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Praise for RatSnakes


“Cefalu bares all and lays out the gritty and true life of an undercover agent and the workings of the ATF. A must-read for law enforcement and the public.”


—Joe Pistone, former undercover FBI agent, alias “Donnie Brasco”


“The law enforcement undercover community is limited to those who are born with the ability to take on some of the most dangerous, ‘up close and personal’ assignments. In that select group, Vince Cefalu is one who stands out because of his bravery and his ability to walk undetected among the most hardened criminals.”


—Joaquin “Jack” Garcia, former undercover FBI agent and New York Times bestselling author of Making Jack Falcone


“Vincent Cefalu is the real deal. In RatSnakes, he takes us on a wild ride through his dark world of paranoia, danger, fear, hard living, hard drinking, and the chase. In the end, it’s a gripping story revealing how some of our most effective federal undercover agents earn their chops, make their living, and work to protect their fellow Americans in ways that usually go unrecognized.”


—Sharyl Attkisson, host of Full Measure and former CBS investigative correspondent


“Retired ATF undercover agent Vince Cefalu has created a read that’s going to leave readers with their mouths open. If you’ve never used the terms, ‘oh my god,’ ‘holy shit,’ or ‘what the f*&%$,’ Ratsnakes is going to introduce you to a new emotional feeling. It’s not just about real world undercover operations; it’s about the people and the agencies willing to operate behind enemy lines.”


—William Queen, ATF special agent (retired) and NewYork Times bestselling author of Under and Alone


“With each page, Vincent Cefalu brings the heart-pounding reality of the street and tough undercover work to life. If you’re looking for a read you won’t be able to put down, this is it.”


—Katie Pavlich, New York Times bestselling author of Fast and Furious, journalist, and editor of Townhall.com
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A true dedication for this book would require fifty or more pages. To say I have been blessed to serve with the best our country has to offer would be an understatement.


To my mom and dad, who never left my side, I love you and miss you.


To my wife, my ex-wives, and my children, who willingly backed the life I chose, I love you.


To every state, local, and federal cop I’ve ever served with, Semper Fi, this book is about and for you.


Finally, to the country that allowed a seemingly average kid to rise from his youthful foolishness to live his dream, I LOVE YOU. God bless America.









FOREWORD


If you believe what you see on television, undercover police work seems to be a glamorous occupation: pretty girls, plenty to drink, top-end cars, and lots of glitzy living. Written by one of the nation’s premier undercover operatives, RatSnakes obliterates that Hollywood myth by taking you into the real world of undercover! You will learn what it takes to volunteer and be a member of this exclusive club of RatSnakes.


The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (BATFE, most commonly referred to as ATF) is charged with the enforcement of our nation’s firearm, alcohol, and explosives laws. While the alcohol side of ATF is mostly regulatory in operation, the firearms and explosives agents deal with the worst of the worst criminals. Where you find guns and explosives, you find drugs—a lethal combination!


In order to root out the vilest of the criminal element, unfortunately, good men and women must enter that dirty, grimy, underground world. Obviously, this is extremely dangerous work, and it also takes a toll on the agents and their families. Undercover work puts a strain on family relations that is unmatched, even in the military.


Vincent A. Cefalu pulls back the curtain on this profane, vulgar, and violent ecosphere. In this book, you will meet some of the top undercover agents in the United States, probably even in the world. Vince shares many of their stories with you. He also shares the ineptness of some of the, as he calls them, “empty suits” within the management chain at ATF: bosses more interested in their own selfish self-promotion than the reputations or the safety of the undercover agents who do the dirty work and make the arrests.


For example, you would think an agent who has been unlawfully ordered to install a wiretap has two choices. One, they can implement the wiretap and subject themselves to the laws governing the misuse of wiretaps; or, two, they can go up the chain of command to make their superiors aware of the unlawfulness of the tap. A normal person would expect upper management to discipline the commander making the order and, at the least, shake the agent’s hand and say “thank you.” That didn’t happen! In one instance, the agent received direct discipline, a bad report was put in his file, and, worst of all, he was taken off the streets and condemned to a small office with nothing to do. This is but one sample of the corruptness of many in the middle-management levels at ATF.


Please do not interpret this as a condemnation of ATF, as the organization contains thousands of top-notch street agents and good management people. To the contrary, ATF is charged with the most difficult laws in our land to enforce. Overall, they do a good job. However, Congress has neglected its oversight duties and allowed bad practices to establish themselves.


A good example, familiar to the public, of Congress gone wrong was Operation Fast and Furious. Over 2,500 high-powered rifles were allowed to “walk” across the border from the United States into Mexico around 2009–10. This ill-devised plot was the brainchild of the management team in the Phoenix ATF office. In a series of televised hearings, Congressman Issa of California and Senator Grassley of Iowa spent many thousands, if not millions, of your tax dollars to determine who was at fault. They properly and accurately identified who was to blame. Some of these men had broken the law.


But when the TV lights were turned off and the cameras were gone, absolutely nothing happened to anyone. Those guilty were allowed to retire with their full pensions and benefits; one even secured a job as a consultant to ATF.


So what message does that send to the agency? In the country school that I come from, it says just go ahead and thumb your nose at Congress because they are not going to do anything to punish you.


In the interest of full disclosure, Vince and I are brothers-in-arms and great friends. A time long ago, back when we were called “police officers,” and the term “cops” was considered demeaning and totally inappropriate, I served as a police officer in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Later, during my tenure in the US Congress, I was chairman of the Appropriations Subcommittee with jurisdiction over the Treasury Department. At the time, nearly 40 percent of federal law enforcement was under Treasury, including the United States Secret Service, Customs, and the Internal Revenue Service as well as the department’s enforcement wings, the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center, Financial Crimes Network, and ATF. My tenure covered the time of the 1993 Waco, Texas, incident and the subsequent rebuilding of ATF.


When you finish reading RatSnakes you will, I hope, have an appreciation that you did not have before for the dedication to your safety of these unsung heroes of the dark alleys, smoke-filled biker bars, and rundown motels. I believe you will understand that these are people of high intelligence, many with advanced academic degrees, who prefer to fight criminals head-on rather than sit in nice, safe offices. They are people who have dedicated their lives to making a safer world for the rest of us.


Now it is time to turn the pages and get an up-close and personal view into a world that wants to destroy us, and the exceptional men and women who protect us from that fate. You are about to meet heroes that you never knew existed and who will continue their shadowy role in the world of undercover to protect you and your family.


A toast to the RatSnakes!


—Jim Lightfoot


Former six-term congressman,


US House of Representatives, from Iowa









DISCLAIMER


This book is based on notes and recollections of Vincent A. Cefalu. Some names and locations have been changed or omitted to protect the privacy of individuals. In passages containing dialogue, quotation marks are used when the author was reasonably sure that the speaker’s words were close to verbatim and/or that the intended meaning of the speaker was accurately reflected.









INTRODUCTION
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TO KNOW THEM IS TO LOVE THEM. OR NOT.


The original rat snake is just that, a snake. It squeezes its prey to death, easily can be tamed, and eats vermin and other targets of opportunity. In the Wild West days, rat snakes were kept in jars, and, when circumstances dictated, these starving predators were released indoors. They would find and kill the enemy—in other words, eliminate rodents that had infested frontier homes. Once their purpose was served, they were recaptured and put out of sight in jars—until the next infestation.


This is much the same way ATF covert operatives are used. They are dispatched to infiltrate a sordid, blood-spattered, degraded world, dominated by characters accustomed to vulgarity and violence. Only those mentally resilient and clever enough can navigate their way inside this dangerously clandestine setting, and then survive in its confines while doing their jobs.


I should know. I spent twenty-eight years as an ATF undercover operative. During that period, I was formally assigned to field offices in San Francisco, Sacramento, Stockton, and Atlanta. However, assignments took me to cities large and small across the country. I would wake up one day in Las Vegas and the next in Tulsa. I might be asked to work an armed career criminal in New York, a gun trafficker in Miami, or a biker gang in Biloxi. To be completely honest, there were so many gigs I can’t remember them all.


In this book, I deliver an eyewitness and transparent view of the organization and the operatives with whom I regularly risked my life. For decades, we were a dirty little secret within ATF, hidden from public view while various empty suits took credit for our work. Now it’s time to recognize a team of heroes who’ve rarely been introduced to the public for whom they’ve given years of their lives to protect and serve.


Forming an elite brother- and sisterhood, our mission, and sometimes our daily existence, was very much like that of the nineteenth-century housecleaning snakes. We were (and many of us still are) the quintessential human rodent hunters, released from our jars when an unsavory task needed attention. Within the deadly world of covert crime investigation, we are called “Undercovers,” “UCs,” or “Operators.” Within our own circles, we call ourselves the “Core” or “RatSnakes.”


Allow me to introduce the RatSnakes.


VINCE (YOURS TRULY)
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I was running hard through a dry creek bed that I had traversed a thousand times—only this time it was pitch-dark. My heart felt like it was pounding up into my throat. We’d done it! My buddy and I had just pulled off our first real heist. We’d busted into cars and gone on shoplifting sprees, but this time we’d broken into the local junior high school, pilfered anything that looked valuable, and then scrammed. We would have immediate street cred. The tough kids would idolize us.


We were both thirteen years old.


“Freeze, motherfucker, or I’ll blow your fucking head off!”


The voice shouting at us in a thick Italian accent was one I would later come to know all too well. The creek bed lit up like a stadium, and I stared down the barrel of a shotgun wielded by Novato, California, police officer Yugo Innocenti.


I thought to myself, “I am so fucked. My parents are gonna kill me.”


Note to self: Schools have alarms.


I was the only child of a bartender and a nurse. Both of my parents worked evenings and nights, making a normal nine-to-five schedule impossible, and they ultimately divorced. But even without that disruption, I was a naturally high-strung kid, mostly unsupervised. My personality, combined with too much freedom, resulted in a whole host of bad decisions by me. These included but were not limited to alcohol and drug consumption, stealing, burglarizing, and a multitude of run-ins with police departments throughout Marin County, California.


Another friend—I’ll call him Mike—and I were best buddies in junior high school. He was the quiet one and I was the loud one. We spent a lot of time smoking weed and doing generally not good stuff. We cut school together. Shoplifted together. In fact, our parents forbade us from hanging out together. Our close friendship found us locked up together at Marin County Juvenile Hall on several occasions. Although we were repeat customers, it was always for nonviolent, less serious stuff. Because of our age and low-end violations, we were not placed in the senior unit with the big boys in two-men lockdown rooms. That would change based on one really stupid but very cool idea.


Because we were in a dorm atmosphere, at night, at lights out, there was only one counselor, a.k.a. guard, on duty. Mike had the idea to stash a set of clothes and a pair of shoes so we could go over the fence. I didn’t think it was a very good idea, but at that time in my life, I had a hard time saying no. The fences were about twenty feet tall, and the upper eight or so feet had very coarse, tightly woven wire—so you couldn’t get your fingers through the mesh—with razor wire along the top.


During head count and bed check, the counselor found the shoes we’d stashed, but we still had a set of uniform clothes and socks. We had no idea where we would go, how we would eat, or what would happen if we got caught. As with most of our bad decisions, we said, “Fuck it,” and headed for the yard. The nearest fence was twenty feet away. Lucky for us, it butted up to the cafeteria roof. I boosted Mike, he grabbed onto the gutter to pull himself up and around the fence wire, and then he reached down and helped me up. It was dark and cold, and we were about ten miles from the closest town.


We ran like hell and dodged every pair of headlights that came our way. My girlfriend at the time was the only one we knew to reach out to. She got us cigarettes, food, and street clothes. For a few hours, we felt like Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. The very next morning, as I met my girlfriend on her way to school, boom, I was grabbed by the cops. In all honesty, I was so relieved. I was cold, hungry, and knew my parents were probably freaking out.


Mike stayed on the run for another week. I was sent back to juvenile hall, straight to the senior unit, and placed on three days Temporary Removal from Group (TRG), which meant twenty-three hours a day in lockdown, with meals in the cell. If there was anything funny about this, and there wasn’t, it was that Mike ended up with my girlfriend.


I tell this story not to glorify or boast about my behavior. I was and am truly ashamed of how I conducted myself in those days. I am merely attempting to explain how and why I may have migrated to a gritty agency like ATF, and then became a fairly successful undercover agent. My experience as a juvenile lawbreaker helped me to think like a criminal when it became my job to chase them.


The net result of my unlawfulness was that at age seventeen—after I was involved in an auto theft wherein a police chase concluded with my buddy and me dumping a stolen convertible into the San Francisco Bay—a judge gave me a choice. It was the same damn judge I’d appeared before numerous times, and this time my luck had run out.


“Mr. Cefalu,” he said, as I stood before him in the courtroom. “I have had enough of your foolish behavior and have spent enough of the court’s time and resources over the years trying to get you on track.”


“Yes, sir,” I said, not knowing what else to say.


“Here’s your choice. If you provide the court with proof you have enlisted in the US military within the next thirty days, I’ll suspend your sentence.”


“Shit.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Nothing, sir.”


“If not,” he continued, “bring your suitcase, because you’re going to jail for a year.”


Upon hearing this, my mom gasped and my dad smiled. Later that day, the last words I heard from my father’s mouth were, “I never thought my son would be a pussy.” Then he hit me upside my head with a three-pack of frozen pork chops.


When I came to, my mother was sobbing and my father was gone.


“I’ll show that son of a bitch,” I said as I stomped out the door. Thirty days later, I stepped off a bus at the US Marine Corps recruit depot and onto the yellow footprints (painted on the asphalt to show new recruits where to stand, assuming we were too stupid to get into formation otherwise).


While a pain in my ass at the time, that judge and my six years in the military built the foundation for what would become a lifelong career in law enforcement and probably saved my sorry butt from a long stint in some penitentiary.


JAY (A.K.A. BIRD)
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Jay Dobyns grew up in the quintessential middle-class family: mom, dad, brother, sister. Jay’s parents lived in the same house and stayed married their entire lives. His dad was a veteran and hard as nails, but also a soft-spoken construction contractor. His mom was salt of the earth and what bound the family together. While I was in and out of juvenile detention, the most diabolical event in Jay’s high school years was accidentally egging a police car, which landed him and his buddy a stint washing the police car with toothbrushes. Wow, total gangsta.


At the University of Arizona, Tucson, Jay was a standout wide receiver. He was tall, clean-cut, handsome, and tough.


So, how did a shitbag like me and a pretty boy like Jaybird end up best friends and UC partners for over twenty years? It began around 1988, when I had been with ATF for about a year. I was a teaching a class, and Jay was attending a different one at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center (FLETC) in Brunswick, Georgia. While there, most of us frequented a local watering hole named Brogan’s, just over the causeway on St. Simons Island.


Brogan’s was an understated workingman’s bar where the blue-collar element of ATF felt at home. From blocks away, you could hear shuffleboard players shouting and jukebox music blasting. On many occasions, I used that auditory signal to vector in on Brogan’s while whiskey-blind from some other island tavern. My favorite table at Brogan’s was just inside the second-story balcony. It provided a beautiful view of the beach and the beach bunnies sporting the latest Victoria’s Secret–style bikinis. More important to me was the handy X factor that no other island bar offered: you could take a piss right off the deck into the needles and cones of two-hundred-foot-tall Georgia pines.


As undercover operators, we early on mastered the study of our surroundings. It was imperative to become experts at examining and identifying escape routes, to know who was with whom, and to recognize potential threats. Over time it became instinct—a skill necessary to stay alive in our world. Missing any signal and not being ready to adapt got you dead.


Enter Jay Dobyns. This is where Jay’s and my recollections differ. My version is the truth.


I first saw him from my balcony perch as he approached the bar through the parking lot. I thought, “That fucker is huge. Look at the guns on him.” I made a mental note to track his location and then went back to my boys. We were drinking and planning training scenarios for first-time undercover prospects. A short time later, I was distracted—no doubt by one of the many hard beach bodies prancing in and out of the bar—when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned to see Jay offering my weapon of choice: Jack Daniels on the rocks. I was caught off guard. He was not only massive and daunting, but he was that guy you knew all the women were going flock to. I already hated him.


As Jay handed me the whiskey, he said, “Nothin’ from nothin’. I’ve heard you do some serious street work, and I just wanted to buy you a cocktail.”


My strongest suit always has been my weakest suit: my big mouth. Out of instinct and because he had entered without an invite what I perceived to be my world and personal space, I blurted out, “And who the fuck are you?”


“ATF agent Jay Dobyns. Have a good night.”


I turned my back to him and faced my buddies.


“Who is that fag? I thought he was going to groupie-grab my dick,” I said.


Jay disappeared inside the bar, taking my insult in what I would later learn was his normal, casual stride. One of the boys said, “That’s the dude who got shot in Arizona, first day on the job. Motherfucker got taken hostage, shot, and came right back to work.”


I thought to myself, “Ain’t I the fuckin’ asshole.”


Another buddy chimed in that they had heard good shit about Jay, and he was some kind of college football star. Every time I looked over, he was laughing and so were the people around him, most of them hot chicks.


A few hours went by, and Jay meandered out onto the balcony to get some air. I called the waitress over and ordered two shots of JD. I didn’t know if he drank and didn’t care. He was gonna drink my drink, or that would be the end of our friendship before it started.


I joined him on the balcony, handed him the shot, and said, “So you’re the dumb fuck that walks into bullets.”


He graciously took the cocktail and said, “That’s me. Thanks for the drink.”


We slammed back the shots and laughed as the booze trickled down our throats. Then, as if channeling the same wavelength, we both whipped out our junk and pissed off the balcony.


MICHELLE (A.K.A. BAMBI)
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The product of a “normal” East Coast family, Michelle was anything but stereotypically normal. She drank most of the boys under the table a time or two and could take a lot of ribbing, but if a line got crossed, and you never knew exactly where that line was, you would find yourself being challenged to a fistfight. Michelle was not tiny, nor was she shy. She was known for her signature greeting, “Waaasssuup?” She had an infectious laugh and a smile made for movies. She was tall and, to put it gently, STACKED. Our female UCs had to fight the predictable stigma of being thought of as just arm candy. And what were they going to do if it broke bad?


The guys who thought that or said that hadn’t met Bambi.


First of all, Bambi would beat a motherfucker with another motherfucker. Yes, female UCs can create some issues, such as having to deal with sexual advances by a criminal. But they solve way more challenges than their presence creates. A female partner can more easily conceal electronics. Violators who are planning harm or a rip-off may not view the female of the team as a threat, which means that female may very well be the one to save your ass. Don’t get me wrong, many females do solo UC work and do it as well as any male. But if a violator says, “Come alone,” you probably can get away with bringing your “ol’ lady” to a deal. Bring another guy and things can go to shit rapidly, whereas you almost always can explain away your girlfriend.


It’s much easier for cover teams to recognize a female voice in a room of men talking on a wire. A female can excuse herself to the ladies’ room and call the cover team without anybody following her into the bathroom. And, juries tend to love female cops.


All that aside, Bambi melded seamlessly into the UC cop world and did not consider herself too good for any task. She was smart and a total team player. I’d go through any door with her any day.


GUNDO
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Gundo was a strange cat. It was like he made it to the 1970s and got stuck. He was a hyperintelligent investigator and always seemed to see that one angle the rest of us didn’t see or had missed. Gundo came to ATF by way of local law enforcement, and to say he was a likeable guy would be a massive understatement. If someone didn’t like Gundo, they were an asshole. Gundo only spoke when he had something to say, so consequently everybody listened when he did. He had the love and respect of both the agents and the bosses. He was the clear head when the rest of us were in chaos. He did a few years as a boss and decided it was not his flavor, so he returned to fieldwork. Whether appearing as a neat and clean-cut boss type or the grizzled, white-bearded, hair-down-to-his-ass street agent most of us came to recognize, Gundo always brought his A game.


Gundo was a tall, good-looking, wiry, Midwestern guy—and the consummate chameleon. You got a sense he didn’t like the big city but endured it to put bad guys in jail. In the 1980s, he had been the old man of his academy class. Much like the other cops ATF had hired, Gundo got in under the wire. In those days, you had to be employed by your thirty-fifth birthday in order to be able to accumulate twenty years of service to retire by the then mandatory age-fifty-five retirement date. Gundo just made it. I asked why he waited so long to get on with the feds, and he just said he wasn’t sure a law enforcement career was for him. He’d finished college, done an internship with the Missoula, Montana, sheriff’s department, and had been “intrigued but not sold.” He looked around at probation department jobs and juvenile probation jobs, and accepted an offer from the Missoula County Sheriff’s Office before ultimately joining ATF.


Gundo told me he knew exactly when he had found a home at ATF. Sitting in his academy classroom, the instructor put on a prerecorded video of then ATF assistant director Phil McGuire. After doing the whole welcome-aboard speech, McGuire simply said if you’re going to be an ATF agent, remember first and foremost “we work harder than the others, and we play harder than the others.” Gundo said he looked around the classroom, and everybody was smiling. Mr. McGuire got that part right.


BOX
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Now here was an operator’s operator. Having fled Cuba as a child with his parents, Carlos Baixauli, a.k.a. Box, grew up with a hard-fought work ethic. He loved this country and wanted to be part of its security. He graduated college—no minor task since his family had been dispossessed of all personal wealth before fleeing Castro’s Cuba—and joined law enforcement at the state level in Miami, Florida, working with the Division of Alcoholic Beverages & Tobacco. This made him a natural selection for ATF. That and being fluent in Spanish during the height of what would become known as the Miami drug/cocaine wars, an intensive series of conflicts between the US government and multiple drug cartels during the late 1970s and early 1980s.


Box easily melded into ATF undercover culture, and after a decade or more of undercover work (and with a beautiful wife and children), he migrated to the ATF National Academy where he ultimately ran the entire undercover training program.


JIMM
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Which brings us to Jimm Langley, one of my oldest friends in ATF. Jimm joined from the US Customs Service, where he operated fast boats and chased bad guys (and girls) all over the Atlantic. I know this because on more than one occasion I was right there next to him. Jimm hailed from Kentucky and was assigned to the Marathon, Florida, customs office. We were “bunkies” on an international cooperative smuggling interdiction operation in the Bahamas. After that detail, Jimm, Bernie, who was our US Customs boat captain on that trip, and I all hired on with ATF.


DINO


Short, round, and Puerto Rican, Dino was a former US Army paratrooper and a commissioned officer. He ultimately would partner up with Bambi. Dino was the opposite of Gundo in terms of having a calming effect on the team. There wasn’t a damn thing about Dino that could have been described as calming. You didn’t even have to try to wind him up for him to be ready to explode. And once wound up, there was no shutting him down. Who knows why he was this way. Maybe because he was short and had to be loud to be heard—sorry, Dino.


He came to us by way of the Federal Bureau of Prisons. After surviving the Atlanta Cuban prison riots of 1987, he was looking for higher ground. When I was transferred to Atlanta in the early 1990s, Dino was one of the first to call and welcome me aboard. When I finally met him in person, he was hyper and motivated, and I knew we would end up doing some good things together.


PAT


Wow, where to begin? Pat Kelly (RIP, our brother) is affectionately referred to as the Godfather of undercover. After serving his time as a frogman for the US Navy Underwater Demolition Teams (the genesis of the modern Navy SEAL teams), Pat entered local law enforcement in the Midwest. He eventually gravitated to the Treasury Department and got pulled into ATF during the moonshine hiring push. He didn’t have a college degree, but that would prove to be a nonissue.


Pat was gruff, no bullshit, and had no tolerance for laziness or whining. He was an old-school man’s man. When it was business, it was all business. When it was time to play, well, that’s when he took the gloves off for real. He sported his thick, slightly graying, bushy mustache for as long as I knew him.


Pat took over the undercover program pre-Box, pre-Jimm, and pre-Charlie. His classes were long, sometimes all day and into the night, because you didn’t go home until the work was done. Everybody has a Pat Kelly story to tell.


CHARLIE
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Charlie Fuller was another byproduct of the Miami cocaine wars of the 1970s and ’80s, and he was just a damned natural when it came to undercover work. This guy had more hustle in him than baseballer Pete Rose, except Charlie’s hustle was of the street variety. He talked more shit than Wolfman Jack and two wartime radio stations. Charlie had worked a long-term undercover early in his career that admittedly “fucked him up.” This would be the catalyst for his transfer to the ATF Academy, where he worked with Pat Kelly and eventually took over the undercover program at FLETC. Charlie took a liking to me, and, unexpectedly, we later became partners for the final year of his career in Atlanta.


MILTON (A.K.A. THE RAGIN’ CAJUN)
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No one ever asked Milton, “Where are you from?” With his exceedingly thick southern Louisiana accent, you just knew. His crawfish low-country boil was legendary during the course of an undercover school or RatSnakes reunion. He was what we called a big ol’ boy, and he had a hard side, probably from his days as a criminal investigator for the Louisiana Department of Justice or from wrestling alligators in the bayous (pure speculation). He was big, he was strong, and he had a bullshit tolerance level of zero. When the shit broke bad, he was the guy you wanted on your six.


This is how he and I met. I was invited to help teach a three-week undercover block of instruction for a new-agent class. At this point, I knew only a few of the players, but my name was out there in the field as a worker. I arrived at the academy a couple days early, per instructions, and checked into my rented townhouse on St. Simons Island, where the instructors stayed as a perk. Not knowing anybody yet, and having nowhere to be, I decided to stop in at Pam’s #1 cop bar, a staple of anyone passing through the training center. Since my trainee days, Pam’s had been our home away from home.


As always, Bob, the co-owner, was stationed at the front door like a sentry, not for security but to greet old friends. Behind the bar was Bob’s wife, Pam, and both immediately greeted me with a handshake and a hug.


It was early in the day, and everybody was still in class, so I meandered over to the bar. I sat a couple stools down from a guy I thought was some local greasy, unkempt fisherman. We were the only two at the bar, and there was an elderly couple having lunch at one of the tables. Without a word, Pam slid over a JD on the rocks. I thought to myself, “I have spent way too much time in here.”


The dude sitting two stools down reached over with his drink to toast. We tapped glasses, and he said, “Right on, JD.”


I remember thinking, “Fuck, I am such a shit magnet.”


Bob walked over and asked, “You two degenerates know each other?”


We both stared straight ahead into the bar mirror and simultaneously said, “Nope.”


“Vince Cefalu, ATF–San Francisco,” said Bob, “meet Milton Bonaventure, ATF–Baton Rouge.”


Both our heads snapped around.


“That’s funny as shit,” I said. “I figured you’d just been released on parole.”


“I thought the same about you, too, motherfucker,” he said.


We slid our stools together and started what would become one of my most cherished friendships for the rest of my career.


[image: ]


In these pages, I will tell you the famous, not so famous, and infamous stories of life within the world’s greatest undercover agency, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms. If you are shocked, I am sorry. If you laugh, you are welcome. If it makes you sad, it’s the truth.


My sole purpose in writing this book is to identify and glorify the heroes I was privileged to serve with. This book represents my crew of “Untouchables.” It is not my intent to suggest that it is all-inclusive or even begins to represent all of the talented, hard-working agents in the bureau. I believe that ATF has the most dedicated and focused employees in the country. There are ATF special agents who have never done one undercover operation and yet have solved some of the most heinous crimes and incarcerated some of the most violent offenders in the nation. There are support staff, compliance investigators, analysts, and ATF National Laboratory folks who help to make this all work. Without them, there would be no RatSnakes. There are many who have sacrificed much to protect the United States. They did it without regret, and with a smile on their faces. I wasn’t the best UC operator ATF ever had, and I wasn’t the worst. But I knew and loved the best, and on occasion they would let me in their circles.









CHAPTER 1
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WIRED FOR SPEED


On my first solo undercover meet, I was wearing so much electronics, I was afraid I was going to shut down the city’s electrical grid. It was 1987 in San Francisco, and my job was to be introduced by a confidential informant (CI) to a violator. I was going to meet the bad guy at his house to buy a small amount of cocaine and a stolen pistol—a quick in-and-out deal. I had a one-watt transmitter with a range of about two city blocks, on a good day, and if there weren’t too many structures between me and the agents monitoring the wire. I had the transmitter taped to my inner thigh. I had a repeater in place to boost the signal. I was wearing a Nagra recorder taped to the small of my back.


This was before the days of microrecorders and computer chips, and we had limited equipment options. The Nagra recorder was our best solution in the day. These reel-to-reel tape machines dated back to the 1950s and were revered for their stereo-quality recording. When I first saw this thing, I couldn’t believe it was the best the feds had, but it was. You didn’t just slap a tape in it and hit Record. Nor could you play it back without a playback unit. It was large and bulky—roughly the size of a big handheld calculator—with two microphones at the end of two eighteen-inch wires. There were several preferred ways to carry this device. You could place the recorder on your back and wrap surgical tape around and around to hold it in place. You then ran the wires up your back and over your shoulders and taped the microphones to your chest. This made it impossible to wear the Nagra with just a T-shirt or light clothing. The other way to carry the device was to wear a medical wrap around your ribs that was specially designed to hold it. Neither scenario was easy for me because I only weighed about 175 pounds.


I was also carrying a panic—a.k.a. “oh, shit”—button. This was a simple battery-operated pressure switch that would send a unique squelch over our police radios, signaling distress by the UC, i.e., my rookie ass. The panic button was about half the size of a pack of cigarettes and really couldn’t be concealed too carefully or it would be hard to use. Most UCs who did carry it just stuck it in their pocket, which ran the risk of accidentally depressing the button due to the device’s rudimentary design.


With the electronics loaded on, the next dilemma was to figure out where to carry my handgun. A bad guy carrying a gun to a meet isn’t too worried about who sees it. But our duty weapons back then had serial numbers—starting with the letters US—and some even had a Treasury badge on the side of the pistol. In other words, you couldn’t let the violator see or handle your pistol. That first time, I had my gun stuck in my belt on my hip toward the back. Nothing says cop like a leather holster, so I never used one. For those who have seen the 1992 Tarantino movie Reservoir Dogs, where the undercover cop practices his role in front of a mirror before the meet, that was me on my first deal.


The average civilian has seen shows where the cool undercover cop walks in, buys the dope or guns, and busts the bad guy. We wish it were that simple. In reality, a simple fifteen-minute undercover meeting can be the most stressful time in a man or woman’s life. There are no rules. Anything can happen. On more than one occasion, agents have gotten ripped off. It’s not like you can break out a test kit for a twenty-dollar crack rock buy. Those test kits cost money, plus when you are buying only a small amount of drugs, it would look silly to be wasting some of the crack to test it. It was not uncommon on larger-scale buys to test the drugs before exchanging money.


Agents are often “flexed” (sold fake dope). It looks like dope, but it isn’t. Although most states and the federal government have laws prohibiting the sale of counterfeit substances, most jurisdictions won’t prosecute these cases. They lack jury appeal and, after all, it’s not even dope. Some of the larger rip-off cases would be prosecuted. It also depended on who the violator was and the extent of their criminal history.


Now, when it comes to agents purchasing guns on the street, you might think that is an easy one. It’s not so easy in a dark alley with your heart threatening to pound out of your chest. Not to mention that street thugs call practically every firearm an Uzi. In fact, an Uzi is an Israeli-made submachine gun first designed in the late 1940s. It’s known as one of the first weapons to employ a telescoping bolt design, meaning the magazine or clip is in the pistol grip, allowing for a shorter weapon, which is an obvious advantage. But most street thugs don’t have a clue about the firearms they sell. Sometimes the guns don’t work, or they are broken. Sometimes they are purported to be “machine guns,” and they are not. There are field test procedures to determine if a firearm is fully automatic, but sometimes it’s impossible to tell until the gun is actually fired at a range. It’s the agent’s job to examine the product closely. Unfortunately, some UCs have been duped into purchasing toy guns. It looks like a gun, acts like a gun, but when you get back to the office, you realize you have spent five hundred dollars on an air pistol. This never happened to me, but it could have. Try living that one down in your group.


Undercover work is scary—every time. But nothing is as scary as your first significant UC assignment. Everything is on the line: the respect of your fellow UCs, the confidence of your bosses, and ultimately your life. Will you choke? Will you be compromised? Will you remember the bust signal? Will you talk too much? The goal of undercover work is to develop evidence and capture a recording of the violator talking, not a recording of the undercover talking.


That first time for me was not all that stellar. The deal went fine, but I learned a lot from the debriefing with the cover agents. Apparently, the wire was cutting in and out after I left the vehicle and entered the residence. When the wire did work, the only person the cover team could hear talking was me. After I had seen the dope and guns, I just handed the violator the money and left. I never counted the cash for the recording or described the merchandise for the recorder. Live and learn.


[image: ]


You might be wondering why anybody would want to be an undercover operator. Few normal jobs result in death if you are not good at them, and undercover work entails tiptoeing on the edge of a cliff in a storm every minute of every day. Frankly, not everybody possesses the skill set, the personality, or the balls to be an undercover agent. Although ATF is one of the premier agencies when it comes to undercover investigations, not all agents are expected to do undercover work, despite the fact they all have received the necessary training. Within ATF, undercover work is voluntary, and no agent can be forced to do undercover.


There are many reasons—some good, some not so good—for crossing into the undercover world. The textbook answers, which are all true, are to protect our communities, make a difference, stand up for the law. However, hidden within those reasons is the juice, a.k.a. adrenaline rush, the recognition/fame/glory, personal challenge, and—full disclosure—pussy. Some girls love Good Bad Boys and Bad Good Boys.


You know from meeting Bambi that, of course, there are female undercover agents. They are some of the finest operators this bureau has ever produced. I initially thought about dedicating a chapter to our female UCs and calling it “SheSnakes,” but that would suggest they were different, and that their contributions were less heroic or somehow different. In short, we can be country girls or boys, kids from wealthy families, inner-city youths, or the girl next door. We come from New York, California, Texas farms, Detroit suburbs, and the beaches of South Florida. Some are model gorgeous and many of us are just stone-cold ugly. Some are physically huge, others are small and nondescript looking. Some barely graduated from college, others possess advanced degrees from Ivy League schools. But the dynamic we all have in common is the need for speed.


For me, that need for speed started in my youth and ultimately led me to ATF, although after getting an honorable discharge from the military at age twenty-three, I initially envisioned my career would be as a detective or some kind of agent with the US Customs Service. When I attended basic investigators’ school, in the class of forty-eight students there were approximately thirty US Customs agents, a couple ATF agents, a Secret Service agent or two, and the rest were recruits from the Office of Inspector General, or OIG agents, who investigated fraud and other crime for the US Department of Commerce. The Criminal Investigator Training Program (CITP), as it was called in the 1980s, was a generic investigators’ academy that most federal agents had to attend before moving on to another academy for agency-specific training. Suffice to say, I didn’t leave that school knowing much of anything about ATF. Although I had applied to almost every federal law enforcement agency out there, Customs was the first to offer me a job. My foot was in the door.


Once I finished my advanced training and boat school, I was supposed to report to Key Largo, but at the last minute my assignment was switched to Key West. It didn’t matter to me because I didn’t know where either one was. When I arrived in Key West and got settled, it was interesting to find out that my supervisor was a former ATF agent, as were four of the senior agents in my office. Eight of the nine drug task force Customs agents in Key West were former ATF agents. I remember thinking: “I sure am glad I didn’t go to that apparently fucking train wreck of an agency”—especially the Philly office, which had the worst reputation. As time went on, I learned why ATF had such a bad rep.


During the drug wars of the 1970s and ’80s, the United States built up its drug interdiction capabilities using the US Customs Service. They were hiring busloads of agents, buying airplanes, blimps, fast boats, helicopters. It looked like they would take over the world. Around the same time, in the early 1980s, rumors began circulating that the Bureau of ATF might be abolished. WTF? The ATF had only been a bureau for approximately ten years. Hell, it hadn’t had enough time to fuck shit up good, and they already wanted to abolish it. When I say “they,” I mean then US president Ronald Reagan (and some others). Case in point, ATF agent Ariel Rios, a member of the presidential anti-drug task force in South Florida, was allegedly in possession of a reduction in force (RIF) notice at the time of his tragic murder during an undercover deal in 1982.


The word was out—you’d better start looking for somewhere to go in another agency, because there wasn’t going to be an ATF in the near future. That was why agents were jumping ship en masse and heading to Customs. Plus the fact that, due to regulations and the small size of ATF back in those days, the bureau was promoting at a much slower rate than at Customs. The ATF agents who came over to Customs were superstars and rose through the ranks at lightning speed. I didn’t give a fuck about climbing that ladder. After working a big smuggling case with one token ATF agent sent down from Miami, I realized these ATF guys could investigate circles around the other agencies. Besides, I didn’t like bobbing around in a boat on the ocean all that much.


By the time I considered going to ATF, the bureau had fought off attempts to abolish the agency—with the incidental help of the insurance industry, which benefited from ATF’s expertise in arson investigations, as well as the National Rifle Association (NRA), which hated us but also was horrified at the thought of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), a.k.a. Big Brother, taking over the enforcement of gun laws.


After they heard I was going to ATF, the guys in the Key West office took every opportunity to bust my balls. One agent, whom I later found out had been a no-shit ATF legend, handed me a knife one day when we all were at lunch. I asked him: What’s this for? He replied, “If I was going to ATF, I’d slit my wrists.” However, to a man, one by one they came up to me at my going-away party and whispered, “You’re going to love ATF. It was the best job I ever had.”


They were right, although another one of my early undercover experiences was a study in what not to do. Generally speaking, the UC designates a distress or bust signal he or she will use. That signal will determine the actions of the cover team—the group of agents monitoring the operation, who are ready to move in when it’s time to make arrests or extract the UC from an operation gone bad. The bust signal should be something the UC would not generally say by mistake but easy enough to remember. My youth and inexperience, and maybe a little too much bravado, caused me to pick the absolute worst verbal signal I ever could have come up with.


I chose “motherfucker” or something like that as my signal. I recall the senior agents questioning my choice, but they let me make my own mistakes. The problem with using that particular term as my bust signal was that after six years in the US Marine Corps, I was very familiar and loose with that little epithet.


With the cover team in place, I called the violator, in this case a street methamphetamine dealer in Sonoma County, California. I was going to buy a small amount of meth, and the deal was set to happen at his house in a shitty, white-trash neighborhood. He said, “Come on, let’s do this.” I proceeded to the house and shook hands with the dealer, and he invited me inside. Literally, within thirty seconds of entering the residence, you guessed it, the first of many “motherfuckers” passed my lips—well before the dope had exchanged hands. I heard engines rev and doors slam down the block—shit, I just gave the bust signal. As luck would have it, the violator was in another room, and I was able to call off the dogs by telling them over the wire it was a mistake.


Not two minutes later, I motherfucked somebody again. This time the violator was standing right next to me. I said, “I’m going to step out and get a smoke.” I went out on the front porch and waved off the vehicles slowly rolling my way. I made my way back into the house and closed that deal as fast as I could. Then I used the bust signal—on purpose—and the cavalry came. Needless to say, I never used that bust signal again.









CHAPTER 2
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T-MEN


By the time I came on, ATF was moving away from investigating the illegal liquor business and focusing more on the illegal firearms trade and other violent crime. I did, however, have one occasion to be present in court as a uniformed police officer sitting in on a magistrate’s hearing regarding bootlegged liquor. All officers who had issued citations or made misdemeanor arrests would sit in the jury box and wait for their case to be called. This was in Georgia around 1983, and one of the longtime barbers in Athens had a nice shop in the town square. He was an old African American guy, and many of us would have him cut our hair. His shop was a meeting place right out of a Norman Rockwell painting. So, I was surprised to see him in court that morning.


When they called his case, he was charged with selling moonshine out of his shop. As he was answering the magistrate’s questions regarding the violation, he stated his defense, something along these lines: “Judge, I didn’t know it was illegal to sell shine, because I’ve been selling gallons of it over the years to those fellas over there.”


I had a good chuckle watching several of the old-timers in our group awkwardly avert their eyes as the barber pointed straight to the jury box where we police officers sat.


To be honest, I came to ATF with exactly zero experience or knowledge about moonshine. I didn’t understand the bootleg liquor trade or its culture. From my perspective, it was old news. And yet, as I learned to respect and appreciate, long before modern-day ATF agents arrived on the scene, or, for that matter, before we were born, a group of brave agents established a tradition of heroism that serves as a model and reminder of what an ATF agent should strive to achieve. These law enforcement agents of days gone by were the ones who ran toward the sound of gunfire. They repeatedly answered the nation’s call to service in the most dangerous and unfavorable law enforcement operations in the history of the United States. They did so because that’s what dedicated agents do. “They” were the special agents working under the auspices of the US Treasury Department, charged with enforcing US Prohibition laws in the 1920s and early 1930s.


Viewed as progressive in its time, the temperance movement already had gained widespread traction when the US government, via the Eighteenth Amendment of the Constitution, put a nationwide ban on alcohol production, transportation, and sales. The actions of those who saw a profit to be made through illicit alcohol sales, coupled with the violence that protected their activities, put them on a collision course with the US Treasury Department and those who enforced its laws, the Alcohol Tax Unit of the IRS.


I had been a US Treasury agent for almost a year before I heard the term “T-man.” On my first visit home after completing training, I was at the house of my childhood best friend’s parents. We were having cocktails, and her dad, Jack, called me a T-man. Jack was my idol. Jack was the man everybody wanted to be. He was a no-shit World War II hero, gravely injured months before Germany surrendered. He had a history degree from UC Berkeley and was a wealth of knowledge. That being said, I still felt I had to correct him. He went on to explain how, back in the day, Treasury agents were called T-men. He was right, of course.


The T-men chose to set any personal feelings aside and enforce the most unpopular laws in our land. They fanned out across the country—sometimes working solo and enlisting the help and support of local law enforcement agencies—and brought the battle to the gangsters and moonshiners. Since most of the glory and public attention was directed at the FBI and J. Edgar Hoover’s media machine, the T-men were able to do their jobs without undue congressional or governmental oversight (or interference). The practice of recruiting local help would ultimately carry over decades and become the greatest tool in ATF’s arsenal.


Unfortunately, when Prohibition was repealed in 1933, violence and illegal untaxed liquor sales did not stop. In fact, bootleg sales and moonshine wars continued, and what resulted was death. As more moonshine stills popped up across the country, the duties of the Prohibition agents took them to the streets of Chicago, the sunny beaches of Florida, and the mountains of Kentucky in pursuit of the daring and Wild West–like moonshiners. While other federal agents were conducting conventional investigations, ATF agents were lying in tick-infested woods waiting for the operators of a still to arrive. Agents also could be found dressing and acting in a manner that allowed them to mingle unnoticed with their quarry, the illegal liquor purchasers, and entering the bowels of the inner city or rural brothels and smoke-filled shot houses to make undercover purchases of liquor.


The stories of the FBI’s diligent pursuit of bank robbers and dissident political groups are legend. Many of us can rattle off names like Baby Face Nelson, Machine Gun Kelly, and the like as linked to famous FBI chase-and-capture stories. But unless you chose to distill illegal liquor—in other words, “run moonshine”—or in other ways participate in the shady side of Prohibition, you likely would not have encountered those shadowy figures known as T-men or “revenuers.” While Chicago-based Prohibition agent Eliot Ness and his team of Untouchables gained well-deserved fame, there are countless other agents who carried out their duties without thanks or recognition. We all have heard about high-speed, backroad pursuits to make the arrests of major tax-evading criminals back in the day. These weren’t sexy headlines. And, sadly, many good men and women lost their lives battling these criminals, most of the time receiving only a mention in the local newspaper when struck down in the line of duty. At the time of this writing, 188 ATF/Alcohol Tax Unit agents have lost their lives in the line of duty.
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The 1960s changed everything. Little did I know at four years old, sitting in front of the television watching the news of John F. Kennedy’s assassination, that I would one day be on a presidential protection detail. The Vietnam War, and even more specifically, US entry into combat after the Gulf of Tonkin incident in 1964, marked a time of social unrest, criminal chaos, and a divided country. One glaring sign of our country’s troubled times was the emergence of fanatical and sometimes violent quasi-political radical groups, such as the left-wing revolutionary Symbionese Liberation Army (SLA), the Weather Underground that sought to overthrow “US imperialism,” and the controversial Black Panther Party (BPP). Growing up in the San Francisco Bay Area, I had a front-row seat to the craziness. The one common thread among these groups was that they all were out for self-interest, and many relied on violence and criminal activity to support their “cause.” They were known to possess and use exotic and extremely powerful firearms and explosives.


These and other groups—such as the Hells Angels motorcycle gang, which notoriously became part of the decade’s counterculture movement in San Francisco and beyond—relied on crime to finance their operations. They used firearms to violently protect themselves and advance their agendas. ATF was a major source of aggravation to these groups, evidenced by several bombings and attempted bombings directed at ATF’s San Francisco office. Unlike other federal agencies, ATF’s success gauge (litmus test, if you will) was often the level of violence the agency incurred.


In the era of the shooting assassinations of President John F. Kennedy (1963 in Dallas, Texas), civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. (1968 in Memphis, Tennessee), and presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy (1968 in Los Angeles), Congress again turned its attention to addressing firearms violence in America. The Gun Control Act was signed into law by President Lyndon B. Johnson in October of 1968. Congress had therein armed the federal government with a set of laws and regulatory guidelines that finally would make it possible to significantly impact armed criminals in this country. However, in doing so, they initially left out one important feature: Who would enforce these laws?
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