jazz club in New York City. In 1956, he founded Roulette Records, one of the most successful and influential independent rock ’n’ roll labels. But deep down inside, despite all the gold records, all the music clubs, and literally owning the phrase “rock ’n’ roll,”7 what Mo Levy really was was a gangster.

Levy was so cutthroat that in 1975 he managed to shake down John Lennon of all people, forcing him to record a corny oldies album for him, called, you guessed it, Rock ’N’ Roll.8 Naturally, the album featured three songs to which Morris Levy owned the rights. Lennon recorded it rather than battle Levy over whether the Beatles’ “Come Together” ripped off an obscure Chuck Berry tune released on Roulette Records—that’s power. But it gets even crazier. Lennon handed rough tapes of the recording session over to Levy (big mistake) and the gangster scooped the Beatle, releasing the recordings early as a mail-order special called Roots.9 Months later Capitol released the real version of Rock ’N’ Roll.

The more famous copyright case involved Levy’s cowriting credit on the African-American and Puerto Rican group Frankie Lymon & The Teenagers’ worldwide mega hit, “Why Do Fools Fall in Love.” The song was written and recorded in November of 1955 for a label called Gee Records, and—once it became a hit—Morris Levy somehow showed up as a cowriter even though he didn’t meet the group until months later.10 He had bought the record company and added his name as a songwriter. Despite selling millions and millions of records, The Teenagers were only paid $1,00011 by Levy and when they went to see him to get their money, they were told by one of his goons/music execs, “Don’t come down here anymore or I’ll have to kill you or hurt you.”12 It took thirty-six years and a court of law for the group to get their songwriting credits and $4 million owed to them from the Levy estate, only to have the ruling overturned on appeal a couple of years later.

Sixties rock idol and Roulette hitmaker Tommy James (of Tommy James & The Shondells) details his wild ride with Levy in his book, Me, the Mob, and the Music. James revealed that Roulette Records was a front for the Genovese crime family and he was told to leave New York for his own safety. He also shares how Mo Levy stiffed him out of $30 million in songwriting money (making the $400,000 Hesh owed Little Jimmy seem like pennies in comparison). James quipped that at Roulette Records royalties were only paid out when they were “owed to that famous songwriter Morris Levy.”13

The law eventually caught up to Levy and his Genovese associates. The FBI alleged that Levy was operating as a front man for Vincent “The Chin” Gigante and running a major East Coast heroin distribution network via his record label.14 Those charges didn’t stick, but the Feds got him on extortion and brought the Mob’s infiltration of the music industry to light. Levy sold his record label for $55 million and his retail operation for $40.5 million. In one final “fuck you” to the law, Levy died at his horse farm (remind you of any Sopranos character?) while out on bail without serving a single day of his ten-year sentence.

PUMP-AND-DUMP IPO SCANDALS —Eddie McNamara

Episode 2.1, “Guy Walks into a Psychiatrist’s Office…”

When a gangster wants to make money in the stock market, he doesn’t buy shares and hope for the best like us schmucks. He’s got an army of aggressive salespeople working the phones, driving the price of his stock up (the pump) until he’s ready to sell (the dump) at the expense of the poor suckers who thought they were buying a legitimate investment. This is perfectly illustrated in The Sopranos’ second season, during which Christopher fraudulently obtains his Series 7 license and runs a boiler room focused around a stock in a fugazi company called Webistics. This is a case of life imitating art imitating life, as A. J. Discala (former husband of Meadow Soprano actress Jamie-Lynn Sigler) got pinched by the Feds in 2014 for running a pump-and-dump scam that defrauded unsuspecting investors out of millions of dollars. The stock market might not be the first place that comes to mind when you think of Mob business, but it probably should be. Wall Street has access to all the money in the world and is just a stone’s throw away from the Mafia hotbeds of Brooklyn, Staten Island, and Hoboken, New Jersey. It’s a marriage made in heaven.

So, how does it work? Funny you should ask. In 1999, when Season One of The Sopranos aired, I was a twenty-one-year-old recent college graduate sending out résumés looking for a job. I was having no luck. My old man was waking me up at 6 a.m. to force me to into sheetrock slavery, a sadistic ritual that continued until I found a job. Desperate, I’m skimming the local Bay Ridge paper and come across a “Train to Be a Stockbroker” ad in the classifieds. Seemed legit. And they didn’t care about a résumé—just come down tomorrow and start working. I was in. Halfway to Gordon Gecko, I thought. The firm had a WASPy name like Cadbury and Worthington, and their office was in the heart of the financial district. The receptionist was one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen, and the secretaries were all solid runners-up. The honeymoon lasted as long as I would have with one of the girls: about eleven seconds. The first red flag came when I noticed that half the guys working the phones looked nothing like Michael Douglas or Charlie Sheen (okay, maybe a couple looked like Charlie Sheen). Instead, they reminded me of the knockaround neighborhood guys I grew up with in South Brooklyn. I get a warm welcome from the boss (think Chazz Palminteri, if he fell asleep in a tanning bed). He takes me to his office and starts gassing me up: “You’re a sharp kid. You’re not nervous. We’re gonna get you the books for the Series 7, and we’re gonna make a lot of money together.”

He hands me the day’s script and the second red flag waves right in my face. We’re in the middle of the tech bubble and they’re pushing a Hungarian telecom company that’s going to be the “American Online” of Europe, he says. He keeps adding the “n” to “America Online” and reads the script as if he’s Andrew Dice Clay. It took all the strength in the world to keep a straight face. I mention that it’s AOL or America Online without the “n,” and he brushes that off, explaining that the people I’m going to be cold-calling only care about two things: me sounding like a guy who knows what he’s talking about—so turn the Brooklyn accent up—and them feeling like they’re getting on the ground floor of something big.

Minutes later I’m sitting in the middle of a phone bank with a list of qualified leads (people with at least $500,000 in the market), passing myself off as a stockbroker when I’m literally just a guy off the street. I’m cold-calling people, using their first names like I know them, and executing verbal judo to get around uncooperative secretaries. I’m saying shit to rich people like “We made a lot of money together the last time we did business” (we didn’t) and “Do me a favor—if you’re content to sit on your hands and let this opportunity pass you by, just hand the phone to one of the other doctors in your practice. Make sure it’s somebody you like so you’re not jealous of the car in their parking spot six months from now.” Amazingly, this crap actually works sometimes. If the person is interested in talking again or wants more information (I had exactly zero information besides what was in my imagination), I’d bring my lead—now a prospect since they bit—to one of the brokers. It’s up to the broker to close the deal, and when he does, he gets a commission, and I get a little something as a finder’s fee.

The firm likely owned a HUGE number of shares in the company they were touting (Mr. Meadow Soprano’s company owned three million shares of something called CodeSmart at 2.3 cents a share). Companies like these didn’t qualify to trade on the New York Stock Exchange or NASDAQ. They were usually garbage IPOs underwritten by the firm, or penny stocks traded on the OTC or pink sheets. The boiler-room salespeople did the grunt work and primed the pump. The real pumping of the stock (that’s just a nice way of saying “price manipulation”) begins when the marketers started spamming online investment forums with hot tips and posts creating buzz. Faxes are (still!) sent out with exciting news about the stock. The firm buys more and more shares, and since it’s a micro-cap company, this drives the price up significantly. Investors see a penny stock on the rise, and they start buying. Others are influenced by the hot tip panning out and jump in, and the stock price inflates even higher. Now the firm might do a 2-for-1 split, giving them six million shares.

Everybody loves a winner and as the price soars, even more investors buy in, chasing the get-rich-quick rush like a crackhead with a scratch-off ticket. The firm uses hype to sell more and more shares to hungry investors. And then one day, when the price is high enough, the firm cashes out and dumps their shares. Let’s go back to the case of Mr. Discala: CodeSmart traded as high as $6.94 per share in 2013, almost 6,000 percent more than he paid for his shares. Then his company dumped all their shares and left the marks holding the bag when the price took a dive.

If the company is mobbed up, good luck finding somebody to complain to about losing your life savings. They vacate the office, change their firm’s name, and set up shop elsewhere. The unaffiliated brokers will find themselves in debt or badly in need of some start-up capital because they lost their shirts, too. To get back into business they’ll find a friendly mobster willing to lend them money and set them up. Once the broker is in debt to a wiseguy, he’s threatened with physical or financial ruin if he doesn’t do what he’s told, and the cycle repeats. He sells their front-man shares of the next target stock for pennies, sets up his own boiler room, and gets people to pump up the stock, and the gangsters get out once the price hits the ceiling. Again the poor slob investors lose everything.

The Ben Affleck/Vin Diesel film Boiler Room gave a fairly accurate representation of turn-of-the-millennium boiler rooms. Martin Scorsese’s The Wolf of Wall Street shows the aggressive sales tactics used to pump up penny stocks through the Goodfellas lens. Matt Taibbi wrote a great piece for Rolling Stone about the scams, and Gary Weiss’s book Born to Steal: When the Mafia Hit Wall Street is worth picking up if you want to know everything the Mafia taught the white-collar crooks.

UNDERGROUND POKER GAMES AND CASINOS —Nick Braccia and Eddie McNamara

Episodes 2.6, “The Happy Wanderer,” and 5.11, “The Test Dream”

In The Sopranos’ second season, we get a look at the underground “Executive” Poker Game—an all-night, high-stakes card game for high rollers, like the urologist Dr. Fried (Lewis J. Stadlen) and Frank Sinatra Jr. (who plays himself and takes Sambuca in his coffee). Later in the series, we’ll see NFL legend Lawrence Taylor and Van Halen lead singer David Lee Roth participate. In Season Five, Soprano cousin Tony Blundetto (Steve Buscemi) is named boss of a full illegal casino operation with table games like craps and roulette. Gangsters love gambling: doing it, running it, and providing loans for it at unfavorable terms.

That said, it’s not always the case that underground casinos and card games are Mafia-affiliated. “It’s free enterprise, man,” DiMatteo says. “You and me could get a card game going, and that’s nobody’s business.” As long as you’ve got a pile of money for start-up and operational costs, you’re free to give it a shot. They follow a familiar business and organizational structure, like you’d see in Atlantic City or Las Vegas. However, if neighborhood gangsters were to hear of such an operation, there’s a good chance somebody might come down and try to muscle in on you. It’s no secret that the Mob is not a fan of competition. “If you open a craps game in a neighborhood that already has craps games going, then you have a problem,” DiMatteo says. “That you can’t do.”

Mob-run or Mob-affiliated casinos have the advantage of protection—unless Jackie Aprile Jr. (Jason Cerbone) and friends hit it—and a proven track record, so some type of relationship should be expected. “Generally, it’s the boss’s money and his soldiers work for him. They get paid like employees,” says DiMatteo. “If an outside individual brings the game to the family, it’s his to run (minus a percentage, of course). You’re either an employee or your kicking up to the boss.”

If you live in or near a city and are looking for action, just (quietly) ask the right people and you’re likely to find a game for you no further away than the nearest laundromat. As always, we recommend you play only with what you can afford to lose, lest you end up sleeping in a tent or in the ground beneath it.

BOOKIES, SPORTS BETTING, AND THE NUMBERS RACKET —Nick Braccia and Eddie McNamara

Episode 3.13, “Army of One”

Sportsbooks are a substantial part of the DiMeo family business, with area bookies connected or kicking up to the family. The importance of this revenue stream is made clear in “Army of One” when there is a pitiable turnout for young Jackie Jr.’s wake, which happens right before the Super Bowl. Rosalie Aprile (Sharon Angela), the grieving, heavily medicated mother of the deceased, turns to Tony Soprano and remarks, “Look at this place. Two days before the Super Bowl and nobody shows up.… What happened, Ton? Vegas moving the line?” You’re probably related to or know somebody who has a bookie (even if you don’t know it), but do you really have an idea how the business of bookmaking operates?

The bookie is not just the person who takes bets; he’s the one responsible for having the cash to pay out winners. “The bookie is the money guy,” says DiMatteo. “He’s the banker.” A bookie’s cost of operations depends on whether he’s working for a family or not. “If he’s part of a crew, he has to kick up to the boss,” he says. “If he’s independent, he doesn’t pay anybody, but he has to be able to back himself up.” (Both financially and otherwise.)

With sports betting, bookies use the “juice” to maintain an advantage over bettors. DiMatteo calls the juice a “tax on losing” built into every bet, ranging from 10 percent to 25 percent. If you make a hundred dollar bet that the Mets will beat the Braves, and the Mets lose (because that’s what the Mets do), you gotta pay the bookie $110–$125, depending on the juice. The bookie always sets the odds so he makes money, regardless of the outcome of a game.

The oddsmaker (who can be a different guy, but not always) is part statistician and part behavioral scientist. His mathematical model is as sophisticated as anything you’ll see at the trading desk of a Wall Street firm. Like Robert De Niro’s Sam “Ace” Rothstein in Casino (based on Frank “Lefty” Rosenthal), he has to know everything there is to know about the teams, the players competing, and their various aches and pains, plus high-level math equations to determine the probability of the outcome. He weighs that with the money line.

The money line works like this: Say you want to bet $100 on the Yankees (–130) against the Red Sox (+120). Those numbers are the “line.” Since the Yankees are the favorite, you’d need to bet $130 to clear $100. If the Yankees win, but you only bet $100, the bookie pays you $77 plus your original $100 for a total of $177. If you’d bet on the underdog Sox, you’d have won $120 on that $100; the bookie would hand you a total of $220.

In this situation, the bookie is looking for action and a lot of bets—he’s only concerned with the juice and making a profit. Oddsmakers also closely monitor the legal odds set by Vegas sportsbooks. If a lot of money comes in on the Yankees, they’ll “move the line” and change the odds to rebalance them. The bettor, however, is paid based on what the line was when he placed his bet.

In many parts of the country (and the world), sports betting goes hand in hand with the numbers game—also known as Policy, the Italian lottery, and Bolita—which is still prevalent in poor and working-class neighborhoods. “Numbers” is the original version of the lottery. It was such a good idea that the New Jersey government stole it from the Mob in the late ’70s, legalized it, hired toothy young ladies to call out numbers on TV, and has made billions of dollars to pad its budgets.

“The bookie takes numbers from people on the street, and if the number comes in, he pays 500 to 1. That means you get $500 for every dollar you bet,” DiMatteo says. There are no smiling TV models, but the winning numbers can be found in the newspaper, hidden in the horserace results (usually the last digit in the listed total amount bet in three races—say the third, fifth, and seventh races at Aqueduct).

How does the bookie make money? He pockets the difference between the money he takes in minus the money paid out to winners and 25 percent split for the runners (gofers who actually take the money and the numbers from the customers). The odds of picking a winning number are 1,000 to 1, so the house advantage ensures that the bookie makes out like a bandit. Since the advent of legal, state-sponsored lotteries, Mafia bookies have transitioned away from numbers games and embraced sports betting. Latino organizations and independent operators run the majority of similar Bolita games out of barbershops, beauty salons, and bodegas. But as long as there’s a bookie somewhere paying out 500 to 1 with no questions asked, no taxes taken out, and no government eyes on you as you pick up your winnings, there’s money to be made (and lost) with the numbers.

We’re never presented with evidence that the DiMeo family bookies are running a Policy game in 1999, but we can be certain that Tony’s father, Johnny Boy, Junior Soprano, Dickie Moltisanti, and the many saints of Newark had their hand in it in the ’60s.

ORGANIZING A BUST-OUT —Nick Braccia

Episode 2.10, “Bust-Out”

The bust-out is a Mob special and a gangster movie staple. Remember the Mob takeover of Bamboo Lounge in Martin Scorsese’s Goodfellas? That was a bust-out. When Tony Soprano’s childhood friend Davey Scatino (Robert Patrick), owner of Ramsey Sports and Outdoors, gets in over his head with gambling debts to both Tony and Richie Aprile (David Proval), Tony sets up shop in the sporting goods store and uses its good line of credit to order as much merchandise as possible. But Tony’s not going into the bats, balls, and bass fishing business. He has every intention of selling the acquired goods on the street at a discount and zero intention of paying the store’s creditors. Ultimately, Tony’s actions force Scatino’s business into bankruptcy.

Since the show aired, fraudsters have evolved the bust-out, taking advantage of globalization and the digital economy to perpetrate crimes against banks rather than people. Today, criminals create fake businesses on paper solely for the purpose of busting them out. And they don’t have to move all that pesky merch. Instead of finding a patsy like Davey Scatino and driving up charges against his business, they create their own businesses. Phony businesses, fake credit cards, REAL MONEY. In 2013 the United States Justice Department and the (where else?) New Jersey State District Attorney uncovered a $200 million bust-out scam (with at least twenty-two co-conspirators!) and handed out indictments and prison sentences like they were candy. This particular case, Daniel Gross of The Daily Beast explained, “involved the creation of 80 fake companies, more than 1,800 mailing addresses, 7,000 false identities, and 25,000 credit cards.”15

This was an extremely intricate scheme designed to circumvent all the checks and balances set up by banks and regulatory bodies eager to maximize their own profits while maintaining security. The broad strokes of the enterprise included using fake identities and identification to get a credit profile on the books. After obtaining credit cards for these identities, they’d use the cards at fake and real businesses, making modest purchases that they would pay back. This would improve the credit rating and extend the limit on the cards. When high limits were achieved, they’d max out the cards on goods, cash, and gold, with no intention of paying off the balance. Rinse. Repeat. They’d also set up sham companies with merchant accounts so that they could run up phony charges on the credit cards, and then the fake companies would get real money from the banks. When a fake card or business was sniffed out, they’d just remove it from circulation and keep the scam going.16 It’s a lot bigger than ordering a few picnic coolers and airline tickets against the credit line of a family-owned sporting goods store.

NO-SHOW JOBS AND BID-RIGGING —Eddie McNamara

Episode 2.11, “House Arrest”

“If it wasn’t for the Mob, there would be no union,” says DiMatteo. “In the old days, all the owners were paying cops or gangsters to bust up guys fighting for workers’ rights. The boys would come down and they’d help the owners for money. But then they realized, whoa, what are we doing? If we organized them, we’ll make the money.”

In “House Arrest,” Episode 11 of Season Two, the perfectly named Mob lawyer Neil Mink (David Margulies) informs Tony that the FBI is looking at him for the murder of Matthew Bevilaqua (Lillo Brancato Jr.) and he should spend more time at his on-the-books “waste management consultant” job at Barone Sanitation rather than ogling strippers and sipping scotch at the Bada Bing. So why does Tony need to pretend to be Johnny Lunchpail, and why do so many of the guys in his crew sit around construction sites on beach chairs? The answer is very simple: everybody needs health insurance and wiseguys are no different. Their line of work doesn’t exactly come with a generous benefits package, so the best way to get the guys covered without having to buy an out-of-pocket health care plan like Joe Schmuck is to get a union job. And the best kind of union job is one where you don’t have to actually show up for work. No-show jobs might not even pay much, but they get the gangster on the books and show legitimate employment and a source of income, should the Feds come a-knockin’. They also provide the benefit of setting his (actual) family up with the benefits that come with a union job.

Just because you have a no-show job doesn’t mean there isn’t work to do. Union construction is by far the gold standard of the industry. The members earn a solid middle-class living, work under very safe conditions, and do the best-quality construction in the business. But even a legit enterprise could use a little help from their friends when it comes to actually winning the bid for the job. DiMatteo tells us, “A gringo doesn’t know what the bids are. If you got an inside guy who knows what everybody bid, and you know that the lowest bid is $4 million, you come in below, with something reasonable like $3.8. You get the contract. It’s who you know, man. If I was a legitimate guy, fuck, I would pay a ton of money to know what that bid is to get that job, they’re lucrative.” Winning the game is a hell of a lot easier when you’ve rigged it.

PHONE CARD SCAMS —Nick Braccia

Episode 2.13, “Funhouse”

I’d love to know how David Chase and cowriter Todd A. Kessler put together the plot of “Funhouse.” Which idea came first? 1) the alleged food poisoning that fuels Tony’s fever dreams; 2) the big-mouth fish motif; or 3) the phone card scam. Regardless, it all comes together beautifully and gives us a look at a new scheme that’ll put a fat envelope in everybody’s pocket on a weekly basis.

While most DiMeo and Lupertazzi scams cross multiple episodes (airbags) or even seasons (the Esplanade), the phone card angle dramatizes how the crews are always on the make and looking to earn. Career crooks aren’t lazy; they love the hustle, especially a fresh one. Early in the episode, a man named Sundeep (Ajay Mehta) brings Tony and Sal “Big Pussy” Bonpensiero (Vincent Pastore) in on an opportunity in the fraudulent phone card racket. While they meet at an Indian restaurant over whole fish and other delicious-looking fare, The Rolling Stones’ “Thru and Thru” plays on the soundtrack. Keith Richards sings: We’re waiting on a call from you. As is often the case on the show, the lyrics are rich with irony, as the phone cards they’re slinging aren’t going to help anybody reach out and touch someone.

Here’s how Bonpensiero describes the logistics in one of the only scheme breakdowns laid out on the show:


Telephone calling cards. You find a front man, who can get you a line of credit. You buy a couple of million units of calling time from a carrier. You become Acme Telephone Card Company. You’re now in the business of selling prepaid calling cards.… You sell thousands of these cards to the greedy pricks, cards at a cut rate. But you bought the bulk time on credit, remember? The carrier gets stiffed. He cuts off the service to the cardholders, but you’ve already sold all your cards.



How accurate is his spiel? Not bad. In early 1997, Selwyn Raab, the acclaimed investigative journalist and author of the exhaustive Five Families: The Rise, Decline, and Resurgence of America’s Most Powerful Mafia Empires, wrote an article for the New York Times that included phone card scams as one of several major new Mafia revenue plays. The idea is that these new schemes would help make up for losses in their traditional rackets, like bid-rigging and labor extortion. Raab wrote, “The new Mafia focus is primarily on multimillion-dollar frauds in three lucrative businesses: health insurance, prepaid telephone cards and small Wall Street brokerage houses, according to law enforcement experts on organized crime.” It’s notable that all three endeavors factor into Sopranos plotlines during the show’s first two seasons. With respect to the phone card mechanics, Raab’s anonymous sources describe the details of the scheme a little differently than Bonpensiero, but much of his explanation could be paraphrasing this very article:


An agent, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because the matter was still under investigation, said that each card supplied by the Gambinos was typically sold for $20 in calls, but that most cards became worthless after $2 or $3 in calls because they had not been programmed for the listed amounts.

The agent said that Gambino gangsters “ripped off millions in small amounts from thousands of customers who bought semi-worthless cards.” The telephone carriers that handled the calls also lost money, he said, “because they made the deal almost entirely on credit to the phony distribution company, which never passed along the money for the calls that were actually made with the cards.”17



Sadly, the phone card scam is Tony and Sal’s last job together. By the end of “Funhouse,” their connection is permanently severed and Bonpensiero is unable to come to the phone.

HOUSING AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT CORRUPTION —Nick Braccia

Episode 4.7, “Watching Too Much Television”

Of all the DiMeo family schemes—and there are some doozies—the exploitation of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development is the one that hurts the most. The gangsters’ conspirators—Newark’s East Ward assemblyman Ronald Zellman (Peter Riegert) and his friend, community leader and nonprofit executive Maurice Tiffen (Vondie Curtis-Hall)—are exactly the people who are meant to be serving the public. Activists in the ’60s, their cynicism (and lifestyles) have made them susceptible to offers from Tony and Ralph Cifaretto (Joe Pantoliano). When they gather to plot in the sauna of a Russian spa, it doesn’t feel like we’re in New Jersey any longer. These are the last days of Rome.

Originally, Tony gets the idea to scam HUD from Carmela Soprano’s (Edie Falco’s) cousin and financial planner, Brian Cammarata (Matthew Del Negro). Sitting at breakfast after the “Welcome Home” party for Paulie Gualtieri (Tony Sirico), Brian explains:


We worked one summer for this not-for-profit housing group.… You ever heard of HUD?… HUD was set up in part to help minorities and low-income families become homeowners. As long as the Feds are guaranteeing the home mortgage, the banks figure what the hell, they’ll loan the money. You get a front man to buy houses in some crummy neighborhood. Talkin’ about some real shitboxes. Maybe they’re worth like 100 grand a piece. Next you tie up with some nonprofit organization says they intend to buy these houses from your stooge…



The conversation trails off, but we can put together the rest. Once the stooge (in their case, the poker-playing urologist Dr. Fried) buys up property, the nonprofit (Maurice Tiffen) steps in to have the properties assessed by a crooked appraiser who vastly inflates their value. It’s this new cost that’s brought to HUD, and subsequently the bank, by the nonprofit, which is going to buy them at the new, higher price. And with a letter of endorsement from Assemblyman Zellman, nobody’s going to sniff around. Nothing happens with the houses, the conspirators slice up the dough, and the project slides into “dissolution” while the federal government is on the hook to the bank. In a roundabout way, Zellman and Tiffen do end up sticking it to The Man—like they planned to in college—but the only people they really help are themselves.

Like most of the vile crimes committed by Tony and friends, this one is ripped from reality. HUD was pillaged by corruption throughout the ’90s, but a 2001 New York Times article by Alan Feuer is the story most contemporaneous to The Sopranos. It covered the indictment of a Lucchese soldier, Ray Argentina, and several co-conspirators for mortgage fraud in Brooklyn, upstate New York, and Long Island. It’s a serpentine scheme, but closely parallels the opportunity Cammarata outlines:


[Federal prosecutors] said at least seven businesses, from an appraisal company to a mortgage lending concern, were involved, and they added that Mr. Argentina’s crew somehow got fraudulent loans that were insured by the Department of Housing and Urban Development.

The indictment charges that in July 1999, for example, Michael Palmieri, a real estate appraiser approved by Housing and Urban Development, prepared bogus appraisals to get financing to buy a property at 625 Franklin Avenue in Brooklyn.18



There’s still corruption in HUD today, though maybe not as brazen as the initiatives in the early aughts. In 2019, former HUD employees from Virginia and Hawaii were indicted for their part in real estate scams.

AIRBAG SCAMS —Nick Braccia

Episode 5.2, “Rat Pack”

To help his cousin Tony Blundetto get back on his feet following a lengthy prison stint, Tony Soprano offers him point position on an airbag scam. Writer Matthew Weiner didn’t have to look very far for inspiration for this plot point: in 1998, federal and local officials shut down a ring that spanned New York, New Jersey, and New England and brought in $1.5 million by charging consumers (and insurance companies) top dollar for what they believed were factory airbags, “certified as new and direct from a manufacturer.” The bust was covered by Robert D. McFadden for the New York Times.19 To summarize: over 5,500 airbags were stolen over a three-year period. And these crews got good. They hit one Long Island car dealership and nabbed sixty airbags from cars on the lot in an hour—consider the manpower and skills required to break into cars and remove airbags at the rate of one per minute. The ringleader, Maurizio Percan, operating out of the Bronx and Long Island, would give thieves $100–$200 per airbag and either install them in cars serviced in his own Bronx body shop (for up to $2,500) or distribute them across the country (orders were taken from all fifty states) for a few hundred dollars of profit. This mail-order component was the majority of the business, as it netted approximately $100–$200 profit per order for Percan with little labor—just small ads in trade magazines and a toll-free phone number. How much these nationwide dealers marked up the costs to improve their margin we’ll never know, but I’d suspect that Percan’s own price tag of $2,500 isn’t far off the mark.

The ring was taken down by an elaborate sting with undercovers posing as thieves and customers. When Percan was busted, he was on his honeymoon in Kauai. It’s not in McFadden’s report, but we’d bet when they slapped the cuffs on, he felt a little deflated.

While this story dates back prior to The Sopranos’ premiere, airbag scams are still a moneymaker. In 2019, Frank DiMatteo told us, “Airbags are very expensive. You take them out of a car and you sell them to a shop. People blow their airbags and they’re very expensive. I think up to $2,000 a pop or better.” Want to be safe? If you need a new airbag, take it to the dealership. We can’t say it’s guaranteed legit, but it’s better than Willets Point.

POINT SHAVING —Eddie McNamara

Episode 5.2, “Rat Pack”

In “Rat Pack” Junior Soprano (Dominic Chianese) thanks Manhattan Mafia kingpin Carmine Lupertazzi (Tony Lip) for inventing point shaving with “CCNY versus Kentucky, 1951. Nobody beat the spread. I bought myself a black Fleetwood.” The Mafia’s ability to control the CCNY (City College of New York) team with bribes on their way to NIT (National Invitation Tournament) and NCAA championships in ’51 was one of the most legendary sports-fixing scandals,20 but it was far from the only one. As the sports axiom goes, “If you ain’t cheating, you ain’t trying.”

Have you ever watched a sporting event and thought to yourself, “This is so ridiculous, it can’t possibly be on the level”? Chances are your gut feeling was right and you were watching some sort of fix, dive, or manipulation of the outcome. Illegal sports betting in the United States is a $150-billion-a-year industry and, with respect to Mr. Hyman Roth of Miami, that’s not only bigger than U.S. Steel; it’s seventy-five times bigger than U.S. Steel. As long as there’s money to be made, cheating and sports will be linked together. Some sports fans experience a Santa-isn’t-real type of feeling when their favorite athletes are caught shooting steroids and blood doping to gain an advantage on the playing field. Considering that wiseguys have 150 billion reasons to mess with the integrity and honor of sports, how could you ever trust that the game or fight you bought a ticket to is legit? If this sounds like some crazy conspiracy-theory talk to you, open your paper to the sports section and check out the betting lines and point spreads. If you can’t legally gamble on sports in your state, why the hell is the local paper publishing that? You know why.

The relationship between the Mob and the world of sports isn’t exactly a secret. Eliot Asinof’s classic 1963 book Eight Men Out tells the story of how Arnold Rothstein and a syndicate of gamblers were able to pull off “the most gigantic sporting swindle in the history of America” by paying eight members of the heavily favored Chicago White Sox to lose the 1919 World Series. Hall of Fame boxers like Jake LaMotta (Raging Bull) and Sonny Liston (The Devil and Sonny Liston) took famous dives on behalf of their Cosa Nostra benefactors.

In 1978, a couple of guys you may have heard of—Henry Hill and Jimmy “The Gent” Burke—recruited some players from the Boston College basketball team into a multi-game point-shaving scam. The players were broke college students, who were playing for free while making their universities, coaches, and gamblers rich. If financial incentive and righteous indignation weren’t enough to motivate them to “play ball” the way the gangsters wanted them to, legend has it that Hill reminded them that “you can’t play basketball with broken hands.” The scam was brilliant in its simplicity. For example, if Boston College were 15-point underdogs to UCLA, the connected guys bet against BC, and all the players had to do was make sure they lost by more than 15 points. Throw a couple of bricks, create a bunch of turnovers, let the other guy get the rebound, and the job is done without anybody being the wiser. The scam went along fine until BC player Ernie Cobb scored 8 points in the last minute of a game against Holy Cross, costing the Mob (especially Burke) a small fortune. Shortly after, Henry Hill turned state’s evidence and testified against Jimmy Burke and the Lucchese family about every crime under the sun, from the Lufthansa heist to the point-shaving fix. An ESPN 30 for 30 documentary called “Playing for the Mob” explores this matter further. Henry Hill even spilled the beans to Sports Illustrated in February 1981 with his article “How I Put the Fix In.”21

Having players on board is great, but a corrupt referee in your pocket is even better. Fans almost expect officials to blow calls and make mistakes, so who’s going to notice when a shady referee is secretly dictating the game with what looks like run-of-the-mill ineptitude? Tim Donaghy was an NBA referee for thirteen seasons (1994 to 2007: this type of thing isn’t a relic of the Mob’s glory days); he was also a gambling addict who bet tens of thousands of dollars a game and found himself in the hole to low-level gangsters for God knows how much. To work off his debt, Donaghy gave tips on basketball games to James Battista for $2,000 a pop, and this Battista guy made so much money using Donaghy’s info that he bumped his pay up to five grand for a winning tip. The FBI eventually crashed the party. Donaghy alluded to a much larger network of NBA executives collaborating with referees to favor playoff teams who drew big television ratings and ticket sales. According to the defendant, league officials leaned on dirty refs to manipulate scores by not calling technical fouls on star players and ensuring that easy baskets from free throws went to the right team. Of course, the NBA denied his accusations and the commissioner even dropped some gangster talk, calling him a “singing, cooperating witness.”

Next time you see an oddball interception or a 7–1 favorite MMA fighter basically putting himself into a submission to lose, ask yourself if it was just a simple mistake, or are guys like Junior Soprano going to buy new Caddys?

CIGARETTE SMUGGLING —Eddie McNamara

Episode 5.5, “Irregular Around the Margins”

Smuggling cartons of cigarettes is an organized crime staple, as much a part of their twentieth- (and twenty-first-) century diet as Sunday gravy. In “Irregular Around the Margins,” the writers needed to get Christopher out of town so Tony and Adriana La Cerva (Drea de Matteo) would be alone. Sending the full-time murderer and fledgling movie producer on an overnight trip to North Carolina for a haul of smokes was the perfect—and most realistic—move.

Cigarette smuggling has always been a Mob cash cow, but it might be the only Sopranos racket that’s become more lucrative since the series ended. Today, New York state’s cigarette taxes are ridiculously high—the highest in the country at $4.35 per pack, not counting an additional local New York City tax of $1.50. (Contrast that with North Carolina’s tax of $0.45 per pack and it makes a lot of sense that Moltisanti had to pack his bag and head for tobacco country. And in 2004, when the episode aired, they were taxed even less.) Unsurprisingly, the illegal cigarette trade in New York has increased by 59 percent since 2006. Even the most upstanding citizen knows that $13 for a pack of cigarettes is a rip-off.

DiMatteo says, “It’s big business right now. You buy them for $50 a carton, which is five bucks a pack, then you sell them up here for nine bucks a pack, you make $40 a carton.” It doesn’t sound like a major payday until you factor in the quantities—you’re moving them by the truckload. And you can’t beat the risk/reward ratio. Sure, you’re taking a chance driving across state lines, but “it’s not like murder or drugs or anything like that.” It’s a class E or D felony (A is the highest), which means you’re unlikely to see jail time unless you’ve got a bunch of priors.

THE LOAN SHARK —Eddie McNamara

Episode 6.16, “Chasing It”

Throughout the series, there are countless references to loansharking, the “shy” business (short for shylock), and paying the “vig,” or interest. This ancient business and its practices are central to the plot of “Chasing It” and the dissolution of the friendship between Tony and Hesh Rabkin. Tony hits a string of bad luck and borrows $200,000 from his loan shark friend to cover his losses. He takes his time paying him back and, when Hesh grumbles a bit about the lack of repayment, a passive-aggressive tit-for-tat over the vig ensues. It escalates to the point where it’s hard to believe the men were ever truly friends. Loansharking is still big, big business, and for many, these crooks may seem less criminal than predatory payday loan companies. We wanted to get a sense for how it works on the street, so we talked to Frank DiMatteo.

Let’s say you get a hot stock tip but you have no cash, and the bank laughs in your face. If you borrow a grand from a loan shark, what happens after he gives you the money? “Say you have to pay the vig at five points—that’s $50 a week until you pay off the whole $1,000,” DiMatteo says.

Now, let’s say the stock tanks and you can’t pay him back. Does the guy start muscling you like in the movies? Don’t kiss your kneecaps goodbye just yet. From a wiseguy’s perspective, “you wait as long as you can because you don’t want to hurt nobody for money,” DiMatteo says. The reasoning is more pragmatic than pacifist. “It’s a last resort to hit anybody. If you do, nine times out of ten, you’re not going to get your money or they’ll run to the law. If they get hit, it’s because you know you’re not gonna get the money anyway.”

No industry standard exists for kicking up to the boss in the shy business. For example, in Season One, Hesh only needs to kick up 2 percent to Junior, and he still complains until Tony helps him lower it to 1.5 percent. Later in the series, the underlings in the Sopranos crew need to kick up to Tony, and the percentage varies according to whether they compiled the book of debt and debtors themselves, bought the book from someone else, or were just handed the book and told to take care of it by the boss. As in any other business, the more risk you take, the more reward you can earn—and the more you’re taxed, too.

WIRE ROOMS —Nick Braccia

Episode 6.12, “Kaisha”

After virulent homophobe Phil Leotardo (Frank Vincent) murders Vito Spatafore (Joseph R. Gannascoli) for his homosexuality, Tony wants payback. Vito, after all, was a made man in Tony’s crew, and if anybody was going to murder him (as Tony had planned) it would be on his orders. Rather than start a bloodbath (which happens a few episodes later), Tony decides to hit Phil where it hurts—his wallet—by blowing up his Sheepshead Bay wire room.

So what’s a wire room and why would this matter to Phil? A wire room is the central nervous system of an illegal gambling operation. Today, “wire room” may as well be synonymous with “internet offshore gambling hub,” but we could write an entire book on that history, which parallels the advent of telecommunications. It’s only a little hyperbolic to suggest that as soon as Samuel Morse finished tapping his first code, an off-track gambler pushed him out of the way so he could play the ponies. It’s likely that, in 2006, when the episode “Kaisha” aired, a wire room would be filled with computers, hard drives, and paper records (remember this is before cloud storage!) to process and detail all the action across the Lupertazzi family sports gambling business. Without these records, bookies can’t collect. Losing bettors can get off scot-free, and winners who go unpaid can take their business elsewhere. It’s upheaval. Imagine if your bank’s computers went down and they had no backup. That’s what happens when you blow up a wire room in 2006.

Even though today’s wire rooms are offshore and distributed, raids still go down. In the summer of 2019, cops took down a gambling headquarters in Astoria, Queens (where men took bets, collected money, and managed payouts), connected to a digital wire room in Costa Rica.22

It’s important to remember that, for the first half of the century, telegraph wires were the way gambling operations scaled their business. This was ended by JFK and RFK’s 1961 Interstate Wire Act, which states:


Whoever being engaged in the business of betting or wagering knowingly uses a wire communication facility for the transmission in interstate or foreign commerce of bets or wagers or information assisting in the placing of bets or wagers on any sporting event or contest, or for the transmission of a wire communication which entitles the recipient to receive money or credit as a result of bets or wagers, or for information assisting in the placing of bets or wagers, shall be fined under this title or imprisoned not more than two years, or both.23



The president and his attorney general brother didn’t exactly endear themselves to the Chicago Mob (the Outfit) that had worked to win Illinois for Joe Kennedy’s war-hero kid. The Wire Act and other anti-gambling, anti-Mob legislation crippled the illegal gambling industry. A 1962 Sports Illustrated article titled “The Bookies Close Up Shop”24 speaks to its impact: a “bitter Vegas bettor says, ‘They lost in Laos, they lost in Cuba, they lost in East Berlin, but they sure are giving the gamblers a beating.’ ” Gambling was down, but not out. Evolving beyond the seedy OTBs and onto myriad mobile and digital platforms today, “global sports betting market capitalization is estimated at 250 billion dollars.”25

CREDIT CARD FRAUD AND TERRORISM —Eddie McNamara

Episode 6.6, “Live Free or Die”


Tony: Let me ask you somethin’. Those, uh, two Arabs. With the credit cards, Fazool or whatever his name is—

Christopher: Yeah?

Tony: You think there’s a chance they could be, uh, I don’t know, al-Qaedas, somethin’ like that?



The very real shadow of paranoia and fear of terrorism in the post-9/11 world extended everywhere—even the Bada Bing. Beginning with Season Four, the establishing shots of the Twin Towers were removed from the show’s opening credits, and, as expected, the crew’s distrust of outsiders grew. When Christopher’s associates, Ahmed (Taleb Adlah) and Muhammad (Donnie Keshawarz), mirror the behavior of some of the 9/11 terrorists (drinking alcohol, conspicuously hanging around the strip club), Tony definitely raises an eyebrow. To his point, their motivations extended beyond lap dances and bottom-shelf booze—they need Christopher’s help buying TEC-9s and stolen credit cards.

Agent Harris (Matt Servitto), newly appointed to the Terrorist Task Force, visits Tony at home to inquire about Middle Eastern men and suspicious shipments to Port Newark. Tony’s first instinct is never to rat to the Feds, but then Harris goes right for his weak spot—he brings up how Meadow has to drive through the tunnels that connect New Jersey with New York City every day for college. When she becomes a potential target, Tony finally seems to consider the gravity of being even marginally involved with terrorists.

It’s common knowledge that terrorism is funded by state sponsors and through bogus charities, but most people don’t grasp how stolen credit card numbers keep terrorists in business. Buying stolen credit cards (or numbers that are then turned into cards) is necessary in the world of international terror because you can’t just hand a would-be terrorist wads of cash and send him about his mission. It’s much easier to slip him a plastic card, and it attracts far less attention.

In real life, money for al-Qaeda fuckery is provided by men like cell phone business owner Nuradin Abdi. He pled guilty to providing stolen credit card numbers to a man who bought gear for al-Qaeda to carry out attacks on the Brooklyn Bridge and a shopping mall in Columbus, Ohio. (The plans were thwarted when one member of the terror cell ratted.) Plus, they need propaganda, and they use websites to target recruits, get their jihadi message out, and show off beheading videos. To cover their tracks, they use credit card numbers bought on the black market or stolen from gambling sites. Much like the Irish Republican Army, these cells blur the lines between terrorist group and criminal syndicate—robbing banks, smuggling cigarettes, counterfeiting money, running protection rackets, kidnapping for ransom, killing for hire, blowing up businesses for insurance money, and running massive credit card frauds. The Mob wrote the book on this. Safe to say, if the Mob is running a scam, so are terrorists.

When Tony sees Ahmed and Muhammad dressed in traditional Muslim garb outside the Bing, he begins to get even more suspicious and confronts Christopher about his gun-nut pals. Christopher defends them, but Tony’s not convinced. Eventually, Tony has a sit-down at Satriale’s with Agent Harris and provides information against them. Does Tony do it because it’s the right thing, or does he help because Harris would write him a 5K letter that would take his cooperation into account if he were ever taken down? The same question could be asked about the American Mafia “protecting” the New York waterfront from Nazi sabotage during World War II; legend has it that Lucky Luciano paved the way for the Allied invasion of Sicily in return for deportation back to Sicily (without serving a prison term). The Mob plays both sides of the coin when it comes to terror, providing weapons to terrorists and providing information to the Feds. It all comes down to money, even why the FBI never brings down Tony Soprano. Post-9/11, most FBI resources were funneled away from organized crime and into antiterrorism.



SAD SACKS, SUCKERS, AND THE SQUEEZE:

THE VICTIMS OF TONY SOPRANO —Nick Braccia

There are no crimes without victims. And there are no gangsters without patsies to exploit or indebted civilians to juice, whether for information, favors, or interest on the principal. When Tony Soprano’s high school friend Davey Scatino, bankrupt and broken by gambling debts to Tony, whines, “You told me not to get in the game. Why’d you let me do it?” Tony explains, “It’s my nature. The frog and the scorpion, you know?” But Tony’s misappropriating the fable. In the story, the scorpion sacrifices its own life so it can kill the frog. Tony isn’t like the scorpion when he bankrupts Davey and preys on others. He uses his cunning to assess each person’s weaknesses so that he can profit the most with the least amount of guilt and personal risk. He’s a master of transactional and moral arithmetic with an innate ability to size up and squeeze value from people, especially the desperate and the damned. David Chase and his writing team shape these victims as fully drawn characters to be portrayed by master actors who induce both our disgust and our sympathy. When we see the human source of Tony’s income—how his sausage is made—we understand the cost.

In the very first episode, Chase expresses Tony’s symbiotic relationship to his victims in his brief interaction with Alex Mahaffey (Michael Gaston), an insurance adjuster with gambling debts. Later in Season One we meet corrupt cop Vin Makazian (John Heard) and, in Season Two, the aforementioned Scatino, a sporting-goods store owner, who are pushed to suicide and madness by choices Tony enables. If Tony’s a kind of vampire who feeds off these and other victims, then his childhood friend, the chef Artie Bucco (John Ventimiglia), is in his thrall; Artie idolizes Tony, even as the Mob boss feeds from his veins (or at least his restaurant). Tony’s practice certainly runs in the family blood—just watch any scene with his sister Janice (Aida Turturro)—but it’s also learned by others through the behavior he models, as we see when Carmela Soprano applies strong-arm tactics on Robert Wegler (David Strathairn) to get A.J.’s (Robert Iler) grade bumped up. Since the Sopranos are representative of aspects of society, consumerism, and corporate culture, Chase makes sure to spread the predatory behavior around, so we see shakedowns and scams abound, from schools to nonprofits to the church. Still, it’s Tony who is the master. This is, after all, his “bread and butter.”

THE DICE ROLLERS

David Chase illustrates the codependent relationship between Tony and his victims eight minutes into the very first episode. In “The Sopranos,” when Tony and Christopher spot insurance adjuster Mahaffey, they’re ecstatic. He’s a degenerate gambler who owes the loan shark Hesh Rabkin a lot of dough and they need to remind him of his debts. As they administer his beating, the soundtrack song plays like a doo-wop haiku for Tony’s relationship with these self-destructive men: Dion DiMucci sings, “I wonder why, I love you like I do/Is it because I think you love me, too?” Mahaffey’s appearance in “The Sopranos” is brief (he’s a precursor: our victim zero), and while his situation is played for laughs, it introduces the absurd, dark, and ultimately tragic dynamic Tony has with his marks throughout the series. As Dion’s lyrics suggest, these victims do love Tony and all he peddles: vice, fantasy, the hope of escape. Even death. Like Season Three’s Gloria Trillo (Annabella Sciorra), some are moths to the flame, with existential pain so unbearable they seek the surest way to snuff it out. Suicide by wop.

Detective Makazian isn’t hapless like Mahaffey. He’s a man deep in anguish, but he knows his role and the stakes. He and Tony go through the motions in their debtor-and-indebted relationship—they have no pretenses—and Makazian understands that his worst enemy is the one he sees in the mirror. In fewer than ten scenes over four episodes, we get a strong sense of Makazian’s internal decay and self-disgust. He laments his existence (“Bustin’ whores and junkies, plus it’s a super huge thrill to pay two alimonies on a $40,000-a-year income”) and bemoans his bad luck (“By the time I get to take the sergeant’s exam, the pay scale is frozen by law”). Tony doesn’t hide his repugnance at the perpetually disheveled Makazian. He throws a crinkled bill at him, telling him to “go buy an iron.” This cop is so thoroughly corrupt, the rot seeps through his body, even into his clothes.

Makazian doesn’t humor the idea of any path back to respectability. He’s too far gone. He places bets when he’s already in deep. “That’ll solve all your problems,” Tony jokes. And he lashes out in futile anger, as when he brutally beats Dr. Melfi’s date, Randall (Mark Blum), during a contrived traffic stop. By the time we’ve met Makazian, he’s got stage 4 cancer, and, as John “Johnny Sack” Sacrimoni (Vincent Curatola) later teaches us, there’s no stage 5.

His suicide isn’t a direct result of his debts. He kills himself because he loses his only safe harbor: the brothel run by Debbie (Karen Sillas), a clean, quiet mansion with hot water, good whiskey, and a madam who mothers him. In one of Heard’s remarkable scenes, he shares with Tony a story of his childhood about how he’d hide under the bed “until everything was normal” when his alcoholic father beat his mother. The brothel is this grown man’s “under the bed,” and when he loses it, he loses his last pleasure in living. Stuck in traffic, waiting to jump off a New Jersey bridge, his screams convey how intolerable he finds each moment. He’s burning alive, and only a lethal dive into water can extinguish the flames.

Vin Makazian may be indebted to Tony through gambling, but we get the sense that it’s just one of his many vices, any of which could lead to his destruction. Davey Scatino is very specifically a compulsive gambler, and he works Tony just as much as Tony works him. A seasoned, resourceful addict, Scatino sneaks, simpers, and waxes poetic about the high school glory days with Tony—whatever he needs to do to get past the guard of a man who generally likes to keep his civilian friends out of his line of fire. But Tony’s no fool. He does the math and, if Scatino insists, Tony can accommodate his wagers. He’s given him fair warning and, if worse comes to worst, he can make money by taking Davey’s livelihood and avoid the guilt of having to hurt or kill his old football buddy. Tony’s not the type to think too much after the bet has been made, but we get a much deeper understanding of Scatino, who, with a similar scene count to Makazian, shows us all the hunger, hope, shame, and anger a gambling addict experiences. We see a brief lucky streak, his terrible losses, the subsequent denial, and his rage and his hopelessness that build to a near suicide. And while his addiction (and debts) eat away at him, it couldn’t be more rote for Tony, who has been “busting guys out” for years. It comes so easily to him that Davey’s woe barely registers. “When this is over, you’re free to go!” a frustrated Tony explains. Scatino doesn’t understand that he’s getting the nice version of the bust-out. If Richie Aprile, to whom he also owes thousands, were running the show, Scatino would be turtle food below Paterson Great Falls.
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