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FOREWORD TO 2016 EDITION

Mobster chief Sam Giancana was at the heart of one of America’s most notorious criminal conspiracies and this book gives us fresh information on that. His web of crimes and associations involve some of the most glamorous figures of his age, including the Kennedy family, Frank Sinatra and Marilyn Monroe. Written with the crisp cadence of a thriller, it is a fascinating expose of dark deals and adds more layers to that most famous mystery—who really killed President John Kennedy?

When Joe Kennedy asked Giancana to assist his son get elected president he entered dangerous territory that had far reaching consequences for the USA. When the same Kennedy clan betrayed him, by turning on the mafia that had helped them, it unleashed the sense of Double Cross that entitles this book.

In my own study of Lucky Luciano, I revealed how New York’s top gangster made secret deals with the US government to win a world war and then pursue a cold war against communism. It exposed how government is fatally attracted by the covert power wielded by mobsters and how they can use it against international enemies. Having sifted through once confidential government documents recording their willingness to work with gangsters to pursue their own ends, it should not come as a surprise to learn of Giancana’s deep involvement with the CIA—and yet it still is a shock to read the detail of such close collusion between government agents and mobsters in their joint assault on communist Cuba and Fidel Castro. Having lost so much of their criminal investment in Cuba thanks to the revolution, the mafia clearly had unfinished business there.

Having also seen how Luciano’s reputation was manipulated by government agencies after his release from prison, it becomes clear why the CIA never gave up on their relationship with Giancana and indeed may well have finished him off, according to the revelations in this book. What Sam Giancana’s brother and nephew, alongside Bettina Giancana, have given us in this riveting work is yet more proof of the dark realm in which government and underworld function together.

TIM NEWARK, 2016

 

Until 1969, our family was held captive by the legacy of Chicago Mob boss Sam Giancana. At that time, we mistakenly thought that by changing our last name, we could escape the very real stigma attached to being related to a notorious “gangster.” It was an act whose logic ultimately proved faulty, for it succeeded in stripping us of our rich Italian heritage, to say nothing of our friends and family. Hiding behind a mask, we denied our very existence, creating merely the illusion of normalcy. It was an illusion only we could dispel. This book is dedicated to the person who showed us that only by removing the mask can we ever truly hope to see ourselves.

The saga of Sam Giancana, its social and historical significance aside, would never have reached a single reader without the sincere enthusiasm of our literary agent, Frank Weimann; for his tireless efforts and friendship, we are indebted. Nor could this story have come to life with such grace and power without the expert guidance of our editor, Rick Horgan; for his tremendous vision and encouragement, we are deeply grateful.



FOREWORD

When Double Cross came out in 1992, it became an instant New York Times bestseller. Published in twelve countries, it created a firestorm of controversy and an avalanche of questions. First and foremost of these questions was “Can this really be true?” Our answer then—and now—is that Double Cross presents an accurate portrait of Chicago Mob boss Sam Giancana and his involvement in some of the most dramatic events of the twentieth century, events that changed the course of history.

Today, over twenty years later, we can unequivocally state that not only is the book accurate, but many of its shocking revelations have now been confirmed by academics, politicians, and members of investigative government agencies as well as those personally involved. Indeed, Robert Kennedy, Jr., recently told interviewer Charlie Rose that he had reason to believe that his uncle, President John F. Kennedy, was the victim of a murderous conspiracy that included organized criminals. He further stated that his own father, Robert Kennedy, also believed this to be true. For those naysayers who attempt to refute Double Cross, we can only say that, as of this date, no one has been able to disprove its claims.

But the purpose for this new foreword is not to tout the book’s credibility, but rather to add to the current record. Since 1992, much has come to light regarding the life and times of Sam Giancana—in particular his mysterious absence from the Chicago scene while living in Mexico between 1966 and 1974. With the wealth of new information we have obtained, we have concluded that Giancana’s murder was largely the consequence of his actions during this eight-year period in combination with his involvement with rogue elements of the CIA.

To fully understand the circumstances surrounding Giancana’s death, we must revisit his younger days with Chicago’s notorious 42 gang. There, he rose among the ranks thanks to his sociopathic ruthlessness and amazing talent for bringing in the cash through illegal gambling operations. Throughout Giancana’s criminal career, gambling continued to be his forte.

Once fully ensconced in the Chicago Syndicate, Giancana broadened his financial interests, growing a small empire based on policy and numbers rackets. It is at this juncture that he likely met the criminally gifted “King of Slots,” Eddie “Dutch” Vogel, who controlled illegal slot machines, pinball, and vending rackets throughout the region. It is also at this time that he crossed paths with a brilliant and highly ambitious “student” of Vogel’s—Hyman “Red” Larner. Dubbed by the press “The Outfit’s Mystery Man” and “The Ivy League Mobster,” Larner struck up a relationship with Giancana—a relationship that, some thirty years later, would lead directly to the Mob boss’s demise.

Appearing publicly only once, during the McClellan Committee investigation in 1959, Larner was a low-profile mobster who counted Meyer Lansky among his close associates. Working under Giancana, Larner expanded the old Vogel rackets, which now exploded across the nation. In the 1960s, he began acting as one of Giancana’s international front men, making high-level contacts that would enable Giancana to further his illegal gambling empire throughout the world.

In 1966, when Giancana moved to Cuernavaca, Mexico, he was not in exile as some have claimed. The information that we have obtained tells us that he was putting together, with Hyman Larner, what many believe would become the most lucrative gambling enterprise in history. From Mexico, this venture moved into the Caribbean and Central and South America, where the two men set up gambling on cruise ships and in ports of call. Through payoffs, they bought protection from dictators and Presidents south of the border, in particular Panama’s infamous Manuel Noriega. They also ingratiated themselves with what would become Colombia’s Medellín cartel, engaging early members as part of their operation. It was thanks to this revenue stream that the first Colombian cartel was born.

By the 1970s, Giancana’s international gambling ventures were bringing in millions, with a share of its profits dutifully delivered to the Chicago Outfit. When the operation began flying gambling supplies from Miami to Panama and flying back with a load of cocaine, Florida Mob boss Santo Trafficante also received a cut. Although cocaine trafficking was still in its infancy, the money was good. Perhaps, too good.

Across the border, the FBI had been taking notice of Giancana’s activities. In 1974, pressure was placed on the Mexican government and he was deported to the United States and served a subpoena to testify before a Chicago grand jury.

Back in Chicago, Giancana gave up nothing to the grand jury and, with Larner at the helm south of the border, continued to oversee his empire. The enormous wealth it was now generating did not go unnoticed by his cronies Tony Accardo, Joey Aiuppa, and Florida’s Trafficante, who let it be known that that they were not receiving a fair share of the profits. Larner was also unhappy; he’d been watching Giancana line his own pockets long enough and was pushing for a change in leadership—a change that would place him in control of the international gambling enterprises.

In 1975, when Giancana was subpoenaed to testify at the House Select Committee on Assassinations, he had a number of other detractors—men within the CIA, who also wanted him out of the way. With his testimony to the committee on the horizon, all parties agreed: Sam Giancana had to go.

Ignoring the fact that Giancana had always been a supporter of the Fifth Amendment, these men focused instead on what would happen if he did talk. Giancana had intimate knowledge of the CIA attempted hit on Fidel Castro as well as the assassination of a President. He also knew that ammunition and guns were slowly replacing slot machines as the cargo of choice into Panama and that the Colombian cocaine trade was destined to boom thanks to the cartel’s covert relationship with the CIA. Given the current political climate, Giancana could also have been able to conjecture where this relationship was headed: straight to what would later be called the Iran-Contra affair. In short, Sam Giancana knew far too much.

On the very evening that federal agents arrived in Chicago to escort him to Washington to testify before the committee, Giancana was murdered. Without question, a number of individuals breathed a sigh of relief and, as a side benefit, became instantly wealthier.

In the aftermath of Giancana’s death, what began as a gambling empire morphed into a cancerous drug- and arms-smuggling venture with the CIA. Larner continued to fly cocaine shipments into Miami and weapons into Panama, opening the door for more vicious criminal elements—the Colombian and Mexican cartels and the Russian mafia.

Returning to the questions asked when Double Cross was first published, another one stands out: Who actually pulled the trigger and murdered Sam Giancana? Perhaps this is irrelevant in light of the bigger picture. The truly important story, still to be fully revealed, is exactly what happened to Giancana’s empire after his death. How has U.S. organized crime—along with the CIA and international criminals—shaped our world today? How many wars have been funded with illicit dollars? How many governments compromised? How many world leaders corrupted, imprisoned, or assassinated? And the biggest question of all: How many U.S. Presidents have benefited from covert CIA operations, billions of dollars in illegal drugs—and the 1966 brainchild of Sam Giancana?

BETTINA GIANCANA SAM GIANCANA SEPTEMBER 2013



AUTHORS’ NOTE

In writing Double Cross, we’ve attempted to impart the essence of an enigmatic man as well as to portray, as accurately as possible, his involvement in national and global affairs as he himself related it. However, what follows is not an investigative treatise on the life and times of Sam Giancana—nor, do we believe, should it be. Too many important political revelations have gone unnoticed by the U.S. reader due to tedious journalistic research, which results, unfortunately, in tedious reading.

Instead, the subject of Sam Giancana’s life has been approached with every attempt to engage the reader—to tell a good story—while maintaining historical accuracy. Most of the information contained in these pages is the result of conversations, held over five decades, between Sam Giancana and his brother. The balance is the natural by-product of being on the inside of Chicago’s Outfit: information gleaned from personal experience (as younger brother to Chicago’s most powerful Mob leader) and contemporaneous conversations with various Outfit members. We’ve made every attempt to relate these conversations and events as unerringly as recollection will allow over the span of more than five decades.

What has emerged from this endeavor is something that is far greater than the sum of its parts. Double Cross is, in the end, more than a biography of a mobster, more than an exposé of organized crime, more than a steamy report featuring all the right players, more than a true crime narrative, and certainly more than a gripping political drama filled with Presidents, spies, and secret agents.

But despite these acknowledged assets, Double Cross may still be criticized for its lively approach. Bringing Sam Giancana and his times to life in a fashion more common to the novel than the exposé, all the while presenting the Mob leader’s own point of view, has made Double Cross a disturbingly entertaining story. And a subject such as this should not, by most accounts, be entertaining. Because of this approach, however, far more people can be expected to read Double Cross, and the historical purist will be forced to concede that no amount of journalistic research could ever replace the personal perspective offered by Sam Giancana himself.

Although most Americans have known little up until now about Sam Giancana’s impact on the nation, it’s precisely this lack of knowledge that has made writing Double Cross so necessary. Tired of the blatant misinformation and inaccuracies that have continued to be reported on topics ranging from the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre to the death of Marilyn Monroe and the assassination of John F. Kennedy, we decided it was time, once and for all, to tell the story of these events as Sam Giancana related it. The resulting revelations contained in Double Cross, although shocking, speak for themselves.

Thus, we now present what was confided to Chuck Giancana by his brother Sam Giancana as the truth of the times. It should be added that we do so with much sadness and no small measure of fear. This is a sordid and difficult legacy—and one we did not choose. It’s therefore our desire that, after completing the book, the reader will not find those bearing the Giancana name guilty, by association, with a man who so destructively changed the course of history.

We do believe there may yet be a positive outcome to the saga told here. Once armed with a truer account of our nation’s past, the reader—no longer enslaved by an apathy borne of falsehood—may possess a renewed ability to affect America’s future. And, in the final analysis, that may be what Double Cross is all about. Perhaps the reader, like these authors, will conclude that the ultimate double cross was not perpetrated against one individual but was, more significantly, committed against the people of this nation and the citizens of the world.

SAMUEL M. GIANCANA CHUCK GIANCANA August 1991
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CHAPTER 1

Everything was right; it was a beautiful night for a murder. Above the rustling treetops lining the quiet Oak Park, Chicago, suburb, occasional streaks of heat lightning flashed in the night sky. Although it was after ten o’clock, the sweltering humidity hadn’t lifted; the air was thick and hot and still. A dog barked in the distance. The sounds of crickets and humming air conditioners muffled the killer’s heavy, measured footfalls as he stealthily made his way along one side of the modest bungalow and down the concrete stairs to the basement below. He felt the .22 target pistol against his waist, hidden beneath his belt, reminding him of the task at hand.

He had nothing to fear—nothing to hide; he and his intended victim were friends. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, the heavy steel door swung open as it had a thousand times before and the familiar smell of cigar smoke, mingled with sausage and garlic, slapped him with countless memories spanning a lifetime of trust and loyalty. He looked Mooney Giancana squarely in the eye, and smiled.

If he knew what was coming, Mooney showed no fear, not the slightest inkling. Instead, he turned his back to continue nursing the fat sausages that sizzled in the pan. Hunched over the stove, he looked old from the back, like a graying hound past his prime.

The metal of the gun had grown warmer against the killer’s spine. The six-inch tube placed over the barrel’s nose pressed insistently. Mooney had always told him timing was everything—and the killer knew it was time now. He stepped up behind his friend and in one swift motion pulled the gun from its hiding place. Pressing it against the base of Mooney’s skull, he pulled the trigger. A sharp crack rang out and his victim lurched forward and then back again, falling faceup on the floor.

The killer stood over Mooney, a man he’d known for thirty years, and watched as he fought for air, gurgling in his own blood. And then he placed the gun into the gaping blue-lipped mouth and fired again. The bloody face shuddered; its vacant eyes fluttered and rolled. He shoved the gun under Mooney’s chin and lodged five more bullets in what was left of a brain.

His job accomplished, the killer calmly glanced from his watch to the sausages browning nicely on the stove. Then he walked back out the door into the summer night air. And vanished.

“Mooney’s dead.”

The words echoed through the night, shaking Chuck Giancana into consciousness. He felt the phone go cold in his hand. He wanted to ask how and why and a million other questions, but the voice on the line continued: “It sounds like a hit … he was shot in the head.”

There was no emotion in the telling, just a strange formality. True to form, even his brother’s death was a sort of business, to be reported from a safe distance, like everything else connected to the Outfit.

For a while, Chuck just sat on the side of the bed, listening to the dial tone. He wanted it to sink in, to really feel it. It was June 19, 1975, and his childhood hero—Chicago’s great and powerful underworld boss, Sam “Mooney” Giancana—was dead. It was finally over. Once and for all.

Two days later, Chuck attended his brother’s wake. Hundreds of reporters, curious onlookers, FBI agents, and police officers crowded the chapel parking lot, lending a carnival-like atmosphere to an otherwise somber affair. “Where’s their respect?” Chuck mumbled angrily to his wife as they rushed past the photographers and through the heavy double doors.

Inside, two bullnecked Outfit guys were posted at the doorway. Guarding this entry was an honor, and one they weren’t taking lightly; Chuck watched as the men skillfully assessed him from a distance and then, recognition in their eyes, nodded in deference and stepped aside.

Chuck Giancana had been to Chicago’s Montclair Chapel countless times over the years; it was popular with the Italians. Plenty of unlucky Outfit soldiers had been laid out within the grim silence of its elegantly decorated walls, but nothing prepared him for the magnitude of Mooney’s wake.

He suddenly felt awkward, out of place—“like a whore in church,” he’d later recall—as he moved past the men and through the arched door into the chapel. A hush enveloped the red-carpeted room and the heavy scent of flowers took his breath away; he’d never seen so many at Montclair before. But this wasn’t just any Outfit wake, he reminded himself; this was Sam Giancana’s.

Lining the chapel walls were wreaths piled on wreaths, and buried beneath them was his brother’s bronze casket; it was the most beautiful Chuck had ever seen. Torch lamps guarded each end and cast a golden glow across red roses cascading from two stately brass urns.

Confronted with such opulence, Chuck thought a person could almost forget Mooney had been murdered. No one, it seemed, wanted to dwell on the truth—the cruelty, the brutality of his brother’s life. Or the double-dealing that had ended it.

There were a lot of things about his brother’s life and death that bothered Chuck. But the questions that burned within him most were who and why?

Chuck knew it had to be somebody Mooney trusted; although in the Outfit, who pulled the trigger and who ordered the hit were two very different things. The press said it was just another gangland slaying aimed at silencing a fellow mobster. But that didn’t make sense; Mooney might have been scheduled to go up before the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, but he never would have talked.

Nor had Mooney been moving in on anybody’s territory; Mooney’s territory was the world. The very idea his brother had overstepped his bounds in Chicago was the craziest thing Chuck had ever heard.

It wasn’t that Mooney wouldn’t share the spoils of his international victories, either, as some people speculated. Mooney always took care of the guys in the Outfit. He wasn’t greedy. And he sure as hell wasn’t stupid.

No, none of those explanations made sense to Chuck. So he guessed it had to be another angle, one he and everybody else just hadn’t thought of yet. True, it looked like a mob hit. And true, it had to have been carried out by a trusted lieutenant—which meant only a handful of Outfit guys. But something was wrong with the story. And that something was lack of a motive; the Outfit just didn’t have one.

Shit, things sure can change.

He’d loved Mooney more than he’d ever loved anybody in the world. And he’d hated him, too. But in spite of that, he’d always thought he was untouchable, never thought Mooney would be double-crossed like this. But who? And why? That was all he wanted to know.

He also wished he knew what it was about the past that made it seem so goddamned good. How could anybody in their right mind call those days the good ones? It sounded crazy. But crazy or not, here he was a half century later, in 1975, wishing he could have them back. Wishing he could see his big brother walk through the door of their crumbling little flat, cussing and raising hell as he stepped over sheets of newspaper carefully placed by their sisters on the freshly scrubbed floor.

That was before Mooney really hit it. It had all seemed like a game to Chuck back then; all he’d really known was that his brother was important, a “big guy” in something people called the Syndicate.

Chuck laughed bitterly to himself. Had he known as a punk kid what he knew now, he would have run so far, so fast, he never would have stopped. But hell, as a kid you think you’re immortal. There aren’t any stakes too high, because nobody ever calls their marker. And there aren’t any consequences too great, because you’re too smart or too tough or too good to get caught. That’s the irony of living, he guessed. You never realize the truth until it’s too late. And a lot of good the truth does when you’re an old man and the game is over.

For some reason, the New Year’s party Mooney threw back in 1955 came to him now—it seemed like years ago. Mooney was riding high that night and everybody who was anybody in the Outfit was there; it was a big formal blowout.

Chuck grinned to himself. Damn, Mooney was an elegant bastard and he’d gotten pretty high that night, all right. Chuck could still see him with that can of shaving cream. What the hell had possessed Mooney to start a shaving-cream fight? The feds would never believe a story like that: Mooney Giancana, all-round fun guy. It was more like a fraternity party than a Mob celebration; before it was over, Mooney had shaving cream all over his face and tux. Then the other men had found more. Pretty soon, everybody was throwing champagne. It was wild, really wild. And it was probably the first time he’d seen Mooney laugh since his brother’s wife, Ange, had died; he’d laughed until Chuck thought he’d die laughing, right there in front of God and everybody. Well, Mooney hadn’t died laughing, goddamn it. No, some fucking bastard had gone and killed him, instead.

Chuck took a deep breath, stepped up to the casket, and looked down at the waxen face. He suddenly realized he’d never seen his brother sleeping—at least not in a long, long time. Mooney. His childhood hero.

He couldn’t help staring at Mooney’s body. What had been a tall, robust man now seemed shrunken and gnarled—reminding Chuck of the old tree he’d cut down in his backyard almost a decade before. That was the very day he’d decided to change his name. And he’d never spoken to Mooney again. Never seen him again. Not until now.

Chuck stood before the casket, looking down at his brother, thinking about that old tree. Had the tree felt something, had it understood—in some strange way—that its days were numbered? It was a silly idea, of course.

He’d stood by that day as the landscaper’s ax tore through the rotted bark. Once down, the old tree lost its former majesty; it looked like any other broken pile of sticks. He never would have imagined it had been so big and strong and proud. It was the same with Mooney, lying in front of him now.

A flash of metal caught his eye. It was the silver cross of a rosary placed across Mooney’s hands. Chuck looked up from the casket.

And suddenly, he knew.

It wasn’t the Outfit that had wanted Mooney dead. But he knew who had. He might not be able to prove it; that didn’t even matter. All that really mattered was that he knew.

The sound of the tree as it fell to the ground—the terrible cracking noise of bone when a bullet finds its mark—filled Chuck now with a pulsing fear. He felt his heart leap in his chest, could hear it pounding in his ears. It hadn’t been the Outfit that wanted his brother dead. Mooney had another, far more powerful ally that would have feared his testimony before the Senate committee. Over the years, its commitment to secrecy had hung over Mooney’s head like the sword of Damocles, waiting, just like the woodsman’s ax for the tree. Waiting, until it dealt its fatal blow.

Chuck turned from the casket. He had his answer.



CHAPTER 2

For most children, a tree stands as a sentinel, a rite of passage. A gauge by which to judge time and the changing seasons; one’s height in relation to its knotted trunk; one’s strength and agility in climbing its perilous branches. Over time, it becomes a haven for games of hide-and-seek, a permanent carving board displaying life’s accomplishments and passions. But for six-year-old Mo Giancana, the big oak tree behind the family’s two-story flat on West Van Buren stood as a different symbol. …

Antonio Giancana’s dark eyes focused glaringly on the small child cowering in front of him. The boy plainly required more discipline; the beatings Antonio had meted out daily had had no effect on him. He was more rebellious than ever.

Like the old mare that dumbly pulled Antonio’s cart loaded down with fruits and vegetables along the streets of Chicago’s Little Italy, little Mo could also be broken, beaten into passive submission. A man’s will was stronger than a mere child’s, Antonio had declared to his wife, and he was determined to teach his son this fundamental truth.

Without another word, he gathered up the struggling boy, carried him into the twilight, and chained him to the towering oak that stood behind their sagging tenement. There he proceeded to beat his tethered prisoner with a razor strap until Mo turned bloody and knelt on the ground, begging him to stop. Then Antonio went inside to his dinner of pasta and vegetables, leaving the whimpering child to face his pain and the encroaching nightfall alone.

The moon was up and full in the sky before Antonio unchained Mo and dragged him inside. From that night forward, the skinny little six-year-old slept on the floor in the corner of the kitchen and would come to know the oak tree well.

Faced with such brutality, there are some children whose character will slip into oblivion, to be lost forever. But others reach inside themselves and find an anger so deep, a rage so violent and strong, that it never subsides. And instead, with each fresh inequity, a sense of self is fanned that can’t be extinguished. That fire blazed within Mo Giancana.

Although he celebrated his birthday on June 15, records show he was born on May 24, 1908, to Antonio and Antonia Giancana, in Chicago’s Little Italy, a neighborhood known as the Patch, and christened Momo “Jimmy” Salvatore Giancana. Antonio called the little boy Mo, and, if nothing else, was proud to have a son.

The Giancana family was little different from the other Italian families who squeezed between Taylor and Mather streets. It was a neighborhood—once the sole domain of the immigrant Chinese—that bordered row after row of thriving, glittering brothels lining the riverfront district known as the Levee. Those who settled there were largely from the southern provinces of Italy or the island of Sicily; Antonio and his wife were natives of the Sicilian village of Castelvetrano.

Between 1890 and 1910, the Italian population in Chicago swelled to more than forty thousand, and their numbers continued to grow until the olive-skinned strangers spilled over into streets and ghettos once occupied mostly by Irish and Jews. Resentment and prejudice soon followed. For an Italian—a dago, a greaseball, as the Irish called these Sicilians—to cross over the imaginary line that separated the Patch from the Irish neighborhood on Halsted Street meant certain retribution from the burly, ruddy-faced mick immigrants settled there. Consequently, sidewalk brawls and bloody battles broke out in the streets bordering the Patch almost daily.

It was an easy transition for these frightened immigrants to view the Irish coppers—who did nothing to intervene in the ethnically inspired skirmishes and showed little if any sympathy for a battered dago—as the enemy. They’d brought little else with them from the Old Country save their culture—a peculiar assortment of odd customs and habits—which had at its heart an enduring mistrust and fear of those in power and the laws they made. In Sicily, their ancestors had borne the hardships imposed by a system of government that hailed back to the days of feudalism—one in which roaming bands of armed men both protected and punished at will. To Italian immigrants, Chicago police harkened back to those times, serving only to punish. And without the authorities for protection, the Italians turned to each other for support and safety in the New World, clinging to their heritage with all the tenacity of a drowning man to his ship.

The hills and valleys of Sicily may have held little more than rocky, barren soil—hardly an opportunity for future agrarian wealth—but the factories of the Industrial Revolution that regurgitated soot and fumes over the Patch presented even less attraction for Antonio and his friends and neighbors. Had the fat-cat Anglo industrialists welcomed the cheap labor the Italians represented, which most did not, it was still unlikely that men like Antonio Giancana would have been drawn to heavy industry’s dark and stinking confines.

A people accustomed to making their living under the sun and at the mercy of the elements, they were slow to abandon their culture; many had been peddlers in the Old Country, and, once in the Patch, they quickly purchased carts and set off into the squalid streets to hawk a variety of Old Country favorites: popcorn, fruits and vegetables, lemon ice, and corn on the cob.

For pleasure, Antonio Giancana and his neighbors gathered in the evenings with their wives and children to play bocci and laugh and tell jokes and sip homemade wine—as their ancestors had done for centuries in some distant yet still-beloved village.

As more immigrants came, the Patch became a riot of smells and sounds and colors: a place where garbage, vegetables, and spoiled meats rotted beneath teeming flies on the wooden sidewalks, and packs of stray yellow dogs fought for a taste of the bloated horses and manure that steamed and stank for days in the mud-filled streets. Disease was quick to spread. Few children lived and fewer thrived.

The two Giancana children somehow managed to survive in the neighborhood’s harsh environment, but Antonio considered his son—unlike frail, unassuming Lena, Mo’s older sister, whom Antonio adored—a curious and troublesome child. Mo’s stubborn independence and inquisitive nature were viewed by his father not as redeeming qualities but, rather, as confirmation that Mo was rebellious and meddlesome.

When Mo’s mother, Antonia, died—as had so many other women in the Patch—from a miscarriage on March 14, 1910, the boy was not yet two. Precocious, he seemed to understand that he’d lost his only human ally, and any childhood spark he possessed was quickly buried with her; little Mo became sullen and quiet.

Antonio, a traditional Italian male, didn’t waste any time seeking out another wife, one who could bear more children and care for the two he already had. He expected no more or less than any other man in the Patch: a clean house, proper meals on the table, and a child every two years. And with those expectations, he married Mary Leonardi.

After Mary joined the Giancana household, Mo fell asleep to the nightly sounds of Antonio’s violent outbursts and the piteous cries of his battered stepmother. What the woman did to incur his father’s wrath, he never really knew.

She wasn’t a beauty, but rather a solemn-faced woman resigned to her lot in life. Mary became a stoic and dutiful wife, giving birth to her first child, Antoinette, in 1912; then to another, Mary, in 1914, when six-year-old Mo was just entering first grade at Reese Elementary.

Antonio turned to the oak tree with regularity over the next four years, believing in his ignorance that the chain and beatings he delivered would eventually tame his unruly son. He also looked to the stern disciplinarians at Reese Elementary for added support, making sure new teachers were fully aware that Mo was a troublemaker and sadly in need of reform.

The legacy his father bestowed on him became a self-fulfilling prophecy. By the time he was ten years old, and in fifth grade in 1918, Mo’s teachers pronounced him a hopeless delinquent. He was sent to St. Charles Reformatory for six months, where, Antonio believed, the boy would learn his lesson. If not, he warned him, he’d take care of him when he returned.

In the late spring of 1918, Mo did come back—but not to his father’s household, now laboring under the strain brought on by the births of two more children, Josephine and Vicki, nor to the grim walls of Reese Elementary.

Instead, Mo slept mostly in abandoned cars or beneath back porches. He wandered the streets and stole food from vendors. Thus, it was inevitable, as he skulked up and down the streets of Chicago throughout 1919 and 1920, that little Mo Giancana would finally find a home within a gang.

They were a band of crazy dago punks from the Patch, a gang called the 42s. They’d started out with Joey Colaro—a smooth-talking tough guy they nicknamed “Babe Ruth”—as their leader. At first, Colaro, along with Vito Pelleteiri, Mibs Gillichio, Pete Nicastro, and Louis Pargoni, stole clothes from lines around the Patch and made money selling them on street corners. When petty crime lost its luster, the boys turned to stealing “shorts”—cars left unattended, which they could either strip for parts or sell outright. But they soon graduated from stolen goods to bombings and murder, developing a reputation as the meanest, most vicious dagos anywhere around.

Historians would later suggest that the gang came to the name 42 one day when one of the more literate of their group recounted the story of Ali Baba and the forty thieves. And although there probably were never more than twenty members of the gang at any given time—someone was always getting killed or being sent to the reformatory in St. Charles—the name 42 stuck.

The people of the Patch called gang members “smartheads” and spoke of them in a manner that conveyed a strange mixture of awe, respect, and fear. They frankly admired the gang for its ability to outwit the mick coppers, who they believed interfered in the affairs of Italians. Like the 42s, the immigrants neither trusted nor revered outside authorities, but felt mostly resentment and contempt for their presence in the Patch. The young gang members might break the American laws, might even settle disputes with murder and violence, but to the people in their neighborhood, they were a welcome reminder of the type of law and order they were accustomed to in the Old Country. Hence, the 42 gang was more often extolled by Italians than railed against.

Much to their glee, the 42s were also notorious outside the neighborhood, making newspaper headlines by terrorizing the streets in souped-up cars. They became well known for their ability to “whip” corners—a getaway method in which a driver took a corner as fast as possible on two wheels.

Mo, a homeless and starving boy with little else to occupy his time, joined up with this unsavory cast of characters. He quickly decided to win a place of leadership and respect among his fellow gang members and practiced his skill at whipping corners at every opportunity, using barrels set up in alleys as a makeshift obstacle course. It wasn’t long before skinny little Mo had earned a well-deserved reputation as the 42s’ best wheelman.

Skills like Mo’s often came in handy. There could be no doubt that a hair-raising getaway was preferable to being “pinched.” If that happened, they had to come up with enough money to pay off, or “fix,” the coppers. Gang leader Joey Colaro was considered king of the fixers and took monthly collections of ten dollars from each gang member to cover such inevitabilities.

It didn’t take Mo long to realize that the coppers represented not the fair hand of justice but, rather, a hand outstretched, looking for a payoff. If there was a copper or judge who couldn’t be bought, for the right amount of money, he and his friends hadn’t found one.

The going rate to have charges dropped by a judge or police captain was five hundred dollars—more than most of them could muster. This forced the boys to turn to their parents, who barely had enough money to survive as it was. But no decent Italian family could completely turn its back on a son in trouble, no matter how heinous the crime, and consequently, if they were arrested, most 42s found themselves out on the streets again in no time at all, thanks to a payoff made by their debt-ridden parents.

Common people might believe the police were on the side of good and right, but not Mo and his friends in the 42; they knew better. All that separated cops from robbers were a few dollar bills; it was that simple. There was no honor, no virtue; those ideals were the stuff of fairy tales. Reality in the Patch dictated a different code of survival, and Mo, already calloused by life at the tender age of twelve, embraced that code as his own.

His friends were a Mad Hatter’s assortment of screwed-up kids and sociopaths whose limited choice of role models consisted of either hardened criminals, celibate priests, or poverty-stricken parents who couldn’t speak English and knew little if anything of the new American laws and mores.

It wasn’t a hard choice for members of the 42, for as Mo Giancana said, “We’re not a bunch of fuckin’ rum-dums.” They fashioned themselves after the more visible gangsters, such as whoremaster Big Jim Colosimo or his nephew, Johnny Torrio; the young Al Capone and his cronies; or the Black Hand sugar baron, Diamond Joe Esposito. These were men who had money and power and women—men to whom even their uneducated parents bowed with respect.

With that in mind, 42 gang members became gross caricatures of their heroes, and did their best to go them one better, dreaming up outrageous schemes for burglaries, sexual assaults, and, should they deem it appropriate, murder. If parents were aware of their sons’ bizarre activities, they gave no indication, but went stoically about the business of survival.

When bored, Mo and the rest of the gang hung out at Goldstein’s Delicatessen, Mary’s Restaurant, or Bonfiglio’s Pool Hall. For fun, they turned to the sport and refinement of exquisite torture—Mo was particularly good at entertaining fellow members with new methods of bludgeoning the numerous cats that slinked along the neighborhood’s alleys.

For sexual release, gang members excelled in gang shags—gang rapes—or engaged in elaborate public “pulling” contests, masturbatory challenges to determine who could ejaculate first or the farthest.

By the time he was thirteen, in 1921, Mo had become known as the craziest, the “mooniest” of them all, earning him the nickname “Mooney.” They said the hollow-eyed boy would do anything on a dare, anything for two bits, a beer, or a cigarette. Nothing mattered, nothing except this newfound family and winning its esteem.

Street gangs had been a fact of life in the United States long before the turn of the century. Ethnic lines were typically drawn between neighborhoods, and in response, gangs of brawling young men formed for protection.

The oldest gangs in Chicago, the Black Hand, dated back to 1890, when the Italians were congregated between Oak and Taylor streets and Grand and Wentworth avenues. They had mystically inspired names such as the Camorra, the Mysterious Hand, and the Secret Hand, but unquestionably the most ferocious were the Sicilian Black Hands.

They were not a secret society or sect whose rites were closely guarded by the Italian people, but, instead, a loosely organized means of inciting terror for profit. The Black Hand traditions were brought over from the feudalistic Old Country, and featured as core elements kidnapping and extortion. The Black Hand protected its loyalists and severely punished its rebellious detractors.

Innocent fellow immigrants became its chief prey and provided the fodder necessary for expansion. Local police authorities—paid off by wealthy Black Hand dons—turned a deaf ear to any cries for justice from the Italian citizenry.

By 1900 in Chicago, several other gangs of differing ethnic persuasions emerged. The Irish Market Street gang had become a strong force by 1902 and even had a juvenile division—the Little Hellions, with an up-and-coming young choirboy named Charles Dion O’Banion as its leader. Another Irish band of toughs, the Valley gang, controlled the bloody Maxwell Street section and concentrated on burglaries, pickpocketing, and, eventually, contract murder.

But the most formidable Chicago Black Hand gangs centered around two Italians: Diamond Joe Esposito and Big Jim Colosimo. Diamond Joe had established himself as padrone, or boss, as early as 1905 by utilizing the familiar Old Country tactics of extortion and payoffs to gain political and union ties. Big Jim Colosimo took a different and—wisely—noncompetitive road to fortune through high-class prostitution, establishing a widespread enterprise of gilded, red-velvet brothels that generated millions of dollars and considerable influence.

Both Italians operated cafés; Colosimo’s became a hangout for fast-living celebrity idols of the day such as Enrico Caruso, George M. Cohan, Al Jolson, and Sophie Tucker. Esposito’s Bella Napoli was a meeting place for up-and-coming gang leaders.

Gang expansion also occurred in New York during the early 1900s. And as in Chicago, the most important of the gangs, the Morello gang, had as its heritage the Black Hand. Other New York gangs formed rapidly; among them the James Street gang and Five Points gang—the latter led by Chicago’s Big Jim Colosimo’s nephew, Johnny Torrio.

In 1909, Big Jim found himself in need of additional services. Continued extortion by opposing gangs—rivals of Diamond Joe Esposito’s, as well—had begun to nibble at his profits. Colosimo appealed to Diamond Joe to intervene on his behalf. It was a request that required additional organizational muscle and inspired Diamond Joe to bring in Colosimo’s nephew from New York.

Johnny Torrio was a hardworking hustler who’d already proven with the New York Five Points gang that he possessed the tough leadership necessary. Once settled in Chicago, he soon had his uncle’s brothels running more profitably than ever before.

To further control his own burgeoning territories, Diamond Joe Esposito sponsored the six Genna brothers from Sicily in 1910. With assistance from Esposito’s right-hand man, Joe Fusco, the enterprising and ruthless Gennas launched their criminal careers as Black Hand enforcers, extortionists, and brothel operators.

Smaller, loosely organized neighborhood gangs like the 42 provided the fresh recruits sorely needed by gang leaders such as Esposito. Profiteering businessmen of the time also took note of street-gang tactics, viewing them as a resourceful means to further their own legitimate enterprises. Thus, it wasn’t uncommon for young gang members to be employed to protect a legitimate company’s interests or influence potential consumers.

In 1919, Johnny Torrio, who was looking for additional muscle, brought in Five Points gang member Al Capone from New York to help run the Colosimo empire. Capone had witnessed the bootlegging successes of fellow Five Points gang members Lucky Luciano, Meyer Lansky, and Bugsy Siegel, and Torrio hoped that, together, he and Capone could convince Big Jim to shift his operations from prostitution to a more lucrative liquor enterprise.

Their pleas fell on deaf ears; Big Jim wasn’t interested in amassing greater fortune, and neither man could convince him to move into bootlegging. Frustrated, Torrio ordered his uncle’s execution, and Colosimo was gunned down in May of 1920.

During the following years, Chicago’s gangs made feeble, halfhearted attempts to work together, but—with so much money to be made—greed, double-dealing, and strong ethnic hatred ultimately won out. An all-out fight for territory ensued.

Amazingly, during this turbulent period, Diamond Joe Esposito went unchallenged and managed to retain ultimate gangland power. Because he controlled the sugar distribution from Cuba, a license he claimed was granted as a personal favor by President Calvin Coolidge in 1923, Esposito remained in a somewhat neutral position. Since sugar was an ingredient critical to the distillation of alcohol, and Cuba was the major supplier to the United States, Esposito could rise above the day-to-day gangland battles. Not only was he secure in controlling a commodity everyone needed but he was also able to influence gang operations and “legitimate” politics throughout the country.

By the time fifteen-year-old Mooney started working for Diamond Joe running sugar and alky in 1923, many Black Hand leaders across the country had disappeared, victims of prison or rival-gang slaying. Those like Esposito were a new breed, using bombs called “pineapples” as their chief terrorist tactic.

Esposito utilized the muscle of the West Side Genna brothers to patrol his illicit moonshining activities in the Patch. The immigrants called them the “Terrible Gennas,” and under the padrone’s direction, they ran alky from the hundreds of stills that bubbled and cooked in as many Italian households. Both murderous and devoutly religious, the Gennas strutted menacingly from flat to flat, carrying a crucifix in one pocket and a gun in the other. There were few coppers patrolling Maxwell Street who were not on their payroll. On the day payoffs were made, over four hundred officers came and went from the Gennas’ Taylor Street alky plant. Should the Gennas discover a still not controlled by them in the Patch, they’d send the coppers over to smash it up and make headlines in the process.

Business boomed for the Gennas. Each week on Taylor Street, bands of young Sicilian muscle—Mooney now among them—collected over three hundred gallons of the prized liquid from each of the homes. From the Gennas’ operation alone, Esposito collected over a million dollars a year. In exchange for their trouble, the Italians in the Patch were paid handsomely—a half-dollar for each gallon of alky, an average of $150 per still. It was more than they could make in six months of honest menial labor and most were grateful; those who weren’t kept quiet.

There wasn’t an Italian in Chicago who wouldn’t bow to Esposito; if he required it, he even had their women. Particularly fond of young brides, Esposito was apprised of all upcoming Italian nuptials, demanding to bed the more desirable women on their wedding night, before they were soiled by their husbands. Although many men longed to kill him, Esposito’s lascivious humiliations were never denied during his twenty-year reign.

By the close of 1924, Diamond Joe Esposito was undeniably the most powerful man in Chicago, perhaps in North America. All of the day’s hoodlums, in one way or another, were in his debt. Men such as Al Capone, Johnny Torrio, Jake Guzik, Paul Ricca, Murray Humphreys, Frank Nitti, Jack McGurn, and Tony Accardo had all either been sponsored from New York through Esposito’s political connections or handpicked for their guts and daring off the streets of Chicago.

Esposito’s Black Hand touched enterprises far beyond the confines of Chicago’s Patch. The padrone routinely boasted of meeting with Calvin Coolidge and dispensing votes and favors at the President’s request.

According to Esposito, in the early fall of 1924, when asked once again by Coolidge how he could be repaid for his recent political assistance, he requested a promise that the President not interfere with a Chicago takeover of all union operations—coast to coast. Under the guise of generosity, he also asked that the men he supplied with sugar—Joe Kennedy in Boston, Sam and Harry Bronfman of Canada, Lewis Rosenstiel of Cincinnati, and Joe Reinfeld of New Jersey— receive special protection and all rights to bootlegging.

Esposito insisted he got exactly what he wanted from Coolidge, and, given the national power he wielded, there wasn’t a soldier in Chicago who doubted him. Just as Esposito had promised, Capone and his boys went after unions totally unimpeded by law enforcement, while Esposito’s sugar customers remained protected. It was a smart move and it made Esposito filthy rich.

Although Diamond Joe Esposito preferred neutrality, this traditional Italian, ethnic heritage was a tie that couldn’t be broken. He was unswerving in his support of Torrio and Capone, forming an alliance that would prove formidable to the north side O’Banion gang. Together, the Italians had at their disposal an enormous thousand-man multiethnic force that was well structured and organized for any effort.

The Torrio-Capone gang had a Jew, Jake “Greasy Thumb” Guzik, as its financial whiz, while Italian Paul Ricca and Welshman Murray Humphreys served as lieutenants. Frank Nitti, William “Klondike” O’Donnell, William “Three-Fingered Jack” White, “Machine Gun” Jack McGurn, and Charles Fischetti were the gang’s chief enforcers.

Chicago gangs often formed loose alliances to gain dominance and strength over their adversaries. Torrio and Capone could rely on the unswerving support of several. Although always double-dealing, the Genna brothers were at their fellow Italians’ disposal when it came to a dispute with north siders. They had carved out an alky empire in the west and south sides of the city under the sponsorship of Diamond Joe Esposito.

Ironically, cooperation with the Italian gang leaders was based more on geography than ethnic heritage. The Irish Valley gang, led by Frankie Lake and Terry Druggan, was a solid supporter in the battle against north side domination—as were the Sheldon gang, the Saltis gang, and John “Dingbat” O’Berta’s gang.

They referred to their principal opponents as “those Irish bastards” under the leadership of Dion O’Banion. O’Banion held complete control of the north side and used his right-hand man and enforcer, Hymie Weiss, along with George “Bugs” Moran and Vincent “the Schemer” Drucci as his primary weapons. For added strength against Capone and the Italian gangs, O’Banion brought in the south side and West Side O’Donnells.

It was O’Banion’s superior bootlegging product and his fanatical Catholic aversion to allowing prostitution on the north side that had led to a confrontation with Torrio and Capone. The war that followed resulted in more than a thousand gangland slayings and, in November of 1924, O’Banion’s murder, as well.

But despite fierce fighting, the gangs, and many of those who worked with them, managed to amass considerable fortunes by the mid-twenties. Smaller operators such as the Genna brothers were netting over $100,000 a month, while men at the top such as Al Capone brought in $5 million a year.

Such a large sum was evidently not enough for Capone, who Mooney would later say tired of Johnny Torrio’s unwillingness to share the wealth. In any case, with the encouragement of Paul Ricca and Murray Humphreys, Al decided his partner should step aside; with that in mind, he enlisted two of Esposito’s young toughs for the job—rather than the gang’s own enforcers, who might be unduly loyal to Torrio. One was Mooney, now a coldhearted seventeen-year-old who was becoming well known in the Patch for his abilities both behind the wheel and the barrel of a gun.

Mooney took his sidekick and friend Leonard “Needles” Gianola along—just as he’d done countless times before—to give Torrio the signal to retire in January of 1925. Although the press conveniently gave credit for the ambush to the north side O’Banion gang, Torrio knew better. He knew who fired the shotgun blasts that nearly gutted him on the spot—and for whom his attackers worked. After a touch-and-go recovery, Torrio took the $40 million he’d accumulated during his brief but profitable reign and got out of town.

Mooney’s work evidently pleased the Capone forces, because just five months later, in May of 1925, they enlisted his skills again, as part of a gang that would remove another obstacle to Big Al’s power. This time, they were six men Mooney knew well: the Genna brothers.

The first to go was Angelo Genna. Helplessly pinned behind the wheel of his car after a cat-and-mouse chase through Chicago streets, he could do nothing to save himself when his attackers pulled alongside and shot-gunned him to death.

Believing wrongly, as did the police, that Angelo’s death was the work of the north side gang, Mike Genna immediately set out for revenge with two enforcers at his side: Alberto Anselmi and John Scalise. Unknown to Genna, the two had switched their allegiance to Capone. Before Scalise and Anselmi could carry out Capone’s orders to murder Genna, the three were engaged in a gun battle with police and a critically wounded Mike Genna was captured. Anselmi and Scalise fled. Genna was hospitalized and died just hours later. That left “Tony the Gentleman” Genna as Capone’s last real stumbling block. Fearful for his life, Tony Genna made plans to go into hiding and set a meeting with one of the few men he thought he could trust, Giuseppe Nerone. When Genna and Nerone met later in an alley, Mooney and Needles stepped out of the shadows and cut Genna down in a blaze of gunfire.

Not long after Tony’s death, the three remaining Genna brothers escaped the city with their lives and little else. Years later, after promising they’d stay clear of Syndicate activities, the Gennas would return to Chicago to run a legitimate cheese and olive oil business.

With Torrio and the Gennas out of the way, Capone filled his time by systematically eliminating any remaining rivals for his empire and by gradually consolidating smaller gangs under his rule.

Contact with the big gang leaders elevated Mooney’s stature among other 42s to near idolatry. He reveled in it, swaggering down Taylor or Maxwell Street in classy suits, with a revolver in his pocket and a loose girl on his arm. Unfortunately, neither his gangland connections nor his 42 cronies could get him out of a jam with the coppers that September of 1925. At seventeen, he received his first arrest and conviction—for auto theft—and was sentenced to thirty days in the Joliet state pen.

It was a turning point for Mooney. Sitting in the cell in Joliet gave him time to consider just how far he’d come since those days as a child when he’d been chained and beaten beneath the tree on West Van Buren.

He’d learned to rely on his own wits and cunning to get by in the world—and up until now they’d served him well. He knew the power of the bullet and the baseball bat. And he knew he was different—different from the other greaseball smartheads, different from men like his ignorant father, different from the other convicts who lined the cell block in Joliet. Those men were hindered by their own stupidity and victimized by emotions such as love and suffering; he’d left those fetters behind long ago. The realization that he could kill, do whatever was necessary to reach his ends without the ponderous moral questions that might plague others, opened his eyes. He counted the days until his release from prison. He would return to Taylor Street and face the only man who’d ever humbled him: his father.

Antonio had seen Mooney from time to time, had caught him when he was younger sneaking into the house late at night to steal a loaf of bread or, if it was cold outside, looking for a place to sleep—and he’d always beaten him and kicked him out the door. In later years, he’d tried to erase Mo from his mind altogether; he knew what his son had done on the streets of the Patch with hoodlums like the Gennas, Esposito, and Capone—and he wanted no part of it. His business was beginning to prosper; he had a partner and a small store where they sold lemon ice along with the obligatory fruits and vegetables. His wife, Mary, had served him well and he had a new brood of children now. Two boys, Joseph (“Pepe”) and Charles (“Chuck”), had been added to his family, bringing their number to seven—four girls and two boys, plus Lena. The dreams he’d had before coming to the New World were beginning to come to fruition. Then his son walked back into his life.

It surprised and angered Antonio to see Mooney walk right into the flat so boldly one night. The family was asleep and he’d been sitting at the table nursing a glass of wine when the door opened.

“You should know better than to come around here,” he yelled in Italian at the thin, sunken-eyed seventeen-year-old who stood staring at him from within the shadows of the doorway.

Mooney said nothing, but stepped out into the lamplight.

“What the hell do you want?” Antonio asked. “Come one more step and I’ll beat the hell out of you,” he threatened, shaking his fist. There was something about the way the boy just stared at him that was unnerving, as if he was looking right through him. “Get out,” he yelled again.

Mooney smiled a distant smile and wordlessly edged closer.

“Well, what do you want, then? What? Tell me now and then just get out.”

Mooney took another step and, without raising his voice, said evenly, “What I want is what you took away.”

A look of puzzlement crossed Antonio’s face and then was quickly replaced with red-faced rage. He got up from his chair and stood to face the boy, now taller than he, before replying. “And what is that? I have nothing of yours. … You don’t belong here.”

Mooney came right up to his father’s face and looked him in the eye. Finally, the boy began to laugh, an odd high-pitched cackle. “It’s over old man,” he said softly, and turned his back to walk across the room. Nonchalantly, as if he’d lived there all his life, he leaned against the sink and began to light a cigarette. Through the glare of the orange-sulfured flame, he glanced up and said, “You can’t push me around anymore, old man. And you can’t hurt me. … It’s over.” He blew out the match.

The words left Antonio momentarily speechless. “Why … you … you little bastard,” he cried at last. “You lousy little son of a bitch … you might scare old women … but it won’t work here. Not with me. … Now get the hell out of my house before I kick your ass out.”

Mooney took a long, deep drag and exhaled before he uttered a barely audible reply. “No,” he said, and dropped the cigarette in the sink. It hissed in the momentary silence.

“Why, I’ll kill you,” Antonio screamed, and he lunged across the room.

He was no match for his son; with one quick gesture, Mooney rammed Antonio against the wall and reached into the sink, his hand emerging with a large butcher knife.

Placing its cold steel edge against Antonio’s throat, he whispered, “Listen and listen good. Don’t ever touch me again or I’ll cut you open like a slaughterhouse pig. You hear me, old man? I’ll kill you. From now on, you’ll do as I say, capisce? I’ll come here when I want and I’ll go when I want. From now on, things will be different. … You’ll do what I say. And never forget that I let you live tonight. I could’ve slit your throat … but I didn’t. Remember that. Because if you ever forget it … I promise I’ll kill you.” He loosened his grip.

“You’d kill your own father?”

Mooney laughed as he dropped the knife into the sink with a clatter. “Don’t try me,” he said over his shoulder as he swaggered out the door.

No one in the family knew what had come over Antonio, but when Mooney came to the Giancana household on Sunday, it was with a new air of authority; Antonio seemed to welcome him with open arms. Nor did he speak up when Mooney defiantly took his father’s own place at the head of the table. It looked as if Mooney was home for good.

From then on, if he felt like it, he stopped by his father’s house for a nap or a good meal or simply to keep the kids in line; he quickly usurped Antonio’s role as father and household disciplinarian. But largely, his days and nights were filled with crazy 42 stunts and robberies; his brief stay in Joliet had done little to dampen his enthusiasm for the outrageous.

Unlike the older Capone men whom Mooney needed to impress, the 42 smartheads were his friends and he could let his hair down with them. When he wasn’t on a job for Esposito running sugar shipments and alky or breaking a few union or political legs for Capone under Murray Humphreys’s direction, he was hanging out at Bonfiglio’s Pool Hall with other 42s. His expertise at wheeling had also begun to pay off; he now frequently chauffeured Machine Gun Jack McGurn, the flashy Capone enforcer.

Though 1925 had been, in many respects, a good year for Mooney, it turned out to be a very bad year for his fellow gang members. Newspapers began a feverish attempt to paint the 42s as a blight upon the land and sprang on the smallest incident for their headlines. Even nonmembers received publicity if they were young, Italian, and lived in the Patch. Carl Torsiello’s brawl with a neighborhood bully and one-night stay in jail became a “42 gang war with felony conviction” when the press made its splashy reports.

In reaction to public outcry, the coppers turned up the heat. First, there were the raids on 42 warehouses filled to overflowing with stolen goods; next, a two-mile car chase in March, led by Pete Nicastro and another 42, with the police cars screaming in hot pursuit, their bullets flying. Then two days after curbing Nicastro and throwing him in jail, seventeen other gang members were arrested for attempted robbery.

Throughout it all, Mooney remained unscathed, although the detectives hauled him in for questioning almost daily. The Giancana family’s lives changed dramatically in response to Mooney’s presence; 42 smartheads such as “Tumpa” Russo and “Fat Leonard” Caifano started to come around to visit over a plate of pasta. Most of the time, the children lived on a tightrope, captive to Mooney’s new role as head of the household, his radical mood swings, and seesaw outbursts. And, whenever there was a robbery or shootout in the news, they came to anticipate the inevitable knock at their door.

Their father maintained a low profile; when Mooney set up a still in the basement of their home, Antonio, without the merest hint of agitation, ran it. There was little the older man could do. Like the other immigrants dominated by gangland rule, he resigned himself to the steamy odor of sour mash that hung throughout their flat and gladly took the few dollars Mooney threw his way as token payment. In some strange way, he even began to admire Mooney. His neighbors praised his son for his guts and street smarts, his catlike way of always landing on his feet, and Antonio found himself feeling a surge of pride at the mention of Mooney’s name.

Things were going along smoothly from Mooney’s point of view until July, when he and two other 42s, Joey Sypher and Dominic Caruso, came up with the idea of burglarizing an expensive north side dress shop. In the dead of night, they broke in and got away with over fifty dresses. Pulling out into the street, they were spotted by coppers patrolling the area.

The chase was what Mooney lived for, what he loved more than anything he could think of. More than banging mick girls in the backseat of a car or whores up on Michigan, he loved the opportunity it provided to prove his prowess as a wheelman. With Mooney at the wheel, the trio sped off, with the police car in hot pursuit. He finally lost control of the car. “The only time in my life,” he would tell friends. Mooney managed to get away on foot. Caruso and Sypher, however, were nabbed and, under questioning, broke down.

The next morning, while the eight Giancana children were gathered for breakfast, hungrily eating their bread and coffee, the knock on the door came. Mooney was sitting, bleary-eyed, at the head of the table, holding the smallest child—three-year-old Chuck—in his lap while drinking a cup of coffee. At the sight of the officers, he stood up, handed the little boy to his stepmother, and gave Antonio a hard look. Without saying a word, he let the detectives make their arrest and lead him off to jail.

Down at the station house, he was charged with burglary; bond was set at five hundred dollars. Antonio had understood what Mooney’s look meant; he was to get the money from Diamond Joe Esposito to post bond and pay off the coppers. He did exactly that and soon his son was back home and ready to hit the streets again.

As repayment to Esposito, Mooney gratefully drove a sugar shipment to Louisville. Once there, he cooled his heels in seedy bars and on the riverboat city’s sidewalks while waiting for a return shipment of Kentucky bourbon whiskey.

Kentucky coppers, like those in Chicago, were always on the lookout for suspicious types, and Mooney Giancana, a fast-talking Italian, stuck out in their slow-moving town like a horse with knickers. Mooney was picked up as a vagrant and later released. A few days later, he got his carload of booze and hightailed it out of town. The experience left a bad taste in his mouth; he always hated Kentucky after that, saying it was full of dull-witted degenerates, lazy shines, and coppers who could be bought too cheap.

Back in Chicago, the air took on a crispness indicative of the coming fall. Antonio no longer peddled his lemon ice, mammoth watermelons, and ripe tomatoes, but squashes and dried fruits instead. Wagons laden with coal creaked up and down the streets of the Patch and residents chattered like squirrels as they scampered to and fro, gathering the necessities required for survival during the harsh Chicago winters.

For Mooney, it was business as usual. There were the runs for Esposito, the calls to drive McGurn, the nightclubs where he wore expensive suits and flashed wads of cash while giving fast girls with blond bobs long looks. And naturally, there were the 42 heists.

Late one night in mid-September of 1926, he and two other 42s, Diego Ricco and Joe Pape, were sitting in a club, bemoaning their boredom, when they suddenly got the idea to hit a store in the brothel district of the infamous Levee. To Mooney, such jobs were as much for the thrill as for the cash they brought. He drove and served as lookout on most heists and jumped at the chance that night to demonstrate his getaway skills, whipping corners and laying rubber.

The robbery backfired miserably. Everything was going fine, Mooney would later recall, until the crazy shopkeeper, a man named Girard, decided to be a hero and went for a gun. With that, all hell broke loose and gunfire was exchanged, bringing scores of people running toward the shop and wounding both Pape and Girard. The trio managed to make their getaway, but the next morning the detectives were knocking at the Giancana door, arrest warrants in hand, thanks to a witness, Alex Burba. Girard, the foolhardy shopkeeper, had died and Mooney, Pape, and Ricco were jailed. Bond was set at $25,000 on charges of robbery and murder.

Antonio received an envelope stuffed with cash from Diamond Joe Esposito and once again, money in hand, trudged down to the station house to win Mooney’s release. The trial was scheduled for April of the following year.

Out on bail and at home, the strain began to show. Mooney became more aggressive with the children, as well as with Antonio. He largely ignored Mary, his stepmother, although he seemed to brighten at four-year-old Chuck’s antics and didn’t try to hide that the small rough-and-tumble boy was his favorite.

Like the rest of the neighborhood, Mooney was both impressed and amused by the little guy’s sassiness and daring, his fearless acrobatics on the curbs and street corners. Not a day passed that Chuck could not be found swinging precariously from electrical wires, jumping from stoops and second-story rooftops, or dashing into the street to make a game of dodging the constant stream of carts and cars—behavior that drove Chuck’s mother to near distraction as she anxiously watched for speeding cars and gangland whippers.

In October, Chuck’s daring would lead to tragedy. The four-year-old was playing in the street when a car barreled down on him. Ever alert, Mary ran from the stoop to save her child. Most certainly, he would have been killed if it hadn’t been for what she did next. In one of those rare moments—when what a person is truly made of crystallizes—Mary Leonardi Giancana ran directly into the path of the car and threw her son, with every bit of strength she had, across the street. Within seconds, she was dead, dragged over a block by the speeding car. Three days later, she was buried. And Chuck was left with guilt instead of a mother.

Mary’s funeral flooded Mooney with memories he’d never realized still slept within him: his own mother’s eyes, her soft, comforting voice, the emptiness he’d felt so long ago. The feelings aroused in him an emotion long dead, one unfamiliar to him during his years as a 42. An affection stirred, stronger than ever, for four-year-old Chuck, who was standing by his side. Mooney tightened his grip on the little boy’s hand. They had a kinship; they shared this loss. What had followed in his own life after his mother’s death, all the brutality and pain, Mooney would never allow to touch this little boy. There had been no one to protect Mooney when his mother died. But he could change that for this child. He would protect him from all the madness, push him in a different direction from the one he’d chosen. Chuck wouldn’t grow up to be a common greaseball, not now, not with him at his side.

Mooney stayed close to home over the next months. He quietly and solemnly watched Chuck as he reflected on his own mother—her face now no more than a vague memory.

In December, the dress shop burglary trial came up and Mooney and Caruso were acquitted for lack of evidence, but Sypher got one to ten years. A darkness still enveloped Mooney’s days; he had the trial for murder to contend with in April. The possibility of prison and the electric chair haunted him at night when he fell asleep on the sofa and greeted him with the sunrise. There was no way he would allow either to occur; and therefore, he came up with a plan to make sure of it.

As the 1927 winter turned to spring, and the murder trial date drew near, Mooney launched an intimidation campaign against the only witness who could testify against them, Alex Burba. First, he and Ricco tried husky-voiced phone calls and whispered sinister threats—all with no effect. When this failed, they redoubled their efforts, the three driving over together to pay Burba “a little visit” at his soda shop. But the man remained steadfast. The trial date was only days away when Mooney decided to resort to bribery—offering Burba two thousand dollars in cash to keep his mouth shut. Still, he wouldn’t back down. As Mooney saw it, they had no other choice at that point but to “kill the stupid bastard.” And on the evening of April 20, at Mooney’s bidding, Diego Ricco went back to Burba’s shop alone and plugged him twice—once in the shoulder and once, a fatal wound, in the back of the head. No one came forward to finger them in Burba’s death, and ten days later the Girard case was dropped for lack of evidence. Mooney’s spirits lifted.

Things went back to normal and he started driving fast and hanging out with the guys at Bonfiglio’s again. In the smoky pool hall, while his fellow 42 members grumbled about Joey Colaro’s leadership, his rules against girls and guns, his heavy-handed domination, Mooney had his own ideas. Abiding by the rules set by Colaro no longer concerned him; there were other, more important men to reach and he thought he was almost there. Driving for McGurn had put him among the Capone gang and impressing them was all that mattered now. Once he made it with those guys, he’d bring his own band with him: Fat Leonard Caifano; Needles Gianola; Fiore “Fifi” Buccieri; “Willie Potatoes” Daddano; Sam “Mad Dog” DeStefano; “Milwaukee Phil” Alderisio; Chuckie Nicoletti, and the English brothers, Chuck and Butch.

Scanning the room, Mooney saw what would become the underworld’s future, its “Youngbloods.” The other thing he saw was an empire.

While other people were still heralding the May transatlantic flight of Lindbergh, Mooney’s attention was fixed on other concerns, specifically, removing any obstacles in his path to leadership. And as fate—assisted by an anonymous phone call made by Mooney to the police—would have it, Mooney’s one stumbling block to control of his fellow 42s—Joey Colaro—was gunned down in November. The press described the event as the “end of the 42s.” Mooney described it as his “lucky break.”

His next big break came when he got a call from the Capone gang in March of 1928. Most men might have shunned the request, might have wanted no part in the betrayal. But Mooney readily, eagerly complied.

He stood in the telephone booth, collar turned up on his topcoat, and stared vacantly out the dirty plate-glass window at the people milling around the aisles of Chesrow’s Drugstore. Then he turned his back and dialed, glancing over his shoulder one last time before covering the mouthpiece with a crisp white handkerchief. His muffled voice echoed against the booth’s wood-paneled walls when he spoke, his words pouring out in a low snarl. “Get outta town or get killed,” he said to the man on the line, the man who had saved him from petty gangs and petty crime and starvation on the streets. Then he smiled a cruel smile and hung up the phone.



CHAPTER 3

Among the branches of the budding hedges, a lone mockingbird chirped the final notes of its evening song. Nearby, a sleek black roadster lingered along the curb, camouflaged by the nightfall. Stealthily, almost imperceptibly, it had been edging forward. At the wheel, a young man, oily black hair slicked back and a cigarette drooping from his lips, smiled as his passengers nodded at their approaching victim.

Unaware, Diamond Joe Esposito walked to his death with arrogance, swaggering confidently down the sidewalk toward his assassins—his jowls jiggling up and down as he chewed on a smoldering fat cigar. His bodyguards, the Varchetti brothers, seemed nervous, glancing from side to side.

The car fairly twitched in anticipation, its engine racing ever so slightly. The exhilaration of the coming kill quickened the driver’s pulse; he longed to spring forward, but waited for his moment. When it came, he shifted the car into gear and lunged with a guttural roar toward the man.

Diamond Joe cried, “Oh my God!” at the sight of the oncoming gunmen and, instead of shielding their charge, the Varchettis fell to the ground.

Riveting machine-gun fire caught the padrone first in the chest, and his eyes registered fear as he stared knowingly into the driver’s face for one brief second before falling forward, succumbing to the gnawing bullets that tore at his flesh. The hot lead ate through him, chewing the layers of clothing and fat—ripping them into open, flapping pieces of skin. Another round pitted and splattered what remained. Convulsing in a foam of blood, his arms and legs jerked spastically.

The driver paused long enough to watch Esposito’s wife, Carmello, rush from her home. “Oh my God, is it you, Giuseppe? I’ll kill them for this, I’ll kill them!” she screamed, and threw herself on her husband’s mutilated corpse.

The car sped off, swerving in the distance and—with brakes shrieking victoriously—rounded a corner, disappearing from sight.

Before he was gunned down in March of 1928, fifty-six-year-old Esposito had been a mentor to Mooney and hundreds of other boys languishing on street corners—as well as a benefactor to a great many struggling Italian families. He’d passed out 2,500 turkeys each year at Thanksgiving, played Santa Claus to the children of the Patch, and supported the local Italian charities.

Despite these philanthropic endeavors, Antonio Giancana, like many of his fellow immigrants, believed it was “a service his enemies have done this neighborhood … a service to rid us of such bloody tyrants as Diamond Joe.”

But in the Patch, there were always new tyrants to replace the old, new rules to follow and lessons to learn. Carving out a life in the sprawling Italian section was difficult at best. The only apparent route to a better future, the only hope to escape the poverty, was a life of crime—and even then, the more ambitious, like Mooney, recognized power was not handed down; it was taken.

With Esposito out of the way, Capone eyed illicit operations throughout the entire Midwest; he began consolidating the ragtag assortment of south side gangs and made plans to eliminate his north side competitors. He and Paul Ricca continued Esposito’s political friendships, hoping to extend the gang’s influence still further.

Viewed more as a public servant than a criminal, Capone gave the people of Chicago what they wanted—booze, sex, and gambling— and his popularity in the city soared.

Capone’s consolidation of power meant more power for his loyal followers. And Mooney was fast to take advantage of his own dominance in the Patch. In April 1927, he got another chance to prove his worth to Capone during the Republican party primary.

Incumbent Mayor Thompson was being challenged by what the Capone forces derided as a “do-gooder,” Senator Charles Deneen. It was critical to the gang’s operations that Thompson remain in power, and they made every effort to see to it that the appropriate number of vote floaters—people who went from precinct to precinct voting again and again—were out on the streets on the day of the primary.

But the Twentieth Ward had the gang worried; Thompson’s political crony Morris Eller was being challenged by Octavius Granady, and rumor had it that the black attorney might actually win.
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