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DEDICATION

To my brother, Jimmy, who shared my dreams and my soul and always was there for me.






FOREWORD

When I started out as a young trial attorney in the New York metropolitan area, everyone talked about a handful of legal legends. Those were names that made their way into just about every interesting, shocking, and/or hilarious trial story my generation of lawyers talked about. And considering the area we worked in, there had been plenty of those kinds of cases over the past fifty years.

At the top of that list of legendary lawyers was Chris Franzblau. I swear, I saw his name connected to just about every past case that got my attention. Those were largely mob cases involving a laundry list of colorful characters who were deeply connected in the world of organized crime. Meyer Lansky. Jerry Catena. Anthony “Tony Pro” Provenzano. Jimmy Hoffa. Simone “Sam the Plumber” DeCalvacante and Salvatore “Sally Bugs” Briguglio. Whenever I heard or read Chris’s name, I knew it was a case I’d want to learn more about.

Imagine how it felt, then, the first time I realized I had the Chris Franzblau as my opposing counsel on a civil case.

Was I thrilled to see him in action?

Was I terrified of facing off against a guy who had achieved near-mythical status in New York and New Jersey legal circles?

The answers to those two questions, in order, are yes and hell yes.

More than anything, though, I saw it as a challenge.

This was my chance to knock this big shot off his perch, to bring the local legend back down to earth. And I came out swinging.

The start to our professional relationship was anything but professional. It was ugly. It quickly became apparent to both of us that neither was going to back down—ever.

We butted heads all through that case… and through many subsequent cases. We had nasty, insulting interactions. One time in a deposition, he came around the table and got right in my face. The threat was more than implied. His steely-eyed stare communicated strength and bravado earned from decades of going toe-to-toe with mobsters. It didn’t hurt that he looked like someone straight out of central casting for The Godfather.

For twenty years, neither Chris nor I ever said one nice word to the other. And we were both perfectly happy with the terms of our relationship.

Then, sometime around 2010, we were both guests at the wedding of a mutual friend at the Plaza Hotel in Manhattan. Late in the evening, after we’d all enjoyed a lovely ceremony, a wonderful meal, and a few drinks, our host, Steven Katz, brought us together. Out of respect for him, we obliged.

“Chris, Bruce,” he said, “it’s time to end all this nonsense between the two of you. It’s over. It’s done. Now, I want you to bury the hatchet once and for all.”

“Where?” I asked without hesitation. “In his forehead?”

There was a split second of silence, none of us certain what would happen next.

Then I saw a smile break through Chris’s gruff exterior.

I laughed.

He laughed.

We shook hands, and we’ve been good friends ever since. He’s even honored me by joining my law practice as a senior litigator at age ninety.

Several years ago, just after Chris turned eighty-five years old, I became mildly obsessed with the idea of saving his treasure trove of stories and memories for posterity. I said, “Chris, you aren’t getting any younger. When you’re gone, we are going to lose all your incredible stories. They’ll be lost forever. I cannot let that happen, so we’re going to start an oral history. The world cannot lose everything you’ve experienced over the past eighty-five years.”

So, over the next few years, Chris and I had several video recording sessions. Actually, those weren’t “recording sessions” as much as they were an opportunity for me to sit back and marvel at some incredible cases and historical events this man has lived through. Cameras captured story after story about the top mobsters of the fifties, sixties, and seventies and about the intersection of organized crime and politics, entertainment, business, and culture.

This book is our effort to record a small group of those stories and to share them with the world.

The stories you’re going to read are all true. They were written by me from Chris’s perspective, just as he has told them to me over the years. He’s also been very active in the development of this book, and he has personally reviewed and signed off on every chapter, offering corrections and additions whenever needed.

Believe it or not, as I sit here writing this foreword, today is Chris’s ninety-third birthday. I actually just drove him home a few hours ago from a little celebration we had for him. We had a great chat in the car, just as we always do. His sharp mind continues to amaze me.

It’s hard to imagine a day when I won’t be able to sit down with him and laugh together as he tells (and retells) all these now-familiar stories in person. But when that day finally comes, I’ll at least be able pour myself a drink and turn the pages of The Last Mob Lawyer.

And now, so can you.

Bruce Nagel

October 2024






INTRODUCTION

I’m a mob lawyer.

I spent more than forty years of my legal career representing some of the most notorious men in the history of organized crime. But today, writing this at age ninety-three, I’ve managed to outlive all the mob bosses, hit men, enforcers, con artists, bag men, capos, and empty suits who filled my days with contracts and pretrial motions and my nights with a strange mix of excitement and anxiety.

You might say I’m the last man standing of a bygone era of gangsters, mafiosos, and civilized brutality.

Some highlights from throughout my storied career include


	representing the head of the Genovese crime family and arguing for his freedom in front of the United States Supreme Court after he was incarcerated for refusing to answer questions before the New Jersey State Crime Commission.

	representing the International Brotherhood of Teamsters (known as the Teamsters) in its heyday under Jimmy Hoffa, and knowing why he was killed and where he really is buried.

	representing Anthony “Tony Pro” Provenzano and his notorious hit man Sal Briguglio, who was linked to fifty murders. (Briguglio was gunned down in Little Italy the day before he was to meet me to prepare for his trial for the murder of a Teamster rival to Tony Pro.)

	witnessing a raging fight between Jimmy Hoffa and Tony Pro in the visitor’s room at Lewisburg Penitentiary, in which each vowed to kill the other and their family—even their pets.

	watching the mob save the careers of Frank Sinatra and Tony Bennett.

	fighting the extradition of “the Mob’s Accountant,” Meyer Lansky, from Israel, where he fled in 1970 to avoid criminal prosecution.

	meeting at the Beverly Hills Hotel with Las Vegas mob boss Moe Dalitz, who had planned the escape of my Genovese crime family boss client before his subpoenaed appearance before a Los Angeles grand jury.

	representing Simone “Sam the Plumber” DeCavalcante after the FBI had illegally wiretapped his New Jersey office for almost two years and then released the tapes publicly to blunt the backlash after their other illegal wiretapping operations—including those against Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Muhammad Ali—were revealed to the public.

	playing golf with Kirk Douglas, Sam Klein (a major shareholder in Bally’s), and the Genovese boss at La Costa Resort in California—a round of golf that resulted in the ultimate divestiture of Klein’s shares in Bally.

	representing the mob owners of the Havana Riviera in Cuba to recover the assets lost following Castro’s violent takeover.



The Talking Heads once sang, “I’ve met the people you read about in books.” For decades, this line served as my personal mantra. Few people can say they were at the center of the key agreements and interactions among some of the world’s most famous (and infamous) attorneys, organized crime figures, entertainers, politicians, and business magnates. It often felt like I was living within the pages of a gripping novel, never quite sure what would happen on the next page. The characters seemed larger than life, and, in my work as an attorney, the stakes were incredibly high. Conversations that might seem unbelievable to most people became commonplace to me. Whether it was in the courtroom or at a high-profile dinner or event, I was privy to many encounters that sent ripples across the nation. Nearly every day, I was watching history being written.

Over my nine decades on this earth, I’ve come to realize that those figures, though villainized and mythologized in the media, were not as easily understood as you might expect. Things weren’t always clearly black or white, good or bad. Those individuals were complex. They were shocking in their brutality and in their generosity. They were notoriously cruel and surprisingly kind. They were just as likely to cut you down as they were to cut you in. They were driven by the same desires, fears, and ambitions as you or me—but their actions reverberated longer and louder than most of ours.

Looking back, I see that I was given an education in human nature, power, and the forces that shape our world. The people I met, especially my clients, will forever be etched in my memories, shaping my mindset and becoming a part of my legacy, just as they’ve become a part of America’s legacy.

Some of it good.

Most of it bad.

In the pages ahead, I’ll take you on a journey through my career working with these “made men.” This isn’t an autobiography nor a detailed history of organized crime in America. It’s a handful of memories from an interesting career, a collection of real-life stories I thought I’d share with you rather than taking to the grave with me.

This is merely a snapshot into the life of America’s last mob lawyer.

Enjoy.

Chris Franzblau

October 2024






CHAPTER 1 The Early Years


I was a kid of the Great Depression, born and raised in 1930s New Jersey. Ours was one of the few Jewish families in a predominantly Irish neighborhood. My father was an attorney, so we didn’t have it quite as bad as many other Jersey families back then, but times were still tight. My young mind couldn’t fully appreciate the harsh realities of the Great Depression that ravaged the world outside our small but comfortable single-family house in Newark. It wasn’t until much later that I realized it was the bank, not my parents, that really owned our home. Apparently, even a practicing attorney couldn’t withstand the financial pressures and foreclosures of the day.

My father was my hero nonetheless. He was successful, respected, brilliant, handsome, charismatic, and an incredible athlete. Dad was also a veteran, having enlisted in the army at age seventeen near the end of World War I. If he had been just a year or two older and had been able to join the war effort much earlier, there’s a good chance he never would have made it home to start a family. I can picture him racing into the heat of battle, bravely facing down enemy fire to serve his country and protect his brothers-in-arms. That’s the kind of man he was. A hero.

After the war, Dad came home and went straight to law school without ever attending college. Sounds crazy today, but it was possible back then. He excelled in his studies and passed the bar exam at an impressive twenty years of age after only two years of law school. He finished so quickly, in fact, that he had to wait around for several months after passing the bar before he could be sworn in. The minimum age for becoming a member of the bar was twenty-one.

My dad was my mentor and my protector, and I was always with him—and often with his clients—at social functions, on the golf course, and at Ruppert Stadium on Saturdays to see the old Newark Bears play baseball in the International League. I went everywhere with him. He also loved the theater and music, and he would take me to shows and concerts regularly and kept a library of poetry at home for my sister and me.

I thought he was invincible, and he gave me a feeling of security that stayed with me my entire life. Later, when I became a father of three, I always tried to raise my children the way he raised me.

That strong, constant, fatherly influence was critical to me growing up because my mother wasn’t always available to us. She suffered from crippling depression and was occasionally hospitalized and seldom left the house. So again, Dad stepped up as a father and as a husband. He took care of the house, shopped for groceries, bought our clothing, and took my mother on the Hoboken Ferry several days a week for her appointments with a prominent psychiatrist in New York City.

Even though Dad never made a lot of money, he still managed to join a local golf club, where he taught me to play. My favorite thing to do when I was in high school was to play a round with him at the Crestmont Golf Club in West Orange, New Jersey. I never could have guessed at the time how important those regular games would be to my career as an attorney myself.

One of my regular golfing buddies in the late 1950s was Abner “Longie” Zwillman, a well-known and highly respected Jewish businessman—and a member of an organized crime family in New York. My father knew Zwillman long before I did, though.

They fought Nazis together.

In New Jersey.

Literally.

When German sympathizers organized in Newark, Irvington, Watchung, and other New Jersey cities with large German populations in the late 1930s, Zwillman assembled a group of ex-boxers, tough guys, and some of his thugs to break up the Nazi-friendly meetings… and break their Nazi-friendly bones. The group included notorious men such as the Halper brothers, the Hye brothers, Max Arno, Big Soo Katz, and Red DeCesare. Not everyone in this band of pro-America warriors was part of the mob, however. Prominent businessmen and attorneys—including my father—joined Zwillman’s campaigns against Nazi sympathizers in our communities.

It might shock you to hear about a group of mobsters beating back the tide of Nazi Germany on the streets of Jersey. As you’ll see throughout this book, most of the people I’ve known in organized crime are not all bad all the time. They were complicated men with complicated motivations. Oftentimes, their biggest motivators were protecting their family and communities; other times, their motives weren’t quite as noble.

My father died in 1963 at the age of sixty-two. I was devastated. In an age when fathers often kept their children at arm’s length and left the child-rearing to the mothers, my dad was all in. No one knew me better than my father. Even now, more than sixty years after his passing, I can still hear his voice cheering me on and telling me how proud he is of me every day.


COLLEGE AND LAW SCHOOL

After high school, I attended Muhlenberg College in Allentown, Pennsylvania, a fine Lutheran school that required church attendance three days a week. Despite being one of a small handful of Jewish students enrolled, I faithfully attended every church service and excelled at the college’s required Bible classes.

After three years, however, I grew bored with school and decided to enlist in the military. It was 1952, and the Korean War was raging. Most of my friends from high school were being drafted into service, and I felt uneasy staying in school, safe and bored, while my peers were being shipped off to war. My father had enlisted as soon as he was legally able to during WWI. Who was I to do any less?

Dad, however, was heartbroken about my decision to leave school without a degree. He saw great potential in me even when I couldn’t see it in myself. I had never really enjoyed school, and I had grown to loathe college. A legal career had never been on my radar at all. However, before I could drop out and enlist, my father conspired with the head of the religious studies program at Muhlenberg, who was close friends with the dean of Duke Law School. Duke required entering law students to have a college degree, but the dean graciously decided to make an exception for me.

“Look,” the dean told my Bible professor, “if the kid passes high enough on the law aptitude test, I’ll admit him without a college degree.” I’m sure the law school dean never expected me to actually pass the test, let alone score highly enough to force him to follow through on his promise.

But I did.

And he did.

Believe it or not, that’s how I went to law school.

Though I wasn’t sure about it at first, it didn’t take long for me to see the wisdom in my father’s and religious studies professor’s intervention. I quickly fell in love with studying the law, and I made lifelong friends at Duke. I was elected president of our class in my second and third year at Duke and was a member of the university class council. I even planned to teach law upon graduation.

My golf skills opened many doors during my law school years as well. Both the dean of the law school and my constitutional law professor—the former solicitor general of the United States under President Franklin D. Roosevelt—learned I was an accomplished golfer and invited me to join them regularly at their country club. As our golfing relationship developed, they began inviting me into their homes for dinner and other social events, which opened many doors for me even before I completed my law degree. These contacts proved valuable throughout my studies and well into my career.

In what felt like the blink of an eye, I finished law school and in 1955 passed the bar exam in Washington, DC; New York; and New Jersey. By then, though, I was fed up with education and my years and years of nonstop studying. I was ready for some action. So I did what I had planned to do three years earlier: join the military. Only this time, I’d be joining as an attorney.





THE NAVY

I quickly learned that I wasn’t done with my education after all. When I joined the navy, I went straight into Officer Candidate School in April 1956, which was brutally tough. I became extremely close with the twenty-four guys in my class at Newport, Rhode Island, and felt that I had finally become ready for any physical or mental challenge after completing that rigorous training program. I got a huge break soon after, as I was given top secret clearance by the FBI and attended the US Navy’s cryptography school for top-secret coding and decoding. This gave me a certain status among naval officers. After completing that program, I was assigned to the Naval Justice School for studying the Uniform Code of Military Justice to be qualified to conduct courts-martial and other legal responsibilities for whomever I was to be assigned in the future.

My first assignment was to Naval Air Station in Pensacola, Florida. This was the second biggest break of my life.

Upon arrival, it was customary to present yourself to be formally introduced to the commanding officer and to receive your assignment. When I arrived at Admiral Loomis’s office, his aide told me that the admiral was not there. I thanked him and turned to leave when the aide asked a question that would literally define my entire naval career.

“Wait a sec,” he said. “Any chance you know how to play golf?”

An hour later, I was at the Pensacola Officers Golf Club playing with the admiral, the chief legal officer, and the commanding officer of the Marine Corps barracks. It was a remarkable and unexpected opportunity to spend time with the top leaders, and I was determined not to squander it. We had such a good time that afternoon that these high-ranking men became my weekly golfing crew. We played at the club every weekend for the duration of my stay in Pensacola. I also traveled with the admiral regularly to many other bases, always playing golf with him on these trips at some of the best courses in the country. The famous Blue Angels were in our command at Pensacola, so I even golfed and flew all over the country with them as well.

I became the admiral’s special liaison, and as such I traveled first class on US naval planes wherever I went. Although I was primarily an assistant legal officer, I presided over the officers’ dining room, and dinner could not begin without my approval. I was also put in charge of the brig, a job that came in quite handy in ingratiating myself to my superiors. I had the authority to put minor violators on work detail, so I began to send men out to work on the traps and landscaping at the golf club. This became a regular practice, something that the members of the Officers Club noticed and greatly appreciated.

During my time in Pensacola, I often flew with the admiral to the Guantanamo Bay naval base in Cuba, which was under the command of the Pensacola navy commanding officer. Havana in 1957 was a bustling place with two gambling hotels, The Nationale and Havana Riviera. The Copacabana Casino was also an exciting establishment, welcoming people from all over at that time. The hotels and casinos were magnificent in their decor and atmosphere, women were elegantly dressed, the flourishing restaurants and shops were inexpensive but luxurious, and everyone was there to have fun. The culture in Havana was an eye-opener.

A man named Mike Leon from New Jersey was an investor in Havana Riviera, along with Meyer Lansky and several other mobsters from Canada. When Castro came out of the hills and began taking over the country in 1958, however, the Riviera was confiscated by the new government and all the investors lost everything.*

Many years later, I represented Mike Leon and other investors before the United States Claims Commission in Washington to try to recover the lost investments in Cuba. The judgments I obtained can be collected only when the United States recognizes Cuba, and I am sure that the heirs of the clients I represented have no idea those judgments may someday be worth a fortune.

Near the end of 1958, I requested a transfer to Naval Station Norfolk in Virginia to be closer to my father, whose health was gradually fading. I arrived a couple of days before Christmas and volunteered to take watch for Christmas and New Year’s Eve. Because I’m Jewish, working on Christmas was no big deal to me, and it gave me a chance to make a good first impression on my new commanding officer.

At midnight on Christmas Day, I was awakened by the chief petty officer, who informed me that there was an emergency at the main entry gate to the base. I raced to the scene and found a very intoxicated base commanding officer and a young, injured sailor lying on the ground. The admiral had enjoyed a bit too much “Christmas cheer” and had hit the sailor with his car, knocking the victim off his motorcycle. The local police were on the way, so I had to act fast. I put the sailor in a navy ambulance headed to the hospital, and I had the admiral driven home before the local authorities arrived. Needless to say, my new commanding officer appreciated my efforts, and that incident laid the foundation for what would become an excellent relationship during my time at Naval Station Norfolk.
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