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The exploitation of informants, irrespective of their backgrounds, is not only desirous but necessary when the nation is struggling for its existence.

—ANTHONY MARSLOE, NAVAL INTELLIGENCE OFFICER, LIQUOR IMPORTER




In my business, we don’t take notes.

—JOHNNY ROSELLI, MOBSTER




L’omini all’àutu e li scecchi a la via.1

—SICILIAN PROVERB
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Authors’ Note

The following is a true story, told after extensive research. Faced with a twisted, complex tale, we deemed a dramatic narrative the best way to carry readers through the intersections of underworld politics and clandestine war. While verbal exchanges between characters have been re-created, whenever possible their words are taken from government reports, court records, media interviews, wiretap transcripts, autobiographies, and other primary sources. The opinions expressed by these very real characters are substantiated by the record, even if their exact words are not available. Likewise, all the events of this tale are described as accurately as possible, and any conjecture over the details is discussed in the notes. No characters or events have been invented or amalgamated.










IntroductionDamaniano


New York City, United States May 29, 1916

The telltale sound of a pistol shot draws the immediate attention of New York City patrolman Henry Schwarz, walking west on Twelfth Street, ready to cross First Avenue. The thirty-year-old police officer has served with the New York City Police Department for five years; he knows a gunshot when he hears one.1 This morning he’s heading west to reach the Third Judicial District Courthouse, where he’s expected to testify against a handful of Lower East Side peddlers who’ve been violating city ordinances.

The police officer is the son of Jewish German immigrants, Charles and Louise Schwarz, who settled in Queens and still reside there. He lived with them until his mid-twenties, when he relocated to Manhattan and became a police officer with the Fifteenth Precinct. He doesn’t live in the Lower East Side neighborhood where he patrols; his apartment is at 722 Columbus Avenue, on the Upper West Side.

Despite his courtroom destination, the gunshot requires a response; he’s in uniform and on duty on his beat. The shot came from the cellar of a nearby building on the corner of Twelfth Avenue, and Schwarz dashes to the building to investigate.

The Lower East Side is a patchwork of ethnicities, with enclaves of Germans, Greeks, Hungarians, Poles, Romanians, and Russians existing alongside each other, block to block, yet each territory still insulated. The Jewish enclave is centered around the shops along Orchard and Grand Streets, and the Yiddish theaters on Second Avenue between Houston and Fourteenth. Low-rise buildings are carved into multiple apartments, each of which is divided into three bedrooms. It’s common for ten residents to live in a 325-square-foot apartment.

This warren of tenements created chaotic neighborhood streets, and a nearly tribal system of ethnic street gangs emerged from the chaos. Things have gotten so bad that an extrajudicial justice system has arisen among the Jewish immigrants, run by a vigilante squad of Yiddish-speaking detectives called the Bureau of Social Morals (BOSM).2

Jewish police officers are a rarity on New York’s official police force, less than 1 percent, but Schwarz’s assignment to the Lower East Side is a new effort to station patrolmen there who can relate to the neighborhood.3 New York City mayor John Mitchel and police chief Arthur Woods are seeking to modernize the force, and part of the effort involves matching the ethnicities of police officers to the places they patrol. Beat cops are now expected to exert actual influence on the street, which means proving their primacy over the BOSM vigilantes—and the street hoodlums.

Schwarz stands on the cellar steps of the home at 196 First Avenue, where the gunshot came from. He hesitates to descend into the darkness below, but someone could be hurt or dying down there. So the officer starts down the steps.

If he knew who leased the building—Vito Pizzo and Antonio Blago—Schwarz may not have been as eager to investigate. The men are both fish sellers, buying product from the Fulton Fish Market and delivering it to buyers across the city.

Schwarz has been cracking down on peddlers, citing them for blatant violations of city ordinances. His appearance in Third District Court this morning is related to this effort—he is scheduled to provide testimony in five cases at the courthouse. The Lower East Side pushcart sellers and stall vendors consider him an enemy, and tensions are running high.4

As a rule, fish peddlers ignore city regulations and laugh at the illusion of government control. The International Longshoremen’s Association has more influence over the market than the government. Its current vice president is Paolo Vaccarelli, organizer of the infamous Five Points Gang in Manhattan. Organized crime doesn’t fully control the Fulton Fish Market—yet—but they have a seat at the head of the table.

The Five Points Gang is clearly better organized than an average petty-criminal group content with just robbery and burglary. They set up rackets that prove more lucrative, such as gambling and extorting protection from businessmen. Monopolizing the fish peddlers’ operations, for example, is a cash cow. The Italian-run Five Points Gang also finds strength by inviting Jewish and Irish criminals into their operations, either as clients for protection, as customers for numbers games, or as partners. These political bonds are so tight that Vaccarelli even does business under a second name: Paul Kelly.

The NYPD, with its effort to push into the Lower East Side, and the fish peddlers, who are becoming dangerously emboldened by their criminal ties, are on a collision course. The crackdown on unsanctioned stalls and peddlers is costing criminals money. Schwarz doesn’t fully realize the lengths they will go to protect their rackets—and to prove their own undisputed ownership of the Lower East Side streets.

When the officer reaches the bottom of the cellar stairs, he smells the odor of fish. Now he pulls his own pistol, advancing slowly into the unlit room. The shadows around him suddenly come to life, figures leaping from hiding in an ambush. One grabs at his gun, and he fires as the man makes contact, putting a bullet through the assailant’s hand. But his firearm has been lost in the exchange. Explosions from behind him come with heavy impacts as he is shot twice in the back. Schwarz sags, and his grappling partner shoots him in the abdomen with his own police-issued gun.

On the ground and falling into shock, Schwarz sees a form appear over him. He recognizes the sixty-year-old face of Giovanni Riccobono, one of the fish sellers he has targeted. Then the man lashes out with his foot, kicking the downed officer across the face, and Schwarz passes out as the others lean over to punch his helpless form.

When he regains consciousness, Schwarz is inside Bellevue Hospital. He is weak from blood loss and internal injuries; the stomach wound is slowly killing him. Detectives question him for details while he’s awake.

“Did you recognize them, Henry? The men who attacked you?”

“I saw John. Riccobono.” It takes all his energy just to talk. “They grabbed my gun and shot me with it,” he adds sadly. The interview ends soon after, the wounded man unable to continue.

The manhunt for the Riccobonos is roiling the Lower East Side, but the police think the suspects may have fled town. The NYPD issues a letter to lawmen across the state to be on the lookout for “Giovanni ‘John’ Riccobono, age 60, 5 foot 6 inches, 200 pounds with a graying mustache.” The police are also looking for his son, Damaniano Riccobono, age twenty-four, five foot six and 160 pounds, “of stocky build.” The younger suspect has a large scar on the back of his black-haired head and a “bandage on his hand, suffering from a gunshot wound.”5

The crime scene is one block away from the Riccobono residence. Those leasing the building of the crime scene, Pizzo and Blago, are held as material witnesses but plead total ignorance. They weren’t present, and no one can hang blame on them even though they rent the cellar to store fish for peddlers.

The police don’t recognize it, but the Riccobonos are not just any fish sellers. Their family hails from a small town near the city of Palermo, Sicily, and there they go by a different surname. People there know that the Riccobonos are tied to traditional organized-crime families in the area. In Sicily, the organization is simply called Cosa Nostra, or “Our Thing.” In America, the Sicilians also call their gangs borgatas. The word Mafia is rarely used, except among members.

When the Riccobonos moved to the United States a decade ago, they brought their criminal ties with them and made new ones. Most obviously, they now have a brother-in-law named Bonaventura Pinzolo, a member of the Black Hand crime group that makes money by blackmailing business owners.6 The Riccobonos’ Lower East Side neighborhood contacts are with the Five Points Gang. Pinzolo is not Sicilian, but plenty of his lieutenants and henchmen are.7

With the Riccobonos on the lam for shooting a cop, they naturally seek help from the Five Points Gang, using their pull as crime partners, distant relatives, and an Old World, Mafia-linked family. The contact they reach out to is a savvy sixteen-year-old named Charlie Luciano.

Some say he is related to the Riccobonos or is close enough to the family to be confused as a cousin. The Riccobono and Luciano families both hail from towns near Palermo, and they settled in New York City three blocks from each other, with the Riccobonos at 426 East Thirteenth Street and the Luciano family at 265 East Tenth.8

At his young age, Luciano doesn’t have the money or influence to help the Riccobonos directly, but he is already respected enough to ask the right people. He started his own gang shortly after arriving from Sicily and as a young teen was adopted into the Five Points Gang to squeeze money from the Lower East Side. The seasoned youth has contacts among the Jewish shop owners who pay for protection, the storefronts that take wagers for the numbers rackets, and the street peddlers who need permission from the longshoremen’s union to buy fish and safety from any bullying rivals to sell it. He also knows the men who control the rackets on behalf of Vaccarelli.

Through Luciano, the fugitives reach out for help from the Five Points Gang. The Riccobono family recognizes the position they’ve put these gangsters in, as this police shooting could invite a wider crackdown. Giovanni is ready to turn himself in to mollify authorities and can be trusted not to answer any questions about Lower East Side criminal gangs, but he wants his son to remain free. With an incriminating hand wound, that won’t be easy. The only option is for the Sicilians to use their contacts to ship Damaniano Riccobono out of the city, and then out of the country.9

The evening of the shooting, Giovanni Riccobono surrenders to New York police, who take him to Bellevue to see Schwarz. The stricken police officer identifies him as the man who kicked him in the face after Schwarz was shot. The elder Riccobono is then taken to jail and held without bail.10

The next day, a police sergeant named Andrew Knittle taps a vein and gives Schwarz sixteen ounces of blood. It’s not enough, and the police officer dies in his hospital bed that day. On June 2, Schwarz is buried at Mount Olive Cemetery, with all his fellow Fifteenth Precinct officers in attendance and Rabbi A. Blum, an NYPD chaplain, singing the burial prayer. Schwarz is the forty-fourth NYPD officer to have his name engraved on a police headquarters tablet dedicated to those killed on duty. He is survived by his wife and nine-year-old son, Harry.11

By then, Damaniano Riccobono has skipped town. His first stop is Canada by automobile, and from there a long boat ride back to Sicily. He has slipped justice, but it’s a bitter fact that his promising time in the United States ended in failure, leaving his father to be imprisoned in Sing Sing for murder. He is worried about leaving his little brother, Giuseppe, to fend for himself.12

It seems as though American history is finished with Damaniano. Indeed, his name will be forgotten, left out of all future newspaper articles and family census forms with equal disregard. However, decades after his flight from New York City, this unlikely figure will play a vital role during the nation’s most dire struggle, with human lives and the fate of civilizations in the balance.

Damaniano Riccobono will never be credited for this, just as he was never held accountable for his role in the murder of officer Henry Schwarz. Deniability and anonymity are watchwords of the underworld, and all those who operate in its shadows must get used to it.









Part 1Waterfront


Off Montauk Point, Long Island, New York, United States January 14, 1942

Kapitänleutnant Reinhard Hardegen stares through the periscope at the oil tanker easing through the predawn waters. Behind the ship is the darkened coastline of Long Island, sixty miles distant, and the mandatory civil blackouts extend into the water. There are no lighthouse ships stationed here anymore; America is at war.

Hardegen sees that the ship he’s stalking is unescorted, so the only expected defense will be a deck gun. The captain of U-boat U-123 doesn’t know that the tanker has no ammunition. It wouldn’t have stopped him from closing in.

The submarine has been sliding into place to launch the closest attack to the mainland United States since Germany declared war late last year, in the immediate aftermath of the Japanese raid on Pearl Harbor. Now all gloves are off in the battle for the Atlantic, and the Allies are about to learn just how deep the German Navy can strike.

Hardegen eases away from the scope and scratches the stubble on his chin. The twenty-nine-year-old lieutenant commander has decided to grow a beard during this patrol, which began on December 23. He suffers from severe stomach problems and is on a restricted diet that is challenged by his underwater service; this is among his last patrols, and he knows it.

The German Navy restricted his service already, and he has been called back only to spearhead an audacious assault on Allied shipping called Operation Drumbeat (Paukenschlag). His first patrol in the summer of 1941, hunting in West African waters, yielded a record of five ships sunk. Hardegen’s expertise is now needed to do even more damage.

His is one of five U-boats heading to the East Coast of the United States, tasked with raising as much hell as they can with ships bound for Europe. U-123 is the first of them to arrive, and Hardegen has already sunk one ship, the British freighter Cyclops, in Canadian waters on the way to his assigned hunting grounds.

His target today is the 9,577-ton Norness, crewed by forty-one merchant marine sailors and loaded with oil from the Esso refinery in New Jersey. She was built in Hamburg, Germany, then sold to Norway and currently registered in Panama. The Norness is carrying just over twelve tons of Admiralty-grade fuel oil on a route from New York to Halifax, where the ship will join a small convoy to Liverpool.

Supply ships such as this one are a lifeline to England, which is surrounded by the German Army, blockaded by its Navy, and battered by the Luftwaffe. Hardegen and his submarine crew are here to sever it.

U-123 fires a pair of G7e torpedoes from its stern tubes, and one slams into the hull with an explosion that surprises the unsuspecting Norness crew. No one on board was thinking about submarines—not yet. The explosion tears a hole in the hull, and the ship begins to list to starboard. The crew scrambles through geysers of oil and rushing water, fighting to ready the lifeboats. Two men standing inside one are flung into the icy waters when the lifeboat flips over, still held by the deck lines.

Inside, a radio operator begins to signal for help. The U-boat crew knows all too well which frequencies to monitor. The Germans have cracked the codes used to coordinate convoys, and they use this edge to help them hunt; it gives them an almost supernatural skill at locating prey.

The second torpedo arrives twenty minutes after the first, aimed just under the bridge. The impact silences the ship and opens another hole in the hull, but the rushing water settles the sinking ship on an even keel. Now all the lifeboats can be safely loaded, and the crew quickly abandons ship. They row to safety in time to see the last shot, a torpedo to the Norness’s engine room that causes the tanker to finally sink at the stern, in water so shallow the bow juts above the surface like a newly formed atoll.

In the morning, a U.S. Navy blimp spots thirty survivors in lifeboats and radios the nearby destroyers Ellyson and Argo to scoop them up. A fishing boat in the area rescues another nine; all but two Norwegian sailors survive the attack and rendezvous with one another in Newport, Rhode Island.1

Hardegen is gone, but not far. On January 15, U-123 sinks the 6,768-ton British tanker Coimbra, its crew of forty-six sailors also traveling unescorted off the coast of Long Island. (A planned transit of troopships leaving for Europe has all the escorts tied up.) The tanker settles to the bottom, and again the bow remains above the waves, ringed by burning fuel. The crew doesn’t fare as well as Norness’s, with nineteen dying during the sinking and a dozen more freezing to death awaiting rescue.

The blaze is seen and reported by alarmed residents in the Hamptons. “These are some pretty buoys we are leaving for the Yankees in the harbor approaches,” Hardegen writes in his patrol log. “As replacement for the lightships.”2

The carnage was just starting—the four other U-boats of Operation Drumbeat arrive within hours of the second sinking. In the next four days, the U-boats sink five more Allied merchant ships. The crisis is clear—the United States is losing the Battle of the Atlantic, even in its own backyard.



Lower Manhattan, New York City February 8, 1942

Lieutenant Anthony Marsloe walks on the cobblestone street outside 90 Church Street, out of uniform and blending into the stream of civilian employees hustling into the federal building. The five-year-old building, a muddled mixture of neoclassicism and art deco styles, takes up a full block along Church and West Broadway, between Vesey and Barclay Streets.

Such a sprawling government building hardly seems an appropriate place to host the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI); there are just too many strangers coming and going. But Marsloe walks past the building’s main entrance and heads to an unmarked entrance. There is no sign by the door, but this is officially 50 Church Street. It’s a separate office within the building, perfect for accommodating people who want to slip in and out unobserved.3

It may be his first official day as an intelligence officer with the Third District Intelligence Office (DIO), but he knows his workplace well. Even before Pearl Harbor, the Navy began calling up reservists for investigative and counterintelligence duties. Marsloe, already a lieutenant in the naval reserve, had been quickly recruited into the Intelligence Volunteer Service program and, in fall 1941, called to duty.

Marsloe is thirty years old, five foot eight, and 150 pounds. On his official forms, he lists his place and date of birth as New York City, June 18, 1911. Others who know him say he was born in Italy and came to the United States as an orphan. Indeed, his closest recorded kin in America are the Meli family—his uncle Cyrus and aunt Elvira, who both live in Brooklyn, where he was schooled. His family spoke Italian at home, and he was steeped in the various Sicilian dialects of his Brooklyn neighborhood.4

Like many children of Italian immigrants, he’s now using a second name. He kept his birth name, Anthony F. Marzullo, through university at Cornell and while he got a law degree from St. John’s University. “Tony Marsloe” doesn’t appear until after he finds work as an investigator with the city, and he still doesn’t always use it on official forms.

By the late 1930s, Marsloe was serving in the office of the crusading Manhattan district attorney Thomas Dewey. The DA’s mandate was deceptively simple—a full-scale investigation into organized crime in New York City. Marsloe’s legal training, language skills, and street bravado made him an asset in the underworld crusade that helped propel Dewey into his current race for the New York governorship. Dewey resigned as DA to run for office, while the new DA, Frank Hogan, is continuing the organized-crime crusade on the streets and in the courts.

The war has upended Marsloe’s life, transforming him from a civilian investigator naval reservist into a full-time naval intelligence officer. He has to admit that the Navy’s training hasn’t prepared him for the position. He took their three-week course in wartime intelligence work, but it felt unhelpfully specific and even thrown together.5 Now the training wheels are off, and he’s racing into the office with no real idea of what to expect.

Marsloe has been assigned to the B-2, the investigations section. His boss, Lieutenant Commander Charles Radcliffe Haffenden, has been at the Third DIO since 1940 and has a reputation for being a bold operator. What that means in the context of naval intelligence Marsloe’s not entirely sure.

Marsloe’s first stop is Haffenden’s office, where his superior welcomes him warmly. The commander is fifty years old, with blue eyes and light brown hair that make him seem younger.6 There’s a charm to Haffenden that comes a little too easily; he employs the too-smooth patter of a salesman or politician.

But after platitudes, Haffenden gets down to business. “We both know why I need you here,” he says. “Fluent Italian, investigative skills, knowledge of some unsavory corners of New York. And I plan on putting those skills to good use. But there may be some things you need to know that the Navy hasn’t bothered to teach you. So we will.”

Marsloe shifts in his seat, his pride stung. Those who know him recognize a mix of ego and confidence, things that drive him but also make him prickly.

“I have some experienced men here who can give you an in-house crash course in fieldwork,” Haffenden continues. “Lieutenant Commander Kelly is a police captain from New Rochelle. Became a patrolman in 1929. I recruited him last April.7 He’ll get you caught up on the street work, practicing spotting dead drops, doing tailing exercises, and teaching you some of our local codes. Should take a few weeks before I introduce you around to B-7.”

“Counterintelligence?” Marsloe asks, thinking he’s been transferred from investigations.

“On top of being my ace Italian linguist, what I need here is a liaison between B-3 and B-7,” Haffenden explains. “I don’t want much daylight between them. We all know New York is in the crosshairs of the Nazis and Japanese agents, no matter how much the FBI says they have it under control. We are responsible for the nation’s largest port, the biggest embarkation point for American troops and supplies, plus the shipyards that will win the war.”

Marsloe understands where his language skills will come in handy—it’s the same as when he was the DA’s investigator. The waterfront workforce, from the Fulton Fish Market to the grimiest docks of Brooklyn, is made up of predominantly Italian laborers who work as stevedores, boat crews, and truck drivers. There are patches of Manhattan’s piers dominated by Irish workers, and at every port there’s at least some black and Jewish workers plying their trades. But there’s no language barrier there—they speak English. And Italians hold positions of power on the docks of Brooklyn and Manhattan, which makes speaking their language a necessary skill for any investigator’s office.

“I need you here because the waterfront in New York is vulnerable to spies and sabotage,” Haffenden continues. “We’ve been ordered to counter this threat, and that will mean engaging with the people who work there, on their turf and in their language. That means informants, planting undercover men, and break-ins. Whatever it takes.”

Marsloe stays pointedly quiet.

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Haffenden prompts. “This office is the one place on earth where I encourage my people to say what they’re thinking.”

“We need to secure the waterfront,” Marsloe begins, sounding more like an attorney arguing a point than an investigator. “We’ll need loaders, fish sellers, and truck drivers to work with us. But in my experience, these people never cooperate. It’s not just because I was with the DA’s office. They don’t talk about anything substantive to anyone but each other.”

Now Haffenden is smiling wryly. “And where is the power coming from to stop them?”

“At the top of the pyramid on the docks are the unions,” Marsloe says.

Haffenden says nothing, silently encouraging his subordinate to continue.

“And above them are the underworld racketeers, the criminal gangs,” Marsloe continues, then pauses. “Are you suggesting . . .”

“I am considering using every tool at our disposal to win this war,” Haffenden says firmly. “Every tool.”

“Do you think the Navy’ll let you, sir?”

“That’s the concern of Captain MacFall and myself,” Haffenden says, invoking the name of his superior, Third DIO head Roscoe MacFall, to show that his plan already has backing from the top. “If things get desperate enough, we may have no choice but to try. So you and I better be prepared. Who do you still know in the DA’s office?”8



Lower Manhattan, New York City March 25, 1942

Tony Marsloe watches the face of New York County District Attorney Frank Hogan closely, hoping to gauge the thoughts behind his impassive expression. What the DA is being asked to do is beyond the scope of any lawman in the nation, and even four months ago the idea would have been considered outrageous. But today’s meeting at Hogan’s office is just the latest in an ever-growing series of impossible things that the war is making real.

“Earlier in the month, your captain came to my office with this proposal,” Hogan says. “And given the problems the nation’s facing, I can’t reasonably decline. But I have several questions before handing this off to Mr. Gurfein.” Eyes flicker to Murray Gurfein, an assistant district attorney since 1938. He’s been at the forefront of the office’s ongoing investigations into waterfront racketeering.

“The immediate problem is easy to identify, even if we can’t talk about it outside this room: U-boats are sinking our ships just offshore,” Hogan says.9 “ONI believes enemy agents and sympathizers could be supplying information from the waterfront. The solution that was proposed to me was that elements of the underworld on the docks here could be solicited to help ease that threat. That we could secretly reach out to collaborate with racketeers or criminal groups to secure the sea lanes from German attack.”

Haffenden shifts in his seat but speaks confidently. His boss, Captain MacFall, had visited the district attorney to broach the topic two weeks ago. “He seems to have described it well.”

“This office knows better than anyone how much sway the underworld has on the docks,” Hogan says. “Racketeers control the unions that in turn control the loaders, the trucks, the men on the boats, and the fish sellers. Finding people to cooperate in the face of this dominance has been nearly impossible. We have dead witnesses and ruined criminal cases to show for it. So let me ask, Lieutenant Marsloe: You’ve worked the docks with us, and now at this new position. Do these guys cooperate more with naval intelligence agents looking for spies than with any other investigators?”

“No,” Marsloe says bluntly. “They’re just street guys; they won’t talk to anyone. Unless, of course, they’re told to. That’s the thing with these gangs—they run like unions. From the top down. We get the bosses to go along, the whole group of ’em will fall in line.”

Haffenden speaks as Hogan takes this in. “The reality is that those mobsters have the insight that we desperately need. We need more eyes on the water. Those U-boats have to be refueled by someone, somewhere close. These could well be coming from the U.S. coastlines.10 The fishing fleets are out there and can become a virtual picket line. We need more eyes on the waterfront, too. A German spy ring could be supplying schedule information or radioing when a ship leaves port. And we need to secure the piers themselves. The FBI may not think the risk of sabotage exists anymore, but I do.”

Fears of “fifth column” domestic terroristic attacks are not just paranoia. In late 1941, the FBI ensnared dozens of Germans involved in Nazi operations; this very New York DA’s office convicted thirty-three German sympathizers for espionage and sabotage. Of them, twenty-five were American citizens. The dismantling of the Duquesne spy ring, named for its South African leader, kneecapped the Nazis’ spy game inside the United States, and the FBI proclaimed the saboteur threat to be over.

The ONI remains convinced more are on the way—or are already here.

Sabotage fears in New York peaked this February when the Normandie liner burned in the New York City dock as she was being retrofit for the war. Everyone seemed ready to disregard the FBI’s conclusion (well-grounded, as it turns out) that the blaze was accidental.11 ONI officers in New York City are among Director J. Edgar Hoover’s doubters.

“When I imagine someone agreeing to resupply a U-boat or burn a ship for money, the underworld are the first people I’d think would do the job,” Hogan muses. “If I think that, why would I trust these same men to protect the docks?”

“Sicily,” says Haffenden. “The underworld leadership here is predominantly Sicilian. And Sicilians don’t love Mussolini, over there or here in the United States. Many of them are here because of him, and their people at home are still suffering.”

“There are a handful who may have been publicly pro-Fascist before Pearl Harbor, but they’ve been detained or are changing their tunes,” Gurfein puts in.

“So mutual interest is all that ties this together,” says Hogan. “A common enemy.”

“You might have to allow that these underworld figures are proud men,” Marsloe says. “Maybe even patriotic. They came here with nothing and flourished. This has also made them egotistical, and they like to silently control things. Honestly, Frank, I’d be surprised if they didn’t jump at the chance to help.”

“You see what talent you took from this office?” the DA asks Haffenden, then breathes in as if about to deliver a summation to a jury. “Okay, let’s move on this project with the understanding that no one will ever know of it. People may not understand the needs of men who, as you say, need to silently control things. And, of course, this office’s investigations and prosecutions will proceed as normal.”

“No permanent files will ever be kept,” Haffenden confirms. “And no names recorded.”

Hogan stands and the others do, too. It’s his office, and they’re being dismissed. “Let’s take this to my office,” Gurfein suggests. “We can talk details.”

“Best of luck, gentlemen,” Hogan says as they file out.

The contingent from the Third DIO silently follows the assistant DA down the hall. Along with Marsloe and Haffenden is a lieutenant named O’Malley, the official liaison between the DA and the ONI in New York, whose job has been totally superseded by Haffenden’s project.12 None are in uniform.

The men take seats in Gurfein’s office. Their bosses have signed off on the project and left the details to them; that’s the way of clandestine operations. Haffenden has one central question: Who on the waterfront should be approached first?

Gurfein has a quick answer, the man his office currently has under indictment. “Socks Lanza.”13



New York City March 26, 1942, Mid-Morning

Joseph Lanza walks past the truck parked at the Fulton Fish Market, satisfied with the odor of rotting fish wafting from inside. The driver is off having yet another argument with the unionized haulers who are supposed to unload their catch for sale at this centralized market. Lanza scans the Delaware plates on the truck and shakes his head. If someone thinks they can waltz in here and sell out-of-state fish, they are learning otherwise.

Lanza’s monopoly on the Fulton Fish Market is indisputable. He’s an active member of the Luciano crime family, which in turn is backed by the nation’s most powerful crime lords. As a union leader, he is part of a predatory citywide monopoly on fish importation and sales. His personal fiefdom, headquartered here in Lower Manhattan, has tendrils in fishing-industry operations across the entire Eastern Seaboard.

The Fulton Fish Market is the epicenter of his empire. “Here within easy reach of all of us is an international market,” writes one visiting journalist in 1941. “In perfect readiness for your table you’ll find halibut from the Northwest, salmon from Alaska, whitefish from Alberta, sturgeon from Manitoba, trout and yellow pike from the Great Lakes, smelts from New Brunswick, lobsters from Maine, cod from the Grand Banks, plump shrimp from the Gulf of Mexico and rock lobsters from South Africa. . . . Strange as it may seem, about 70 percent of the 300,000 pounds of fish estimated to pass through this market each year comes in by truck. The simple reason is that very often truck deliveries are speedier than boat, and in every case speed of delivery is the deciding factor.”14

The heavyset gangster pulls up the lapels of his overcoat and trudges past the stinking truck. Lanza carries 230 pounds on a short frame, with thick facial features, fat ears, and heavy hands. He passes the dock workers stacking crates of trout and barrels of sardines, stepping past a fresh pile of horse manure squished into the cobblestone. Some New York traditions die harder than others, and pushcart vendors are one of them. Carts familiar to him as a youth on these docks, where he once worked as a cargo handler, now rattle under the shadows of Manhattan’s downtown skyscrapers.

Lanza heads into the lobby of Meyer Hotel, on the eastern edge of the seaport. The building’s ground floor also hosts the Paris Café, established in 1873, one of New York City’s oldest bars. There are always longshoremen eating and drinking inside, a testament to the market’s all-hours operations. The office of the United Seafood Workers union—his union—is located on the hotel’s top floor.

Joe Lanza emigrated from Palermo, Sicily, as a teen and found work at the Fulton Fish Market as a cargo handler. This gave him the chance to impress coworkers with his toughness and savvy. By 1923, he’d become an organizer for the USW union. Along the way he had to use his hands more than once, thick mitts that laid out opponents and earned him the nickname “Socks.”

Through the union, Lanza also started doing business with Manhattan’s ever-rising underworld figures Charles Luciano and Meyer Lansky. Together they fought the Irish gangs who vied for control over the docks. In 1926, rival Will Mack was found shot dead outside the United Seafood Workers union headquarters. Lanza was arrested but never charged. The conflict ended the way Luciano and Lansky preferred—with a deal that kept the peace and benefited themselves.

Now that the International Longshoremen’s Association and mobsters are working together, everyone is making money. That is, except those being shaken down to conduct legitimate commerce. The operation is deceptively simple. Fish suppliers and wholesalers submit bids to vend at the Fulton Fish Market. These are rigged by Lanza, who takes a skim off the winning bids. The shakedowns continue as unloading crews extort “parking fees” from deliveries, and the market’s private security teams run a protection scam—pay for security or else.15 Away from the waterfront, the Bronx, Upper Manhattan, and Brooklyn Fish Dealers Association has corralled and bullied retail sellers across the city since mobsters created it in 1932.

The foundation of a peaceful underworld monopoly is the idea that everyone has their own turf. Just as Lanza controls the Fulton Fish Market, the rest of the Manhattan waterfront is divvied among other groups. The Bowers gang dominates Manhattan docks above West Forty-Second Street, and the O’Mara gang runs the waterfront through Chelsea. John “Cockeye” Dunn uses the union he created, Local 21510 (Motor and Bus Terminal Checkers, Platform and Office Workers), to run waterfront racketeering on the Lower West Side. He’s got a violent reputation and good connections, from Lansky to the longshoremen’s union; its president personally sponsored him for membership.

Albert “Mad Hatter” Anastasia holds the Brooklyn docks, which are owned by sympathetic associates in the New York Dock Company and staffed with Italian workers. He lurks in the shadow of the Navy Yard, which operates twenty-four hours a day to churn out battleships. Technically Anastasia works for the International Longshoremen’s Association, but he is well positioned with the Five Families and helps run the nationwide murder-for-hire racket Murder, Inc. Across the river in New Jersey, mob-affiliated Charlie “the Jew” Yanowsky runs the port rackets.

At the top of these illicit networks is the National Commission, established by Charles Luciano in the 1920s. Luciano’s position is chairman of the Commission, which is an executive position more than a dictatorship. He established the organization to keep profits flowing and bloody rivalries to a minimum. Luciano brought in gangsters from Florida, Detroit, New York, and Illinois to carve out territories and coordinate criminal business. These groups enlisted Jewish gangsters in New York and New Jersey, including his close ally, the Lower East Side underworld phenom Meyer Lansky.

The New York City mobsters are not immune from the war sweeping the globe. The city has been thrust into sudden changes, some small and others impossible to ignore. Nightly dimouts blot out the New York skyline, scrap drives are constant, and rationing has begun. The human drain has started as well, a siphoning of fighting-age men that affects New York City much more than the rest of the state. There’s a line outside the recruiting office at 39 Whitehall Street.

The ports feel the war, too. The biggest impact on American fishing so far has been the conscription of commercial vessels into military service. But the fighting is obviously close to U.S. shores. Although the true scope of the damage is being obscured by the U.S. government, there are newspaper reports of German submarines attacking ships off the East Coast. “We’re hoping the fishing boats are too small to interest the submarines,” says one seller to a reporter. “Our boats have seen submarines and several of them have brought in survivors from sunken ships.” Things have gotten tense enough that fishing crews who sell to the Fulton Fish Market are getting profit-sharing bonuses for agreeing to work.16

Today, the war comes to Lanza with a phone call to his office from his attorney, Joe Guerin. The pair have been spending plenty of time together, since the lawyer is representing him against an indictment for extortion filed by New York District Attorney Frank Hogan. An unexpected call from him can’t be good news. “What’s going on?”

“You’d better come by my office,” Guerin says vaguely, but the man’s voice is light and almost giddy. “You’re not going to believe who I’ve been talking to.”



New York City March 26, 1942, Night

“I thought military types were always on time,” says Joe Lanza, sitting on a park bench at 103rd and Broadway.

“We were supposed to be here at 11:30 and we are,” says his attorney, Joe Guerin. “They are supposed to meet us here sometime after. To them, this is right on schedule.”

Lanza shifts his bulky frame and claps his meaty hands together, trying to stay warm. “You think they have naval intelligence guys watching us right now? Making sure it’s safe?”

Guerin shrugs. “Maybe. But I get the feeling this is the kind of thing they’d want to keep their people away from, as much as they can.”

“Yeah, I know the feeling,” says Lanza. The secrecy of this near-midnight meeting is his idea, protection from being spotted speaking to the mob-chasing assistant district attorney. He’s under pressure from the extortion case, but Lanza has beat charges before and expects to do so again. Still, anyone from the underworld seeing this sit-down may feel he has turned informant, so it’s best to be cautious.

“Here he comes now,” says Guerin, watching a yellow taxi ease to the curb. The door opens, and Murray Gurfein waves the pair over, then slides across the seat to let them inside.

It’s a short but awkward ride to the quiet block along 135th, where the trio get out of the taxi and brave the cold to confer on a park bench. Gurfein lays it out plainly: “Naval Intelligence here in New York is worried about the waterfront. German submarines know when to hit our ships, and we don’t know how. It’s worse than we read about. The Navy thinks there are spies on the waterfront developing information for the Germans.”

Lanza’s eyelids carry weight, like the rest of him, but a bright stare pierces from beneath them. “What do they think I could do about it?”

“The Navy wants help with the fishing and barge crews,” Gurfein explains. “They’re in a good place to keep an eye out on the water for submarines and clandestine refueling ships. They’d do it if the unions were square behind the effort. And the Navy’s worried about spies and sabotage, so longshoremen can look out for suspicious people operating on the waterfront.”

“I can’t report anything like that to you,” Lanza says. “No offense.”

“You’d report directly to the Navy,” Gurfein retorts. “I’m just the matchmaker here. After this introduction, the DA’s office goes back to trying to convict you. No favors, no deals, no promises. This is separate from that, and I think you know it.”

“So I put word out to the guys to watch for subs, refuelers, and Kraut spies,” Lanza sums up, thinking out loud. “To do this right, I’ll have to head out to some of the boats’ home ports to put the word out. No one’s refueling any U-boat from South Street.”

Gurfein can’t help but chuckle. “So . . . it sounds like I can tell the Navy that you’ll cooperate?”

“You can tell them that I’m in,” Lanza says. “And yeah, tell them it’s just for the war effort. I want Mussolini gone, like everyone else with any sense. So no strings. But since I’m not working with you, who’s the contact?”

“He’ll be calling Mr. Guerin soon,” Gurfein responds. “He’ll be asking for a meeting at his private office in the Hotel Astor. Second floor.”

“Swanky,” Lanza notes.

“When he calls, don’t talk about anything on the line. Just go,” the assistant district attorney continues. “I’m sure he’ll have some more specific instructions, and I’m equally sure none of us want me to know about them.”17



Off Cape Hatteras, North Carolina April 14, 1942

Commander Hamilton Howe, captain of USS Roper, can’t believe the U-boat he’s hunting hasn’t yet dived for safety. The submarine instead has started a surface chase against an American destroyer that it can’t hope to win.

“Torpedo in the water!” cries a lookout on the bridge of the Roper. “Fired from their stern tube, sir.”

The torpedo streaks harmlessly past the destroyer as the warship closes at twenty knots. At three hundred yards, Howe orders the three-inch-gun crews to open fire, and the deck crews pepper the German vessel with .50-caliber machine guns. One of the shells punches a hole in the U-boat’s hull, and it crawls to a halt, settling at the stern. Inside, the captain orders the U-85 crew to abandon ship, with a few ordered to open the seacocks, scuttling the boat.

“Looks like some are already jumping ship,” the lookout reports. “I think she’s going back under.”

“There’s only one way to confirm a kill,” Howe says. “I want that thing pasted with depth charges.”

The Roper’s crew obliges, lobbing eleven depth charges at the submarine, each carrying two hundred pounds of explosives. The barrage dismantles the boat, killing all on board and shattering the bodies of every German mariner in the water.

The Roper creases through the oily water, now a field of debris and floating corpses. Howe orders the crew to collect the bodies, a ghastly duty that puts them in close contact with the damage their attack caused. They collect twenty-nine bodies, and the onboard naval intelligence officer reports a handful are wearing civilian clothes. Inside their pockets are wallets with American cash and Social Security and draft cards.

Howe puts it together. The civilians were outfitted with everything needed to start a life in the United States. The U-boat hadn’t crash-dived when he closed in because these men and the boat crews conveying them to shore were on the deck. The Roper just interrupted a clandestine Nazi effort to land enemy agents in North Carolina.



New York City April 16, 1942

“Before we get started, I’d like to make a quick statement,” says Murray Gurfein.

Charles Haffenden waves his hand graciously, since it’s his office. Seated nearby, Joe Guerin and Joe Lanza watch the assistant district attorney expectantly. “So this is the district attorney office’s position. We are happy that Mr. Lanza has agreed to volunteer to help the Navy. We hope he proves useful and think that he will. The district attorney’s office has made no promises to Mr. Lanza in exchange for this cooperation.”

The room remains silent as he stops. “Anyway, we hope it works out.”

“Thank you, Mr. Gurfein,” Haffenden says. “I’m sure we all appreciate the clarity.”

“Good day to you all,” the assistant DA says and strides from the room. When the door closes, his role in this liaison will be over. Or so he thinks.

When he leaves, the men share a chuckle. “I don’t think it’s too early for a drink, do you?” Haffenden says. He picks up the phone and says, “Elizabeth, can we have three tumblers with ice?”

The three men exchange appraising looks as they wait. “Lemme ask you a question,” Lanza says.

“Okay.”

“I saw the sign on the door—the American Federation of Little Businesses,” he says. “Is that a front?”

“Not at all,” Haffenden replies. “It’s a national group, and I’ve been the New York state chairman for years.”

“So this isn’t the Navy’s office,” Lanza says. “It’s yours.”

“I use it for naval intelligence purposes, off the record,” the intelligence agent admits. “The District Intelligence Office is on Church Street, but I thought to start we’d be more comfortable here.”

“Sure, who wouldn’t be?” Lanza says. The Astor Hotel is ornate inside and out, with dozens of themed ballrooms, restaurants, and smoking rooms. The lobby is decorated with artifacts curated by the American Museum of Natural History, and the rooftop club is regularly graced by Tommy Dorsey. “Is Frank Sinatra still playing on the rooftop?”

“I think so,” Haffenden says. “But I’m not sure for how long.”

Haffenden is the only child of Myles Haffenden, born in London, and Clarabel (Kauffer) Haffenden, born in Pennsylvania. Charles Haffenden himself was born and raised in Queens. He graduated from Trinity College in New York, but any hope for a normal job hunt was sabotaged by the Great War. He entered the naval reserves and served for nearly three years aboard passenger liners turned into troop transports, including the 18,000-ton SS President Grant.

Then the Great War ended in 1918, and he moved in with his parents in New Jersey. His father, Myles, died in January 1920. After that, Haffenden tried his hand at being a diamond broker and an advertising salesman. He remained a reservist, a “lieutenant of the First Battalion of the Naval Militia of New York.”18 The pressure to take care of his mother eased when she married Queens businessman Robert Bunting.

In 1922, Haffenden married Mary Estes Coates, an aspiring singer from Georgia. Mary’s family was well-connected and well-heeled. Her grandfather Charles Estes was the mayor of Augusta, president of the Exchange Bank, and president of the John P. King Manufacturing Company, operator of one of the largest cotton mills in the South. Mary’s mother married businessman John T. Coates of Macon. He was born in North Carolina and had lifelong political ties with the state’s leading businessmen.

Mary Coates was once described by a newspaper as having “a beautiful lyric soprano voice of wide range.”19 She studied at Wesleyan College, then moved away to study at the Cincinnati Conservatory of Music for two years before setting off for New York City to chase her dream. Although her marriage notice mentioned that she’d be continuing her vocal studies, in the 1925 state census the twenty-one-year-old woman listed her profession as “housewife.”

The couple lived in a Queens apartment, a present from her family; the newlyweds honeymooned in the Bahamas as the residence was finished. In 1930, Haffenden listed another occupation on his census—“club promoter.” It seemed like a logical extension of his real estate aspirations and his wife’s unfulfilled musical interests, but the profession apparently didn’t last long. By then the Haffendens were living in a rental house in Queens, likely having sold the apartment. Mary gave birth to a son, Charles Radcliffe Haffenden Jr., that year.

In 1933, the reservist joined Naval Intelligence with the Third DIO in New York.20 After the Great War ended, the United States dismantled its military intelligence apparatus, but by 1933 rising global tensions from Fascist powers were making the demand evident. Reservists were the chief source for the Navy to draw on for immediate help. It was a great opportunity for Haffenden to climb the ranks and become more involved in New York’s civil defense without having to join the military full-time.

Civilian ambitions also called. Haffenden put his promotional skills and family connections to work by attaching himself to a new group called the American Federation of Little Businesses. It was formed in 1938 by a Virginia lumber manufacturer, a leading New York advertising man, and a North Carolina figure named Matt Lenoir, a former special assistant to the U.S. secretary of commerce.

The presence of such a prominent North Carolina politician makes him the probable connection for Haffenden, who was included in the group’s top hierarchy from its inception. He was quickly named the New York state chairman for the association and given a seat on the group’s national board. The position came with access to the Astor Hotel office, which Haffenden has co-opted as his own for years.

Central to the Federation of Little Businesses’ platform is the fight against monopolies that they feel are strangling opportunity. Now Haffenden is meeting with the man who’s a key figure in the brute domination of the fishing industry in New York City.

The door opens and Elizabeth Schwerin, Haffenden’s executive secretary, walks in with a tray of glasses. Her face remains stoic as she sets them down. The heavyset man seems menacing and gruff, like a bad guy from the movies. Haffenden, who sometimes shares tidbits of his work, has warned her that some interesting people would be coming into the office and to keep her composure. He doesn’t have to promise secrecy from her—discretion, loyalty, and trust are fundamental to her job here, especially during wartime.21

“You’ve heard some of the problems we face,” Haffenden says when the door closes and the scotch is poured. “I won’t waste time rehashing them. Instead, I’ve got some specific things to ask about.”

“Let me know what you want,” Lanza offers.

“Thanks. First, arranging for the boat crews to act as spotters on the water. We want them all to know who to call when they see something. I’ll give you a few phone numbers—day or night, someone inside our operation will answer. One of them will be my personal line.”

“He won’t give his name, surely,” Guerin says, happy to object to something and therefore be useful.

“He’ll have an identification number to go by instead. Only we will know who it designates.”

“A code number,” Lanza says, sounding pleased.

“Exactly. We chose yours at random. I think it’s sixty-seven,” Haffenden says. “Everything you deliver will be filed under this system, on a three-by-five card with your number, not your name. If we need to interview anyone you direct toward us—something I encourage—they’d be given similar numbers. You can assure them of that.”22

“They’ll do what they’re told,” Lanza says flatly. “It’s the captains who know what they’re looking at and have the ship-to-shore phones. They’re the ones who matter. And it’s not just the fishing fleets. We’ll talk to the barge captains, too. And I got people in Long Island who already said they’d help.”23

This is more proactive than Haffenden expects, and he takes it as a good sign. “Great. I had another idea. I’m also thinking of placing naval intelligence men onto some of these boats. You think something like that’s possible?”

“It’d be a snap,” Lanza says. “Send me a list of names and I’ll get ’em union cards. My union can help get guys on boats in Maine, the Carolinas, and Virginia. You let me know where you want the contacts made, and what else you want, and I’ll carry on.”

“That’s much appreciated, Mr. Lanza.”

“Well, none of us want those bastards to win,” he says shortly. “You thinking about something like that for the longshoremen?”

“A network of informants reporting to you if they see anything suspicious,” Haffenden says. “Doable?”

“I can handle that, as far as downtown goes,” Lanza says. “But for all this talk, we’re still leaving out the West Side. Not to mention Brooklyn; with the ships being built over there, I imagine that’s not a good thing?”

“The Navy Yard is a priority,” Haffenden agrees.

“And you may want to put your people at other places around town, not just on the boats and docks. Restaurants, hotels, and such?”

“Of course,” Haffenden says. “What are you leading me to?”

“You want all the whole waterfront in New York City covered, not just my fish market and longshoremen. That’ll take getting more people involved on my end. Big people.”

“Who do you have in mind?” asks Haffenden.

“Luciano.”24



New York City April 19, 1942

“I appreciate your coming in, Mr. Lansky,” Moses Polakoff starts, planning his words as if he’s addressing a judge behind the bench. “I honestly didn’t know who else to contact about this.”

“Well, I’m glad you did,” Meyer Lansky says. He received a call from Polakoff yesterday asking for a 9:00 a.m. meeting. Not many people could summon the high-tier gangster at a moment’s notice, but this request came from the attorney of his lifelong friend, Charles Luciano, currently languishing in prison.

At age thirty-nine, Meyer Lansky is still building on his already considerable underworld influence. He oversees investment and money laundering for the national syndicate that he and Luciano created in 1934. He has spearheaded the conversion of mob bootlegging fortunes into other revenue-generating businesses. Foremost among the legitimate fronts are casinos, and since 1936 Lansky has established booming gambling operations in Florida, New Orleans, upstate New York, and Cuba.

For all his polish and financial genius, Lansky’s a lifelong criminal. He came up from the same Lower East Side streets as the thugs Ben “Bugsy” Siegel, Frank Costello, and Charlie Luciano. These men have built a criminal empire around twenty-year friendships, relationships that have survived mob wars, police crackdowns, and federal investigations. The close association of Italian and Jewish mobs reaches its zenith with Luciano, the chairman of the National Commission, and Lansky, his confidant and trusted partner.

People call Lansky “the Genius” for his ability to produce profits—and to solve problems. That latter skill is what brought Polakoff’s phone call pleading for Lansky to come to the attorney’s office.

Moses Polakoff was Luciano’s attorney during years of indictments, which ended with his 1926 prison sentence of thirty to fifty years for compulsory prostitution. The New York City DA’s office rounded up heroin-addicted prostitutes and flipped them, building a case that landed Luciano upstate in Dannemora prison.

The sentence was not the result of inadequate representation; before becoming a defense attorney in 1932, Polakoff was an assistant district attorney for the Southern District. He served with the Navy during the last war, returned to the district as the chief of the criminal division, and worked election fraud cases for the attorney general’s office. Then he hung up a shingle as a defense attorney to gangsters.

“Murray Gurfein, from the DA’s office, called me into his office,” Polakoff tells Lansky. “I told him I hadn’t seen Charlie since 1939, but it didn’t matter. He just said, ‘It’s important.’ So I went in. He tells me the Navy is worried about Germans and Italians on the docks, burning ships and telling U-boats when they’re leaving for England. And then he says Joe Lanza is helping these naval intelligence guys keep an eye on the fish market. He’s getting his union guys to report submarines and longshoremen to look for spies.”25

“The DA’s guy said this?”

“He’s the one who set the whole thing up. He introduced the intelligence officers to Lanza’s lawyer and put the whole thing in motion. The DA’s not involved beyond that. And now the Navy wants the Italians across the city to do what Lanza’s doing.”

Lansky’s eyebrows furrow. “That could cause some confusion,” he says, thinking of the chance people will think Socks is toadying up to the government for leniency on his current racketeering indictments. “Socks doesn’t have that kind of pull.”

“Well, that appears to be the case. In fact, Lanza himself has been telling the Navy from the start that the only man who can get all the Italians in line is Charles Luciano.”

Lansky takes this in for a moment. “What are they offering?”

“Nothing concrete,” Polakoff says. “It’d be a volunteer kind of thing, totally secret. But there are ways we can use this to make his life better, especially in front of a parole board. But I’d need your help to make it happen. War or not, this is way over my head.”

“So how did you leave it?” Lansky doesn’t consider anything to be over his head.

“I didn’t use your name, but I offered to speak to someone who knows Luciano much better than I do,” Polakoff says. He leaves out the details: He told Gurfein that he knows “a person whose patriotism and affection for our country, irrespective of his reputation, was of the highest.” He knows the underworld boss considers himself a proud American and an even prouder Jew. It’s an essential truth of Lansky’s personality that many overlook, seeing only the calculating profiteer.

“Well, you did the right thing,” Lansky tells Polakoff. “And I’m personally glad that you did. I have a little experience with Nazis in New York.”

After Hitler’s rise in the late 1930s, when a global wave of support washed over the United States, Lansky waged a street war against Nazi sympathizers in New York City. Before the war began, the epicenter of Nazi sympathizers in New York City was Yorkville, a traditionally German stretch of the Upper East Side dubbed “Sauerkraut Row.” The League of Friends of New Germany met every Tuesday night at the Turn Halle at Lexington Avenue and Eighty-Fifth Street.26 Pro-Nazi groups screened propaganda films, hosted anti-Semitic lecturers, and founded a local Hitler Youth chapter. Swastika flags waved over street parades. When East Side Jewish candy store owners boycotted German products, they were met with death threats and midnight vandalism.

In 1938, Lansky got a call from local rabbi Stephen Wise. He’d been talking to a New York City magistrate named Nathan D. Perlman, who had compiled a list of Nazi supporters in New York City whom they wanted punished. Their first target was the German American Bund, America’s most prominent Nazi organization, which planned a rally in Yorkville on April 20.

Lansky assembled a dozen talented combatants, infiltrated the event, and launched an attack on the brown-shirted crowd with baseball bats and pool cues just as Bund leader Fritz Kuhn took the stage. The chaos emptied the room; police made no arrests. After the incident, Lansky got a call from syndicated newspaper columnist and radio host Walter Winchell, who thanked him. “You got nothing to thank me for,” Lansky replied. “I was doing what needed to be done.”27

The violent anti-Nazi effort flourished for months—“The Italians volunteered to help, but as a matter of pride I couldn’t accept,” Lansky notes proudly—until the local Jewish newspapers printed negative stories, making Perlman and Rabbi Wise back off the campaign.

The experience leaves Lansky bitter but nevertheless wanting more ways to influence events in Europe. The ONI is giving him the perfect opportunity. “Call Gurfein back and tell him I’m happy to help my country. I’ll sit down with him, and if it sounds good, I’ll take a trip to visit Charlie. But let’s set a condition of our own.”

“Meaning?”

“Let’s get him a little closer to home.”



New York City April 21, 1942

People go to the Longchamps restaurant on Madison Avenue at all hours, making the very upscale diner a go-to spot for a business lunch, full steak dinner, or late-night oyster stew. The pillars are mirrored, and the rooms have themes. This morning, at 9:00 a.m., three men are meeting behind closed doors in a room with no other diners.

Meyer Lansky, Murray Gurfein, and Moses Polakoff are talking about recruiting Charlie Luciano into the war effort. Lansky has already declared his support, earnestly calling it a duty to his country to participate. His willingness to fight Germans isn’t surprising. But Luciano is an Italian, and Gurfein is worried that he has divided loyalties.

“Can we trust him?” he asks Lansky flatly.

“Sure we can,” Lansky says. “There are plenty of Italians who supported Mussolini before the war, but not many of them were Sicilian. And Luciano is still big with the Sicilians. The biggest, no matter what was done to him.”

“How far can we expect his name to reach?” asks Gurfein.

“Anywhere Italians work the docks, which means everywhere. He’s in good with the Irish, too. So that covers all of Manhattan and Brooklyn,” Lansky says. No reason to mention networks in New Jersey and beyond. Crime is supposed to be local—the National Commission doesn’t exist. “You get Luciano, you get eyes and ears at all those ports, warehouses, and captain’s quarters.”

“Via control of the unions, presumably.”

“Via the strength of his name and reputation as a businessman,” Lansky responds, unfazed.

“So the plan is to have both of us ask for Mr. Luciano’s participation in person,” Polakoff interjects. “But I do have a logistical problem to bring up before my omelet arrives.”

Gurfein sips his coffee, waiting.

“Dannemora is too far for me to go every time he’s to be interviewed, especially since there’s snow still on the ground up there,” the attorney says. “We need to transfer him closer in order to make this work.”

The assistant DA sets down his cup abruptly. “I made it crystal clear, up front, that we’re offering no compensation for Luciano or anyone else. This is strictly duty to his country.”

“We know that, and agree. But it’s three hundred sixty miles away, far off the train lines,” Polakoff argues. “If he agrees, we may need to meet with him a number of times. People may need to be reassured of his involvement, and in a secret project like this that means face-to-face meetings. The prison won’t let these meetings happen without an attorney present, so I’m on the hook every time.”

“I suppose you have somewhere in mind?”

“With him at Great Meadow, I could take a train to Albany or Great Falls and drive from there,” Polakoff responds. “I’d be able to do that trip for you as many times as needed.”

The assistant district attorney considers this wordlessly. Great Meadow is another maximum-security prison, but with a much better reputation than Dannemora. The pleasant name is a lie; there is no meadow on the premises. But it is undeniably easier to reach from New York City.

“It’s not really a favor,” Lansky offers. “It’ll just make this thing work.”

Gurfein shakes his head, but when he speaks, there’s something else in his voice. Resignation. “All I can say is, when it comes to this project, the district attorney has decided to help the Office of Naval Intelligence in every way, whatever they want to do. But the man to talk to is actually in his office right now. If you’ve got time after we eat, I’ll take you to the Astor Hotel to meet him.”



Lower Manhattan, New York City April 23, 1942

“You recruited Meyer Lansky and Lucky Luciano?” says Tony Marsloe in disbelief, seated alone with Haffenden at the Third DIO on Church Street. “They’re our informants now?”

“Socks Lanza and his union guys are already on board at the Fulton Fish Market,” Haffenden responds, pleased at the reaction from his subordinate. “They’re already set to give our men cards to get onto the docks posed as loaders. But we need sources citywide, and Lanza can’t get the whole city to listen. That means Luciano.”

“I hope the idea isn’t to get him closer to home so he can run things from prison,” Marsloe offers. “You always hear about how these guys stay in control even after we put them away.”

Haffenden spreads his hands. “If he does, he does already. But getting him closer will help us run this operation. That’s the most important thing. Even the DA agrees. Hogan is backing our request to the state commissioner of corrections to move Luciano to Great Meadow.”28

“How did that work?” Marsloe asks.

“Do you know Larry Cowen, up in Albany? I sent him a letter with orders he hand deliver it to the commissioner. Cowen was then ordered to destroy the letter after the commissioner read it.”

Commissioner John Lyons approved the transfer to Great Meadow. A former WWI seaman, he has deep sympathies to those dying on the waters of the Atlantic. In a later discussion with upstate naval intelligence agent Harry Bonesteel, he said he could be counted on to cooperate if Luciano “could save the life of at least one American.”29

Now Marsloe asks, “Does Luciano have any idea what’s happening?”

Haffenden shakes his head. “Not yet. Lansky and Polakoff will visit him when he gets to the new prison. Did you know Lansky hasn’t visited his lifelong pal once since he went away?”

“Well, it’s awfully far upstate,” Marsloe quips.

“I have heard that before this week,” Haffenden says. “You know, having Luciano will mean a lot for you. Sicilians from every borough will be coming in here, with any luck. I’d plan on plenty of time doing interviews and interrogations. You’ll be the one to convey leads to B-7 section.”

The counterintelligence section has fluent Italian speakers, such as Lieutenant Paul Alfieri and Ensigns Jim Murray and Joachim Titolo, all of whom can handle the information. But Marsloe sees an issue. “Where do I say this information is coming from?”

“You don’t, at least not yet. We can include them if the workload demands it,” Haffenden says. “Tony, this is a real unique opportunity. If we can do what we’re doing with Lanza across the whole city, we’ll have sources in every port, wheelhouse, and dock that we want. Everywhere there’s a union, we can recruit an informer or install an ONI agent.”

“That’s a lot of paperwork,” Marsloe warns. In any clandestine operation, every page produced represents a security risk, with the risk even higher in a sensitive project like this.

“We’ll keep a single repository of five-by-eight paper flimsies here, one place where we can organize all the statements and store whatever documentary material we gather. Every informant’ll get an identification code, and the only place the names and codes will correlate will be in a black book that I keep.”

Marsloe whistles in appreciation. “All of Brooklyn’s and Manhattan’s waterfronts turned into naval intelligence moles,” he says. “This could become a tall order, boss.”

“I hope it will, and I won’t bore you with clichés about strange bedfellows,” Haffenden says. “Just get ready to make some new friends.”



Brooklyn, New York City April 30, 1942

The political crisis brews up from the men’s jail on Raymond Street, where Gustave Beekman is facing charges for operating what the court calls “a house of degradation” on 329 Pacific Street. Late in the day, his attorney, Harvey Strelzin, arrives to take an affidavit. His client plans to plead guilty, and this will serve as his confession.

Beekman worked as a florist in Brooklyn until five years ago, when he shut the store and moved into a house close to the docks, with a basement for entertaining and several upstairs rooms. He uses the space as a homosexual brothel that people in the know just call “Beekman’s.”

Beekman is no pimp. He just provides a safe space for men to pay for partners. The location on the waterfront makes it a popular place for Navy sailors, who arrive looking to spend—or make—money on a gay liaison. One hallmark of the trade at Beekman’s is the ability of the hired men to say no to a partner. As a place where social outcasts are welcomed without judgment, outrageous fake names and behavior are accepted. In fact, few use their real names. Instead, Beekman’s clients go by monikers like Mr. E, Wall Street Jack, Mrs. Newark, Miss Mitze, and even Mrs. Hitler.

The district attorney’s office brought his bordello business to a screeching close on March 14, hauling in Beekman on a sodomy charge that carries a maximum twenty-year sentence. He now plans on pleading guilty, and his affidavit will be a confession that he hopes will convey his contrite cooperation and draw a lighter sentence.

Beekman lays it all out there. He tells his attorney details about his own proclivities, including a threesome with two merchant marine sailors, as well as some of his clientele. Strelzin seems interested in his description of a seemingly important portly man he met last year through a man called Madam Fox. The portly man was first introduced as “Mr. Walsh,” but this year he adopted the moniker “Doc.” Beekman thinks he’s a sitting U.S. senator.

Last July, Beekman spotted Doc and Mr. E speaking in his garden. Madam Fox is friendly with both and maybe introduced them. Mr. E has the tendency to spout off about the greatness of Adolf Hitler and maintains that Germany will win the war. He also chats up sailors about their routes to Europe, something Beekman and others have witnessed. The name doesn’t make it into the affidavit, but he tells his attorney the man’s name is probably William Elberfeld. It’s a name Strelzin will deliver to the district attorney’s office.

He’s not the only possible sympathizer mentioned. “Wall Street Jack, a man of about fifty-five years old, a very ruddy complexion, about five feet, seven inches in height. He was queer and had sadistic tendencies,” Beekman’s affidavit details. “He always wanted to be beaten. He visited my home on approximately one hundred occasions. He always came to the house alone. He on many occasions professed a loyalty to Germany.”

The affidavit he submits conflates these names into a positive identification guaranteed to catch the eye: “Senator Walsh would kiss the sailors, hug them, pet them, lay all over them, and then go upstairs with a sailor. He would come downstairs after a time and then take other U.S. sailors upstairs. The senator would pay me two dollars for every time he took a sailor upstairs to the bedroom. He would usually arrive about seven or eight in the evening and leave about an hour or two later.”

Beekman returns to his jail cell, awaiting the next day’s sentence. But Strelzin returns to Raymond Street that night, at 9:00 p.m. He has three photos of a U.S. senator from Massachusetts, David I. Walsh. He wants to know whether it’s the same man as Doc. Beekman says that it is. “I think we made some real progress here,” the lawyer says, then hustles out.

Later that night in Washington, DC, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover gets a call from Morris Ernst, the New York attorney who’s also one of two lead counsels for the ACLU. He hates Communists passionately and supports Hoover, in public during speeches and in private as he passes confidential letters and documents to the FBI. “A Swede named Gustave Beekman is going to be sentenced for sodomy tomorrow,” he informs Hoover. “His affidavit identifies Senator Walsh as visiting a homosexual brothel more than a dozen times and, not only that, associating with German sympathizers there. Maybe even spies.”

Hoover’s grip on the phone tightens.

“I also heard Naval Intelligence is going to send a team with Beekman to Washington, DC, to meet the senator and identify him in person,” Ernst says. “Of course, that last part’s just a rumor.”

The FBI director closes his eyes. “Morris, I want to thank you for calling. I have to see to this.”

His next call is to Admiral Theodore “Ping” Wilkinson, head of the ONI. Hoover catches him off guard with the news from Brooklyn, and he denies that the ONI is sending witnesses to make a scene in Washington. Whether this is true or such an effort was brewing within the Third DIO—and something that bold is not out of the scope of Haffenden’s bravado—the expedition never occurs.

The FBI has established primacy on the investigation, and its agents are even now preparing to swarm Brooklyn and ferret out the identities of the men at Beekman’s. But the ONI is now alerted to a possible spy ring involving Navy sailors, and when Haffenden hears about it, he immediately considers ways to contribute that the FBI just doesn’t.

The night of May 1, Hoover snaps his fingers at the DA’s office, and Mr. E is identified as William Elberfeld. FBI special agents round him up that night and search his apartment. He was born in Germany, remains an alien in the United States, and is a former noncommissioned officer in the German Army, something he proudly says he never hides.

Elberfeld tells the FBI agents that “he has defended the German people but has always hated Hitler and everything that he stood for.” The search of his apartment reveals nothing suspicious—with the exception of a shortwave radio. It’s easy to figure out what to do with him; being an alien from Germany in the United States alone is enough to have him shipped to a detention camp on Ellis Island.

The next day’s sentencing at the Kings County courthouse goes horribly for Gustave Beekman. Judge Sam Leibowitz has read the affidavit and declares his bordello a nest of Nazi spies who were “wining and dining” sailors for information. He also keeps the grand jury in place to handle any further investigation—clearly the judge is angling for one.

On May 2, the news explodes in public when the New York Post runs an article with the clumsy headline: “Link Senator to Spy Nest.” It has most of the details about spies and some innuendo about the homosexual trysts, but the article leaves out the senator’s name. But the question has been raised: Who is Senator X?

The newspaper takes a typically over-the-top approach. “Probably the most sensational allegation by Beekman was that the senator was on good terms with a man described by authorities as one of Hitler’s chief espionage agents in America, the mysterious Mr. E.”30

No other newspaper or media outlet follows the scoop, but all New York, Massachusetts, and DC are rattled by the looming scandal. The name “David Walsh” is immediately connected to the oblique accusations—there have been quiet questions asked about his sexual status, being unmarried and living in Massachusetts with a young Filipino man as a personal aide.

He is also the chairman of the Senate Naval Affairs Committee and therefore has access to information worth stealing. Walsh has been cold on United States involvement in Europe. Although he hates the label isolationist, it’s the one that’s most applied to him. The New York Post, a stalwart for calling for U.S. involvement in the war in Europe, has no patience for a nuanced position, especially after Pearl Harbor. No one thinks they’ll keep his name out of print for very long—a blacked-out silhouette of Walsh’s profile runs with the initial article.

The FBI quickly unwinds the identities of some of Beekman’s visitors, using the ONI for support. (No agents appear at the official interrogations, but they were certainly working on interviewing sailors associated with Beekman’s.) On May 2 a pair of FBI agents interview Charles Fred Zuber, an American member of the merchant marine who frequented the brothel. He’s easy to find; Zuber was called as a witness in Beekman’s sodomy case.

He confirms much of Beekman’s stories, including seeing Doc and Mr. E speaking in the garden. He never saw any espionage, only prostitution, although Mr. E did have a habit of questioning sailors about their trips. He figured it was conversation, not spy craft. But Beekman once turned to him and said, “Do you know who that is? Senator Walsh of Massachusetts. But when he’s here, only refer to him as Doc.” The FBI agents show him a photo of Walsh, and he identifies the man as Doc.

Madam Fox is Wilbur Fox, a former U.S. Marine who served in WWI and works as a salesroom decorator. He’s also someone the Navy and the New York DA’s office have tangled with before. In May 1937, ONI officials and police raided his homosexual bordello on Forty-Sixth Street (between Sixth and Seventh Avenues), where they rounded up a truckload of cavorting sailors. He was using his spacious apartment as a for-pay funhouse for casual sex, similar to Beekman’s.

Fox denies he had ever introduced anyone by the name of Mr. Walsh to Beekman. He tells the FBI that an assistant district attorney named Louis Aldino told him that “unless he told the complete truth, he would search into Fox’s record and prepare a sodomy charge against Fox and a sentence of twenty years.”

The ensuing days will feature FBI agents interviewing eighteen other gay men, who all deny knowing spies or senators at Beekman’s. But the FBI are not the only ones making inquiries into the brothel.

After the ONI hears about the affidavit, Haffenden calls Moses Polakoff to ask for Lansky’s help with getting information about Beekman’s. He asks Polakoff whether Lansky’s friends can produce any informants to help plumb the depths of the brothel. The attorney agrees.

Polakoff puts it to Lansky, who recommends a call to Mike Lascari. When it comes to Luciano’s friends, there are not many closer. As a Lower East Side orphan, Lascari ended up living with the Luciano family. They chased crime together as kids, and among his many arrests are charges for burglary, grand larceny, assault, and robbery. He was imprisoned twice, once in 1916 and again in 1922. When Luciano and his Jewish allies went into bootlegging, Lascari did, too. (He caught a 1932 arrest for transporting hooch but did no time.) Now he lives in Queens, owns a trucking company, and has illicit business interests across New York City and New Jersey. In mob circles he’s known as Big Mike.31

Lascari isn’t a kingpin in Brooklyn, but he is close with the men who are—Joe Adonis and Albert Anastasia. Joe Adonis’s ego is best demonstrated by the fact that he chose this name for himself. Tall and handsome, his looks and style just barely mask his violent streak. As a fellow long-standing partner of Luciano’s, he was one of the gunmen who shot down Joe “the Boss” Masseria and paved the way for Lucky’s ascension.

Albert Anastasia is best known for assigning the hits contracted out by Murder, Inc., and for his zeal in participating personally. He, too, was a gunman in the Masseria hit, and he reaped the rewards. The other triggermen, Bugsy Siegel and Vito Genovese, both rose to underworld prominence, although Genovese had run to Sicily to avoid a murder charge in New York. Siegel left New York for California after Luciano was imprisoned. Anastasia, aided by the old-school don Vincent Mangano, runs the stable of thugs who enforce the waterfront rackets.

Within twenty-four hours, Lansky is hearing from Big Mike that “bona fide German spies” did visit Beekman’s, and that one of the male prostitutes had a customer whom he had to treat very special who was known as “the Senator.” Lascari says he delegated some men to watch over the brothel for good measure.

Lansky wonders whether the Navy is willing to create a political scandal during wartime or, as he suspects, will hush it up. He meets Haffenden at the Astor Hotel office, tells him the details, and is promptly warned to pull Lascari’s men from the brothel. Lansky agrees to back off but doesn’t, keeping Lascari’s men posted near the brothel. “I don’t want the Navy doing something without my knowing what they’re up to,” he explains.32

The public scandal escalates on May 7 when the Post finally runs its bombshell revelation: “Senator Walsh Named as Senator X Linked to Nazi Spy Nest.” Walsh’s friends in Congress demand an independent—but confidential—investigation to clear their colleague’s now besmirched name. “Once the scandal was announced in the Senate, several of those in the Senate and in the press who last year were isolationists took up the cudgels for Senator Walsh,” describes Time magazine. “Missouri’s Bennett Clark demanded an immediate Senate investigation of ‘the old hussy who runs the New York Post’ (38-year-old Dorothy Schiff Backer). Senators Wheeler and Nye denounced the Post’s exposé as a ‘diabolical attempt’ to smear all isolationists.”33

After the disclosure and reaction from the Senate, the tenor of the FBI investigation changes. Key witnesses change their stories within a day of each other. Zuber on March 14 says he misidentified the senator: “I wish to state that I am now positive that I made a mistake. The man in that photograph is not the person whom I knew as ‘Doc’ and whom Beekman informed me was Senator Walsh of Massachusetts.”34

The FBI determines that “Doc” is a heavyset medical doctor from Connecticut named Harry Stone and uses photos of him to get the new identification. They also bring in Stone for interrogation, confirming that he’d visited Beekman’s numerous times for gay sex. He’s no spy, however, and never saw any signs of it, either.35

The next day, in an interview with FBI agents, Beekman recants his own claims about Walsh. He says his attorney, Strelzin, wrote the affidavit without his reading it; that the DA and FBI agents pressured him into the accusations; and that he had a nervous breakdown while in jail. All of this goes into a new affidavit that clears Senator Walsh of the accusations. Isolationist Senator Nye is triumphant and states that this was the work of “a secret society” that “has been operating for two years to gather smear material against anti-war voices.”36

Walsh does have something to hide, since he is a closeted homosexual. By sending the confidential report to Walsh personally, the FBI director is either being courteous or issuing a warning. “I have always held to the view that we have an even greater responsibility to thoroughly establish the innocence of one unjustly accused than to secure the facts which would substantiate the guilt of one similarly accused,” he gushes to Walsh.37 “You may rest assured that I was happy indeed to render every possible assistance in establishing the facts that so thoroughly disprove the unjust allegations which were made against you.”

With this letter, Hoover shares the full file—brimming with details about the hedonistic cathouse. This is a taste of what public exposure would look like, courtesy of the FBI director holding the information.

The lewdest sections could always be resurrected and fed to the isolationists’ enemies. Indeed, the Post in late May, after the witnesses change stories, fumes that the public’s been denied evidence in the case and that the FBI is being used “as though it were the counterpart of the secret political police of Communist Russia or Nazi Germany.”38 All the newspaper needs is fresh grist for the mill to reopen the matter and salvage its reputation, and the investigation report has that to spare, especially if released selectively. The Walsh report is kept among Hoover’s most personal, secret files.39

Walsh fully drops any remaining vestiges of his isolationist posture—he hates the term, anyway—and rallies behind his political opponent, Franklin D. Roosevelt. In a few weeks’ time he’ll tell the public that the U-boat menace “has been considerably checked,” even as losses continue to climb past one hundred ships. Later, he even travels to DC to declare his support of FDR’s total war effort.

Judge Leibowitz finally sentences Gustave Beekman, who is given the maximum twenty years in prison. His total cooperation has done nothing but guarantee the steepest punishment. Lansky tells people that there’s more to his deal—“The brothel owner went to prison to avoid a revenge killing.”

Lansky maintains that the ONI sent several suspected spies (beyond just Elberwald) to detention camps but also claims that Lascari’s men identified two German spies who operated from the brothel whom the Navy released after the investigation unwound. “A couple days later these two men were found dead. Nobody had seen anything and no one ever got charged,” Lansky will say later. “We knew those men were spies, and if the authorities weren’t going to handle them, then Charlie’s men probably settled the matter themselves.”40

For his part, Lansky remains convinced that Senator Walsh is the man seen at Beekman’s and tells people there was a cover-up: “Haffenden didn’t want to discuss the case at all. I got the impression he was being gagged by his superiors.”

But in anyone’s version, Haffenden’s outreach is a successful trust-building exercise at a time when the relationship is new. The Navy needed the mob, and the underworld responded.

Shortly after the FBI closes the book on the case, Polakoff gets another phone call from Haffenden. “You’ve been following the Brooklyn thing?” he asks the attorney. “Well, you guys should know that’s all over with and we can focus on other things. But tell them that I appreciate the help.”41



Great Meadow Prison, Washington County, New York May 14, 1942

Charlie Luciano leaves his cell, wary of the news that he has three visitors on the same day he’s been transferred to a new prison. His life since 1937, when he was incarcerated in Dannemora, has been a slog of daily boredom and persistent worry over the status of his criminal network. But things changed abruptly days ago when prison authorities informed him of a transfer to Great Meadow.

Luciano was involved in epic levels of union racketeering, gambling, assassination for hire, and narcotics smuggling, and then-prosecutor Thomas Dewey even called him “the greatest living gangster in America.” Yet the crime boss was indicted only for being the head of a “syndicated sex-trafficking racket.” The charges reduced the previously dashing Luciano’s reputation to that of a mere pimp.

In 1936, Dewey accused Luciano of running brothels, as well as extorting prostitutes and rival brothels, in a business the prosecution estimated was worth $12 million a year. The women involved testified that they heard a grand scheme unfolding, the creation of a unified, monopolized chain of whorehouses. Luciano was to be the CEO. Dewey, in closing arguments, said he couldn’t prove Luciano directly placed prostitutes in houses because, as a boss, “he graduated from that. But isn’t it time the boss was convicted?”

The jury found Luciano and nine codefendants guilty of sixty-two charges. Luciano caught the most time—thirty to fifty years. Judge Philip J. McCook took the opportunity to upbraid him at the sentencing, saying, “There is no excuse for you.”

That was the nadir, Luciano hopes. From what he’s seen so far, things are already better at Great Meadow. It’s still a maximum-security prison, tucked behind towering walls, but the sheets are clean, the toilet paper is soft, and the walls don’t seep cold air. Here, he even has his own cell. He knows no reason why this largesse is happening, so he’s waiting to hear someone ask him to pay the price.

On the day of his arrival at Great Meadow, he’s about to find out. The guards escort him from his new cell, past the visitor’s area, and into the warden’s office. Luciano enters the room nervously, only to see his former attorney, Moses Polakoff, flanked by two of his oldest friends, Frank Costello and Meyer Lansky. It’s the first time he’s seen any of these men since he was put away.

Then something happens that has never happened before in their two decades together—Luciano engulfs Lansky in his arms and kisses his cheeks. He turns to the others, bursting with surprise and obvious relief. “What the hell are you fellas doing here? I should have known you were behind all this!”42

“We brought you some gifts,” Costello says, gesturing at a collection of food packages on the table. “A taste of home.”

Costello and Luciano have been partners since they were teenage hoodlums prowling the Lower East Side. In 1931, after the Masseria and Maranzano murders, Luciano made Vito Genovese his underboss and named Costello consigliere. Costello also controlled the slot-machine and bookmaking operations, making him a valued earner as well as an adept politician with hooks in New York City’s Tammany Hall. When Luciano went to prison in ’36, Genovese became acting boss, but his tenure was cut short the next year when he fled to Italy ahead of the murder charge. Since then, Costello’s been the acting boss and leading Commission representative in Luciano’s name.

“Everything will have to wait,” Luciano says, seating himself at the table. “Pastrami, kosher pickles, and Dr. Brown’s Celery Tonic. This is just like Dave Miller’s Deli, back in the day. Little Man, where’d you get these pickles?”

“I stopped at a factory on Delancey Street before we drove up here. That’s from the top of the barrel,” Lansky says. “There are a few boxes of Italian sweets there, too. The boys downtown wanted to say hello.”43

The prisoner gorges, and the men keep the chatter light for a few minutes as he fills himself. “We got you close so it’d be easier to meet. All we gotta do is have Mr. Polakoff here call the warden and arrange a visit a couple days in advance,” Lansky says. “And not just us, pretty much anyone you want to come in. We don’t have to sign in, but having an attorney present seems to be mandatory.”

“How’d you set this up?” Luciano asks, then bites into a pickle with something like rapture.

“The United States Office of Naval Intelligence,” Lansky says. It takes a few minutes to describe the situation, the role Haffenden is playing, and the way that Lanza and the rest have helped the war effort. Luciano listens keenly—his admiration for Lansky’s mind has helped him rise to become the head of America’s first truly national crime syndicate.

Lansky addresses the lawyer. “Mr. Polakoff, when is the earliest we can hope Charlie can get out on parole?”

“The soonest would be 1956. And that’s the absolute best-case scenario, hardly guaranteed.”

“If you cooperate with this, at least you stand a chance to get out sooner,” Lansky suggests.

The room grows quiet, and attention turns to the attorney. The time has come when Polakoff is no longer welcome. “I’ll give you men a moment,” he says, then sits in a chair in the room as far away as he can get and starts to read a newspaper.

“Does this Navy guy know what he’s doing?” Luciano asks.

“Haffenden seems to, but his men seem hopeless,” Lansky says. “Everybody’s laughing at the way those Navy agents are going around the docks. They go up to the working men and talk out of the corner of their mouths like they’ve seen in the movies, asking about spies.”44

“What do you think about it?” Luciano turns to Costello. He, Lansky, and Luciano had been tutored by criminal mastermind Arnold Rothstein; these men represent his closest brain trust.

“I think you should do it,” he says simply. “For patriotic reasons alone, it makes sense to me. They don’t think Italians are really Americans, that we’d run with Nazis for money. It’s insulting. They see us that way, we’ll never get out of the government’s crosshairs. On top of all that, to get you out of here sooner, it’ll be worth the effort.”

“If they actually come through,” Luciano says. “Listen, your Navy pals haven’t said anything about making a deal, but they got me out of Siberia and into here.45 So maybe they’re willing to help me out. That fucker Dewey won’t ever let it happen, though, will he?”

“You should see it out there,” Lansky says. “Anyone will do anything to win the war. Dewey has not gotten in the ONI’s way—just the opposite. In fact, an assistant DA named Gurfein called the warden at Dannemora to get you transferred here.”

“No kidding. So let’s say I do get out and get clear of these charges. What’s to stop them from deporting me? The last thing I want is to be sent to Sicily with anyone knowing we did this. What’s the point of getting out of jail just to have the Fascists put a bullet in my head over there?”

Lansky pauses wordlessly—he hasn’t considered this. Win or lose the war, enemies in Italy could be closer than Luciano would want. In Sicily these days, the Fascists are more frightening than the Mafia.

“I’ll think about it,” Luciano says with finality. “Next time you come, bring Joe Lanza with you. I’ll tell him what to do and who to see. Now fill me in on the rest. We gotta be making changes because of this war. What’s the latest on Tommy’s restaurants?”

Costello tells him that Thomas Lucchese has finally taken over all of the slain Dutch Schultz’s restaurant operations and is now using them to sell meat bought with purloined ration cards. (Schultz had been set on murdering Dewey when he was DA, a crime that no doubt would have been attributed to Luciano—so the Commission killed him first.) In other home-front news, Costello is investing in hundreds of gas stations from New York to Louisiana, which puts them at the edge of the distribution of a coveted, restricted resource. The existence of fuel ration cards is an ideal black-market scenario.46

The reunion ends with the looming question about the Navy’s waterfront war unresolved, but everyone knows Luciano is in no position to refuse. On June 4, Lansky and Polakoff return to Great Meadow. This time, they bring Socks Lanza with them. Luciano wants to tell them in person that the “boss of bosses” is officially behind their wartime service for the ONI.

By then some of the high-ranking gangsters and union heads—most notably John “Cockeye” Dunn and mobbed-up International Longshoreman’s Association leader Emil Camarda—are pushing back on Lanza’s Navy-related requests. “Have them come here. I’ll get them in line,” Luciano tells him. “And then everything will go smoother.”47



West Side, Manhattan, New York City June 11, 1942

“Grazie molte,” Lieutenant Paul Alfieri says to the stevedore, who wordlessly shakes hands with the naval intelligence officer. The man shuffles out of the narrow alley and back into the light of Midtown streets. Within moments the stevedore vanishes into the patchwork of pedestrians.

“That seemed productive,” says Commander Maurice Kelly. During the interview, Kelly loitered nearby, not understanding the language but encouraged by the length and tenor of the conversation. He and Alfieri are part of the Third DIO’s B-7 section, which handles the office’s counterintelligence for their boss, Lieutenant Commander Herman McCarthy.

They make a good street team. Kelly is an experienced NYPD street cop who worked investigations on these very docks before the war. Alfieri isn’t as well-versed in the waterfront, but he’s in the field tonight for his linguistic skills. He speaks fluent Italian, and the stevedore they met tonight spoke no English.

“It’s better than we could have hoped,” Alfieri says. “He works with a man, born in Germany, immigration status unknown. He’s heard him talk about Germany winning the war. Even better, he’s seen the man with other German loaders, drinking at the Great Northern Hotel. He says it’s a popular longshoremen’s place. He saw the Germans there get drunk and start singing, says it sounded like Kriegsmarine songs or something.”48

“That’s great stuff,” Kelly acknowledges. “He just came out with all of this?”

“I hardly had to ask,” Alfieri replies. “He was ready to talk. Not coached—he was too good with follow-ups for that. But the man arrived ready to finger the guy to us.”

“It’ll mean putting people inside that bar,” Kelly muses. “Haffenden’s gonna love this.”

“I have a feeling he won’t be too surprised,” Alfieri says of the investigations head. “He’s the one who gave us the contact, and whenever he does that, everyone we interview just bends over backward to help. You know these docks—you ever know longshoremen to just talk to authorities like they have?”

“Never.”49

“So where’s the change of heart coming from?”

The older man fixes him with a look. “If you’re trying to talk about the people who’ve been stopping by the office lately, I’m not sure we’re supposed to talk about them.”50

The agents and staff at 50 Church Street have seen some strange visitors. They trudge into the office in overcoats and hats, ignore sign-in protocols, and huddle behind closed doors with Haffenden and Marsloe. Afterward, Haffenden provides names of contacts and interview topics.51

Marsloe, clearly more than just the DIO’s linguistics section head, is part of a sensitive operation being run out of the New York office. Marsloe is the liaison between Haffenden’s B-3 section and McCarthy’s B-7. He’s essentially the office’s wrangler of Italian speakers. Among the other staff working the tips in B-3 section are twenty-three-year-old Jim Murray and thirty-two-year-old Joachim Titolo, both fluent Italian speakers. These counterintelligence-section men are being roped into whatever Marsloe is up to but restricted from the original sources of the tips.

Alfieri is being left out, and he doesn’t like it. When it comes to secret missions run from the ONI office, he’s used to being on the inside.

Born and raised in the Bronx, Paul Alfieri graduated from the NYU School of Commerce in 1926 and spent the next five years in his neighborhood working in real estate. Tired of the fruitless grind, he found more compelling work as an investigator for the city’s welfare department. Alfieri had some of the training and all the ambition that the Office of Naval Intelligence was looking for during the great call-up of 1941. (Alfieri served as a civilian until this year, when he was commissioned as a lieutenant.)

He arrived at the DIO as a fellow agent named Willis George was waging a campaign of burglary against Axis diplomatic offices. George’s background is vaguely similar to Alfieri’s; he worked as a clerk, stockbroker, and self-described “unsuccessful” airplane salesman until he found a position working undercover for the Treasury Department. That’s where he became a pioneer of government black bag operations, meant to gather intelligence to ensnare organized criminal groups.

George planned break-ins like a bank robber, only one who leaves no sign of the crime behind. He codified the profession in ghostwritten manuals, with tips regarding the number of teammates needed per job, the best equipment to use, and preferred disguises. Crucial to his success was team specialization—every man had a task, trained for it, and performed under pressure when needed. It took a special kind of intelligence and nerve to work on his operations. It also took abilities that couldn’t be found within the Treasury; George relied on outside experts to pick locks and open safes.

Willis George arrived at the Third District Intelligence Office in August 1941, assigned as a civilian. It didn’t take long for him to get Haffenden’s attention, and the pair found a shared love of risk. The ONI in New York already had a rich tradition of breaking into the Japanese consulate and other offices. Between 1923 and 1939, naval intelligence officers repeatedly snuck in and copied Japanese naval codebooks and diplomatic cryptographic ciphers. As the world reeled from global war in 1941, George was resolved to resume the tradition.

Haffenden gave George wide latitude. “I was fortunate in the type of officer I worked under,” George later says. “He was an ambitious commander and was largely responsible for the success of the Third District. I liked him, not only because he was a good leader and gave the men the chance to get ahead, but because he was ready to take long chances. He did it, again and again, when others would be fearful of results.”52

One of the targets in 1941 was Japan’s Naval Inspector’s Office, which gathered technical information about the American military for the Japanese Navy. A series of break-ins, conducted by George before his official arrival to the ONI but with his probable volunteer involvement, had traced $500,000 a month in disbursements, most of which paid for civilian agents who bought aircraft parts, radio equipment, electric equipment, and tools that the Japanese could examine. Details of espionage conducted from the inspector’s office led to the expulsion of two officials there in 1941.53

Amid these operations, Alfieri became George’s trainee. One of the skills George needed most was safecracking; at the ONI he saw the need to compartmentalize operations by removing the need for outsider specialists. The attempt achieved lukewarm results. “We tried in vain to teach the nontechnical members of the team to open locks and safes themselves,” George lamented. “Several of the men showed aptitude but we soon discovered that the techniques required complete knowledge of the mechanism of lockpicking devices and at least a year of constant practice.” So Alfieri learned how to open safes; he just was not very good at it yet.54

With the coming of the war and the closure of Axis embassies, break-ins slowed down. (George would continue to target the facilities of neutral nations, however.) Instead, Haffenden has tasked Alfieri with interrogating dockworkers and sailors, which, even when yielding information, is inglorious grunt work. He’ll be cut out of any follow-up to the leads he develops, instead assigned to yet another interrogation in Italian or translating purloined propaganda.

It’s obvious that the Third DIO is involved in something significant, something big that’s stirring just under the surface. The men of B-7 section are busy doing the work yet kept from seeing the big picture. It’s not fair; Alfieri wants in. But until Haffenden sees the need to include him, Alfieri will just have to bear the increased workload and prove he can be discreet. Even when he sees someone who looks awfully like Meyer Lansky arrive at the office to speak to his boss.55



Off Amagansett, New York June 13, 1942

George John Dasch watches from the inflatable raft as the silhouette of U-202 fades into the foggy darkness as he and his three fellow saboteurs aim for the coastline of Long Island. Between the seasick passengers are bundles of explosives, primers, and incendiaries, enough supplies to support a two-year campaign of arson, demolition, and subversion.

The two submarine sailors work the paddles, quietly moving their passengers to the shore. A towline unspools behind them, connecting the raft to the mothership. When the three men get out, the boatmen will signal to the sub with a blue flashlight, and they’ll be reeled in.

Like the boat crews, the agents are wearing German Navy uniforms—if they’re caught on landing, they’d be classified as POWs, not spies. That’s the difference between sitting out the war in a camp and being hanged.

The plan is to sow death and fear through the United States. This team will be joined by another, landing in Florida, to sweep across the United States disabling dams, burning buildings, and even placing bombs in lockers of railroad stations and Jewish department stores “with the sole purpose of exciting the people.” Dasch is given plans for New York City’s water supply system, mapped out to the source in Westchester County.56

But he’s holding out on his Nazi handlers. His brother Ernst came to the United States in 1930, lives in New York City, and works as a machinist at a dockyard there. Married to an American girl and a citizen since 1936, Ernst would be a perfect source of assistance for an attack on the city. But he lies to his lieutenant, saying his brother is a clerk at a Navy base in New London, Connecticut, and therefore too risky to approach.

Dasch has a good reason to obscure the truth. He is planning, as soon as he’s safely alone, to betray the mission and turn himself in. Every surge of the waves brings him closer to the Long Island shore, and ultimately freedom from the domineering German handlers who pressured him into service.

Lingering nearby in the darkness, their lights doused, is a fishing boat. Their clandestine posture means the crew is likely catching fish without paying the proper kickbacks to the union and mobsters. The crew watches the rubber raft clumsily make its way to shore, deposit three men onto the beach, then, with two men still aboard, return to what looks like a submarine lurking offshore.

One of the fishermen has a brother who’s linked to the waterfront mob, and from him he’s heard the edict to report submarines to the underworld bosses. But the fear is that Albert Anastasia won’t appreciate the fact that the crew was night fishing without mob sanction. He decides to call his brother as soon as they return to shore; maybe he’ll know what to do.

Now that the information has been passed on, the fisherman’s brother faces an uncomfortable situation. Besides his brother’s indiscretion, there is another risk. The underworld is not a monolith, no matter how hard Luciano wants it to be. If he prevails on just any mob guy to report to, he could wind up facing someone who’s pro-Mussolini.

His solution is to call an acquaintance known for his savvy—Meyer Lansky.

After a phone call pleading for an audience, Lansky agrees to meet him after midnight at a restaurant in Little Italy. The Italian man is nervous, so much so that he refuses to say anything substantive until the pair take to the streets on foot. Then he shares the news of the submarine sighting, saying vaguely that his brother was on the water doing something he shouldn’t. Lansky doesn’t press for details about that, just the description and location of the landing.

“I got to thank you for telling me this. I’ll pass it along right away without using any names at all,” Lansky says. “I’m happy to pay you for the time.”

“That is insulting,” the Italian man responds. “Just keep our names out of it—that’s the only thanks we’re asking for.”

Lansky watches him disappear into the streets of Little Italy, then returns to the restaurant to make an emergency phone call to Haffenden. It’s nearly 3:00 a.m. when they meet at the Astor Hotel office. The intelligence officer is floored by the news, thanks Lansky profusely, and politely throws him out of the office.

When Haffenden alerts MacFall, the head of the Third DIO, he finds the Navy has already been roiled up by the news that a Coast Guardsman on patrol encountered a trio of men on the beach who paid him $260 to let them go. Scared and outnumbered, he took the money and reported the encounter.57

Those men were spotted at nearly the exact location that the submarine was seen by the Italian fisherman. If these two reports are true, there is a German team operating in the United States. (They have no idea a second submarine is en route with three more German saboteurs, which will land in Florida on May 26.)

“The FBI is already jumping all over this,” MacFall says. “But head out to the beach in Amagansett. See what you can do to help the manhunt. Your new network could help flush them out.”

There’s plenty of evidence at the beach to substantiate the fisherman’s story. By the time Haffenden gets there, the FBI has already scoured the scene. Even before they dug into the sand, agents found a pack of German cigarettes and a bottle of German whiskey. It’s shockingly poor tradecraft.58

Now several agents are unearthing boxes, some marked with red crosses. One has been carefully opened—there is a gray uniform and what appears to be dynamite and timers inside. After that, the unburied boxes are carefully set aside for expert technicians to examine for booby traps.

So, Haffenden thinks, it’s a sabotage raid. He starts thinking of all the nearby Navy facilities that are vulnerable to domestic attacks, which are his responsibility to protect. Not to mention the sailors and civilians who would be blown up or burned alive. Even with the FBI in the lead, his week is going to get hectic.

He roots around the sand where the FBI says the men changed out of their uniforms and finds a shirt button. It looks new and thicker than its American equivalent. He pockets the button, not as evidence but as a talisman, a reminder of the reality of their enemy.

The problem with the manhunt is that no one—not the Office of Naval Intelligence, FBI, or the mob—has any idea where the saboteurs are heading. That is, until June 19, when one of them tells the FBI in person.

George Dasch walks into FBI headquarters in Washington, DC, and confesses his mission to assistant director D. M. Ladd. He brings with him $84,000 in cash, his team’s operating budget. By then he’d linked up with the other agents and pooled their smuggled money. None of the other six German agents are aware of the betrayal, giving the FBI the golden opportunity to use Dasch to capture them all. During the next two weeks, Dasch systematically sets up both the Long Island and Florida teams for capture in Chicago and New York. Military trials are set for July, and the government is seeking the death penalty for them all—including Dasch.59

There is some reason to celebrate at the ONI’s Church Street office, where Lansky’s tangential involvement with the capture is seen as a win. After the arrests, Haffenden shows a visiting Lansky the button he found from the German’s uniform.60

For the underworld boss, these are exhilarating times. His zeal to be involved in the struggle has been repressed since Rabbi Wise and the judge turned their backs on direct action, but he has a new opportunity with the Navy. Lansky has even reactivated his campaign against Yorkville Nazis, developing informants among the waiters in the neighborhood to report information on Fritz Kuhn and his supporters. Haffenden accepts these tips with gratitude.

“I got an idea to run past you,” Lansky puts to Haffenden after the saboteur arrests has been exhausted as a topic. “If you like it or not, it comes from Joe Lanza. He’s been thinking of new ways to help, being proactive.”

“What’s on his mind?”

“He’s got a friend in Harlem who’s in tight with the waiters who work up there.” Lansky is talking about Bill “Tough Willie” McCabe, who operates the neighborhood’s lucrative numbers runners for the syndicate. Runners are the ones who collect and deliver the money generated by the illegal street lottery, and many work in restaurants. “You were telling me about Japanese in Harlem, stirring up trouble with the blacks?”

Haffenden nods. The Japanese effort to exploit racial divides in the United States has been documented in New York, California, and Illinois, resulting in some modest, localized dips in draft registrations and formation of some opposition groups and newspapers. The fear of dock strikes or sabotage is now among the scenarios that concern the ONI, putting Harlem in the Navy’s surveillance crosshairs.61

“I thought we could get into some restaurants where the subversives meet up,” Lansky continues. “But Joe had a better idea to get some of your agents inside.”

“How?”

“By having them service our machines in the clubs.”

Haffenden arches an eyebrow. “You want my men to collect your money?”

“It’s okay, I trust them not to steal,” Lansky says, smiling.

“You’re a riot.”

“These guys come in and clean out the cigarette machines and jukeboxes. They show up at all hours, and no one ever asks any questions. You’re the pro, but me and Joe thought it sounded like what you guys call a ‘good cover.’ And we’ve got plenty of machines outside of just Harlem.”

Haffenden considers this. Making naval officers into mob bagmen sounds like an inherently bad idea, but he has long ago realized that doing risky things that make people hesitate is the key to his biggest successes.

“I do see the merits,” he says carefully. “But I’d need to see how it works. And doing that might help me take care of something else.”

Lansky spreads his hands, palms up.

“My boss wants to meet you,” Haffenden says. “Captain MacFall has been a big supporter of our thing from the start, and he loves what we’re delivering. So, of course, he wants to meet you and feel more involved. This might just be a good time to invite him to dinner. Preferably somewhere that has cigarette machines and subversives.”

Now Lansky pauses. “I know a place on upper Broadway, Roger’s Corner. It’s got a bar and restaurant, both lousy with German sympathizers and Bundists. I’ll find out when the boys are working there. We’ll get a table and enjoy the show.”

Within days of that dinner, Haffenden’s B-3 section officers start arriving in various Manhattan clubs, collecting hundreds of dollars in proceeds and delivering it to the mob. Once they become part of the club scenery, deeper surveillance can begin. As for their reputations as bagmen, Lansky rates the ONI men highly: “They always hand over the money they collect.”62



Manhattan, New York City Summer 1942

Across the tristate area, the underworld turns out for the Navy. The Commission’s acting boss, Frank Costello, brings the word from Charlie Luciano to the docks: Listen to Joe Lanza and cooperate with the Navy. Former skeptics like Cockeye Dunn and Emil Camarda are suddenly game to cooperate.

A network of union men is soon scouring the docks in Brooklyn and Manhattan for signs of espionage and sabotage. The union contacts prove useful when placing undercover agents on the docks, who are issued official union cards under fake names. When the Navy officers are introduced as “okay, regular guys” by the mobbed-up men, they are afterward given free rein to conduct whatever discreet operations they want.63

Lanza recruits a longtime partner, Benjamin Espy, as a counterespionage partner. He’s a former bootlegger who served time in the Lewisburg penitentiary; these days he calls himself “a freelance solicitor for truckers” who plies his trade exclusively at the Fulton Fish Market. He’s an enforcer on the transportation side of Lanza’s monopoly on the market.

With Manhattan’s underworld defenses in place, Lanza and Espy go above and beyond what’s been asked by taking to the road to expand their network’s reach to places where more boats go onto the water. The pair rove the East Coast ports, at each stop bracing maritime suppliers to report unusual purchases of fuel and ordering fishing crews to keep an eye out for submarines. Lanza loves his newfound status within the underworld.64

For Luciano, prison life has become a sequence of meetings and reunions with his criminal family. At each meeting, Polakoff sits in the corner with a newspaper while Luciano and his confederates speak in Italian. The imprisoned crime boss is reveling in his demonstration of relevancy—a priceless currency. Among the business discussed are operations for the Navy, or maybe it’s the other way around.

Big Mike Lascari drops by Great Meadow frequently. He’s been tapped to ferry messages from Lanza to Luciano, and behind Polakoff, he’s the most frequent visitor. He’s not just a courier for crime information; the lifelong Luciano confidant has been drafted by Lanza to establish a protective network on New Jersey’s vibrant piers and docks. Anyone on the docks whom the investigations section wants hauled in for questioning, Haffenden sends word to Lanza, who dutifully finds and fetches them.

The enthusiasm to help the Navy runs stronger in some gangsters than others. Now that he understands the scope of what the Navy’s doing, Cockeye Dunn takes to the assignment with a particular zeal. This may have been sparked by his background; his father sailed with the merchant marine and was lost at sea when Dunn was four. The tragedy changed the trajectory of his life—straight into Catholic reform schools, teenage street-holdup crews, Sing Sing for two years on a charge of robbing a card game, and finally a place in organized crime as a collection enforcer for Irish mobsters on the Lower West Side docks. In 1937 he was arrested for the murder of a trucker, but Dunn beat the rap.

The union he formed after that, Local 21510, is associated with the American Federation of Labor and operates lockstep with the other mob-controlled unions to chisel profits from legitimate and illicit commerce.

Dunn hears about the tip regarding the Great Northern Hotel and follows up on his own by recruiting men to work there as waiters. After he submits the men’s notes to Haffenden, the reaction is so positive he repeats the process for the ONI in hotels and nightclubs across Manhattan and Brooklyn. One day he and Polakoff come to the Church Street office to volunteer his insights into ways that explosives and incendiaries could be smuggled aboard and suggestions on ways to prevent it.

But Cockeye also goes too far. The underworld knows him as a bruiser and a killer and defers to him out of well-founded fear. The man is always ready to embrace, in the words of a bemused Lansky, “violence for a good cause.”65

The underworld’s elite operate a daisy chain of information that delivers dramatic—and possibly apocryphal—stories about the underworld collaboration. One of Lansky’s favorites involves Dunn’s reaction to the Navy’s ignoring one of his tips from a hotel informant.

There are two men eavesdropping on drunken sailors, and the labor racketeer is convinced they’re both spies. Haffenden waves off the mobster, too buried in larger operations to immediately chase down the news. When he does follow up, Haffenden’s men find that the two sailors have vanished. He hauls Dunn into his Astor Street office for an update. “They’ll never bother us again,” Dunn says simply.

Haffenden is said to have let it slide with a tepid warning: “In the future, you have to consult us before you take any direct action on your own.”66



Upper East Side, Manhattan, New York City November 2, 1942

Candidate Thomas Dewey doesn’t bother campaigning the day before the governor’s election, feeling the race is in the bag. Instead, he stays home with his wife and kids on Fifth Avenue near Ninety-Seventh. The only word from inside is a statement saying he’s “feeling fine.”67

It’s a statewide election, with New York’s governor, lieutenant governor, state comptroller, attorney general, U.S. representatives, state assembly seats, and state senate seats all up for grabs. The polls are predicting a historic Republican surge, including the taking of the party’s first governorship in twenty-two years.

Dewey’s opponent, Democrat John J. Bennett Jr., is the sitting New York attorney general. His support is being siphoned away by American Labor Party candidate Dean Alfange, expected to draw nearly 10 percent of the vote. Sharing the top of the ticket is the incumbent lieutenant governor, Charles Poletti, who’s facing Thomas Wallace. Poletti has the American Labor Party’s endorsement, and that race is expected to be closer.

That evening, before New Yorkers build their traditional election night bonfires (over the strident objection of city officials, who warn of the fire risk and promise fines), both candidates air their final radio addresses. Dewey skewers his opponent and his political party, but the end of the message stresses wartime unity. “By a mighty concourse of our citizens to the polling places, we can strike terror to the hearts of our enemies,” Dewey says. “That is the miracle of democracy. That is what Hitler can never understand.”68

Voter turnout on November 3 is lighter than expected, but the election is the rout everyone predicted. Republicans win every statewide office besides the seat held by incumbent Democratic congressman (and Great War veteran) Matt Merritt. Lieutenant Governor Poletti loses his job, but in a month he’ll become New York governor for a few weeks when Governor Herbert Lehman resigns to accept an appointment with the State Department. After that, Poletti will join up with the War Department in DC.69

In January, Dewey will have his hands firmly on the reins of the entire state apparatus, and despite the war he plans on using it to reshape New York state from the highways to the schools. And the newspapers are already saying he’s the front-runner as the Republican nominee for the White House in 1944.

For Charlie Luciano, inside Great Meadow prison, the elevation of his former archnemesis to governor is uncertain news. On one hand, an avowed enemy of the mob is going to be New York’s governor, and Dewey’s proxies can be expected to continue his crusade with renewed vigor. But, on the other hand, one of the few public men who know about Luciano’s assistance to the Navy will be in a position to show leniency. It’s a long-shot dream given their history, but such hopes are what make being locked up tolerable.

Among those surprised on Election Day is Mayor Fiorello La Guardia and police commissioner Lewis Valentine, but it has nothing to do with the candidates. The pair have tasked police captain Harry Hanley with arresting Joe Lanza if he tries to vote. Undaunted, Lanza arrives at his polling station at Marlet and Monroe and casts his ballot. Hanley does nothing and is immediately demoted to detective lieutenant by an outraged Valentine.

On November 11, Hanley arrests Lanza and brings him before magistrate Joe D’Andrea on a charge of illegal voting. The rationale is that Lanza is a felon. “There’s nothing to this, Judge,” Lanza says. “I’ve never been convicted of a felony.”70

This is true, but it’s possible to split hairs. Lanza was found guilty of violating federal antitrust laws in the late thirties and spent two years in an Atlanta penitentiary. The distinction between that and a felony is enough to make D’Andrea pause the hearing and consult with the appeals bureau. He then deems that the earlier conviction constitutes a felony, making Lanza’s vote illegal, and remands a protesting gangster to a cell in the Tombs until he can arrange bail.

The timing of this stunt is dubious—Lanza is arrested on Thursday and his trial for extortion is to start Monday morning.

In the past year Lanza has been indicted for extortion, released on $30,000 bail, and hounded in the newspapers. The case against him is detailed, down to the payments requested during shakedowns. (Exactly $120 a week from the seafood handlers’ union, according to witnesses asked to pay it.) Yet the city’s top officials are still piling on. The message coming from the mayor, police commissioner, and district attorney is clear: No matter what the trial’s outcome, they want Socks and his racketeers driven from New York City.



Lower Manhattan, New York City November 12, 1942

“With things underway in North Africa, the Navy is already turning its attention to what comes next,” says Charles Haffenden, standing before a small huddle of staff from the Third DIO’s investigations and counterintelligence sections. “And that may mean Italy.”

Operation Torch, the latest invasion in the continuing grind to drive the Germans and Italians from North Africa, started four days ago. British and American forces are battling Vichy French troops in Morocco, an unexpected fight but one they will certainly win. A 1943 European invasion is predicted in every newsroom, command-staff room, bar, and barracks in the world. The question is where.

“A few years ago, the Navy didn’t see a need for detailed information about the coastlines in Italy,” Haffenden continues. “Now it seems to be one of the most important subjects on the minds of the war planners in DC. They’ve asked us to help fill in the blanks, to prepare for a possible invasion.”

Haffenden takes a moment to look over the ONI staff. His Italian speakers from both the B-3 and B-7 sections are represented here, including his corps of fluent Italian speakers. Paul Alfieri is there, finally being let inside the operation he has glimpsed. He is joined by fellow attorneys turned counterintelligence-section men Joachim Titolo and Jim Murray.

Titolo passed the bar exam in 1937 and worked at the district attorney’s office, like Marsloe. Around 1930 his family moved from Philadelphia, where they had settled from Italy, to Brooklyn. Things changed when father Vincent died in 1939 and the burden of supporting them fell on the eldest son, Joachim. An extended number of Titolos now live together in a rental house on East Forty-Sixth Street: his mother; three sisters; wife, Thelma; and three children.71 The busy office must feel like a relief sometimes.

Murray doesn’t have the surname to show it, but his Italian is excellent, taught and ingrained at home by his mother. His family is entrenched in a bare-fisted political fight for Jersey City; his father, Jim Murray Sr., is an attorney and businessman who ran for mayor as a reformer and lost. His only son seems groomed to become a similar public man, having graduated from Saint Peter’s College in Jersey City and received a law degree from Fordham Law School in New York in 1942. Instead of hanging a shingle or campaign sign, the promising young lawyer is now a cog in the wheel of naval intelligence.72

Titolo and Murray have been collecting useful Italian contacts in New York since early 1942, when they arrived at the Third DIO.73 Now this bread-and-butter project has apparently blossomed into a vital wartime effort.

There are others in the room who don’t speak Italian but will help process the information. Lieutenant Joseph Kaitz is here, a junior intelligence man and another one of Willis George’s safecracking protégés.74 Yeoman Katherine Mitchell Cowen, whom Haffenden trusts to organize the office’s most secret files, also attends. Next to her is George Tarbox, a professional artist who will be tasked with maintaining a master map of the Sicilian coastline.

“The task we’ve been given is, simply, to dig up every source available for information about anywhere the troops might land in Sicily. I’m talking about maps, photographs, nautical charts, back roads, descriptions of port facilities. Italy has five thousand miles of coastline. You all will, finally, be kept busy.”

There’s a good-natured grumble at this; the workload at the wartime Third DIO is already relentless. “I’m calling this a Target Section,” Haffenden says. “Take a look at the people here; they are the only ones who know what we’re doing. It’ll be commanded by Lieutenant Tony Marsloe, who I’m sure you all know as the liaison between B-3 and B-7 sections.”

Heads crane to look at Marsloe, standing in the rear, who waves a hand.

“Now I’ll tell you why our Target Section is going to succeed,” Haffenden says. “You may have noticed some interesting characters arriving at the office and some surprisingly cooperative sources on the waterfront. That was just the start. We’ll have all the Italians we need as sources about Sicily because the city’s biggest racketeers are going to send them to us.”

The room goes silent, with surprised or knowing looks exchanged. The signs have been there, but to hear the collaboration spoken of out loud means they are now all going to be involved. It’s an exciting but sobering moment.

Marsloe made peace with the situation months ago. “Welcome to Operation Underworld,” he tells them.



Lower Manhattan, New York City November 23, 1942

Even seasoned wiretappers of the forties admit that the basics of the trade remain pretty simple. Eavesdropping on a phone line is as easy as scraping some insulation from the pair of wires that make a circuit and attaching a receiver with metal clips. Cutting in, as it’s called, can be done at a junction box on the street or, less ideally, by connecting somewhere in the middle of the phone line.

The wiretap crew in the Fulton Fish Market today are employed by the district attorney’s office, making them some of the most experienced in the nation. They have a tradition of aggressive eavesdropping that’s traced to the previous DA, now heading to the governor’s mansion. “New York is the center of wire-tapping activity, at least in this country,” The New Yorker noted in 1938. “District Attorney Dewey’s office has had considerable success with it.” Hogan is clearly taking a page from his predecessor’s book by authorizing dozens of taps in 1942.75

Today, the men in the Fulton Fish Market are tapping telephone numbers Worth 2–7624 and Worth 2–7626, located inside the Meyer Hotel. The district attorney’s office, not content with the extortion charges, is building its overall dossier against Joe Lanza and his associates. The more they find, the more leverage the prosecution will have to pry a guilty plea from him. At some point, organized-crime groups expect their chieftains to self-sacrifice to avoid more probes.

The Manhattan district attorney has Lanza, terror of the waterfront, backed into a corner. War or no, naval intelligence asset or not, Frank Hogan is not about to let him slip away.

It doesn’t take long for phone calls between Charles Haffenden and Lanza to be recorded. The first involves a request to place an agent inside a printing shop in Harlem that produces “subversive” literature. It’s part of a low-key manhunt for a man named Brown, who has also been seen at an uptown cabaret.

“On that Harlem thing,” Haffenden asks, “do you think Meyer Lansky knows anything there?”

It’s not an astute question—the man with the inside knowledge of Harlem is Willie McCabe. It could be that the ONI man uses Lansky’s name as a stand-in for the entire underworld—he’s met McCabe in person and refers to him by name on other calls.

“We’ll get some of your people in on that,” Lanza promises.

And, to the wiretappers’ surprise, Lanza follows through. As soon as he hangs up with Haffenden, he calls the hatcheck girls’ union—run by McCabe—and secures the supply of union cards. As soon as they’re ready, the undercover ONI operatives can be planted at the cabaret’s coat closet, where they can see everyone coming and going.76

And all the while, the DA’s wiretaps keep recording.



Lower Manhattan, New York City December 22, 1942

“How’s the waterfront condition in Brooklyn?” Charles Haffenden asks over the phone to Joe Lanza, who is seated in his office. Unknowingly, the pair are being recorded by the DA’s wiretap.

Despite his legal troubles—the extortion trial has dragged on from November—Lanza remains an enthusiastic ONI collaborator. And in the winter a common foe is taking aim at Brooklyn, giving them plenty of reason to work together.

Harry Bridges is a man who knows how to cultivate enemies. In 1937, the Australian-born union leader led the defection of a renegade West Coast faction of the International Longshoremen’s Association. He took several chapters with him and expanded organizing to California warehouse employees. The International Longshoremen’s Association hates him, and so does the union’s mob allies.

His International Longshore and Warehouse Union is popular with Communists, and Bridges himself is a sympathizer. That positions the U.S. government as an enemy, and efforts have been made throughout the 1930s to deport him. The Australian has, so far, successfully resisted in court.

Now the war is here and everyone is worried that Bridges will bring a new combative union to the waterfront in New York. The International Longshoremen’s Association frets about competition. The FBI worries about spreading subversion to lower-class workers. The mob worries that their monopoly, so thoroughly protected by the longshoremen’s union and other unions, will be jeopardized. And Naval Intelligence sees the specter of strikes paralyzing the New York docks, as they have beset other industries, wartime or not.

When it comes to Bridges’s planting his rival union flag in New York, Haffenden and the waterfront mob have a lot of common interest in thwarting him. The method the mob employs is proven and effective: a violent reception to the International Longshore and Warehouse Union men who dare organize in New York, followed by promises of worse delivered to the union leadership if they persist.

Lanza knows that, like any sensible boss, Haffenden doesn’t want to know the details, just results. “Bridges’s men were stopped, we saw to that,” he says. “Everything is under control.”

Haffenden says, “Swell.”77



Casablanca, Morocco January 18, 1943

Alan Brooke, the chief of the Imperial General Staff, takes his position at the front of a room of the world’s most powerful people. It’s not like him to be intimidated by anything—he’s a combat veteran who invented the creeping barrage artillery strategy to shield advancing infantry—but this crowd would give anyone pause.

Before him are U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt, White House advisor Harry Hopkins, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, Admiral E. J. King, Admiral Dudley Pound, Lieutenant General H. H. Arnold, Field Marshal John Dill, Air Chief Marshal Charles Portal, Lieutenant General Hastings Ismay, and Vice Admiral Louis Mountbatten. They’ve come to Morocco to decide no less than the fate of the free world.

The trick for Brooke is to control the pace of his speech. He speaks four languages, and all of them fast. “After seven days of argument, definite progress has been made,” he announces. “A document is now being prepared setting forth the general strategic policy for 1943.”78

The discussions he mentions included knife fights over how to prosecute the war now that Hitler and Mussolini have been set back on their heels in North Africa. Not that the fight there is finished—the Army leaders who will be expected to plan the next invasion, like American General George Patton and British General Bernard Montgomery, are still fighting the last one. “It is very difficult to fight one campaign and at the same time to plan another in detail,” the British general observes from Tunisia. “But if we can get the general layout right other people can get on with the detail.”79

The Americans and English didn’t agree on strategy when the conference began. The consensus in the U.S. camp was to invade France and northern Europe, a body blow to Nazi Germany that could end the war faster. To them, the Mediterranean was a strategic sideshow that would delay the invasion of western Europe until at least 1944.

Churchill, however, remains fixed on attacking the “soft underbelly of Europe,” which means the Med. The past four days have featured dawn-to-dusk conferences, followed by informal dinners and drinks, to hash out the Allies’ global strategy against the Axis.

After a week, Churchill had persuaded FDR that the Mediterranean should be next—in keeping with the early war’s trend of following the British’s overall lead. He does this by appealing to FDR’s attention on the Pacific; Churchill pledges more troops to the Pacific and Burma, where Chiang Kai-shek is fighting against the Japanese.

The British, expecting to win, have plans ready for the invasions at targets across the Med. Today the choice, hashed out in conference halls and back rooms, will be codified by the top Allied commanders. The immediate fates of tens of thousands of people hang in the balance.

“I can summarize the document being drafted as follows,” Brooke says. “One: There will be a statement that the measures taken to combat the submarine menace are a first charge on the resources of the United Nations,80 and they provide security for all of our operations.” No meeting is complete without lambasting U-boats. “Two: It will have a statement that we shall concentrate on the defeat of Germany first, which will be followed by the defeat of Japan.”

Brooke glances at Churchill, who waves a hand slightly: Slow it down. Number three is the thorny stuff.

“Three: Our efforts in defeating Germany will be concerned with efforts to force them to withdraw their forces from the Russian front. This will be accomplished by operations from North Africa by which all southern Europe can be threatened. By this we mean Greece, Crete, Sardinia, and Sicily. Germany will have to deploy to meet each of these threats.”

Those in the room understand that elaborate decoy operations, including naval deployments and bombing missions, will be needed to stoke these fears. Surprise is a key element to victory, but keeping such a massive invasion a secret seems impossibly daunting. There has been no end to the concerns expressed over this during the past week.

“We have carefully examined possible operations in the Mediterranean theater,” Brooke says, enunciating each word. “The actual operation decided upon is the capture of Sicily.”81



Lower Manhattan, New York City, United States January 20, 1943

Conversation is a balancing act for Charles Haffenden, who is always weighing defending what he knows against pursuing what he wants to find out. Today’s challenge is how to tell Meyer Lansky to gather information about the coming invasion without telling him it’s coming.

“Meyer, you’ll be happy to hear that we’re finally going into Europe,” he says during their now weekly Church Street meeting. “It’s finally happening. And I am hoping you can be of assistance.”

“In invading Europe?” Lansky asks, sincerely. “How’s that?”

“I’m suggesting collecting information from people in New York, particularly Italians,” Haffenden says. “Eventually we’ll be fighting for Italy, one way or another.”

“What are you interested in, exactly?”

“Landscapes,” Haffenden says. “Coastlines, to be more specific. It makes sense to me for your friends to help cover Sicily. Simply, we need enough data on the waters, ports, roads, and fishing villages to make our own map.”

Now Lansky sees where he fits in. “You want the Sicilians we know from the coastal areas to come into the office and fill you in on the geography.”

“Yes, but not just the geography,” Haffenden says. “People. Contacts onshore. Somewhere in the Navy are men who might one day be behind enemy lines of a full-blown invasion. These men will need people to cooperate with, locals they can trust to guide them around, to point out enemy agents and Fascist sympathizers. We’re the Navy, so there’s a priority on ports and fishing towns.”

“A lot of guys have families back home,” Lansky mulls out loud. “I’m not sure how many will want to put them in danger by volunteering names.”

“Well, I’m hoping that you know people who used to live here but now live in Sicily,” Haffenden says. “People you can vouch for.”

“I know as much about Sicily as I do China,” Lansky says. “So the best person I can recommend is Vincent Mangano.”

“Can we have him sit down with one of my men?”

“I’ll reach out to set it up,” Lansky says, ending the discussion. “Commander, I have to be honest. We’re all worried about Joe Lanza. Hogan is corralling him into prison, after everything he’s doing. You know he’s devoted to the cause. You heard that Harry Bridges himself actually came from California to Brooklyn?”

Haffenden shakes his head.

“Joe chased him off with a fat lip, I kid you not. You’ve got no greater friend.”

“He knew the DA wasn’t going to back off when we started this. We told him as much,” Haffenden replies. “I can’t make it right for Lanza while he’s being sentenced. It’d be far too high profile.”

“It’s disgraceful, putting him through all this,” Lansky maintains. “Doesn’t matter what he agreed to, and we all know it. Ben Espy was your biggest fan, now he’s throwing a fit. And we don’t need any reason for people to get cold feet, especially not now.”

Lansky had to cut Espy into operations at one of his jukebox concerns, the Embry Distribution Company, to mollify him as Lanza’s case deteriorated toward a guilty plea.82 “If things keep going this way, he’ll plead out to contain the damage to his partners and end up in prison,” Lansky adds.

“What happens then?” Haffenden asks. He doesn’t know whether what he’s being given is a threat or a warning, or a mix of both.

“Joe knows what to do,” Lansky says. “He’ll do his time, keep his mouth shut, and make sure his union guys know to keep going with your thing. But if he gets backstabbed too deep, you’ll need to do something to show other people you’re acting in good faith.”

“Such as?”

“Charlie and Moses Polakoff wanted me to give you a heads-up,” says Lansky, and from his subtle change in tone Haffenden can tell the message is one Lansky would rather not deliver. “They’re asking the judge to grant Charlie a reduced sentence for patriotic services rendered.”83





New York Times

January 30, 1943

“Socks” Lanza Gets 7 ½ to 15 Year Term

Joseph (Socks) Lanza, the former labor union racketeer “czar” in Fulton Fish Market, and four of his “strong-arm men,” all of whom had pleaded guilty in General Sessions on Jan. 12 while being tried for extorting $120 weekly for years from Local 202 of the teamsters’ union, were sentenced to prison yesterday by Judge James Garrett Wallace.84








Lower Manhattan, New York City February 8, 1943

Charles Haffenden and Murray Gurfein are waiting to see Judge Phil McCook, the man who sentenced Lucky Luciano on dozens of counts of solicitation. They’ve been called to a private discussion with the jurist after Moses Polakoff filed a petition to reduce Luciano’s sentence.

Haffenden is in a tight spot here. The need to keep the mob on board has never been greater, as all eyes are fixed on invading the ancestral homeland of the top organized-crime families in America. The Third DIO has been overwhelmed by the number of people the mob is sending to them, a parade of Sicilians who deliver photos, maps, and descriptions of the island’s coastlines.

“So Polakoff wants his goddamn sentence reduced? Now?” Gurfein says. He’s in the Army and already being courted by the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). The last thing Gurfein wants is to be called into a judge’s chambers to obfuscate on behalf of Operation Underworld.

“We’re being tested,” Haffenden says. “Luciano is giving us the perfect opportunity to lobby for some clemency. Only there’s no way I can make it happen. Even if I could tell the judge what’s been going on, which I can’t, getting a deal for Luciano would be even higher profile than intervening for Lanza.”

“Are Lanza’s men still producing?” asks Gurfein.

“Sure,” Haffenden says. “On the way to prison the guy told everyone to keep cooperating with us, if you can believe that. He’s been the real deal all along. But the big boss seems to think that we need to do more to keep everyone else on board. And his name opened the waterfront for us—his name could shut it down, too.”

“Call his bluff,” Gurfein says. “Being helpful has given Luciano leverage, but less than he thinks.”

Haffenden says nothing.

“What happens when this doesn’t work and Luciano stays in prison?” Gurfein asks.

“Then we’ll see if he and Meyer are the patriots they claim to be.”

The judge’s inner-office door opens and McCook waves them in. The introductions are brief and awkward. “One of the most infamous men ever in my courtroom has now applied to revisit his prison sentence. His attorney suggested I speak with you. Care to tell me why?”

“Charles Luciano has proven cooperative to the war effort,” Haffenden says. “Beyond that, with respect, I can’t go into particulars.”

“And the DA’s office is aware of this . . . arrangement?”

Gurfein nods. “We’ve been aware from the start, but no one ever offered any deal, or a promise of one.”

McCook looks at the men skeptically. The sixty-nine-year-old judge is an imposing figure in appearance—a large man with a balding head crowned with short white hair—and background. He served as a corporal in the Spanish-American War and a major in the Great War, where he was critically wounded near Dun-sur-Meuse in 1918. He and Mayor La Guardia are dinner-table friends.

“I cannot imagine the usefulness of Charles Luciana in naval affairs,” the judge says. He always uses Luciano’s original Italian surname. “Or why he is deemed trustworthy. I have spoken out against him in no uncertain terms.”

“Rightfully so,” Haffenden offers. “My office’s position is that Naval Intelligence has no interest one way or the other in the reduction of his sentence. But, again, without divulging details, his cooperation appears to be sincere.”

McCook mulls this for a moment. “Do either of you feel that approving Luciana’s request will materially assist his role in the war effort, whatever it is?”

“He’s delivering what the Navy needs, while inside prison,” Haffenden admits.

“And you’ve promised him no deals?”

“Absolutely none,” Gurfein maintains.

“Gentlemen, with all due regard to the war effort, I’ll be honest with you,” McCook says. “I am inclined to keep Charles Luciana in maximum-security prison under his current sentence.”

“Understandable,” Gurfein says, sounding suddenly inspired. “But every prisoner has at least a chance to receive executive clemency.”

The judge fixes him with a stare. “I suppose you want me to mention that in the ruling?”

“It couldn’t hurt to state the obvious, considering the larger issues here,” Haffenden says, seeing the chance of a small gesture to ease the coming sting. “In a nonspecific way, of course.”

“If he helps military authorities and remains a model prisoner, clemency would be a possibility,” the judge intones, using words that will appear in his rejection of Luciano’s appeal. Then he adds to Haffenden, “A possibility that I can acknowledge exists, but that I hardly endorse.”85

“Thank you, Your Honor.”



New York City March–April 1943

There are two types of people Tony Marsloe interviews at the Third DIO. One group are everyday Italians with relatives in Sicily. They’re nervous and helpful and give their names. The other type arrive in suits, show no anxiety, and usually remain anonymous.

Both are of use to the Target Section, who are processing the flood of information as best they can. Sicilians are arriving with photo albums, postcards, and address books. A call for information about the coastal villages yields reports from immigrant fishermen who plied those waters. Some pass along letters to hand off to their families. The names and materials are cobbled into reports for DC and filed, with the assistance of Yeoman Katherine Cowen, in Haffenden’s secure cabinets. The fruit of the geographic intelligence is being transformed into a master map of the island created by George Tarbox. Now that Luciano’s been mollified, even after being rebuffed by Judge McCook, the underworld-collection effort has sprung back into high gear.

The man Haffenden has sent to speak with him is neither an everyday Italian nor a typical street mobster. He’s just thirty-nine years old but dresses like it’s the 1930s, and his high hairline makes him appear older. Still, he seems at ease in the office, and Marsloe unexpectedly finds he’s got the kind of charm that sometimes comes from self-made businessmen and talented politicians. It’s easy to like him and impossible not to attempt to impress him.

The commander, who is loath to share the names of the visiting underworld elites even with those at Church Street, calls him “the last Mustache Pete,” a mobster from a nearly extinct mold. Others in Brooklyn, where he lives in Cobble Hill, call him Don Vincenzu, using Sicilian to spotlight his reputation as an old-school boss.86

Vincent Mangano earned his seat on Luciano’s Commission by surviving the Castellammarese War. He was a soldier in Salvatore Maranzano’s crew when conflict erupted with Joe “the Boss” Masseria in early 1931. (The war was named after Maranzano’s birthplace in Sicily, Castellammare del Golfo.) This was a power struggle between crime families fought by a new generation of young gangsters that some called “the Young Turks.” Luciano, the very personification of this crop of ambitious hoods, switched sides and used his Murder, Inc., to end the war with a single hit. Luciano met Masseria for lunch and went to the bathroom, and Albert Anastasia, Vito Genovese, Joe Adonis, and Bugsy Siegel arrived to shoot Joe the Boss to death.

Maranzano was then the boss of bosses. But the Young Turks had their own way of running things. Maranzano and his traditionalists were still too insular, unwilling to share influence with the Jewish and Irish gangs that supported their criminal empires. Luciano has ambitious expansion plans—nationwide gambling dens, casinos in Cuba, heroin importation, coast-to-coast union racketeering—that would depend on this network.

Mangano kept a foot in both camps and focused on being an earner.

In September 1931, with Maranzano dead and his men forced from their turf or co-opted, the era of the Mustache Petes in New York City was over—with one exception. Of everyone in Maranzano’s faction, only Vincent Mangano’s family remained in a position of power when Luciano formed the National Commission. Five families would run New York City in a revolutionary power-sharing arrangement, and Mangano’s family was one of them.87

Either Mangano was active in deposing Maranzano or, more likely, came to terms with Luciano’s fait accompli. He certainly had a lot of leverage—his family was entrenched in Brooklyn, particularly the waterfront rackets, and earning a lot of money. No one had anything to gain by fighting, and pragmatism won out.

Luciano clearly saw Mangano as more than a traditional Mustache Pete, as someone savvy enough to adapt to the changing times. By 1943 this assessment has proven out, as Mangano is operating free of criminal charges or underworld rivals. In keeping with tradition, his name isn’t bandied about in the press, and he doesn’t have starlets draped on his arm at movie premieres. “These boys nowadays, they all think they’re thoroughbreds,” Mangano is known to say. “They don’t listen.”88

Lansky recommended him to Haffenden because, of all the families, Mangano’s has the best contact with what mobsters colloquially call “the parent organization” in Sicily.

The word Mafia has been around a long time—some say it has Arabic roots—and it has always been associated with Sicily.89 Somewhere in the island’s history of invasion, thwarted independence, and generational neglect, the word became associated with Sicilian organized crime. “The term ‘mafia’ found a class of violent criminals ready and waiting for a name to define them,” said politician Leopoldo Franchetti in 1876. “And given their special character and importance in Sicilian society, they had the right to a different name from that defining vulgar criminals in other countries.”90

Mussolini was the worst thing to happen to the mafioso in Sicily. His totalitarian regime neutered the Cosa Nostra, but key players there still lurk in the shadows, waiting for conditions to reestablish their protection and smuggling rackets. Their remaining influence covers Sicily and the southern mainland up to Naples.

Marsloe doesn’t need a thriving criminal enterprise to help the Allies take Sicily. He just needs a few trusted contacts. “I’ve been told you may know people in Sicily who could help in case of invasion,” Marsloe says to Mangano. “Imagine a wave of troops on a beachhead and naval agents running around in civilian clothes trying to find out information about the enemy.”

“You speak like a Sicilian,” Mangano notes, pleased. “Be careful, they’ll send you over.”

“And I’d go,” Marsloe says. “But only if I had people I could count on waiting for me. Whoever goes will need guides during the fighting, plus friendly people at the ports who can help the Navy open them to supplies. People in villages with grudges against Mussolini.”

“After you invade, you have to run the place,” Mangano says. “People don’t get that part right when they invade Sicily.”

“Point well taken,” Marsloe says, thinking of the ancient Romans, Arabs, and Italians. Each of them faced separatist movements and the occasional revolution. “As for guides, the ideal contact would speak English, someone who’s lived in the United States before. There will be lives at stake, so of course they’d have to be entirely trustworthy. I can tell that someone’s coming to mind?”

Mangano smiles. “More than one, Lieutenant. The government here has made that population grow.”

For Marsloe this seems a reference to deported mobsters, but Mangano is thinking of another set of expatriates—those who fled to Sicily to avoid criminal charges or revenge killings. On top of that list is Vito Genovese.

Genovese was the head of the Commission after Luciano was imprisoned, but it didn’t last long. In 1938 he fled the United States for Italy while being indicted for the murder of Ferdinand Boccia over a rigged card game.

Genovese has the local knowledge and heft to help, but there are drawbacks. For starters, he’s a well-known wanted man. Divulging his location to the government is unthinkable to a Mustache Pete, not to mention the prospect of blowback if he was discovered and returned to the States for trial. As for being trustworthy, there’s room for doubt. Genovese, eager for some traction in Italy, has toadied up to Fascists on the mainland. Some say Genovese arranged the January 1943 slaying of anti-Mussolini newspaper reporter Carlo Tresca, shot dead in front of his newspaper office—in Manhattan.91 Besides, Genovese is not even in Sicily. He now lives in mainland Italy under the protection of Don Calogero Vizzini, a Luciano ally living in the town of Villalba.

But someone else who fits the bill has entered Mangano’s mind. “Let’s say someone did something stupid when they were young and left New York City for the safety of Sicily,” he says. “They would owe the men who arranged that trip, yes?”

“I should hope so.”

“The gratitude is real. This boy, now a man, has become useful as a go-between for business here and business there, a contact man. He is an American, and all of his family still live here. I’m not certain you’ll want this, but sending a quiet message to him should be possible, to arrange things in advance.”

“We’d have to work up to that trust,” Marsloe says, encouraged. “What’s his name?”

Mangano hesitates.

“I understand your position here, but we need it,” prods Marsloe. “Please understand, we are Naval Intelligence, and these names are not going to spread beyond this office. No one will ever know he, or you, was ever involved. You have my word.”

Mangano smooths a crease in his pant leg. The rules are different for a small fish than for a big boss. “Okay, Lieutenant,” he says. “His name’s Damaniano Riccobono.”92



Algiers, Algeria May 13, 1943

It’s been a month since Vice Admiral Henry Kent Hewitt received the title Commander Naval Forces, Northwest African Waters. The title produces the clumsy acronym COMNAVNAW.

He’s the top U.S. Navy officer in the Mediterranean, which has become a battlefield for a tangled mix of Italian, American, German, French, and British forces. The invasion of North Africa has been paralleled by a continuing naval campaign between the Axis and Allied navies, which attack each other with air raids and submarine strikes, and, against the Allies, a wave of attacks by a fleet of small, well-armed German craft that the Allies have dubbed “E-boats.”

These are just over one hundred feet long, carry torpedoes and cannons, and are extremely fast. Even worse, the Germans are continually changing the designs of the small patrol craft, making them even faster and more lethal. The Germans call them Schnellboote, or S-boats, and have used them to plague coastlines from England to Africa.

Controlling the waters is just a precursor to the next step: the Allied invasion of Sicily. The war planners call it Operation Husky, and, as far as the Navy’s side of the operation goes, Hewitt is the man in charge of making it work. As the commander of the task force that landed troops in Morocco during last year’s Operation Torch, he’s the most qualified man on the planet to coordinate the naval side of the biggest invasion in the history of warfare.

Husky requires a complex ballet among transports and warships, but Hewitt’s job—and worries—extend past the shoreline. From directing naval gunfire to preparing docks for the arrival of Allied ships, he has a big stake in what’s happening on solid ground. Hewitt needs people who can delve into civilian ports and Italian naval facilities searching for intelligence and local assistance that could hasten the invasion and save lives.

Only Hewitt doesn’t have the skill sets needed for this on his staff. In fact, he doesn’t have any officers on his staff who speak Italian. So he drafts a letter to the director of Naval Intelligence, Rear Admiral Harold C. Train, seeking help. He has devised a specific mission in Sicily for “a group to use investigative experience amplified by language background to obtain information of immediate technical and strategic importance which was not currently available through established sources.”93 Behind the tepid description is a deadly mission—to go behind enemy lines in disguise to scout information for the approaching Allied forces.

Admiral Train knows that the Third DIO is the main repository for Italian linguistic talent and, unsurprisingly, is also the same place generating the most preinvasion intelligence about Sicily. So he delegates Commander Robert Thayer to reach out to Captain Roscoe MacFall. He’s looking for volunteers.

The Target Section is about to head to the front lines.



Lower Manhattan, New York City, United States May 15, 1943

“We only have a few hours to get ready,” says Tony Marsloe to the three volunteers under his tiny command. “We’ll need every minute to collect everything we have about the southwestern shore of Sicily. Economic reports, fishing villages, dialects, everything.”

He’s standing with the volunteers who will land with the troops: Paul Alfieri, Joachim Titolo, and Jim Murray.94 They are all fluent Italian speakers and young and fit enough to endure the coming training at Army Counter Intelligence Corps.

The team is gathered around George Tarbox’s map of Sicily. There are code numbers tagged to villages that correspond to the three-by-five “flimsies” in Haffenden’s office. “As for the materials we need, remember what we’re there to do—obtain information from the locals, locate the mine fields and demolition charges, secure and reopen the ports. Anything else, leave it.”

Haffenden stands morosely in the rear of the room. He doesn’t have the language skills to even be considered for the mission. Marsloe is the nominal commander of the temporary unit; he was first briefed about the mission from Commander Thayer, over the head of his boss.

“I’ve got letters from some of our Sicilians, for their families, telling them to cooperate,” Haffenden says. “Where are you looking at?”

“Gela, Agrigento, Torre di Gaffe, Sciacca, Porto Empedocle, Licata,” Marsloe ticks off.

“Yeoman Cowen and I will scour the files for the names and addresses of the best contacts in each place,” he says.

“Do these people onshore know we’re coming?” asks Titolo.

“They do not,” Marsloe says. “But some may not be altogether surprised, either. They may be ready to help once the bombs start dropping.”95

Haffenden turns to leave but pauses to regard the four men. Tonight, they’ll take a train to Washington, DC, and board a military airplane for the long flight to Oran, Algeria, the location of the Army’s counterintelligence center. After combat counterintelligence training there, the men will practice landings with the units that will storm the beaches of Sicily.

It’s a surreal turn for Haffenden: The Target Section was created to assist nameless ONI officers in Sicily, and it turns out they were gathering it for themselves. If there is any lingering moral doubt over collaborating with gangsters, it’s completely gone. If Luciano and Lansky helped protect these men from what’s coming, it was worth it.









Part 2 Husky


Bizerte, Tunisia (40 Miles North of Tunis) June 1943

Lieutenant Tony Marsloe stretches his weary legs in the sand, groaning. His head still feels like he’s on the water, and his ears are still faintly ringing from close proximity to live-fire exercises. Today he endured a dress rehearsal of the landing, exposing his eardrums to M2 Browning machine-gun fire from his landing craft and the detonations of shells lobbed inland by naval support ships.

The planners of these exercises have wisely assigned the landing-craft personnel, troops, and other shore parties to train with the same troops who would be next to them on the actual mission. All four of the men from New York will land in the first wave.

The ONI agents’ goal in the invasion is to stay alive long enough to change out of uniform into civilian clothes. Then they’re expected to cross enemy lines and clandestinely approach friendly informants who can help secure the ports. Their immediate targets are chiefly fishing captains, many of whose names have been supplied in advance. These are the locals who know where the sea and land mines are located, how the Italians plan to sabotage the port, and how larger cargo ships can navigate past the sandbars and currents to land tanks, artillery, and supplies.1

Approaching strangers in an occupied war zone, seeking their help—there is no way to rehearse that.

Instead, the Navy is doing its best to prepare the ONI team for combat. Their first stop from Washington, DC, was the Counter Intelligence Corps field training school in Oran, Algeria. It was created in April to prepare for the Italian campaign, with an obvious focus on Sicily. Their class was filled with fresh officers and enlisted men coming over from the United States.

The course took a month.2 The physical training at Oran was almost an afterthought. There were early-morning marches, time spent on weapons ranges to familiarize them with Allied and enemy munitions, training in communication protocols, and grim lessons on what to do if captured.

There was a good amount of book work, starting with a detailed study of the CIC’s operational plan. Target areas were mapped out for each “city of consequence.” For the ONI men, the inland cities were of little interest, since securing ports will be their major priority. Any enemy retreat can be expected to come with ruined piers, blocked waterways, and sabotaged heavy equipment.

The ONI’s command hasn’t been idle. As the men train, they receive fresh intelligence from naval intelligence offices across the world, routed through Washington, DC. The breadth of information makes clear that the gathering apparatus has been active well beyond New York.3

The main question is how the civilian Italians will react to the invaders. Some of the sociological reports on “Sicilian social structures” that Marsloe’s men are given overlap what they’ve heard from their New York contacts, just couched in more academic terms. The prevailing wisdom is that, drawing on a long history of surviving emergencies, the bulk of the populace will lie low and wait for the winner to emerge. It’s welcome news for military planners, who always fear partisans, but such a passive population will make it hard for intelligence collectors to find informants willing to take risks.

The ONI men are among the few landing in Sicily who have a solution for this, thanks to their efforts in New York City. If four men can make a difference amid the coming invasion, the contacts they carry, suggested by New York gangsters, will have to prove out when they need it most. Betrayal could mean capture, torture, and death.

In Oran, Marsloe, like any other CIC commanding officer, was required to prepare an operational plan for his unit. He and the other three are assigned as naval port security officers, reporting to the team in charge of establishing advance bases on shore. D-Day for all four ONI men from New York means hitting the beaches in the first wave.

To secure both the ports of Gela and Licata, the two teams will be part of different invasion forces. Marsloe and Murray will land near the Torre di Gaffe beach, with Major General Lucian Truscott’s 3rd Infantry Division. Alfieri and Titolo will put ashore in the Gulf of Gela with the 1st Infantry Division, with the 1st and 3rd Ranger Battalions.4

The combat plan meant that the end of school at Oran was bittersweet for the ONI team—they split up there, outside Algiers. From then on, the pairs trained and lived with the troops with whom they’d go into combat.

The ONI officers received wary respect from the Rangers during training, who acknowledged their dangerous mission but kept their distance. They assumed the men were best left alone, like all intelligence operators. Anyway, they were too busy peacocking among their new teammates to waste time with a couple of spy types who would vanish into the landscape during the fighting.

Marsloe leans back and stares at the sky, groaning. There will be another practice landing tomorrow, the second and final of two. After that, he and Murray will be expected to report to USS Monrovia, in Algiers. He and Murray are to ride to Sicily in the invasion force’s flagship before boarding a landing craft off the coast of Licata.

In comparison, on D-Day, Alfieri and Titolo will load into Landing Craft Tanks onshore at Tunis and then ferry straight across to land on the beaches at Gela. The operational plan after they hit shore calls for an eventual reunion at the Navy’s advance base in Licata—wherever that may be located—where they can coordinate the security of the ports behind the invasion line and infiltrate the installations ahead.

If we all survive that long, Marsloe thinks, and suddenly he doesn’t feel as tired.



Tunis June 24, 1943

Paul Alfieri has to hand it to his fellow lieutenant Joachim Titolo. The man has a way of talking to Italian fishermen.

“The place we avoid is the northern piers of Porto Empedocle,” the fishing captain says in a coastal Sicilian dialect. “The military operates gunboats out of there, and too many approaches are mined.”

Titolo gazes at the water, toward where the Sicilian city is located, two hundred miles away across the Med. “You’ve seen these boats? Any idea how big they are?”

“Probably about a hundred feet, a little more,” the captain says. “You can hardly see them, they sit so low in the water. But the guns stick up. You can spot them sometimes. I haven’t seen one for a while, but I don’t look for them, either.”

This is worthwhile—a firsthand mention of the E-boat base reported at Porto Empedocle. The idea that small boats could sneak into the invasion fleet and start sinking transports is a nightmare scenario. There is also a more positive chance that ONI officers could gain access to the base and glean secrets on the E-boats’ most recent designs.

As they waited for D-Day here in Tunis, Titolo and Alfieri had found an opening to begin their infiltration of Sicilian fishing villages. Fishing boats started easing their way in and out of the harbor as soon as fighting stopped here, so there are plenty of captains and crews on the docks.5 Like everywhere else in the Med, half the fleet here are crewed by Sicilians who left the poverty at home for better opportunities.

“You get home much, then?” Titolo asks.

“Family,” the captain says simply. “I bring back money for them, and things for them to sell. I can sell their olive oil here, too. You interested in olive oil, you and I can talk.”

Titolo smiles. He’s just an American with Italian roots, in from the New York docks to capitalize on the new management in Tunis. He’s heard that most of the fishing crews double as smugglers, and here’s one standing before him. The black market exists due to a combination of Italian taxmen and Allied blockade ships.

“What I worry about is working with people who are close to the Italian government,” Titolo says. “So I’m not sure . . .”

The captain is swatting the air, literally waving the concern away. “They don’t care about any of that.”

Alfieri’s eyes look over the captain’s head to take in the charred hulks of half-submerged German and Italian ships lying in the harbor. The British 7th Armored Division captured Tunis on May 7, 1943, and the scars of war here are still fresh. Most of the fighting in the Germans’ retreat had been done in the hills and valleys around the city, but the city had been bombed extensively before the ground troops arrived in triumph. The port clearly received a lot of attention from the British and American bombers.

The battle damage, naturally, makes Alfieri ponder the invasion ahead. Training with the Rangers and the other infantry has given him an idea of what the first few hours will be like, but after that the unknowns are maddening. Four men will be asked to secure two ports—Gela and Licata—even as the fighting rages. It’s a daunting prospect.

There’s nothing to be done but prepare the best way the ONI taught him: by talking to people and picking their heads for vital details. So he turns his attention back to the captain, who’s describing to a faux-interested Titolo how the volcanic ashes near Mount Etna produce the best olive groves. Not all intel will go into their contact reports.



Algiers, Algeria June 26, 1943

“There’s the Monrovia,” says Tony Marsloe. He and Jim Murray, duffels slung over their shoulders, come to a halt to take in the vessel. In less than two weeks this vessel will cross the Mediterranean Sea to the Sicilian coast.

“Hewitt must already be here,” Murray comments. “If it was Patton, there’d be horses being loaded on board.”

The ship’s as busy as an anthill, with scores of sailors and porters racing up and down gangplanks, mingling clumsily with the incoming newly arrived staff of Vice Admiral Hewitt. This will not only be his flagship for the landings in Sicily but also will carry Lieutenant General George Patton and his staff. As such, the Monrovia is the designated command ship of the entire Western Task Force for Operation Husky.

The Monrovia is a commercial freighter redesigned to deploy amphibious forces in the face of air and sea attack. She bristles with weapons: a five-inch deck gun, eleven twin 20mm gun mounts, four .50-caliber stations, and a twin 40mm mounted Bofors gun. But, like the ONI men from New York City, she’s never seen combat. She was commissioned in December 1942 and is fresh from her first shakedown and training cruise on the Chesapeake Bay.

Algiers sounds more exotic than it looks, at least around the docks. Elsewhere in the city there are square-topped towers, squat shops with long awnings, and open-air markets filled with strange fruits and spices. But this is a port like any other, and the landscape on the shoreline is a dull crescent of modern Western buildings.

The skyline may seem generic, but the piers and streets here are alive with action that would amaze even a jaded New Yorker. Hordes of British seamen and combat troops swarm the waterfront, sparking all manner of personal and martial commerce. Porters haul mule carts in every direction, French police scowl at everything, and a mix of desperate Arab and French street children dash underfoot on their own shadowy missions. It seems in vogue to walk around with a small monkey perched on the shoulder.

“You gotta be kidding me,” Murray says, now staring at a couple of British sailors on the deck of a nearby transport. “Look at what those idiots are reading.”

The men are leafing through a copy of the Soldier’s Guide to Sicily, which is supposed to be distributed to troops when they’re underway.6 Algiers has been in the hands of the Vichy French and Nazi governments until four months ago, and the city is rife with spies.

“Forget going behind the lines,” Murray grouses. “We’ll be lucky to get to the beach alive.”

“You hear about the Arab harbor pilot?” Marsloe puts in. “The poor guy was leaving the ship and told the captain, ‘Pleasant trip to Sicily.’ I heard they took him into custody. Meanwhile, our own side is reading that in plain sight.”

“They’ll let that pilot out after D-Day,” Murray predicts.7 “Amunì, let’s queue up before some kid picks our pockets.”



Off the Coast of Gozo, Malta July 9, 1943

“Now, that’s a pretty sight,” says Admiral Henry Hewitt, gazing at a string of lights on the darkening horizon. Night is falling on the eve of the invasion, and all the transport convoys involved in the beach invasions of Operation Husky are supposed to congregate here at Gozo Island, a sphere of land sitting off the western end of Malta.

Lieutenant General George Patton stares out at the lights through long binoculars, borrowed from the admiral. This is the second time the pair have spent time together on the eve of an invasion; the last time was on the heavy cruiser USS Augusta, the flagship during the landings that started last year’s invasion of North Africa, Operation Torch.

“The Eastern Task Force,” Patton confirms. “Better late than never.”

Roughly 2,500 ships compose the Eastern (British) and Western (American) Naval Task Forces, and they’re gathering here before setting out for Sicily. Eight reinforced infantry divisions are ready to land and take the island. The waters around USS Monrovia are already thick with American and British assault ships. Toward the west, cruisers and destroyers are arriving to link up with the assault groups they’ll be escorting and, after landing, covering the ground advance with deck guns.

Now that the British have arrived, the final pieces of tomorrow’s invasion are in place. If only the weather would cooperate. Patton whistles as the landing-craft lights bob on vessels clearing the city of Gota. “Look at those LCIs roll!8 Those Limeys won’t have anything left in their stomachs.”

Throughout the trip from Algiers, bad weather had beset their convoy, and several of the heavily loaded troop and tank transports separated from the herd. “We’d have been late, too, if Admiral Conolly hadn’t dashed around in the Biscayne, shepherding his convoys,” Hewitt says.

The vice admiral is somewhat of a fighting scholar, with a career that alternates between teaching mathematics at the Naval Academy and commanding warships. Hewitt excelled at both. He served aboard USS Missouri during the Great White Fleet’s circumnavigation of the globe from 1907 to 1909 and was awarded the Navy Cross while escorting Atlantic convoys in command of the destroyer USS Cummings during the Great War. As a mathematician, he not only chaired the Naval Academy math department for three years but also invented a new slide rule.9

Patton is no mathematician; he even failed the subject during his first year at West Point military academy. (He worked with a tutor and eventually graduated forty-sixth in his class of 103 cadets.) What Patton has is fighting spirit that borders on the love of war itself. All other endeavors pale before it. He’s been fighting since he served with General Pershing in Mexico, hunting Pancho Villa. He still sees himself as a modern-day cavalryman, complete with two ivory-handled .45s at his side.

Patton is not a household name, except for those few who followed the development of armored combat doctrine or recalled his role in the breakup of the Great War veteran protest camp in Washington, DC, in 1932. After the clumsy but triumphant operation in North Africa, those in the Army have seen his stern discipline, brazen ego, keen organizational ability, and willingness to literally lead from the front. The rest of the world has yet to find out about George Patton.

Tomorrow Patton will land the newly christened U.S. Seventh Army at the southern shore, in the Gulf of Gela, while the British under General Bernard Montgomery will land the invasion’s main force, the Eighth Army, along the eastern shorelines into Siracusa. After they secure the beachheads, the conquest of Sicily will be done with two main prongs: Montgomery’s forces storming Messina, the centerpiece of the Sicilian invasion, while Patton’s forces protect Montgomery’s flank by clawing their way northwest, heading vaguely toward Palermo. The British would then march on Palermo and secure the island. Patton doesn’t like playing second fiddle to the Brits and has plans of his own.

“I don’t like that the wind is still picking up,” Patton says, glaring at the sky out of the bridge window as if he could intimidate it. “This isn’t going to be a damned repeat of Torch, is it?”

The Moroccan surf played hell with those landings, and tonight’s gale-force winds are enough for General Eisenhower and Admiral Cunningham, on nearby Malta, to consider postponing the invasion.

“I spoke to Steere,” Hewitt says. Patton knows him; Lieutenant Commander Richard C. Steere forecast the surf conditions off Morocco during Operation Torch. He warned them how bad it would be, and he was right. “He says this wind’s going to subside by 2200. The bad news is that, with it still coming from the west, there’s no way for us to avoid landing on a lee shore. It’ll be rough, but the British will have it easier on the eastern side.”

“Steere’s a good man,” Patton says simply, then his tone switches to being aggrieved. “I spoke to that Army Air Corps officer, for whatever it’s worth. He may be assigned to the Monrovia, but he’s got no authority to call for fighters; he just orders them around when they get here. It’s like Morocco never happened. They learned nothing.”10

In November, naval air power saved Patton’s troops during Operation Torch, the invasion of North Africa. Not only was USS Ranger guarding the skies but four Sangamon-class tankers, converted to carry warplanes, were also stationed offshore. There were more than one hundred F4F Wildcats on order, plus contingents of dive-bombers and, in case of a naval skirmish, torpedo bombers. The cover nullified the impact of hundreds of French airplanes that could have hammered the invading force as they landed.

Tomorrow there will be no such constant protection. No warplanes, other than the cruisers’ observation aircraft, will be under the direct control of the tactical commander during this invasion.

During Operation Husky, requests for air attacks on specific targets will have to be transmitted to the Army Air Corps headquarters in Tunis. There, British Air Marshal Arthur Tedder himself will approve or deny each.11 Even consent will mean time wasted and the target—or those asking for help—possibly lost in the interim. To both Hewitt and Patton, the setup is insane.

There’s nothing to be done. Unlike in Morocco, the British are pretty much running the show here, despite Eisenhower’s position as overall commander. Patton’s main gripe is with the Army Air Corps, but since arriving in Algiers, he has also been agitating the Navy for an aircraft carrier to support the invasion. Hewitt didn’t even bother submitting the request, since the carriers are all tied up in the Pacific and there are Allied airfields in range.

Hewitt can only offer what he has at hand—a flotilla of warships. “The cruisers and destroyers will be on station after their fixed targets are struck,” Hewitt says. “They’re trained and ready. I recommend that you use them.”

Patton turns his rigid gaze on the admiral. “They may be all we have when things get rough,” he says. “I hope your boys are up for the fight.”

The idea that Navy ships could be used for tactical fire support is a new concept, and one that war planners consider a backup tactic. Hitting fixed targets is one thing—a pillbox doesn’t move around. But hitting tanks and infantry from the water requires good communication, quick responses, and pinpoint accuracy. All of which the Army higher-ups think Navy guns lack. It’s a conception that Hewitt and the entire Navy are eager to disprove.

“Just call us,” Hewitt says, “and we’ll rain hell on them.”

Patton grins and hands the admiral his binoculars. “That’s the spirit, Henry.”



Enna, Sicily, Italy July 9, 1943

The news reaches the Sixth Army headquarters, located in a middle school building next to the San Marco church, after sunset. Inside his makeshift office, General Alfredo Guzzoni, the commander of the Italian Sixth Army, calmly receives the report he’s been dreading. An enemy invasion fleet has been spotted off the coast of Sicily.

The sixty-four-year-old general’s jowly face remains impassive as he issues orders. He isn’t one to panic. Guzzoni’s one of the most experienced generals in Italy, a soldier since the Great War who served as military governor of Eritrea in 1937 and commander of the Fourth Army during the invasion of France in June 1940. He’s never before been to Sicily, but he’s one of the very few Italian generals who the German military genuinely respects. Guzzoni, even at his age, possesses a fighting spirit that is lacking from many of his men.

By the numbers, things look good for the Axis in Sicily. The Italian Army fields 250,000 soldiers. Many of these troops are assigned to crew the 47mm, 76mm, and 75mm coastal guns that cover the beaches and ports. There are also 75,000 Germans in Sicily, including an understrength force of Tiger tanks from the Hermann Göring Division. But there are big communication problems among these forces. Guzzoni has only partial control of the troops, since the German military ultimately calls the shots. The Italian troops are also using obsolete weapons and have a sparse amount of artillery shells.

That night, Guzzoni orders his coastal units to go on full alert. That includes activating the sabotage teams ordered to conduct port demolitions. If the beaches are lost, there’s no reason to preserve piers, docks, and loading equipment for the enemy’s reinforcements.

The flurry of activity he assumes is occurring does not happen. The German and Italian command has each put these troops on alert too often, enough to numb them from responding. Others assume it can’t be important if an Italian is giving the orders. Many soldiers manning the defenses of Sicily go to sleep as normal instead of hustling to their fighting positions or setting the charges needed to disable the ports.



Off Porto Empedocle, Sicily July 10, 1943

The destroyers USS Roe and USS Swanson move through the dark waters, twenty-four miles west of Licata. The pair of warships are chasing radar contacts, small pips that appeared on their screens just as the invasion forces started to move into their final positions.

One of the Allied war planners’ worst fears is materializing—the specter of small German attack ships lobbing torpedoes and cannon fire at the vulnerable transports. The E-boats’ experimental designs have remained secret to the Allies, despite the serious damage they caused to British ships in the Mediterranean. None have been captured, and their specs are unknown.

Sharpening the fear this morning, U.S. and British naval intelligence has identified an Italian E-boat base at Porto Empedocle, guarded by a floating minefield. Now the two destroyers are heading toward that base, hoping to intercept any E-boats and annihilate them.

They close on the radar returns, positioning themselves to open fire as soon as the targets are confirmed. Their courses stray too near the enemy base, and the Roe swerves to avoid plunging into the minefield. The Roe tries to slide behind the Swanson but is going too fast. At just before 0300, Roe hits Swanson at right angles on the port side, shearing off a portion of her own bow and causing Swanson’s fireroom to flood.

Both ships are dead in the water. The crews look at the radar screen—the small radar returns are gone, chimeras of some sort. There are no small torpedo boats prowling the shoreline. But with only a few hours until dawn, both crippled ships will be tempting targets for enemy air attacks. The damage-control crews start feverish work to get the destroyers moving.12

The dreaded E-boats are causing a lot of havoc to Operation Husky, and they never even put to sea. U.S. Naval Intelligence is still operating in the dark, but with this invasion and the reported base in Sicily ripe to be seized, the ONI is hoping that will change.



Off Torre di Gaffe Beach, Sicily July 10, 1943

Tony Marsloe and Jim Murray feel their stomachs heave as they surge through the waves that are jostling the naval intelligence agents—now called “port security officers”—and the grim-faced U.S. Rangers seated alongside them.

It’s just after 2:30 a.m., and Major General Lucian Truscott’s 3rd Infantry Division, joined by the 3rd Ranger Battalion, are heading toward the shoreline in thirty-six-foot-long vessels called Landing Craft, Vehicle, Personnel. Dubbed LCVPs, they’re better known as “Higgins boats,” for their inventor. Guided by British beacon submarines, they’re cruising toward a dark section of surf four miles north of Licata called Torre di Gaffe beach.

Marsloe and Murray don’t fit in, wearing chambray button-down shirts and straight-leg denim pants, Navy uniforms that make them look like U.S. Marines. The differences between them and the Rangers run deeper than outward appearances. The troops around them are focused on taking the beach and high ground around Licata, setting up a follow-on attack on a nearby airfield and the town itself.

The ONI men are using the invasion as cover for their lonely undercover operations. They are to infiltrate Licata ahead of its capture, aiming to contact sympathizers who will help them secure the port. Murray and Marsloe are wearing civilian clothes beneath their uniforms and have cheap shoes stashed in their rucks to replace their boots.

The Higgins boat has an exposed top, so the inbound troops peering over the rim can see that the coast is alive with chaos. Strands of antiaircraft fire rope through the air, explosions erupt from impacts of naval gunfire, bright white flares float in the sky beyond the beaches where paratroopers are landing. Infernos on shore caused by Allied air attacks silhouette the squat skylines of Licata and surrounding towns. Most worrying, a handful of searchlights appear, stabbing beams at the inbound ships. Several escorts are illuminated, but no attacks on them come from the defenders on the beach.13

Even when the landing craft reaches shore, grinding onto the sand with a bone-rattling crunch, the sounds of rifle and machine-gun fire remain in the distance. The front of the Higgins boat opens, forming a ramp over the three-foot surf, and Marsloe follows the Rangers out into the sand, as they practiced in northern Africa.

With the enemy defenders slowly coming to life, the Rangers fan out and start to move inland. Only now do the first enemy artillery shells spatter into the sand, an intermittent and undisciplined barrage. Marsloe can briefly see eruptions of smoke and debris outlined in the flashes of the incoming rounds, which he guesses are medium-sized shells. A screaming noise overhead makes him duck, but it’s the support ships behind them firing rockets at the responding artillery batteries. The destroyers meant to be covering the beach have collided offshore and are unavailable. Aboard his flagship, Admiral Conolly is watching closely and is readying orders for USS Brooklyn to slide in to provide the missing support.

Marsloe dashes off the beachhead with the Rangers, settling into the dunes to catch their breath. From there, they move to take the high ground above the beaches. He lingers behind as they overwhelm token defenders, killing, driving off, or capturing the shocked Italian troops. But the beachheads are only getting more dangerous as enemy artillery starts to streak in from farther inland.

The second-wave troops from the 3rd Infantry Division arrive at the heights from the beach, which frees the Rangers to move closer to Licata. Their goal is the Castel Sant’Angelo, a Spanish stone fort that has gazed down on the area since 1640. (A watchtower has stood there much longer, built in 1585.) The castle is most useful as a lighthouse, but the Italian military also uses it as an observation post. The surrounding hillside is honeycombed with pillboxes.

Over hundreds of years of existence, the Castel Sant’Angelo has never been involved in a battle. Tonight, that changes.

Murray and Marsloe follow the Rangers up Monte Sant’Angelo, the hill on which the castle is perched, feeling every step of the 430-foot elevation. Keeping pace with the other men, even toward the rear of their advance, is a challenge. It’s like the guys are in a race with one another, brimming with pride as much as the excitement of battle. But a fight will be denied to them—as they advance, the destroyers Brooklyn and Buck bombard the ancient fort with 135mm shells.

When the Rangers arrive, any defenders left are stunned and ready to surrender. The pillboxes—now empty or manned by Americans—create a strange tableau of ancient and modern fortifications. The place is under control by the time Marsloe arrives to take in the shattered stone and wrecked facade of the castle itself. He walks to a perch beneath the sloped stone walls where he can gaze at the landscape.

Spread beneath him is the city of Licata; to his left and directly below is the port and its shepherd’s crook protective jetty. There’s also an old circular graveyard between the castle and the city. There are pillars of dark smoke across the city and surrounding area, the fruits of the Allies’ continuing bombardment. No airstrikes or naval gunfire is being directed at the port, however, nor have the Italians demolished any of the infrastructure.

Murray appears at his elbow. “There it is.”

“The port’s still in one piece,” Marsloe says evenly. “It’s time to go down there and look for our friends.”

The pair strip their uniforms and trade boots for the cheap shoes from their rucks. They now appear as poor Sicilians, with no weapons, radios, or identification to betray the lie. They hand their belongings to the impressed but skeptical Rangers. “You’re heading into an enemy-held city,” one points out. “And the Navy is shelling the hell out of it.”

“That’s the job they gave us,” Marsloe says.

“Well . . . good luck.”

“Grazij,” Marsloe responds, and he and Murray stalk off into the night, heading downhill toward the cemetery and the port beyond.

After a while, Murray whispers in the darkness. “Antoniu.”

“Chi è?” he responds, also in Sicilian Italian.

“Mi chiedo comu vannu l’àutri tipi.”14



Gulf of Gela, Sicily July 10, 1943

Were Paul Alfieri to look over the edge of the Higgins boat, he would see the dark outline of his first priority in Sicily—a nine-hundred-foot-long masonry pier extending from the small city of Gela. It’s a perfect place to offload large landing craft and will make Gela a major shipment point for all the Allied forces needed to conquer Sicily. But the ONI man has heard the rattle of bullets against the Higgins’s armored plates and felt the nearby watery impacts of enemy mortars. He won’t be putting up his head prematurely.

He and Joachim Titolo are going ashore with the 1st Ranger Battalion, part of the first wave of the landing on the west side of the Gela pier at 3:30 a.m. On the other side of the pier, the 3rd Ranger Battalion and 1st Infantry Division are simultaneously storming the beaches.

Hundreds of members of the Italian XVIII Coastal Brigade are showing real willingness to fight, and it’s taking a toll. The coastal defenders are lashing the oncoming boats with machine-gun fire and mortars. They are firing blind—the American cruiser Savannah and the destroyer Shubrick took out the searchlights scouring the Gulf of Gela for targets—but the volume is causing casualties. One landing craft has been struck with a mortar and capsized, leaving the Rangers on board to wade to shore. Another hits a sandbar and flips over, drowning seventeen men of the 1st Infantry Division.

The 1st Battalion Rangers in the Higgins with Alfieri and Murray are under the command of Lieutenant Colonel William Darby, the thirty-two-year-old budding Army legend. Darby, a career Army soldier, found a new calling when he crossed paths with British commandos in Northern Ireland while he was there with the 34th Infantry Division, a National Guard unit known as the Red Bull. His efforts to start an analog in the U.S. Army resulted in the June 1942 formation of his battalion. Operation Torch cemented Darby’s reputation. He was awarded the Silver Star for his actions in February and the Distinguished Service Cross for combat in March, when his DSC citation describes “he personally led assaults against the enemy line in the face of heavy machine-gun and artillery fire, establishing the fury of the Ranger attack by his skillful employment of hand grenades in close quarter fighting.”15 He has already turned down promotion to stay fighting with his men.

“Darby’s Rangers,” as they call themselves, are a mixed bag. There’s a core of veterans, many who joined from the Red Bull, who are combat hardened and tightly bound. Surrounding them are new arrivals, soldiers recruited from those deployed in North Africa to swell the ranks of the Rangers before this invasion. Darby and his noncommissioned-officer recruiters sought only “true volunteers with a clean record who hopefully had basic infantry training.”16 All are enthusiastic and overly proud, already singing battalion songs extolling their commander.

“One minute!” someone calls, and Alfieri says a quick prayer. They should be close enough to glimpse the pier, and atop a swell he thinks he can see its dark shape pushing into the water. The boat dips, and before it can crest the next wave, Alfieri’s world is overwhelmed by a bright flash and crack of a massive explosion. A brief rain of debris clatters against the steel of the boat and drops into the water around it.

When Alfieri is next able to see the pier, he spots plumes of dark smoke rising from its collapsed structure. It has been sabotaged, exactly the kind of thing Alfieri and Titolo are here to stop from happening.

He’s still processing what this might mean to his mission in Sicily when the Higgins grinds into the sand and drops its door. What follows is a terrifying dash through the surf and onto the beach, where they’re met with loops of barbed wire. The machine-gun fire whips through the Rangers, and when they throw themselves onto their bellies, Alfieri and Titolo follow suit.

A nearby explosion causes more than cries for a medic. The warning cries go out—the beach is strewn with mines. Reports of fishing boats on this beach had been taken as a sign there were no mines. Now it was clear that the boats were just wrecks.

The Rangers are cutting wire and marking mines, and soon Darby is on his feet and screaming for them to follow. The beach of Gela then becomes a series of sprints, crawls through gaps in the barbed wire, and moments spent waiting for the word to move forward.

Gela is a beachside town, and the sand quickly gives way to roads and buildings. The Rangers surge forward, clearing houses in room-to-room fighting. The Rangers penetrate Gela as far as its wide central via before they dig in to wait for second-wave reinforcements to arrive.

Alfieri and Titolo follow Darby to where he establishes an ad hoc command center in an empty storefront. Just as they’re catching their breath, the windows of a nearby schoolhouse erupt with a fusillade from dozens of machine guns. Everyone scrambles for cover as the bullets slash through the building.

Now the ONI men see what makes Darby a legend. He rallies the Rangers, uses the surrounding buildings as cover, and leads the men in a counterattack on the schoolhouse. They can hear peals of gunfire and concussions of grenades, and when the Rangers exit, they are leading fifty prisoners of war.17

The ONI men confer with each other in the wake of what they’ve seen on the beach. “I got a good look at the pier on the way in,” says Titolo. “It’s gone. We have to get to the fishing port before these bastards torch anything else.”

“Some of the best contacts are coming through fishing fleets,” Alfieri adds hopefully, looking for an upside to losing the commercial pier in downtown Gela. As far as invasion logistics go, the Axis has scored a painful blow. “Okay, let’s try to get there.”

In civilian disguise, the pair carefully stalk out of the city and into the dunes, immersing themselves in the scrub brush and sandy undulations that reach fifty feet overhead. There is a cart path that runs parallel to the beach, making it a safer route than the nearby coastal road. They follow the path northward; Gela’s fishing port is just two miles away.



Licata, Sicily July 10, 1943

“I am Lieutenant Marzullo, and I am told you’re a man who can be trusted,” says Tony Marsloe.

“Who said so?” the fishing boat captain says warily.

“Everyone around here knows. And people in New York City know, too. We spoke to Luigi, your uncle. He says you’re a good man who hates Fascists and does good business here in Licata.”

“My uncle?”

“He’s been volunteering information to us, in New York. We were hoping you could do the same and let us know about the channels here, especially which ones have mines.”

Since noon, Licata has been in American hands. And since then Marsloe and Murray have been hard at work as frontline naval port security officers. They’ve been locating prominent fishermen and picking their brains for beach minefields, maritime conditions, and port-installation booby traps. A secondary tier of questions generates a list of “subversive characters,” Fascists or Socialists who could sow chaos during the invasion.

The reactions among the Italians have been lukewarm.18 The gold-standard informants are Sicilians who lived in the United States, and there are not enough of them around. Name-dropping relatives—not gangsters—seems to help.

“What do you need the port for?”

“We’re liberating all of Sicily. We need every place we can to land more troops.” Without it we’re dependent on British-held Siracusa, Marsloe adds to himself, and American command wants that ended. “Plus, we need to feed people once we’re in control. If our supply ships run into mines, Sicilians will starve.”

The captain reaches under a wool cap and scratches his head. “Should be deep enough here,” he says.

He’s not the first to notice that this small harbor has a greater capacity than Allied intelligence suggested. Several Licata fishermen have been telling Marsloe and Murray that an opening there could get the supplies inland quickly.

Titolo comes to the advance base’s temporary headquarters from Gela bearing bad news. With the city’s long central pier lost to sabotage, large landing craft are languishing while waiting to unload on the busy, artillery-targeted shore. German warplanes also come in low over the hills, their approach difficult to detect on radar, to bomb the landing ships and strafe the cluttered beaches. The attacks are largely unchecked by the limited Allied fighter cover.

The nearby fishing port at Gela, while intact and now protected by friendly Sicilians, doesn’t have the capacity to make up for the massive wrecked pier in the city center. The advance intelligence team has done the soundings themselves to double-check.

So an unexpected buildup at the port of Licata begins. Minefields are identified and Navy sweepers clear the deep channels. The briefly reunited ONI team solicits Sicilian longshoremen to reopen the port, arranging for the loaders, pilots, and support wagons to return to work. Titolo and Alfieri take the lead on the Licata port’s operation. Before dark, the beach and countryside are crowded with troops, vehicles, and thousands of boxes of ammunition.

At the end of D-Day, Truscott has pushed his 3rd Infantry Division and medium tanks of the 2nd Armored Division northward to occupy strongpoints on the hills beyond Gela. The next phase of the invasion will be a drive to the west, along the shoreline toward Agrigento. More meaningfully for Marsloe and Murray, who are advancing with them, the next phase also includes the seizure of Porto Empedocle, which the ONI men are to first secure and then reopen, just as Titolo and Alfieri are doing in Licata.

But the Italians and Germans have plans of their own.



Gela, Sicily July 11, 1943

The sound of tanks alerts the men of Darby’s Rangers, who are hunkering down at fighting positions inside the buildings of Gela. Soon enough, twenty-four Renaults appear on Highway 117, the so-called Ponte Olivo road between Axis-held Butera and Gela.

The German attack is starting at 8:00 a.m., when the Italian Livorno Division and an armored regiment of the Hermann Göring Division launch a two-prong attack. Their goal is to recapture the Gela beachhead and push the invaders into the water.

The Rangers have an ace up their sleeves—the destroyer Shubrick waiting offshore with guns ready. Darby’s scouts spot the Renault tanks, taken during the invasion of France long ago, approaching along the Ponte Olivo road, and his radio operators call in the coordinates. Dozens of tanks are ripped apart by five-inch shells, but ten race toward Gela.

A clash between tanks and infantry shifts to the foot soldier when it occurs in an urban area. Rangers drop satchel charges from rooftops and use alleys to shoot bazooka rockets at the armored vehicles in their vulnerable rears. The Renaults are thinly armored enough that .30 rounds can penetrate them, turning jeeps into mobile anti-tank guns.

In the midst of the combat, Darby appears. He and his driver have found and hitched a 37mm anti-tank gun to a jeep and now deliver it to the roadway’s defenders. With the enemy tanks lobbing rounds at him, Darby loads a shell into the breech of the 37mm gun. Lieutenant Charles Shunstrom peers through the sights, takes aim, and sends the round into a Renault’s turret. The Rangers destroy another two tanks before the remaining seven retreat.

Then the Italian infantry arrives, truckloads of experienced soldiers. But the Rangers now have reinforcements—all available infantry and engineer units. Advance naval bases personnel included. The combination of naval gunfire, artillery, bazookas, and well-defended positions shatters the attack.

Across the beachhead, the drive on Gela falters and recedes. As soon as the attackers fall back, the naval artillery really goes to work. Hundreds of five- and six-inch shells rain down on the retreating Germans for hours.

The enemy’s pressure has caused a delay in the advance on Agrigento. But once the attack is repelled, Operation Husky continues according to plan.



Licata, Sicily July 12, 1943

“This is Lieutenant Commander Marsloe,” introduces Paul Alfieri. “And this is Damaniano Riccobono, who lived in New York as a kid.”

“Good to meet you,” the civilian says in halting but passable English, extending his hand. At sixty-one, Riccobono comes off as one of the hard-edged older men that Haffenden sent to him in New York. He’s dressed in simple clothes instead of a pressed suit, but there’s a similar wary swagger in the way his flinty eyes size up Marsloe. The naval agent gets the sudden impression that the man is dressed down to avoid attention. Riccobono is slightly heavyset, with features that seem somehow pinched, as if his lips and nose were dragging the rest of his face toward his chin.19

“Damaniano has been helping out with the port here, identifying the captains he trusts to keep an eye on the water,” Alfieri continues, trying to keep his voice from betraying too much emotion. But the truth is he’s excited by what he thinks is an intelligence version of the Holy Grail. “Then he tells me about something else. A villa.”

“A villa?”

“A real nice villa,” Riccobono says in English. “One of the best around.”

“That’s not the kind of real estate we’re interested in.”

“The Italian military moved in there a while ago,” the Sicilian continues. “It’s a headquarters, Commander.”

Now the man has captured Marsloe’s full attention. “We’ve found that they move their headquarters around all the time. How do you know they’re there?”

“It’s on the highest hill, good views all around, good for radios,” says Riccobono.

“He’s seen it,” Alfieri puts in. “Says there’s been an Italian unit stationed there since forty-one.”

“Coastal defense?”

Alfieri shrugs, not liking the tone but understanding it. They’ve been told the coastal units are made of older men and untrained recruits, a second line of defense—therefore, not much of a priority. “Maybe.”

“The Urso family owns the place, but their place up there has been requisitioned by the military,” Riccobono says. “I know it for a fact. It’s been a permanent headquarters for a while; they even keep horses up there.”

“Where did you say this villa is?”

“Where the rich people have summer homes,” Riccobono answers.

“It’s on the coastline on the heights west of town, past the Castel Sant’Angelo,” Alfieri adds, more helpfully. “The Rangers and Second Battalion took the castle but were hell-bent for Licata, right? They wouldn’t stop to search a villa a mile away in the other direction.”

“They took the bombed-out castle and moved on,” Marsloe agrees, having been there and hell-bent for Licata himself. “And our guys there now are probably sitting tight in the bunkers. You think this villa might have something interesting for us?”

“Well, we won’t know until we look,” Alfieri responds. “The Italian Army was there for months, and we caught them by surprise. Who knows what they left behind? Or maybe they’re still there, spying on the beach and town.”

Marsloe ponders this argument for a moment, then eyes the Sicilian man. So much relies on the word of this stranger, recommended by outlaws in America. Marsloe and Alfieri know he was a criminal, deported from the United States for some reason. But they never ask whether he’s still a criminal. The answer is yes, he is.20

Damaniano Riccobono has lived in Sicily since being implicated in the killing of Officer Schwarz in 1916. Being bilingual and known to Americans in New York makes him a valued operator for Cosa Nostra, as he runs messages from Luciano’s U.S. organization to associates in Sicily.21 His family hails from San Giuseppe Jato, outside Palermo. The Palermo mobsters also run the entire Agrigento province, and Damaniano has contacts among the area’s merchants and smugglers. He’s exactly what the ONI was looking for in a local informant when they asked the New York gangsters for names.

With his current ties, Riccobono is in a position to help the U.S. Navy reopen the ports. As a smuggler and black marketeer, distributing imports is part of what he does. But his unexpected intelligence about an enemy command center makes him a prized informant.

Marsloe is excited by the news of the villa, naturally, but he also feels the opportunity may be lost amid the demands of the larger invasion. Opening the ports to follow-on troops is the priority, and the ONI commander worries that the port security team will be left out of any intelligence-gathering operation. “Titolo is stuck here, but you’re probably going to be coming with us to Porto Empedocle,” Marsloe warns. “I’ll try to get us out of that for now and hit this villa.”

“Just give me a night,” Alfieri pleads. “Damaniano has a few men he trusts to back us up.”

Marsloe sets off to speak with advance base command here in Licata. Alfieri and Riccobono are sipping coffee and examining a K-ration’s biscuits with disgust when Marsloe returns with news. The ONI officers peel off for a quiet conversation; Riccobono takes it without insult.

“How’s our prized informant holding up?”

“Like a pro,” Alfieri says. “He seemed disappointed that I didn’t know Charlie Luciano personally. So what’d they say?”

“Our primary role here is port security, remember. So we’re heading into Porto Empedocle ahead of the Rangers, as planned. They’re getting a couple other Navy guys to reconnoiter the villa and take it if there’s no resistance.”

Alfieri tries to speak but nearly chokes.

“Calm down,” Marsloe interrupts. “Murray and I are going to the port. Meanwhile, you, Riccobono, and his guides are going to lead them to your villa and, if it’s really a headquarters, strip it for everything you can take away.”

Alfieri’s face brightens. “Sciatiri e matri,” he laughs. The Sicilian expression of surprise is impossible not to use once adopted.

“They may need a safecracker; that’s part of the reason you’re going. So bring the kit. The other guys are Lieutenant Commander Hunter and Lieutenant Brownell; you better go find them before someone changes their mind,” Marsloe says, sounding a little jealous. “After you’re done, meet us in Empedocle. If we make it there. God willing, we’ll see you soon.”



Outside Licata, Sicily July 13, 1943

The reconnaissance party, men who are near strangers, moves on foot to avoid attention. Joining three Navy intelligence men is their guide, the mafioso Damaniano Riccobono, and his trio of hard-eyed volunteers. Everyone is wearing civilian clothes and carrying weapons; the Sicilians are armed with unremarkable shotguns and the Americans with concealed pistols and grenades.

The group considers the route carefully. They could stalk across the beach to a cove, the start of a steep, straight road inland. Not only is stalking an invasion beach at night considered unwise, but Riccobono notes that the target villa has a perfect view of the whole road and bare-hillside approaches. Instead, he recommends taking one of the winding roads that head into the western hills, servicing the well-heeled villas there. Anyone with any money has fled to safer cities in Sicily, and the homes should be empty. Lieutenant Commander S. A. Hunter chooses a course that affords the least time and most cover—a narrow road that winds under Castel Sant’Angelo and forks into the heights.

The men march into the night, which is dark but hardly quiet. The war refuses to sleep. There is not a lot of small arms chatter, but naval artillery flashes on the water and thumps in the distance inland. Illuminated rounds from antiaircraft guns occasionally stream through the sky, ropes of light reaching out for Luftwaffe warplanes that are otherwise unchallenged over the beachheads.

The tense walk gives the men an opportunity to get acquainted. “What did you do before the war?” asks George Brownell to Paul Alfieri. They’re speaking in Italian—no English allowed.

“Worked for the district attorney,” Alfieri says. “I was an investigator.”

“Sounds like good training for our new line of work,” Brownell says equitably; he’s very good at being nice to people.

“How about you?”

“Third-generation president and owner of Brownell Tours,” he announces, softly. “Sightseeing in Europe, Africa, the Orient.”

“The war couldn’t have been too good for business.”

“We did okay,” Brownell says modestly. “Our clients were still touring Europe until Pearl Harbor.”

“‘Our.’ You have a partner holding down the business, then?”

“My wife, Susan,” Brownell says. “She’s at Bryce Hospital in Tuscaloosa now, but we ran things together right up until I joined the Navy. The only reason we met was a tour.”

The men are passing a massive ancient cemetery laid out in a grim, densely packed disc. The dim moonlight gives the graves a faint glow. “I have time to hear a romantic story,” Alfieri says.

“So Susan graduated from Duke and took a Brownell Tour to celebrate. She had this horrible appendicitis attack in France, and one of my tour leaders delivered her to Paris, where I was staying at the time. I was the sole representative of Brownell Tours in the city, so she was my responsibility. I took her to the American hospital there and, being a hero, the rest was easy. I married her six months later.”

“Che bello,” Alfieri teases. “Leading tours and rescuing damsels. Quite a job.”

“My grandfather started the company in the late 1800s and traveled the world,” Brownell says. “I did the same, only the Navy thought I had it too easy. So they gave me a side job.”

“O-N-I,” Alfieri says flatly. “No one looks twice at a tour guide. Just part of the landscape.”

“I was working with naval counterintelligence for years before the war even started,” Brownell says. “I never thought it would lead to this.”22

Hunter holds up a hand, and the men hustle off the road and crouch around him. “Okay, this is the road heading up to the villa. If you see or hear a vehicle, get off the road. Damaniano, let us know how far we can get without being in the line of sight of that tower.”

“We’ll be able to sneak around the villas and stay out of sight,” he says. “More or less.”

“If there’s anyone still up there,” Brownell puts in. “You think anyone’ll be there to defend the place?”

“We’re proceeding as if they hunkered down inside,” Hunter says. “From now on, everybody shuts up, in any language.”

After that the recon mission proceeds in silence as they work their way up Monserrato, the highest hill on Licata Mountain. It’s named for the church that has stood there since the seventeenth century, built at the site of a Christian cemetery from about AD 300.

The area is a testament to the shifting preferences of the city’s nobility, written in architecture. The men are entering the so-called Park of Liberty Villas. The heights are nested with walled villas evoking the art nouveau style of Ernesto Basile and his students. The great Sicilian architect, dead since 1932, imprinted his style on everything from upper-middle-class homes in Palermo to a new wing of Montecitorio Palace in Rome.

Here, in the early 1900s, he designed villas for the nobility of Licata, including their target, Villa Urso. Riccobono described a large property, roughly seventy thousand square feet, big enough for two buildings and a stable. The villa is the crown jewel of the Park of Liberty Villas, located a dozen feet from the church. It has four levels and a commanding view of all the surrounding hills and shoreline. And it peers down on the approaching roads as well.

One of the Sicilians whispers to Hunter, who waves the group into a huddle. “There it is,” Riccobono tells them quietly, pointing at a tall, spindly building standing erect on a nearby hilltop. The Sicilian seems unfazed by the climb, a benefit of a lifetime of walking up inclines. “The villa.”

Alfieri squints in the darkness and can just barely make out the dark silhouette of a rectangular spire, like a bell tower, rising from the crest of the hill. If an Italian commander wanted to keep eyes on the area, that was the spot.

“We’ll take the first road to the right; the villas will block the view as we advance,” Hunter says, as Riccobono nods in agreement next to him.

The path to the crest of Monserrato becomes a lateral march, taking winding switchbacks past abandoned villas, still frowningly opulent in the face of the invasion. Tall rock walls make the streets feel even narrower and give the recon party few options to get off the road in an emergency. Through fences and over the lower, chest-high walls, Alfieri sees pink-beige facades, colonnaded loggia, decorative arches, and mullioned windows, in a similar Liberty style to Villa Urso but, from all descriptions, not nearly as grand.

The recon party creeps along shadows cast by buildings, then leaves the road to cut behind the cover of a pair of squat structures. These humbler buildings are home to the workers who tend to the grand houses and come with vegetable and herb gardens that the men tramp across to get even closer to the target villa. From the hilltop, the darkened tower of Villa Urso seems to glare at them when they’re exposed.

Hunter, in the lead, halts the men behind a worker’s building, confronted with a road that’s exposed to the villa. The front entrance is nearby, the site where Riccobono says there’s a guardhouse. That is their first objective—to find out if there are guards there and decide whether to eliminate them. They could always retreat and return with more troops, or even order the Navy to knock down the building. But Hunter is an intelligence man and would prefer to get his own hands on any information inside.

Brownell and Hunter scurry across the road, reach the church, and follow its long wall. At the corner, they can scope the guardhouse and front gate. Alfieri reads Hunter’s body language as best he can—tense as he peeks around the corner, then shoulders slumped in relief, then telling Brownell something. The naval intelligence agent waves them forward, across the street, where he whispers, “Guardhouse looks deserted and the villa is dark. But the gate’s closed, so we’re going over the walls.”

Alfieri hardly gets a look at Villa Urso as he scrambles from the safety of the church corner to the compound’s wall, which is taller than his head. A volunteer laces his hands to form a step so they can reach the top of the wall, and Alfieri slithers over it on his belly. After the last man is over the wall, Riccobono and his men shelter inside the guardhouse, covering the approaching road and front gate.

The others are now inside the villa’s compound. Everything here is seemingly quiet. The first order of business isn’t the main villa but the adjunct building, which is closer. The last thing they need are Italian soldiers coming from their quarters as the recon party enters the headquarters. Brownell and an Italian return from a quick window-peeping tour.

“Dark and empty,” Brownell says. “But it looks like a warehouse of some sort. Blankets, some clothes, I couldn’t tell for sure. Doors are locked, all windows closed. No one’s watching from there.”

“The villa’s buttoned up, too,” Hunter says. “No one’s keeping the windows closed with this heat. Okay, let’s go in.”

By now the nervous tension has given way to excitement. Storming the villa at gunpoint feels like a formality, something to get out of the way so that the intelligence men can see whether the Italians have left behind anything else besides supplies. But they send the two Italians in first, not wanting to risk being caught in a shotgun spray, and follow them through a kicked-in door.

The villa is opulent but also looks more like the interior of a castle than Alfieri was expecting. There are stone columns, round windows with bars, and a tight spiral staircase to the upper levels. There are also a simple desk and chair by the front door, the perfect spot for a secretary to log in visitors.

The main floor has a nice lounge for visitors off the foyer, with sofas, tables, and freestanding ashtrays arranged near a cold fireplace, but the rest of the floor is dedicated to support the staff here. There are a dining table and chairs, one turned over, and a long paper banner lies on the floor: “Credere, Obbedire, Combatterre.”23 There are several empty flagpoles standing guard over the corners of the abandoned house.

Alfieri stalks up the spiral staircase to the second floor. There are fewer rooms, but they seem more important. One has been converted into a radio room, with codebooks stashed nearby that should keep naval codebreakers occupied for weeks. Alfieri jumps as a shotgun blast pops outside—Riccobono’s men taking the easiest way to handle the locked gate. “We got something for you,” Brownell calls out from a nearby suite.

Alfieri enters and sees from the trappings that it was a commander’s office. Alfieri sees maps of the entire southwestern Sicilian coastline on the wall and is nostalgically reminded of the map in the Third DIO in New York City.

“The 139th Coastal Regiment,” Brownell says, holding an abandoned requisition form. “I think that’s who was here. They’re part of the 207th, the division responsible for the defense of the entire west coast.”

There’s an ornate desk with a small Italian flag and an expensive-looking pen. And, squatting under the desk as if wanting to remain hidden, is a locked safe. It’s the first of three found here.

“Looks like they bugged out, like we expected,” Brownell says.

“Plenty of them haven’t, from the sounds of it out there,” Alfieri responds, cocking his head toward a round window at the sound of battles being fought outside.24

Alfieri rummages in his ruck and takes out his lockpicking kit. He scrutinizes his metal opponent, takes a deep breath, and settles down to work. Maybe it’s the nerves or the unfamiliar foreign locks, or maybe he just isn’t that good at lockpicking. The safe remains closed.

The recon patrol didn’t use any of its allocated grenades, so Alfieri clears the room and detonates one near one of the locked safes. He returns to find the stubborn door now askew, and the men pry it open to collect the contents.

What’s inside is obviously valuable. There are maps marked with safe routes through minefields, radio-recognition signals, and demolition plans for ports and cities, including Porto Empedocle, Licata, and Gela. But this also seems to have been a repository for broader information about defenses farther away, including Messina and Palermo. The dates on the minefield documents, amended July 9, 1943, make the information urgently current.

The Sicilians scour the grounds. They find empty stables, but horse droppings hint that the animals had been moved just a few days ago. They break into the warehouses and report the remains of caches of blankets, food, and shoes, the most valuable stuff already picked through by the retreating Italians. Riccobono sizes up the loot with a practiced eye.25

The intel trove is far more valuable to the Americans. Between three safes and the reams of records from the cabinets and desks, this is a bounty beyond what they’ve planned on finding. They walked here but will now have boxes of material to return to those who need it. It’s too bad the horses are gone.

Alfieri continues work on the other two safes, while Brownell and Hunter head toward Licata, a mile and a half away. They are seeking only a jeep.26

Alfieri is picking through communications to the 139th from the divisional command in Agrigento, forwarding intelligence about onshore minefields, when Brownell and Hunter return to the villa, still on foot after a three-mile round-trip march up and down the hill. They settle into seats and deliver the update. The invasion force has moved north to take Port Empedocle, and no one seems able to spare a ride for the naval intelligence men.27

“We’ll have to take this stuff back to Licata by hand,” Hunter says bluntly. “Assuming the advance bases’ guys are still there.”

“Everything’s gotta go,” agrees Alfieri. “I think it’ll take more than one trip.”

“I volunteer to guard the villa,” Brownell says wearily, “while someone else takes the first load.”



Porto Empedocle, Sicily July 14, 1943

“Schnellboote,” says Tony Marsloe, uttering the unfamiliar word aloud. It means “fast boats” in German, and their speed and ability to hide while in port make them a feared secret weapon.

They are a secret no longer. Marsloe is walking through the headquarters of the 3rd Schnellboote Flotilla at Porto Empedocle, becoming the first intelligence professional to unmask the fast-attack boat project.28 The details about the E-boats, while not as urgent as minefield maps, are eagerly sought by Navy intelligence.

Now Marsloe has, in his hands, the internal specs of these small but lethal warships: 114 feet, 8 inches long, with diesel engines capable of sustaining 43.5 knots. Their range is an astounding 850 miles, much farther than equivalent gas-fed American PT boats. The E-boats are also armed to the teeth, with a rack of torpedoes, a 37mm cannon at the stern, a 20mm at the bow, and a mount amidships for antiaircraft flak guns.

This self-appointed mission is a welcome break from working the docks. At Licata and Porto Empedocle, the ONI men have been using their contacts to arrange for local pilots to return to work and encourage the local fishing fleet to put to sea to avoid food shortages—and to report anything strange on the water or shoreline. In counterintelligence, one trusted local is worth a hundred guards.29

The plan calls for the ONI men to hand off responsibility for the ports to the Army, first through the Counter Intelligence Corps (CIC). They would then coordinate their efforts with the Allied Military Government (AMG), which would run all civil affairs.

Some CIC guys have arrived and set up offices in Licata and Gela. They even post signs saying so, to encourage informers to drop in. It’s their job to handle port security, prevent sabotage, and detain suspected Fascists. But the ones the ONI men have met so far seem overwhelmed. There are not enough of them, and the ones here can’t even speak the language. Marsloe and his men have spent precious time recruiting translators from local police and port workers.30

For Marsloe, this aspect of the war is oddly familiar to working conditions in New York. He’s channeling his inner Socks Lanza to organize the ports and emulating Charles Haffenden to create a budding network of informants.

But Marsloe is happier when acting as a field agent. He feels both excited and content here, exploring this headquarters to collect technical intelligence of a shadowy weapon. It’s the kind of breakthrough that naval intelligence men dream about. It’s also the only thing Marsloe has done so far that can compare to Alfieri’s jackpot trove, the envy of any collection specialist.

He only hopes that the intelligence bureaucracy recognizes the importance of what he, Alfieri, and the others have found and can deliver it up the chain in time to save lives.



Off the Coast of Gela, Sicily July 16, 1943

Rear Admiral Richard L. Conolly, chief of staff of the task force commander, flips through the documents from the Sicilian villa with increasing appreciation and disbelief. If proven authentic, some of these details could start saving lives immediately.

He didn’t know what to expect, since Captain Leonard Doughty, the overworked commander of advance bases onshore, sent the material without much endorsement. But Conolly is stunned by what the ONI men have collected—minefield maps, codebooks, enemy personnel files, and technical details on secret weapons. He decides the material needs to go from his ship, the amphibious force flagship Biscayne, to Algiers. There, Admiral Hewitt himself can receive it.

Conolly orders a destroyer into Licata to pick up all the material. But hearing what’s on board, the commander in chief of the Mediterranean, Admiral Andrew Browne Cunningham, intervenes. Instead of heading to Algiers, he orders the destroyer to deliver the material to Malta, where it can be flown to London for scrutiny by the British Admiralty.

The British have an established mechanism for collecting battlefield intelligence, called S-Force. It’s a recent creation. In 1942 a British naval commander named Ian L. Fleming, an assistant to the director of naval intelligence, Admiral John Godfrey, suggested the formation of an offensive naval intelligence group. He studied how a German Abwehr special assault unit in Crete had penetrated the British headquarters just ahead of invasion forces to steal ciphers and examine communications equipment. The concept was worth copying, and the British first tasked S-Force teams to penetrate enemy lines ahead of surging troops during the fighting for North Africa.31

The origin of the name is unknown even by those who report there, but an April 23, 1943, memo by an anonymous writer calls it a “Security Intelligence Force.” The shortened name has trickled down and stuck.

S-Force’s mandate is clearly in line with what the ONI’s “port security officers” are doing in Sicily, but the efforts are not linked. The Navy operates under its own umbrella, but S-Force now wants access to the Navy’s results. To be fair, they have the mechanisms to spread the myriad information through the appropriate channels. But such centralized processing would mean a delay in getting some vital information to the front lines.

Fortunately, Patton’s advance intelligence officer also catches wind of the trove and reaches out to the British Admiralty to make sure the fighting men get the information quickly. The documents regarding the fight for Sicily are quickly translated, duplicated, and distributed to U.S. Seventh Army and British Eighth Army units in the field. The information includes minefield maps and the positions of fixed enemy artillery. The information saves the lives of Allied soldiers.32

Marsloe’s material from Porto Empedocle is sent to the U.S. naval authorities in Washington and becomes the basis for the first reports on the mysterious Schnellboote. Aside from the specs, the documents from the Empedocle headquarters detail the organization and operations of the unit, from the disciplinary records of personnel to the tactics the boats employ during air attacks. The documents show that E-boat crews lack Nazi indoctrination, which could prove useful in convincing crews and captains to surrender.

Operation Husky, still underway, is already an unquestionable win for the naval intelligence team from New York City. It won’t go unnoticed by the Allied high command.



Outside Agrigento, Sicily July 16, 1943

It’s late in the afternoon when Paul Alfieri’s team is creeping around the outskirts of the city of Agrigento, population thirty-four thousand, perched on a hilltop about three miles from the coast.

Porto Empedocle has been taken, and Marsloe and Murray are busy organizing the port’s security situation there. There’s no doubt they need all the help they can get, but Alfieri has been pulled away by the advance bases’ brass to scout out the way ahead—and Husky’s next step calls for the seizure of the city of Agrigento. With the situation in flux, the scope of the Axis defense isn’t known.

For the Seventh Army, Agrigento represents the gateway to western Sicily. Highway 115—the coastal road they’re on—connects Agrigento with Licata and Gela, while nearby Highway 122 links it to the cities of Caltanissetta and Favara. Given the severe topography of Sicily, this crossroads makes Agrigento the most important road center on the southwestern coast of Sicily.

Alfieri is escorting Lieutenant Commander J. K. Vardaman, chief staff officer to Captain Leonard Doughty, the commander of the advance bases group. Vardaman is the son of James K. Vardaman, former governor and senator from Mississippi. He’s also a WWI veteran, a successful businessman, and a naval reservist who rose through the ranks of Naval Intelligence to reach his current position. They are joined by an Army major as well as a driver, a carpenter’s first mate from California named Ed Seeno.33

Somehow, Vardaman has found a jeep for the four men to use. Using a conspicuous military vehicle poses risks. Alfieri has been traveling incognito, and now he feels exposed. But there are two ways into the hilltop city of Agrigento—approaching directly from the west along the coastal road or taking the time to sweep around the city and attacking from the north. Captain Doughty decided his forces needed to probe the coastal road for information, from observation and by approaching hopefully sympathetic locals. The recon mission required a nervy Navy linguist to accompany them. Who better than Alfieri, fresh from his success at the secret villa headquarters?

Now here he is crossing a bridge over a wide gorge on the outskirts of the city, riding ahead of the invasion’s edge in a military jeep. They’re close enough to see the hilltop city, so the jeep pulls over on the far side of the bridge. “Stop near that ditch, in case we have to duck for cover,” Vardaman orders.

The men step out of the jeep, and Vardaman uses binoculars to scour the hills for enemy positions and occupied homes while the others seek for signs of enemy troops. All is quiet until Alfieri hears a growing shrill whine in the air. He looks up instinctively just as the first artillery shell bursts between Vardaman and the Army major, who both vanish in a bloom of dust. Alfieri scrambles into the ditch, scraping his hands on the rocky soil, as more shells crash down. Seeno quickly slithers into the ditch next to him.

Alongside them is Vardaman, stunned and staring at the sky. The concussion sent him into the ditch, knocking the wind out of him but leaving him seemingly unscratched. The Army major is much worse, lying near the jeep, torn by whirling shrapnel and bleeding profusely.

“Can you move?” Alfieri cries to Vardaman, whose eyes refocus before he nods and rolls to his hands and knees.

The volley of shells stops falling; it’s time to go. “Help me take him,” Alfieri tells Seeno, and they run to the major, each taking a grip under an arm. They drag the wounded man to the jeep, heft him into the rear seat, and leap inside. Seeno makes a quick U-turn and stomps the accelerator, racing back across the bridge toward Porto Empedocle, weaving erratically in case an enemy is sighting them.

The Army major is dead before they reach an aid station.34

The question of the direction from which to attack Agrigento has been answered by this scout mission, and many others. Patton spends the day maneuvering his forces around the city and attacks Agrigento from the north. The city is taken at 0300 the next morning—almost exactly one week after H hour of D-Day.

Patton is supposed to be deferring to the British Eighth Army by now, but he doesn’t fancy taking any orders. Instead, he’s fixated on Palermo. Calling it a reconnaissance mission in force, he drives 3rd Infantry, the 2nd Armored, and the 82nd Airborne one hundred miles across the mountains of inland Sicily. When they reach Palermo on July 19, it takes three days of block-by-block fighting to tame it.

The Seventh Army is now going to take Messina, where the Germans and Italians are making their final stands in Sicily. But Marsloe, Murray, Alfieri, and Titolo won’t be around to see the end of the campaign—they’re being withdrawn.

With the fall of Palermo, Operation Husky is over, and the ONI men are scheduled to move on. Their mission in Sicily has been accomplished: Ports and harbors are open, secure from sabotage and in the hands of the Army Counter Intelligence Corps, who have inherited their contacts, and the swelling numbers of Allied Military Government administrators. The ONI team has delivered information on minefields that are being cleared and Mussolini diehards who are now being detained by the Army. The local fishermen and stevedores are prepared to resume operations, easing the strain on the Allied military and Sicilian civilians.

As far as port security officers go, they’ve more than met their responsibilities. But Marsloe’s team has also achieved more than can be expected, also excelling as frontline technical intelligence collectors. Their intel coups in Porto Empedocle and the villa are inarguable wins.

In comparison, the Office of Strategic Services has fallen on its face. Allied forces headquarters forbade Bill Donovan’s fledgling group from sending undercover operatives into Sicily prior to the landings for fear of alerting enemy forces. The OSS deployed four days after the first-wave landings that deposited the four ONI men, and without local contacts and guides, the OSS blindly scoured the combat zone. Their agents, including the chief of operations, were captured almost immediately while crossing enemy lines.35

Now the advance naval intelligence team is reassigned to Rear Admiral John Hall Jr., who was taken from Sicily to become the commander of the Eighth Amphibious Force. Hall has heard from Hewitt and wants to harness the lessons learned in Sicily and apply them to the coming campaign against the Italian mainland. Using the now seasoned New Yorkers as frontline naval intelligence combat officers is one of his recommendations. From now on, they will be in demand and largely operating away from one another.

And even before Operation Husky was over, Marsloe’s team was planning for the landings at Salerno, the stepping stone to Naples.



Messina, Sicily August 10, 1943

General Alfredo Guzzoni stands at the edge of the Strait of Messina, staring across the water at the Italian mainland, just two miles away from the Sicilian coast. Earlier, the Italian general wired German General Hans-Valentin Hube, asserting responsibility for the defense of northeast Sicily.

Around Guzzoni are the staffs of the Sixth Army and XVI Corps headquarters. “Okay,” the general tells an aide, “let’s go.” And, with that, Guzzoni and the headquarters’ staff cross the strait, protected by a flotilla of warships and hundreds of antiaircraft guns. Guzzoni’s retreat to the mainland leaves a pair of admirals (Pietro Barone and Pietro Parenti) to organize the Italian evacuation.

The coastal city of Messina is the German and Italian army’s final foothold on Sicily. Full-scale withdrawal—code-named Operation Lehrgang—begins the next day, August 11. During the next six days, the Germans execute a leap-frog withdrawal that leaves the Allies struggling to keep up. Behind each tactical retreat are new minefields, demolished bridges, and blocked roads. The retreat unfolds down a narrowing peninsula, shortening the Germans’ lines and making it increasingly easy to defend. Thousands of Axis troops evacuate, available for the fights to come.

The battle for Sicily ends when the last German troops leave for Messina on August 17. It lasted one month, one week, and one day and ended tens of thousands of lives. German units lost about 20,000 killed, wounded, or captured. The Italians suffered 4,678 confirmed killed, 36,072 missing (and presumed dead), 32,500 wounded, and a staggering 116,681 captured.

The U.S. Seventh Army lost 2,237 killed or missing, 5,946 wounded, and 598 captured, while the British Eighth Army suffered 2,062 killed or missing, 7,137 wounded, and 2,644 captured. The U.S. Navy lost 546 killed or missing and 484 wounded, and the Royal Navy lost 314 killed or missing and 411 wounded.36

The butcher’s bill has been paid, and the battle for Sicily is over. The war for Italy—and the rest of Europe—has just begun.



New York City, United States 

George Tarbox has been called on to go beyond the call of any artist. As a civilian agent within the Office of Naval Intelligence, he has produced a fine collection of living maps of Sicily. Now he’s being asked to destroy them.37

The maps are the painstaking result of months of the DIO’s work, synthesizing known maps with updates gleaned from their sources. The cartography is one aspect, with Tarbox sketching the coastlines and interiors with precision. There’s also extra information on transparent overlays regarding the file numbers of sources who provided the information, so users can cross-reference the information. Making all of this sensible is part of Tarbox’s genius.

It’s also the reason the maps must be destroyed. Naval officials in the capital don’t want any lingering evidence that the Navy used mobsters to assist in the invasion of Sicily, especially since they are still using them to secure New York–area ports. But the message is clear to Tarbox and the other members of the Third DIO in New York: Once this operation is over, there is to be no evidence that it ever occurred.
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WRITTEN BY VICE ADMIRAL H. K. HEWITT, U.S. NAVY, NAVAL COMMANDER, WESTERN TASK FORCE

[SECRET]

Section XV—PORT SECURITY and COMBAT INTELLIGENCE

Four naval officers possessing special language qualifications and trained in counter-intelligence attended a one month course in combat counter-intelligence given by the Army’s Counter Intelligence Corps (C. I. C.) shortly before the invasion of Sicily. For the latter operation these officers were assigned to Commander Advanced Bases as Naval Port Security officers for duty with each Naval Port Organization. On D Day they landed early, two at Gela and two at Licata. They immediately located fishermen familiar with the beach minefields, the condition of channels, and the booby-trapping of port installations. They also passed through the enemy lines and reached the Italian naval headquarters near Agrigento, where they captured documents, amended to 9 July, 1943, showing location of minefields off both Sicily and the Italian mainland. Two additional officers joined the original four after the assault.

After the assault and as ports were opened up, Licata, Porto Empedocle, and Palermo, the naval port security officers worked closely with the Army C. I. C. and did valuable work not only in port security proper, but also arranged for local pilots to return to work, supervised the reassembling and putting to sea of the local fishing fleet in order to ease the critical food situation, assisted in the interrogation of prisoners, and obtained local battle-order information.

I recommend that in future amphibious operations the specially qualified and trained Navy Combat Intelligence officers:


	•Be landed in early waves attached to Naval Beach Party for local reconnaissance intelligence;

	•Be provided with suitable transportation and portable radio in order that they may communicate intelligence directly to the Flagship;

	•Be assigned to Advance Base Groups for the consolidation period after ports are captured in order to organize naval port security and to locate and seize with utmost speed documents and equipment of naval interest.



The above assignments should be temporary so that the specialized services of these officers may be utilized in each succeeding operation for which they are qualified.











Part 3 Armistizio


Rome, Italy September 3, 1943

The news reaches Admiral Franco Maugeri in a secret telegram sent from Sicily to Rome. Major General Walter Bedell Smith and Brigadier General Giuseppe Castellano have met at a British military camp at Cassibile, Sicily, and formally ended hostilities between Italy and the Allied powers. Those in the know call it l’armistizio di Cassibile. After the signing, the Allies presented an “Instrument of Surrender of Italy.”

Rome was about to fall, and it was time for Italy to sever ties with Germany. The Allied invasion had already cost Hitler’s biggest asset, Benito Mussolini. His dictatorship ended on July 25 when the Grand Council transferred his powers to the king and had Mussolini arrested. Maugeri ought to know—he is the Italian government official who escorted the fallen dictator to a jail cell in Ponza and again during his transfer to La Maddalena island in August. This role has earned him the particular homicidal ire of Fascist sympathizers.

Maugeri has been the commander of the Servizio Informazioni Segrete (SIS), the Italian Navy’s intelligence service, since 1941. He’s a former rear admiral who has commanded ships in battles, possessing a knowledge and love of Italian seamen that brings him as much gravitas as his role as a spymaster.

In his position, he has watched the war tear his home nation apart on behalf of a Nazi government that clearly disdains its Italian partners. For months he has been working on ways to extricate Italy from Germany’s grip and is quietly one of the main players in the negotiation of a surrender.

The fruits of his scheming can be found within the truce, which has provisions for the Italian fleet. The armistice calls for Italian warships at Taranto, in the heel of Italy, to sail for Malta, while those on Italy’s west coast, led by a recently arrived admiral named Amedeo Nomis di Pollone, would leave La Spezia for any safe harbor in North Africa.

The Armistice of Cassibile won’t be made public for five days. But the Germans knew about it well before it happened. On August 31, King Victor Emmanuel III and Marshal Pietro Badoglio, acting prime minister of Italy, agreed to an armistice in a telegram sent to the Allies. The Wehrmacht intercepted the message and ever since have been finalizing plans to occupy Italy as soon as the surrender becomes public.

The signing of the armistice is announced on September 8. Germany responds by attacking Italian forces in Italy, southern France, and the Balkans. The Italian military is forcibly disbanded and the mainland occupied by well-prepared German units. In Rome, the Nazis declare a puppet state called the Social Republic.1

During this chaos, the king and prime minister head south, into waiting Allied hands. Following close behind are most of the former Italian military leadership, terrified of retribution by Germans or Fascist partisans. But Admiral Maugeri doesn’t flee Rome with his navy superiors; he goes underground, transforming from the head of naval intelligence to a partisan spymaster. His shadowy SIS contacts become a sub-rosa network to secretly monitor the Germans.

In La Spezia, Admiral Amedeo Nomis di Pollone receives his orders after the proclamation of the Armistice of Cassibile. He was ordered here from Rome to take command of the torpedo boats stationed in the ports of the northern Tyrrhenian Sea; now he’ll be responsible for preserving the fleet, including destroyers and cruisers. Even as he readies the fleet, German troops seal off the roads heading to the port and start arresting captains stuck on land.

On September 8, di Pollone boards the torpedo boat Indomito and slips out to sea, one among dozens of warships. As the last of the vessels pull away, German troops arrive at the port. The Italian Navy escapes by minutes.2

The Italian fleet is now in a precarious position. Allies could target its ships, thinking them unsurrendered enemies, and the Germans certainly want to sink or seize them. Di Pollone’s fleet would be stuck in this limbo but for a solitary voice coming from an Italian-speaking American lieutenant contacting them on radio from Palermo.

The man they hear on the radio is Lieutenant Paul Alfieri.



Palermo, Sicily September 12, 1943

Alfieri peers at the Italian torpedo boat Indomito, moving slowly into the port of Naples. He scans the bridge for signs of Admiral di Pollone. He knows him only as a voice on the radio, and now through a glimpse of the man on the bridge aboard the 270-foot-long vessel.

Their arrival is an enormous personal relief to Alfieri, as the Allied command’s designated intelligence liaison officer for the surrendered Italian fleet. Alfieri just spent three straight days on station, working the radio to shepherd them in, sleeping at his post only when he couldn’t help it. His voice in fluent Italian is the only one that di Pollone’s fleet knows from the Allies.3

Alfieri had to coordinate more than just di Pollone’s fleet. He had reached out to any nearby Allied warships and airfields telling them to keep their distance and, for God’s sake, not to attack them.

Di Pollone made a stop on the way to Palermo at Portoferraio, on Elba Island, to collect another flotilla of warships from the northern Tyrrhenian Sea. His fleet was now forty-one ships strong: Ten torpedo boats, five corvettes, five submarines, one motor torpedo boat, and a dozen submarine chasers left Portoferraio for Palermo.4

When they arrive today, Alfieri’s task will be easier but far from complete. After the Indomito formally surrenders, Alfieri will then become a lifeline to these men. He knows there are wounded on board, hurt while fighting Germans during and after the evacuation. He has arranged hospital space for the worst of them and Red Cross supplies for those who can be treated on board. Alfieri has also scrounged loads of soap, food, and cigarettes to deliver to the warships. He’ll remain the designated intelligence officer—and caretaker—of the fleet the entire time they’re at Palermo.

As satisfying as this conclusion is, guilt is growing the longer Alfieri stays in Palermo. His days are spent catering to the Italian Navy, but his mind is on his ONI colleagues, who are even now scrambling in the hills around the bloodstained beaches of Salerno.

Lieutenant General Mark Clark’s command expected the landing at Salerno and seizure of Naples, thirty miles away, to be a cakewalk. After all, the Italian armed forces had just surrendered and the Germans must be in disarray. It seemed so unstoppable that the Allies called it Operation Avalanche. But the Nazis long ago drafted plans to occupy Italy in case the government in Rome switched sides, and the Luftwaffe and 16th Panzer Division were waiting for the Allies to arrive.

Marsloe, Murray, and Titolo landed with the first wave on September 9, again embedded with Rangers. The idea was to get them to the port of Naples ahead of the invading troops, which battle planners had said would happen within days. Darby’s Rangers—already experienced with the ONI team—came ashore before daylight at Maiori, about twenty miles west of Salerno, on the extreme left flank of the landing. It was as easy as advertised, with a few surprised defenders overtaken, and by mid-morning the Rangers took the heights on both sides of Chiunzi Pass.

That’s where the counterattacks started—and where the advance on Naples stalled. The ONI men were stuck on a crumbling front.

On the morning of September 12, 1943, Colonel General Heinrich von Vietinghoff, commander of the German Tenth Army, orders the launch of a large-scale counterattack through a seven-mile-wide gap between the British and American sectors of the Salerno beachhead. Units are cut off and destroyed. By nightfall the German line is within six miles of the beachhead. There are reports of Patton ordering advance bases personnel to fighting positions. Alfieri’s guilt grows—there is no way his colleagues can pose as civilians and operate safely behind this battlefront.

An emergency plan is hatched in Sicily. The 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 504th Airborne hustle to collect their weapons and parachutes, load into aircraft, and take off without being told where they’re going. The briefing is stark: The Fifth Army beachhead is folding and they’re jumping behind friendly lines to shore up the defenses by attracting counterattacks. Troops below are lighting fires to guide them in.

By dawn, all the units of the 504th (except one misplaced company) are in defensive positions behind the beachhead on the high ground at Altavilla. Members of the 505th float down the next night. The troops dig in and wait for the Germans to respond.

On September 18 in Palermo, Alfieri escorts a visitor on a tour of the Italian fleet—Associated Press correspondent Alfred Wagg. “We’ll be meeting Admiral di Pollone on his flagship, the Indomito,” Alfieri explains. He notices with satisfaction that the reporter isn’t writing down the name. The vessel—indeed, the location of the fleet here—is not to be mentioned in print. But the Italians’ story is worth telling, so Wagg has been invited to hear it.

“How’s he taking the surrender?” the reporter asks.

Alfieri pauses. “Like a gentleman. He speaks no English, so I’ll have to translate.”

“We wouldn’t want it any other way,” the reporter says, thinking it’ll be easier to clear the censors if the naval officer screens the admiral’s quotes on the spot.

If this is a surrendered vessel, Wagg can’t tell. The crew has kept the vessel clean and well ordered. They are flying their usual flags, and Wagg notices the Italians are still armed.

Di Pollone greets them as they walk the gangplank to his torpedo boat. He’s five foot six, dressed in formal white linen festooned with medals—from the last war only. He grips Alfieri’s hand warmly, beaming with affection. Nearby officers and sailors applaud at Alfieri’s arrival. Crews from across the fleet know his name, but few get the chance to meet Alfieri and show their appreciation.

The admiral walks the reporter and ONI escort to his quarters. They start the interview by describing di Pollone’s long background in destroyers, including combat in the Great War and his most recent post as supreme commander of convoy escorts between Africa and Italy. Then he regales them with the story of his flight from the Germans at La Spezia.

“The last to leave were in two motor launches, commanded by a petty officer named Joe Caucci. I’ll spell that for you later. The Germans set up machine guns on the breakwaters and shot them up on the way out. There are bullet holes punched through the wooden hulls,” he says.

Di Pollone asks Alfieri a question and gets an affirmative answer. “He’s asking me to show you the thirty-six-footers, There’s one moored here; we’ll see it after we leave here,” Alfieri says, then listens to the admiral again before continuing. “The men on board had no maps and no food. It took two days for them to find us here, and some were wounded. Lieutenant Alfieri arranged medical aid for them.”

“What’s the morale of your men at this point, Admiral?” Wagg asks.

“We’re each happy that the war is over and to be separated from the Germans,” Alfieri translates. “However, we of the escort navy have fought honorably and our conscience knows we have done our duty as best we can. Wars can be won and lost, but it is important to lose with honor, and this we have done.”

Di Pollone’s eyes are moist, as Wagg notices. “ ‘We of the escort navy’? He said it that way?”

Alfieri nods.

Waiting for the men to finish speaking enables the admiral to compose himself. “Our sentiments are mixed because of conditions in Italy today,” di Pollone finishes.5

I second that, Alfieri says to himself, thinking of his friends at Salerno.

On the mainland at Altavilla, the paratroopers of the 504th have held the flanks of the Fifth Army despite days of savage fighting, and the Salerno beachhead is saved. The drive to Naples can now continue. But the Germans now occupy well-chosen strongpoints and slow the surging Allied forces with stubborn attacks. The retreating Germans use these delays to destroy everything behind them—roads, bridges, large buildings, everything. These scorched-earth tactics reduce the advance to Naples to a virtual crawl.

Somewhere in all of that madness are Alfieri’s colleagues, scrambling behind enemy lines seeking contacts with knowledge of minefields, searching for coastal artillery positions, and scouting enemy command centers to raid for raw intel. It makes the lieutenant paranoid to think something will happen to them while he’s safe elsewhere.

Finally, on September 20, di Pollone bids Alfieri a heartfelt farewell as the Italian fleet prepares to set sail. The flotilla is bound for Malta and future battles against the German Navy. As the dozens of warships clear the horizon, Alfieri’s work here is done.

Only now is Alfieri ordered to the mainland, to rejoin Marsloe and the others. He missed the beachheads, but troops will now be taking aim at the real prize, the port of Naples. And ports are the ONI men’s bread and butter, ever since they worked the waterfront in New York.



Port of Naples, Naples October 1, 1943

The dirt thrown up by a nearby bomb falls like rain. It patters off the helmet of Paul Alfieri as he lies in the burnt frame of a scorched warehouse. Well, you wanted to be back, he says to himself as the Luftwaffe planes drop their ordnance. Today he, with Darby’s Rangers, is conducting the first Allied naval intelligence reconnaissance into the port of Naples. They’ve been caught in yet another Nazi bombing run, aimed not at them but at what remains of the facilities here.6

When transferred to the mainland, he was first tasked with scouting the ports of Castellammare di Stabia and Torre Annunziata with assault troops, and both are now in Allied hands. What Alfieri saw rattled him. Everything between Salerno and Naples except churches and monasteries has been razed. He crossed new, improvised bridges, staring at the ruins of demolished crossings. Train tracks had been uprooted and stations burned.

Naples itself, bombed indiscriminately by the Allies since 1940, has now been subject to systematic destruction by the Germans. The retreating army has spared nothing, from the infrastructure of the electrical grid to any hotel that could shelter Allied troops. The populace is scared and desperate for the barest necessities. The Germans have been thorough—they’ve even sabotaged the city’s water supply by blasting dams to drain reservoirs.7

Alfieri waits until the thuds of the bombs stop, then raises his head. If this Luftwaffe run damaged anything that wasn’t already destroyed, he can’t notice. Around him, the port of Naples is gutted. The piers are shattered by demolition charges, the warehouses incinerated by arsonists, and the waterways clogged with a hundred scuttled ships. Thick columns of black smoke rise, issuing from coal dumps that the Germans set on fire to further damage the port and hinder its recovery.

Taking in the brutality, Alfieri ponders how the Allies are going to make this place the logistical centerpiece of the invasion of Italy, as Operation Avalanche proposes.

Opening the port is a main priority for General Mark Clark, and the sheer enormity of the Allied war effort focuses on repairing the port. Teams of engineers make supreme efforts to clear the sunken ships and rebuild piers. Crews fish seventy-three cranes from along the quays, pushed into the water by the retreating Germans. Antiaircraft battery crews now stand guard against the sporadic air raids. Navy minesweepers sweep the port and its approaches.

There’s a lot for the ONI’s advance bases team to do to help open the port of Naples, and much of it involves the human element. Locals must be found who know the location of minefields on land and sea. Dockworkers and truck owners need to be cajoled into coming back to work. And of course there is always the need to protect the harbor from spies and saboteurs. That, at least, is the shared responsibility of the ONI team and the 305th Counter Intelligence Corps, who arrive at Naples later on October 1 with advance elements of the 82nd Airborne Division.8

Despite the scale of the facilities and the scope of the damage, it’s essentially Licata all over again.

The ONI men have a secret weapon—the names of trusted contacts in Naples who can serve as guides, both literally through the terrain and politically in city halls. Some of these contacts came from New York, and some are certainly affiliated with the Camorra criminal organization. Enemies of Mussolini can be trusted to work against his regime, and there are no more ardent opponents in Naples than the remnants of the Camorra.

The Camorra has existed in Naples, in some shape or form, since the eighteenth century, as its citizenry resisted various foreign rulers. Doing business without paying taxes became an act of honor, and common sense dictated a shadow system of self-protection. Those hidden laws and secret courts still exist in the 1900s.

But the mean streets of turn-of-the-century Naples also made the criminals there predatory and ambitious. By the time Mussolini asserted control of Italy in the 1920s, the crime group was a disorganized patchwork of affiliated crime families that each acted of its own accord. This system enabled the Camorra to spread various theft, smuggling, and protection rackets beyond Naples, throughout the province of Campania.

That is, until Mussolini’s 1925 crackdown. He’s credited with destroying the Camorra—public trials and severe court sentences seemingly broke its back—but in reality many of its members had either fled to the United States or gone dormant in Italy. Since Camorra activities are not centralized, the group proved resilient to Mussolini’s crude repression. Taking down a few bosses did little to dismantle the Camorra, whose members hunkered down and waited for a time to reassert themselves.

In the 1940s, Charles Luciano is a tie that binds the Sicilian Cosa Nostra and the Camorra. In the melting pot of America, his network seamlessly crosses geographic lines in Italy.9 There was once an independent Camorra crime group in New York, but Luciano had long ago absorbed them into the American Mafia construct. So while the Italians in Naples may not currently be active partners in organized crime, their family members in New York sure are.

The Allies work miracles, and the port of Naples opens for business within a week of the city’s capture. Soon nearly seven thousand tons of supplies are flowing ashore daily, almost at the prewar level. Yet the ruined city continues to suffer—humanitarian supplies languish on the beach, stranded due to a lack of usable roads to distribute them. But the war effort can continue.

For Alfieri and his ONI colleagues, that means moving on, following the grinding Allied advance toward Rome. When they do, it will mark the end of the influence of their New York underworld contacts on the invasion of Italy.

The reach of the Cosa Nostra doesn’t extend across all of Italy. What worked in Sicily and Naples would not work in northern Italy. As it turns out, the ONI now has plenty of collaborators behind enemy lines there, even without the underworld’s help. The Italian armistice created a widespread partisan revolution as well as the intelligence boon that comes with the cooperation of most of the Italian military and government.

While members of the Camorra likely played a minor role in reopening the port of Naples, they stand ready to capitalize on its inflow. The once-suppressed crime groups are free to craft a lucrative black market by diverting Allied supplies. In time they’ll corrupt U.S. troops in schemes to purloin aid meant for the sickly, starving population. Everyone on the streets soon knows the grim truth—organized crime has returned to Naples.10



Nola (Outside Naples) October 2, 1943

U.S. Major Elmer N. Holmgreen sets down the letter on his desk, feeling the distance between his lonely post here and his home in Texas. The letter is the first one from his wife, Lula Marie, that he’s gotten since he landed here. It’s dated August 16.

Holmgreen is an authentic Texan, born in San Antonio. Before the war he was the business manager of Texas A&M University. At age forty-one, he and Lula have no children and don’t plan on having any. When the Army got hold of him, they put him in Civil Affairs and trained him to be rated for “Special Agriculture.”11 He’s supposed to be the expert when it comes to helping farmers and ranchers bring their goods to reemerging markets. This was presumed to be useful during the Allied campaign because, as his U.S. Army Civil Affairs Handbook for Italy notes, “Italy is essentially an agricultural country; about half of her workers are engaged in some form of agriculture. In addition, the processing and export of agricultural products provide a livelihood for large numbers of the technically non-agricultural population.”12

The reality is very different. The skills he needs now are more akin to those of a mayor or governor than of an expert on the business of the farming industry. And he doesn’t even speak Italian.

Holmgreen entered Italy following close behind the 82nd Airborne as they pushed into Castellammare. This led to some uncomfortable situations that have produced fresh scars—he has wounds on his leg and hands from crawling through barbed wire. But his fate was sealed when his superior officer, Lieutenant Colonel James Kirkland, plucked him from three days of Civil Affairs duties at Castellammare for reassignment.

The Nola suburb of Naples, eighteen miles away, is entirely without Civil Affairs representation. Major Holmgreen will now become the only Civil Affairs officer for the town and surrounding countryside, population 250,000. Everything from overseeing hospitals and law enforcement to reviving business is now under his purview. In other words, he needs all the help he can get.

There’s a knock on the door, and he sees a forty-six-year-old man in his doorway, simply dressed and holding a traditional Italian hat in his hands. “Major Holmgreen?” he says.

“Yes?”

“I understand you’re looking for a translator,” the man says. “Offrirsi volontario. I’d like to volunteer.”

“Where did you learn such good English?”

“New York,” the man says. “I’m actually an American citizen, but I was born here and have been looking after my family through all of this. Now that they’re safe, I’d like to help my true country, the United States. Free of charge, and as much as you need me.”

“You heard correctly, I do need a translator. Please come in and sit down, Mister . . . ?”

“Genovese,” the man says. “But please call me Vito.”



Naples October 10, 1943

“Commander Crabb?”

The man is leaning against the back of an American six-by-six truck, with a collection of C-rations and diving gear crammed inside. Tony Marsloe recognizes a rendering-mines-safe kit containing all the tools needed to disable an underwater explosive.

“Ah, you must be Lieutenant Anthony Marsloe. A pleasure.” His thirty-four-year-old face has the aspect of a mariner, weathered with sun and wind, but with an easy smile.

“I’ve been eager to meet you, sir,” Marsloe says sincerely. He’s the freshly named planning officer of the naval intelligence team attached to S-Force, and Lionel Crabb is his British counterpart when it comes to both port security and technical intelligence gathering.

Crabb is an expert diver who hunts Italian frogmen, pursues leads on the enemy’s sophisticated underwater equipment, and conducts risky dives to remove magnetic mines from the hulls of Allied ships. Marsloe is an ace linguist and undercover operative with a knack for finding Axis naval research centers. Now they’re teammates.

The drive on Rome has prompted the merger of British, French, and American efforts to exploit battlefield intelligence. Now the secret intelligence agencies under the Allied banner will be working in concert. The sprawling entity of more than a thousand men is called S-Force. The primacy of the British is reflected in the name, the British moniker for their efforts in this area since 1943.

Marsloe and his naval intelligence team are not part of S-Force, however. Marsloe has been attached to S-Force but is not subordinate to it.13 This independence is valuable but could introduce vagaries in Marsloe’s relationship with his frontline partner.

Sydney Knowles, Crabb’s diving protégé, is off looking for C-rations to restock their dwindled supply. Crabb is watching the truck, as worried about fellow soldiers stealing things as the Italians are. They pass the time grousing about command, a fighting man’s equivalent to weather as a topic of common interest.

“I hope working with you helps us get the word out about the material we find,” Marsloe says. “Sometimes we feel lost in the mess. I have a colleague who had to carry minefield maps by hand out of a headquarters he raided. Took more than one trip.”

“Don’t expect miracles,” warns Crabb, tapping two cigarettes from a pack. He offers one to Marsloe, who accepts and lights both with a Zippo. “When Sydney and I got to Naples, we didn’t even have a lorry for the gear. We scrounged this one in Caserta and set out looking for work. That’s the S-Force idea of organization.”14

“They didn’t give you orders?”

Crabb shrugs. “It’s what we call a ‘roving commission.’ Diving to clear mines from any port on the west coast of Italy that the U.S. Army wants to use.”

Marsloe is delighted. “Now I have someone to do something with the offshore minefield maps I find.”

Crabb has a wide, easy smile. “That’s the deal. That and finding out about our friends on the other side.”

“You mean la decima flottiglia motoscafi armati siluranti.” Marsloe has been briefed on the existence of an elite team of Italian underwater saboteurs, but Crabb has actually been dueling them. Their frogmen somehow slide out of submarines and hidden hatches on ships, riding on underwater sleds to attach magnetic mines to Allied hulls. Crabb has spent years removing the mines that don’t explode and training the men who protect the ships with underwater barriers and grenades. Both sides have won victories and suffered losses.15

“We call them the Tenth Flotilla MAS,” confirms Crabb. “I ran into them in Gibraltar in forty-two. One night they went after the Nelson, Formidable, and Furious in human torpedoes. Ingenious design.”

“How did that go?”

“That time? Better than usual. Two Italian crew captured, and depth charges got another two. Lieutenant Licio Visintini and Petty Officer Giovanni Magro.”

“You remember their names?”

“I should,” Crabb says, cocking a finger at the back of the truck. “I still use their fins every time I dive.”16

Marsloe laughs. He’s been busy since Sicily, dodging bullets, bombs, and shrapnel around Salerno until it was safe to proceed to the port of Naples. He and his ONI team did their best to dig out frontline information and succeeded in finding a joint German-Italian coastal artillery headquarters and clearing it out of documents and maps. After that, the focus of command has been fixed on getting into Rome.

The conversation with Crabb shows that his new job with S-Force, exploiting targets of interest in enemy-held territory, is truly going to be different. Instead of a stifling commandment to reopen port after port, he’ll have freedom to pursue the best Italian military technologies and steal them for Allied use.

The only thing that could have dimmed this exciting future is a stuffy, overbearing British partner. Instead, he has a brave, dashing counterpart who obviously doesn’t strictly care about the rules. Someone whom the New Yorker can easily get along with.

As they talk, he hears Lionel Crabb’s recent biography. An Army gunner at the war’s start, he joined the Royal Navy in 1941. The next year he was sent to Gibraltar, where he worked in an explosive-disposal unit. His main job was disarming magnetic limpet mines that had been removed from Allied ships. Crabb watched the operation and decided he wanted to be the one underwater, and he volunteered to dive.

Stationed in Gibraltar harbor in 1942, dueling with underwater saboteurs, Crabb saw firsthand how much more advanced the Italian divers were than the Royal Navy’s. Italian frogmen, of a unit identified as the 10th Flotilla MAS, rode modified torpedoes to reach targets. These snuck into harbors and shipping channels unseen, equipped with oxygen rebreathers that don’t produce telltale bubbles and rubberized dive suits that enable long underwater missions. The Royal Navy divers didn’t even have swim fins, forcing Crabb and his young protégé Sydney Knowles to dive with the dead men’s. It wasn’t fair.

“They have a genius working for them, Angelo Belloni,” Crabb tells Marsloe. “He’s been inventing the best diving equipment in the world since the 1910s, and he’s still at it. The divers have skill, to be sure, but the brains of the Tenth Flotilla MAS is this Belloni chap.”

“Well, we should put finding him on our list of things to do.” Marsloe pitches his cigarette. “You should probably start calling me Tony.”

“Very few of my friends call me Lionel,” the British diver responds amiably. “But they have been known to call me Buster.”



Anzio January 22, 1944

Another beachhead, another dash through sand kicked up by Army Rangers, another early morning of terror and adrenaline. This is Marsloe’s third combat landing, but this time he’s a lonely Navy intelligence man in a boatload of Rangers. Crabb and S-Force’s intelligence teams will arrive later, preparing to enter Rome as soon as it’s open for capture. But Marsloe has a mission that requires he arrive in the first wave, fifty miles south of Rome.

At least he’s with Colonel Darby’s men again, but by now that means more (and less) than in Sicily. There are not many familiar faces among the Rangers. Darby is now the commanding officer of the 6615th Ranger Force, a regiment formed for temporary use at Anzio from the battered 1st, 3rd, and 4th Ranger Battalions and 509th Parachute Infantry Battalion.

Marsloe and the Rangers take on only a smattering of light arms fire as they race off the beach alongside the port and plunge into the city of Anzio. One benefit of being in the first wave is the chance that, if their luck holds, the enemy will be too surprised to respond. This morning it does, and Marsloe advances with the Rangers after they quickly take their initial objectives. There are mercifully few casualties, at least so far, when Marsloe prepares to separate from the Rangers.17

Marsloe dons his civilian clothes and walks to his rendezvous inside Anzio. The local contact is a well-built man with an icily polite bearing. He has a car ready for the fifty-mile ride through enemy lines into Rome. First, they must slip out of Anzio, which is increasingly alive with racing troops, panicked residents, and speeding German military cars. In this tumult, the pair becomes just two of many desperate civilians in beat-up cars fleeing the growing chaos.

The beachhead behind them is flashing and booming as the organizing Germans start to direct artillery there. The man driving him is resolute in the face of a risky undercover mission through a war zone. From his martial demeanor, Marsloe assumes he’s former Italian Navy, and so likely a member of the SIS. That makes his escort’s boss Marsloe’s objective—Admiral Franco Maugeri.18

Maugeri, the naval intelligence chief, is hiding from everyone—the Germans, Fascist partisans, Communist opportunists, and even the Allies, to whom he has not surrendered. His spies have approached Allied command to deliver information as an olive branch, but there’s been no formal contact. Maugeri is considered to be in the wind and at risk.

Marsloe’s mission is to make contact with Maugeri in occupied Rome and ensure his safety. This means spiriting him out of the city to return with the invading troops or using Marsloe’s network of partisan contacts to ensure he’d be protected.

The Italian naval intelligence chief is hiding exactly where one would expect, in a nondescript house on the outskirts of the city. There are no guards or even bars on the windows. Marsloe enters, reminding himself that he’s routinely conversed with mobsters, Army Rangers, Italian prisoners, and partisan gunmen. He shouldn’t be intimidated by a single naval officer.

But when the man himself greets him at the door, Marsloe can’t help but be taken. He’s not dashing, especially out of uniform—just a forty-seven-year-old man with a slim build and receding hairline. But even in street clothes, Maugeri holds his frame ramrod straight, as if at a parade march. He also has that predatory glint in his eye that can often be found in military men, police detectives, and fighter pilots.

The pair seat themselves, and Marsloe finds himself telling the admiral what he has seen from the invasion, which isn’t much. “Kesselring will move everything he has to that beach,” warns Maugeri. “He’s ready for a fight and has too much artillery he can bring to bear.”

“Anything helpful I can bring back with me would be greatly appreciated,” Marsloe says hopefully.

“I don’t have specific locations of the positions at Anzio,” Maugeri says. “But I have some maps and reports about defensive positions inside Rome that should be of interest.”

“You could deliver them yourself, Admiral,” says Marsloe. “You could come back with me and help coordinate the capture of Rome. You’d be safe, something that can’t be guaranteed here.”

Maugeri smiles tightly. “Liberation may not come as soon as you believe,” he says. “I think I’ll stay in Rome.”19

Marsloe knows there is no negotiation here. “I respect that, Admiral. We’ll have to establish some communications protocols moving forward—”

“There is something more urgent to discuss,” Maugeri interrupts. “You will want to write some of this down, if only to memorize. My network has been focusing on the most dangerous Abwehr plots. The Germans have recruited three Italian men—Mario Tretiro, Ernesto Carrani, and a one-armed man named Micheli Coppola—to land near the beachhead in a rowboat. They will be carrying satchels of explosives. Upon landing, they are to locate the headquarters of General Alexander and plant the bombs. The explosions will kill Alexander and as many other officers as possible.”20

Marsloe is, for one of the rare times in his life, rendered speechless.

“I know this because Coppola is my agent,” Maugeri continues. “He tells me that this will happen soon, Lieutenant, within weeks. I suggest you and your escort return to Anzio immediately, if you can, and stop this attack. And, Lieutenant, please try to keep my man alive.”



Anzio Beachhead February 14, 1944

“This is straight out of Saboteur,” says Paul Alfieri, seated in the sand with a tent at his back. “Waiting for a one-armed man to plant a bomb.”21

“The one-armed man is a double agent,” Marsloe responds. “That’s the twist.”

“I was having a perfectly normal invasion until you showed up,” Alfieri says. He’s only half joking. He’s been involved in this landing since it was being planned, while Marsloe was chasing his mystery frogmen with his British friends. Operation Shingle is sputtering under German General Kesselring’s counterattack. The Allies are hemmed in by German troops and hammered by a ring of artillery that can reach every section of the beach. The bulk of S-Force still hasn’t even deployed, waiting for an open road to Rome. But Alfieri hit the beaches during the invasion he helped plan and is now bogged down with everyone else.

That makes this unlikely mission a welcome relief, of sorts, from the daily grind at Anzio. Now when shells land nearby, he can content himself with the thought that he will have died doing something important. Or the sabotage team could have sunk in that rowboat, been killed by their own side’s artillery, given up on the mission, or already been caught.

Another uncertainty is hovering over the operation. Maugeri said the men’s orders are to strike the beach headquarters of the American general Mark Clark and his often-nominal superior, the British general Harold Alexander. But there is no such centralized place—the air raids and artillery make this too risky. Alexander, who just came ashore today, has made a tent his quarters and command post, explaining the naval intelligence officer’s beachside vigil.

This effort could all be for nothing. The assassins could go for Clark’s quarters, now quietly watched by Army criminal investigation guards, or simply plant the explosives somewhere else. If Marsloe is wrong, he’ll be embarrassed in front of his peers, superiors, and counterintelligence organizations of several services and nations. But if he’s right, Alfieri could help Marsloe dismantle one of the most brazen battlefield assassinations of the war.

“It’s just another stakeout, looking for the bad guys,” Marsloe says. “Just like New York.”

The impacts of a volley of German artillery reverberate nearby. “Not exactly.”

Hours and most of a canteen of water later, Alfieri sees one of the Army Counter Intelligence Corps men walk past. The officer studiously ignores the Navy men and instead presses his hand to his thigh and flashes three fingers. It’s the signal that all the saboteurs have been spotted. A quickly cocked thumb provides direction.

Alfieri and Marsloe take to their feet, stamp out the stiffness in the sand, and check their pistols. They split up to cover two approaches, one from each side of Alexander’s tent. Alfieri spots the trio of men quickly—they are much closer to their target than he expects, just one hundred yards away.22 Two carry common Italian shoulder bags; the other has one arm. Alfieri doesn’t have time to feel nervous; he just walks past them, turns with his pistol drawn, and announces in Italian, “Stop there and show your hands, or you’ll be killed.”

The Italians freeze in place, stunned. Five hands go into the air as the Army soldiers and Marsloe appear, swarming the men and taking their satchels. The explosives are inside; an actual plot has been thwarted. All three men are arrested, preserving Coppola’s cover. The ONI linguists join the interrogations of the men, whose attempt to lie is undercut by the SIS operative’s detailed debriefing.

Even Hitchcock couldn’t script what happens next. Instead of being grateful for being saved from a plot that didn’t actually threaten him, General Clark is enraged that his name even came up as a secondary target. He insists on a full-dress trial to occur so he can kill the plotters. This requires that three Allied judges make their own landings at Anzio, which is still under sporadic enemy fire.

Clark commandeers an Italian courthouse close to the beach for the evening proceedings. The judges arrive, unhappy and nervous. The three men share an attorney—naturally, Coppola is also on trial to preserve the SIS operation that planted him.

Halfway through the already-surreal legal proceedings, the Germans launch a thorough air raid on the beachhead, “lighting up the beach and shaking the courthouse to the rafters,” in the words of an Army criminal investigator in attendance. “The Allied judges listened both to the bombs and to the testimony of the accused, ducking their heads and urging speed on the lawyers.”23 The death sentences are delivered quickly, and the judges head back to the safety of the offshore ships.24



Outside Rome June 2, 1944

General Mark Clark has orders and a good plan to follow. The Allies have, at great cost, broken out of the Anzio beachhead. The next step is clear: The Fifth Army is to drive east to Frosinone, cutting off German General Kesselring’s escape route to the north. With nowhere to go and no support, the Nazi Tenth and Fourteenth Armies could then be trapped and destroyed.

But Clark has abandoned his commander’s plan. As the leading elements of this advance are just five miles from Frosinone, Clark redirects the Fifth Army north to Rome. The prize is too great a temptation for Clark, who has operated off General Harold Alexander’s leash since the landings. This is a new level of pride and insubordination, since Kesselring can now escape behind the Fifth Army’s advance, living to fight another day.25

Clark’s decision kicks open the door to Rome for military intelligence. Before midnight on June 4, S-Force sweeps into town with the first counterintelligence troops and takes action against targets, both people and buildings. On the list of priorities is information about nuclear materials.26

Something called the “Alsos Mission” has been created by General Leslie Groves, of Manhattan Project fame, as a small team jointly staffed by the Office of Naval Intelligence, the Office of Scientific Research and Development, the Manhattan Project, and Army intelligence. Lieutenant Colonel Boris Pash commands the unit.

With Rome falling, Pash and his Alsos participants scour the city for clues about enemy nuclear research. Pash enters the city with S-Force on June 5, and Marsloe’s ONI team is swept into its mandate. Offices and laboratories are looted, university offices plundered, and Italian military research centers raided. Technicians are seized at the scene and prominent Italian scientists are rounded up.

These efforts don’t find much about radioactive materials, beyond general references. Instead, hitting these cutting-edge locations yields a horde of new information on a new breed of other emerging weapons. There are plans for long-range rockets that promise to deliver unstoppable lethal warheads far from front lines. There are also designs for radio-controlled missiles, a frightening concept on land, sea, or air. Marsloe’s job includes locating and interrogating the everyday technicians to help make an initial evaluation of the enemy equipment they find.27

Around him, Romans in the streets wildly celebrate the exit of the Germans. It’s a costly triumph for the Allies, with seven thousand killed and thirty-six thousand wounded or missing since the landings at Anzio. But the achievement is quickly overshadowed a day later by news of the Allied assault on Normandy. The fires are still burning in Rome on June 6 when the world’s focus understandably shifts to France, where the largest-ever military operation is underway.



San Gennaro Vesuviano, Sicily June 3, 1944

U.S. Army Sergeant Orange C. Dickey stands in a quiet vineyard in this sheltered commune, seven miles from Nola, flanked by rows of ancient, gnarled olive trees. There’s not a soul around, making his surroundings as still as a painting. The idyllic scene is marred by the charred remains of three heavy trucks.

From the scorched grass and separation between their remains, it’s clear that each truck burned here individually. There have been plenty of examples of bombed vehicles in Italy, and these have not been blown apart or shredded by shrapnel. No, these were set on fire in three individual acts of arson.

Dickey, age twenty-four, is a long way from his home in Cambria County, Pennsylvania. Four years ago, he was a high school graduate living in the town of Summerhill with his parents and working as a machine operator for the railroad. He enlisted in the Army as soon as he heard about the Pearl Harbor attack—his enlistment papers state he joined December 7, 1941—and was assigned to Fort Meade for training.

The Army was swelling, and every job needed filling. Dickey ended up in the intelligence section of the Army Air Corps and was promoted to sergeant. This meant imminent deployment, and Dickey took care of some personal business on September 3, 1942, when he married Helen Bryant in Pennsylvania.28

Dickey arrived in Naples in December 1943 as an intelligence sergeant of a service squadron. Within nine weeks, on February 2, the Army reassigned him to work as a criminal investigation agent in Naples.

It’s a strange position. There is no centralized military police corps organization to which the agents report; they’re assigned directly to detachments instead. Soldiers sometimes speak of the Criminal Investigation Division, but it doesn’t exist, and the abbreviation CID isn’t even an authorized U.S. Army acronym.29 One truth soon reveals itself: Army criminal investigators are only as effective as the detachment commanders’ willingness to prosecute their own men. Many simply won’t, except in the most severe cases.

What Dickey sees in Italy is an astounding level of Allied-complicit crime. He walks the Forcella market in Naples taking in the blatant trade in Army supplies, cartons of GI-issued cigarettes, Army blankets crafted into luxury clothes, and familiar food for sale at bargain prices. There’s no way Allied Military Government soldiers and officers are blameless in the obvious raiding of Allied depots for these goods.

Dickey picks the first thread by focusing on illicit olive oil and wheat coming from Foggia to be sold in Naples. There he’s approached by an American woman who introduces Dickey to her husband, a reformed Camorra member who tells him about a vineyard in the Nola countryside being used as a collection point for stolen goods.

Now, with the charred remains of these trucks, Dickey has a solid lead. He examines the incinerated trucks one by one, writing down the serial numbers. The AMG is sprawling and inefficient, but it’s still a military bureaucracy that is great at producing paperwork. These smugglers can burn the evidence, but they can’t hide from the paperwork.

Dickey returns to Naples, where he cross-references the serial numbers with their service records. The trio of vehicles had been stolen from the Naples docks. After that, they appeared at an AMG supply depot to load up on flour and sugar. The next known location is where Dickey found their charred remains.

The depot has the names of the drivers, who turn out to be a pair of Canadian soldiers. Dickey arrests them and interrogates them individually. They have the same story. The pair accepted a payoff to desert their posts in Naples and drive full trucks to the depot. They dropped the load at the vineyard, where they met a group of Italians who transferred truckloads of goods into cars that would surreptitiously distribute the items. The Canadian drivers accepted envelopes of money, torched the trucks, and hitched a ride back to their posts.

The Canadians share another detail. When they reached the vineyard, the men there wouldn’t do business unless they heard an established code phrase. Both soldiers tell Dickey the same watchwords: “Genovese sent us.”

As Dickey is poised to discover, Vito Genovese has been a busy man since his first meeting with Elmer Holmgreen in October 1943.

Genovese’s relationship with the Civil Affairs major starts with translation, but the overworked officer comes to rely on him for advice on his efforts to stabilize and administer the Nola district. Allied supplies from Naples need to be organized, shipped, and distributed. Officials need to be recruited and vetted for both Fascist and Socialist leanings. Civil servants need to go back to work. And Genovese knows the locals who can get these objectives done.

When Genovese parts ways with Holmgreen in November 1943, the major writes him a letter of recommendation: “The bearer, Vito Genovese, is an American citizen. When the undersigned arrived at Nola district as CAO, Mr. Genovese met me and acted as my interpreter for over a month. He would accept no pay; paid his own expenses; worked day and night and rendered most valuable assistance to the Allied Military Government. This statement is freely made in an effort to express my appreciation for the unselfish services of this man.”

Sins of his past—both as a criminal and a Fascist supporter—remain unknown to Civil Affairs. With this written endorsement, which Genovese uses to gain more access to AMG officials, an epic underground business is poised to explode.

The Allied landings didn’t create the black market in Italy. Shortages caused by the war had already created an underground for anything not covered by state-issued rations. “Even before heavy raids began, shortages of food and clothing had been accompanied by a flourishing black market whose prices only the well-to-do could afford to pay,” reads the Civil Affairs Handbook for Italy. “Black market prices of major foods are still within the reach of the well-to-do classes, who can supplement their rations fairly freely. Producers of foodstuffs are permitted to retain generous amounts of their crops, and undoubtedly exceed even these allowances whenever possible. Their dietary habits, like those of wealthy consumers, have not changed appreciably during the war.”30

This is the only mention of crime in the handbook. There are no warnings about organized gangs.

The invasion causes perfect conditions for the black market to explode. Scarcity and desperation have naturally grown, which is another way of saying demand for necessities is high. The Allies are flooding the war zones with food and supplies, providing goods that profiteers are eager to steal and resell.

Genovese is just the guy to exploit the situation. His underworld stature comes from his connections made in melting-pot New York, with the Camorra of Naples and Sicilian Mafia. His contacts cross geographic lines—he has a working relationship with Calogero Vizzini, who heads a Sicilian crime family in the city of Villalba, and Genovese knows connected people in the olive oil business in Foggia, one hundred miles away on the mainland.

The opportunity to create a black-market racket is perfect. He came into Holmgreen’s office with trusted men who could store and resell products. Now, from his position with Civil Affairs, he has reason to contact Allied administrators who handle the paperwork and the troops who drive the trucks—everyone who needs to be bribed.

Genovese pays the uniformed drivers to divert truckloads of sugar, candy bars, wheat, blankets, and cigarettes to secret storehouses in Nola and Naples. After the drop, these trucks are set on fire. Much of the goods make their way to open-air markets in Naples.

The key to expansion is gaining access to higher levels of the AMG, and Holmgreen’s recommendation is all the invitation Genovese needs. He climbs the ranks as an interpreter and advisor, a welcome help to the effort to stabilize Italy without granting any power to the Socialist political groups that are eager to assert themselves.

The black market grows into other products, new storerooms, and more bribes to higher ranks. Using the AMG logistics system, Genovese can arrange for the Allies to purchase goods from Villalba—where Vizzini has ingratiated himself with the AMG31—and route them to his people in Naples, who then simply sell the products (mostly food) on the black market instead of distributing them for free as intended. Army regulations prohibit distributing food to third parties like Genovese, but the AMG officers who see it happening are either paid off or too busy with other duties to care.

The more money Genovese makes, the more personnel he corrupts. His network spreads through the AMG, the local politicians in Nola, the bank president of Naples. He can hand out vouchers to his men to fill their trucks at American fuel depots, arrange a free dalliance with Italian women for AMG officers, and offer leading businessmen in the area cut-rate deals on raw supplies. Fancy women’s dresses made from U.S. Army blankets appear for sale.

The key to Genovese’s black-market ring is that everyone, involved or not, looks the other way. The Allied government seems content to do so. The ties are so tight that Italy’s AMG head, Charles Poletti, is rumored to have used Genovese’s talents as an interpreter. True or not, its feasibility demonstrates the level at which criminal groups had infiltrated the AMG.32

But Sergeant Dickey is too principled, straitlaced, or plain young to look the other way. He’s prepared to unravel this conspiracy, no matter who’s involved.



Florence August 10, 1944

Lionel Crabb and Tony Marsloe stop in their tracks as the sound of nearby rifle fire pops. It’s a chaotic night in the Rifredi Quarter: Italian partisans launch an attack against the Germans as they prepare to retreat from the city. But the nearby streets again grow quiet, with no word of warning from their partisan guards outside. The pair return to their mission scouring the Pignone Foundry’s naval warfare facilities for details about the enemy’s most advanced naval warfare technology.

The factories of Rifredi are dark, unguarded, and unspoiled. Unlike sections of downtown along the Arno—including every ancient bridge except the Ponte Vecchio—the Germans have not subjected the entire city to bombings or controlled demolitions. The Allies have bombed the marshaling stations at the railyards and an adjacent neighborhood, but Florence is now considered an open, undefended city.33 The partisans of Florence aren’t content to wait for the British, Canadian, and South African troops to arrive. Tonight, they’re venting the frustration against their fleeing occupier.

The evening’s violence could have been a nice distraction as Crabb and Marsloe slipped into occupied Florence. But the size and ferocity of the uprising, given the Nazi crackdown on previous ones, are surprising them. The pair of intelligence officers had already met their resistance contacts, only waiting for nightfall to venture to their target, when the bells inside the Palazzo Vecchio started to chime, starting the local revolt. By the time Marsloe and Crabb got to the Pignone Foundry buildings, firefights between the Italians and Germans trying to reach the nearby railyards were roiling the streets.

Guided and guarded by partisans, Crabb and Marsloe are investigating one of the industrial centers that has provided innovations to Italy’s navy. The Pignone Foundry has been a bedrock industry in Florence since 1842, when it was built to create furniture. The machining of the first factory, on the left bank of the Arno, led to new innovations. By 1856 engineers at Pignone were creating internal combustion engines. The facilities moved to the Rifredi neighborhood in 1917, needing the extra space to cater to a new market—weapons.34

Marsloe and Crabb, who by now know their enemy well, have seen these insidious inventions in the field. Pignone’s design specialties include moored contact anti-ship mines, deep-sea anti-submarine mines, and anti-tank mines that have plastic coverings that make work harder for metal detectors. Now the two naval intelligence men are standing inside the birthplace of these weapons—and can get a glimpse of what they were working on next.

Crabb has an ulterior motive for the raid. Among the information he’s collected on the 10th Flotilla MAS are indications that the diving unit has a cache of human torpedo subs and diving gear in Florence, which means somewhere in Rifredi. It wouldn’t make sense for Pignone to store the stuff—they didn’t build the submersibles—but Crabb holds out hope they’ll stumble on the trove and he’ll finally get a suit to use on his dives.

The pair navigate past the lines of moored mines, round eggs studded with contact triggers, with room for more than two hundred pounds of explosives in each. Crabb walks over to one and confirms that they’re inert. A bomb could fall on this building and these mines wouldn’t take the block down.

There are other, stranger weapons stored here. “Look at this,” Marsloe says. “It looks like an antipersonnel mine, right? But with a plastic shell, so the detectors can’t find them.”

“Pignone makes anti-tank mines that use plastic, but the metal inside still triggers a metal detector,” Crabb adds. “But I doubt these would be as easy. And they’re not meant to be buried deeply.”

“Beach mines,” Marsloe says sourly.

Crabb and Marsloe take photos before moving on, jarred by the silence inside the once-bustling facility. “This place is surreal,” Crabb says. “Every storeroom has something new. I just saw some sort of anti-submarine mine, built for extreme depths. I hope this place survives the week.”

“We better find some offices to clean out,” Marsloe says. “We’re not taking anything with us but paperwork. We’ll find out what they made here.”35



Nola August 27, 1944

Sergeant Orange Dickey’s breath catches as the Fiat 1500 pulls to a halt in front of Nola’s city hall. The chauffeur pops out and opens the car door. A well-dressed, middle-aged man emerges, looking entirely relaxed. Dickey recognizes the man from his picture—the sweep of his dark hair, thick eyebrows, and low jawline make his otherwise angular face sort of resemble that of a fish.

Dickey had heard that Vito Genovese would be here to file a request for a travel permit from the office of Nola’s mayor. The tip has paid off. After months of hunting his target, the master black marketeer is walking into the investigator’s trap.

When the Fiat pulls off to park, Dickey motions to the two English soldiers to follow him to the building’s entrance. “Vito Genovese. I’m a U.S. Army investigator. We need you to come with us.”

“To where?” The response is surprised but calm.

“The military police office here in Nola,” Dickey says.

Genovese, already unruffled, seems to relax further. “Okay, I have no problem with that.”

By now the driver is stepping toward them quickly, looking more like a bodyguard than a driver. The English soldiers square up as he approaches. “Him, too,” Dickey adds. Genovese speaks to him in Italian, and the driver halts.

The tense party of five walks to the MP’s office. Dickey leaves the Englishmen there as extra guards as he returns to the car. He opens a compartment in the front seat and finds a 9mm Beretta and 7.65mm Victoria.

Dickey returns to the office to verbally spar with an experienced foe. Genovese claims a good record of service to the AMG in Italy, under several officers who he says will vouch for him. Pressed for details of places Dickey has identified as storage sites, he claims innocent usage of some while others he denies. Genovese even accepts some accusations of opportunistic smuggling, when Dickey’s information is strong enough.

Dickey’s ace in the hole is a book by Allen Raymond and Craig Thompson called Gang Rule in New York: The Story of a Lawless Era. It was published in 1940. The investigator flips to a marked page and points to a photograph of a young Vito Genovese, identified as an “associate of Lucky Luciano.” It seems like a damning indictment and revelation of his true identity as an international fugitive.

But Genovese hardly panics. “Sure,” he enthuses, “that’s me in New York City.”

Dickey leaves Genovese in jail and visits the man’s apartment in Nola. It’s less of a home than a black-market command post. Inside he finds a large stash of Allied-issued soap, candy bars, and cigarettes. He gathers documents, including papers signed by AMG officers allowing Genovese to receive American food, a violation of Army regulations. Dickey thumbs through a suspicious collection of business cards—olive oil vendors, AMG officials, the president of the Bank of Naples, judges. There’s also a radio here, presumably used to coordinate shipments.

With an associate of Lucky Luciano in his custody, Dickey contacts the FBI for their input. The New York office is quick to respond—Genovese is wanted by the Brooklyn district attorney after fleeing questioning about his direct involvement in a murder. The DA will want him returned to the United States.

It’s a welcome development. Now Dickey has a way to make an end run around the crooked AMG and Italian authorities who could bury his investigation. He only wonders whether the rot is deep enough to cause the officials here to allow Genovese to stay, containing the knowledge of what’s happening in Italy.

He will soon find that the AMG is ready to wash their hands of Vito Genovese. The very day of Genovese’s arrest, a provincial public safety officer in Viterbo sends a report to Colonel Charles Poletti, commissioner of the AMG: “Careful examination of the records and antecedents of Vito Genovese has been made of all employees on the Allied Military Government payroll of this province, and it is definite that such a person is not employed in this Provincial organization.”

It’s strictly true but clearly misleading—Genovese volunteered everywhere he went and left no record. But the report is a sign that the Army in Italy isn’t going to cooperate, preferring to protect its own.36



Livorno (West Coast of Mainland Italy) September 1, 1944

“They’re so damned close,” breathes Lionel Crabb, staring northward at the curve of the coastline. Sixty miles north along the coast is La Spezia, the headquarters of the 10th Flotilla MAS. The Italian swimmers and assault-craft operators have not surrendered. After chasing the flotilla since 1940, Crabb is just sixty miles from finally overtaking them.

“In well-guarded enemy territory,” Marsloe reminds him. Around them, Allied-held Livorno seems ghostly, with buildings intact but people missing from evacuations. The U.S. Fifth Army captured Livorno on July 19, but the center of town is still too heavily mined to enter. And the Army has decided not to push on to take La Spezia, preferring to trap the Germans and unsurrendered elements of the Italian Navy there with a blockade.

“And that should stop us?” the British frogman baits him.

“This time, absolutely,” Marsloe responds. “Sneaking past the main defensive line to knock over a major Italian Navy base protected by Germans and combat divers seems like a little too much, even for us.”

“Since they’re here, I’ll have to stay,” Crabb says pointedly. The presence of the 10th Flotilla MAS poses a threat to Allied shipping. Even with a naval blockade, the fleet isn’t ready for midget submarines and underwater saboteurs. Crabb fears a repeat of the attacks that did so much damage in Gibraltar. He knows—and will let everyone know—that a potential showdown with the flotilla will require his talents in defusing mines and training guards to spot and kill frogmen.

“They’ll order me along with the advance,” Marsloe says, trying to keep his voice from showing too much emotion. “It’ll be a dark day when we have to part ways, Buster.”

“I don’t know,” Crabb says. “We’re bound to cross paths again, assuming we live long enough.”

Soon, Marsloe is ordered to join the drive on Venice, the latest edge of the Allied advance, while Crabb lingers to thwart any underwater attacks from the flotilla. The groundbreaking informal joint naval intelligence team has been broken up.



Oceanside, California, United States September 25, 1944

Commander Charles R. Haffenden stares out the bus window at an assembly of dry-docked landing craft, amazed by the variety of lengths, cargo, and armament. There are 328-foot Landing Ship Tanks built for tanks, Landing Craft Tanks half that size for large guns, and Higgins boats for ferrying personnel. This is one small slice of the “Alligator Navy,” the transport craft that form the backbone of American amphibious warfare.

This is Haffenden’s first day at the Amphibious Training Base, outside San Diego. The base is located on the Silver Strand, a narrow strip of scenic terrain between the Pacific Ocean and San Diego Bay. The Navy just acquired the land last June.

He’s here to learn one of the most challenging jobs during an operation—that of “beachmaster.” Someone has to take responsibility for the landing craft coming and going, what weapons and supplies are needed to arrive, and who needs medical evacuation. What air traffic controllers are to bombing runs, a beachmaster is to a beachhead. There is also engineering involved, from the condition of the shoreline itself to the roads needed to make room for more supplies.

The job is complex, but the training is short. One month to the day after he arrives, Haffenden is assigned to overseas duty in the Pacific, with the Marines who are island-hopping their way to Tokyo.

Haffenden is getting the chance to attain the goal he made for himself when he watched his naval intelligence team deploy. He’s finally going to the front lines.









Part 4 Divers


Brooklyn, New York City, United StatesJanuary 8, 1945

“He’s coming back,” says Peter LaTempa, his voice rising on the edge of panic. “Do you realize what that means for me?”

“It means you will have to finally fulfill the obligation you made to this office,” responds Brooklyn District Attorney Thomas Cradock Hughes.

The two men are seated in Hughes’s office on Jay Street, two born-and-raised New Yorkers on opposite ends of the legal spectrum.

A member of a family of lawyers, Hughes grew up on Irwin Avenue in the Bronx, studied at Fordham University, and graduated from New York University School of Law. Hughes was assistant district attorney with the homicide bureau in Manhattan before being tapped to become the acting DA of Brooklyn, taking the place of William O’Dwyer during his military leave.1

Peter LaTempa grew up on North Fifth Street in Brooklyn, the son of Italian immigrants: a bootblack named Philip LaTempa and his wife, Rosetta. Their North Williamsburg neighborhood is an immigrant enclave and one of the most crowded neighborhoods in the city. Peter is the youngest of six siblings who live in the home, and like many other youths he grew up on the streets. His older brother Joe is a tough whose arrest record graduated from throwing pennies at vaudeville actors in 1920 to robbery six years later, for which he was cleared when a witness declined to identify his attackers.2

Eighteen-year-old LaTempa was working as a truck driver in 1925 when he was arrested for second-degree robbery. He was sentenced to five years and did nearly all of it. The 1930 census shows him living with his family and listed as “unemployed.” In reality he was a lower-level hoodlum within Vito Genovese’s organized-crime organization in Brooklyn. He assuredly had contact with Genovese when he was arrested.

In 1934, a mob-affiliated gambler named Ferdinand “the Shadow” Boccia was murdered for rigging card games. A hitman named Ernest “the Hawk” Rupolo identified Genovese as the man who ordered the killing. Under pressure from the DA on other charges, LaTempa agreed to provide crucial testimony to support Rupolo’s contentions. It felt smart to cooperate at the time, since Genovese had vanished, fled the country by all accounts. If there would never be a prosecution, LaTempa figured it was safe to agree to testify.

But today federal authorities announced that Genovese was going to be repatriated to New York. It’s a diplomatic victory for the United States and for the Brooklyn district attorney who has him under indictment. But for the underworld, especially Frank Costello, it creates a ripple of unease that a boss is returning to reclaim his lost turf and influence.

No one is as panicked as Peter LaTempa. He poses a threat to a very dangerous man with killers on the payroll. Hence his scramble to make it into the DA’s office. “I want protective custody,” he demands. Recognizing the risk to the man and his case, Hughes agrees and arranges for LaTempa to be put in a cell, alone, inside the Brooklyn House of Detention for Men on Raymond Street.

A week later, on the morning of January 15, guards find Peter LaTempa dead in his cell. He had no visitors and there’s no sign of violence. Because he suffered from bladder pains, guards had delivered medicine to him the night before. An autopsy comes up with poisoning as the cause of death, but prison authorities suggest it was a suicide from sleeping pills. “The Hawk” publicly calls it a murder, and most observers seem to agree.3

No one is ever arrested or charged for the death, but it’s obvious who benefited. Vito Genovese isn’t even back in the United States, and bodies are seemingly dropping on his behalf.



Iwo Jima, JapanFebruary 28, 1945

Charles Haffenden puts down the handheld radio, takes the canvas cap off his head, and uses it to mop his brow. He’s just received word from a unit inland that’s run out of water. It’s now his job as beachmaster to make sure they get some.

This has been the longest week of Haffenden’s life. He landed on the Iwo Jima beach on February 20, the day after D-Day, and has been working it since. He has seen landing ships unloading onshore torn apart by artillery, dead Americans bobbing in the surf, and too many acts of casual heroism to list.

He carries no weapon. A beachmaster runs his patch of the war in the Pacific with a handheld radio, coordinating the supplies coming in and, in a ghastly routine, seeing the wounded loaded and evacuated out.

There are small resupply ships circling a few thousand feet offshore, stuffed with supplies from a mother ship twelve miles farther out. These vessels are like airplanes waiting for permission to land on a runway. When Haffenden radios, one of the supply boats breaks off and approaches, while another replaces it in the holding pattern.4

When he radios them for water, the landing-craft crew will expect some guidance on the beach’s location and condition. With artillery still crashing into the beachhead and debris washing up continually, anything could be blocking the way.

Haffenden must scout out some free space to land. So he gets to his feet, boots laced tightly, and trudges from the safety of his beachfront foxhole to the top of a hump of sand. From here he can see the sweep of the invasion beach. In the distance are the ships, silhouetted against the horizon, made ghostly by haze.

The beach itself is now churned and pockmarked, littered with broken bulldozers, stuck jeeps, and swamped boats. Marines and miscellaneous Navy personnel either scurry with unknown purpose or shelter within the beach’s natural undulations or behind wrecked vehicles. Improvised bunkers have been built by those stuck on the beach—like beachmasters—using sandbags and discarded crates. Anyone who isn’t moving is hunkered down, the effect of days of shelling by the Japanese. It starts and stops with no discernible pattern. The ferocity of the attacks has broken the nerves of some men, even if unscathed by the shells.5

Haffenden is taking in the new view of a tank tipped over in the surf when there’s a sudden familiar whistling noise. He’s about to dive for cover when the shell strikes nearby, knocking him out of consciousness in a shower of black sand.



La Spezia, ItalyMarch 1945

Angelo Belloni arrives at the naval base silently taking in the presence of German guards at the gates. The last time he was here, Italians guarded the facilities. But La Spezia is in German hands, despite its close location to Allied-occupied Florence.

La Spezia is also the former base and current final refuge of the unsurrendered 10th Flotilla MAS. This is where Belloni, who has taken a position with the Social Republic’s navy, will stay until the war for Italy ends.

After the armistice of 1943, the flotilla, under the command of Junio Valerio Borghese, reorganized itself into a free body. Borghese gathered his men and asked who would stay with him to carry on the fight against the Allies. Most agreed after he assured them that he wouldn’t ask them to compromise their oaths of loyalty to the king of Italy. Belloni joined him, taking the role of “technical consultant.”6

He’s been gone far too long. Last May, Belloni was involved in a traffic accident in La Spezia that put him in and out of military hospitals for nine months. Now he’s well enough to return to his life’s work—underwater warfare. Only, the war appears to be over. And depending on the next few weeks, his life may be over soon as well.

Dedicated and maverick are too mild of terms to describe Angelo Belloni. One defining anecdote occurred in October 1914 when he was twenty-nine. While on extended medical leave from duty on a cruiser, he was hired by Fiat to test submarines being built for foreign navies. Belloni tricked the crew of a submarine into taking it on a combat mission against the Austro-Hungarian Imperial Royal Navy to force Italy to enter the war. The effort failed when the French Navy, which Belloni relied on for resupply, instead stopped the sub in Ajaccio and returned the rogue captain and vessel back to Italy.

Italy’s entry into the Great War saved Belloni from a stiff prison term for this caper, enabling him to pledge his services to the military effort.7 Which is what he wanted to do, anyway. Using a salvaged submarine, he proved that underwater troops could deploy on the seafloor using respirator hoods and make their way to a target. It was the birth of the concept of a combat diver.

Between wars, Belloni made a name for himself among underwater explorers—and world navies—at conferences and in published writings. His inventions are numerous and patented, including rescue exits from submarines, a hooded life jacket, redesigned access hatches, and long-range optical signaling between ships. He married Gabriella Vinassa de Regny, daughter of the rector of the University of Pavia, in October 1920. They had seven children. One of his eldest daughters, Paola, attended medical school and ended up working as his personal secretary.

During the next war, in 1940, the Italian Navy recalled Angelo Belloni at age fifty-eight to be the director of a training school for combat divers. This inevitably led to the creation of a specialized unit to try out his innovations, the 10th Flotilla MAS. He became their advocate and technical guru. Whatever he invented, this corps of “Gamma divers” was ready to try.

Belloni’s “human torpedo” project is among the most successful. The name sounds like a suicide mission, but the origin comes from the converted weapons that, instead of a warhead, carry two divers equipped with pure-oxygen rebreather suits, now called the vestito Belloni after their inventor. On these underwater mopeds, the undetected Gamma divers could ease under the hulls of their targets, place explosives, and then come back out again without breaking the surface.8 These human torpedoes were used during more than a dozen raids against British ships in and around the harbors of Gibraltar and Alexandria, where the Italian frogmen sank or damaged five warships and twenty merchant ships.

Belloni’s current position as technical advisor comes with an undersea fleet of sorts. Belloni is now the commander of a squadron of three small pocket submarines, designated “CA.” Each is nearly fifty feet long, with profiles dominated by a conning tower and their sleek sides interrupted by two externally mounted eighteen-inch torpedo tubes, which could also hold mines.

The 10th Flotilla MAS divers had such high hopes for these little vessels. Borghese had Belloni work on adapting the craft to deliver combat divers where least expected. The underwater vehicles would nest like Russian dolls—the demolition divers carried by a human-rated torpedo carried by a pocket sub, which was carried by a long-range submarine. The operation’s targets included British bases on the west coast of Africa and the U.S. East Coast. An attack on New York harbor had been scheduled for December 1943.

Those ambitions were hatched before the project’s host submarine, the Leonardo da Vinci, was sunk by depth charges in March 1943. Then came the Allied invasion of Italy, the arrest of Mussolini, the German takeover of the nation, and Belloni’s own personal tragedy, the car accident that sidelined him from his research and dive teams for the better part of a year.

Belloni asked to be transferred directly from the hospital to La Spezia. The choice to be backed into a corner with German troops and a rebellious Italian Navy seems doom-struck. Even now, he could flee to the 10th Flotilla MAS’s final secret hideout, a dive center hidden amid a sixteenth-century stone fortress called Forte Sant’Andrea on an island in the Venice lagoon. Or he could desert and join his wife and children.

But Belloni figures there’s no better place for him than La Spezia to await whatever happens next. The Germans will flee, leaving him to be taken by whoever gets here first. But if Belloni is arrested here, there will be a chance his captors will recognize his worth as a scientist. Besides, his research and submersibles are too valuable to just leave to be stolen or destroyed. He’ll stick with his life’s work until the end.



Genoa (65 Miles Northwest of La Spezia)April 26, 1945

Lieutenant Commander Joachim Titolo reviews his notes, compiled from his own reconnoiters and reports by partisans. Genoa’s port was the largest and busiest in Italy before the war gutted it. The Allied bombs did plenty of damage to the city—with 120,000 people left homeless as a result—but the German saboteurs spared little of the port.

It could have been worse, citywide. Three days ago, as the sabotage was underway, Genoa revolted against the Germans. Armed workers defended factories and sniped at Nazi soldiers from warehouse rooftops. The uprising grew, cutting off the German retreat, and, on April 25, 1945, General Meinhold signed a surrender at Villa Migone.9

The first Allied probes of the city today are finding out how much damage the Germans were able to do. At the port, it was a thorough job. The breakwater is blown apart by sappers, the dry dock machinery is wrecked, and more than 930 vessels and heavy buoys are bobbing inside the harbor, most scuttled by the Germans. The partisans report floating mines as well, at the two port entrances and tossed into the construction berth at Sestri.10 Half the bridges and quays are badly damaged, and only 19 of 250 warehouse cranes are left in working condition.11

Titolo scans the wrecked port and groans. Given the size and damage, he could spend the rest of the war reopening Genoa. He tries to look at it like a professional challenge, a final test to pass to earn his trip back to Brooklyn to be with his family. If this is to be his great work before the battle for Italy ends, so be it.12



Lake Garda (Northern Italy)April 30, 1945

The men of the 10th Mountain Division board the odd six-wheeled amphibious vehicles on the beaches of San Zeno. For an operation dependent on stealth and conducted after midnight, the engines of the landing craft leaving the town make a lot of noise.

The men have taken to calling this staging area “the duckhead” in honor of their rides, the DUKW amphibious transports known as “ducks.” But as each one rumbles to life and drives into the water, the racket seems loud enough to warn any German around the lakeside.

For Paul Alfieri, this mission adds to the tally of units with which he has ridden into battle. In each one, large or small, the fear and adrenaline can be nearly overwhelming. There’s reason to worry: Germans have been spotted across the lake and launched artillery at the mustering invaders. Earlier that day, Colonel William Darby was killed by a shelling aimed at headquarters. The Ranger legend had been traveling as an advisor and attached himself to the 10th Mountain to ensure casualties would be low during the waning days of the war.

So there’s every reason to think there are Germans waiting for the 10th Mountain soldiers to arrive at the villa, guns at the ready. Army intelligence just can’t say for sure.

Alfieri doesn’t trust preinvasion intelligence anymore, anyway. Any faith he had was lost with his participation in Operation Brassard—the invasion of Elba—in June 1944. The island was supposed to be a pushover fight against a couple hundred dispirited German, Polish, and Czech soldiers waiting to be evacuated. But Germans spotted the Allied buildup on nearby Corsica and brought in reinforcements. The Allies interpreted that ship traffic as an ongoing withdrawal. The results of the mistake were costly, the operation unworthy of the sacrifice.13

For Alfieri, tonight’s prize could actually be worth the fight. The 10th Mountain’s target is a lakeside villa on Lake Garda, the last permanent refuge of the late Benito Mussolini. Alfieri is here because Allied command wanted any intel processed quickly on the heels of the villa’s seizure and needed a trusted linguist to handle the material. By now members of the naval intelligence team are go-tos for these sensitive battlefield services.

Mussolini was killed two days ago, but his secrets could still have some life to them. And so Alfieri finds himself inside a DUKW, churning loudly toward enemy ground with the 10th Mountain soldiers. New partners, but a terribly familiar feeling.

After an hour of bobbing travel, the DUKW cuts its engine to glide toward the disembarkation point. The vehicle rolls quietly onto land and sits still. The men exit wordlessly from the sides, trained with one another in the smoothest way to unload. They have a motive to move quickly. If there’s a waiting mortar crew or machine-gun nest, now would be the time to launch an ambush. The DUKWs stay in place, waiting for an influx of wounded—or a retreat.

Reaching the villa means creeping up a dark road and scaling a series of terraces, each as tall as a man. Within eyesight of the villa, a shape moves quickly toward the soldiers. Rifles are aimed but remain mercifully silent. It’s an old man on a bicycle.

“Where are the Germans?” Alfieri demands in Italian.

“They’re gone, compagno.” The old man smiles. “They left yesterday.”14

The Army soldiers continue to advance, emboldened. Alfieri pads along with them, passing through a lemon orchard to get his first close look at the villa. He’d call it a luxury brick castle, a two-story building that’s twice as tall as it seems it should be. Although undeniably opulent, its long windows and wide separation between floors make for an oddly elongated appearance.

Alfieri watches as a squad from Company M scrambles to the villa and, with well-practiced fluidity, kicks down the front and back doors to storm the building. Several tense minutes tick past. Then a pair of soldiers reappear, waving to the watching troops to come forward. The villa has been secured without firing a shot.

The place is as ornate inside as out. Alfieri walks through the grand dining room. Hovering over the set table, silverware already being picked through by the Army soldiers, is an enormous crystal chandelier. Other troops have discovered the spacious kitchen, still stocked with food. If they don’t liberate it, someone else will.

Alfieri ignores the looting soldiers, looking for a main floor office suitable for a deposed dictator. There isn’t one, so he heads upstairs seeking the biggest bedroom. He passes an Army soldier leaving the sprawling master bedroom holding a sword. “This was his room,” he says to the naval intelligence officer as he pushes past.15

Alfieri finds a bedroom doubling as a command post. The bed is neatly made with luxurious sheets. He spots the open closet stocked with dress uniforms. But there’s also a furnished desk, looking every bit as if Il Duce would soon be returning to work. And there’s a handsome file cabinet with a simple lock.

The cabinet’s latch is easily broken, and inside are reams of correspondence, official and personal. Alfieri scans a few to be sure, but it’s clear he’s got his hands on a portion of Mussolini’s personal archives. He flips through the pages looking for the motherlode. And then he finds it—correspondences signed by Adolf Hitler.16

The 10th Mountain Division halts here at Garda, its soldiers finally no longer at risk. They content themselves in exploring the surrounding villages and taking turns going into nearby Gargnano for hot showers, mail, and even souvenirs. Scrounging for liquor and meeting Italian women there remain priorities.

Alfieri envies their relaxation—he’s been posted to the villa to pick through the cache of high-grade intelligence. It’s as exciting as desk work can get, but it’s still desk work. He’s still at it when he hears that Hitler is dead, having killed himself on the same day Alfieri found his letters.

But for the German government’s official capitulation, the war in Europe is over.



New York City, United States May 8, 1945

Celebrations erupt through the city as soon as the radio and newswires announce the news—Germany has officially surrendered. It’s called V-E Day, or Victory in Europe Day. A half million wild, cheering people flood Times Square under a shower of shredded paper. Similar spontaneous tickertape storms fall from Wall Street and Rockefeller Center. The streets of the Garment District are strewn with linen and rayon.

The crowds dance, drink, and cavort with abandon. The voice of Mayor Fiorello La Guardia floats over a public-address system, telling people to go home or return to their jobs. No one listens. “The nation could feel proud of itself for the way it acted when the big news came,” a Life reporter sniffs that week. “There was a little cheering, a little drinking and a few prayers. Only in New York was there a real hullabaloo.”17

Attorney Moses Polakoff has been waiting for this day to file a petition for executive clemency to commute the sentence of Charles Luciano.18 All the paperwork’s been done; all he needs to do is date it and make sure it somehow ends up at the office of Charles Breitel, counsel to Governor Thomas Dewey.

The date of the request is part of the message: We came through for you; come through for us. Polakoff is arguing that with the fighting done there’s no good reason the United States can’t make good on Luciano’s help in winning in Europe.

Polakoff is satisfied knowing this puts Dewey in a jam. He lost the presidential election in 1944, polling 45.9 percent of the popular vote against FDR, making the New York governor the clear Republican front-runner. His battles against gangs are a foundational part of Dewey’s political biography, so showing mercy to the infamous criminal is off-brand. Then again, so is enabling the military and underworld to collaborate in New York City.

It’ll be easy for the governor to reject Luciano’s direct request, but he’s aware it’s just the start of a longer process. Polakoff will next approach the state parole board to ask for a reappraisal of Luciano’s sentence based on his wartime service. Left unspoken is the implicit threat: Fighting clemency will open them all up to a lot of probing questions about the role of the underworld and the U.S. government during the war.

Let them ask, Polakoff thinks. For once, the mob attorney can proceed knowing that the truth is on his client’s side.



Venice, Italy May 16, 1945

Tony Marsloe raises his prosecco and knocks it against the glass of Lionel Crabb. “Here’s to making it this far,” he says.

“Indeed,” Crabb says, then takes a healthy sip. “And to Venice.”

There’s no better place in Italy to be right now. Occupied and invaded twice over, Venice nonetheless remains largely spared destruction. Its liberation occurred smoothly, marked not by battle but by the joyful crowd in Saint Mark’s Square. The festive atmosphere has persisted, with Allied soldiers and Italian citizens cruising the canals on gondolas and amphibious military vehicles, waving flags and bottles.

Marsloe’s been serving as a liaison to partisans, with a side job of identifying and recruiting useful Italian prisoners who could help stabilize war-torn Italy. Crabb has resumed his original job as a roving de-mining specialist on a wandering commission.

The two naval intelligence veterans are at a table on a hotel restaurant balcony watching a boatload of Italian girls glide past, waving from a gondola stocked with an equal number of drunken Army troops. “I come bearing news. To start, I’ll be billeted here to clear mines from the lagoon. Hotel suggestions welcome.”

“That is uncommonly good news,” Marsloe says. “The city seems fine, but it’s ugly out there. All the main channels leading to the port of Venice are lousy with mines. Ships can’t get through.”

“That’s tomorrow’s problem, mate. I have something a little more urgent.” Crabb leans forward to speak quietly, unlit cigarette in hand. “So, I’m in Florence, on my way here from Livorno, when Allied intelligence sends a young man my way. He tells me of an island in the Venetian lagoon, northeast of the Lido, called Vignole. And on that island are bridges that connect it to a sixteenth-century fort called Sant’Andrea. And that fort’s current residents are none other than the Tenth Flotilla MAS.”19

Marsloe sets down his glass, mouth open. Crabb applies a Zippo to the cigarette with a satisfied expression and continues. “It is their last redoubt. The Italians used the base there to train German frogmen to use piloted torpedoes. And with a base so secret, no one has gone out there. The decima has not surrendered.”

Marsloe picks up his glass and raises it. “Salute. So what are you waiting for?”

“Just a ride and a translator.”

Historically, Venice has always been a great place to find a boat. With his Allied and partisan contacts, Marsloe has it even easier. He and Crabb are soon heading the six miles from Venice to Vignole in a civilian motor launch, without armed escort.

Vignole isn’t one island, it’s two, connected by a bridge. Crabb and Marsloe cruise the canal between them. The western land mass is a pastoral Eden, while the east side is dominated by a large abandoned naval base, mostly looking like barracks.

As they cruise around the eastern side, Crabb and Marsloe spot two bridges spanning a canal that separates the military base from Forte Sant’Andrea, on the southeastern coast. A jagged ring of white stone circles its irregular coastline, keeping the water at bay and hiding trenches for defenders. Beyond, the original central stronghold, the maschio, survives, incorporated into later construction. The shoreline is interrupted by a tall brick facade looming over a boat-launch platform. The texture and arches remind Marsloe of the ferry terminals in New York City, only much smaller.

They tie up at the platform and step ashore. Crabb quickly maneuvers behind a wall while Marsloe warily approaches, empty-handed and calling out salves into the darkness.

“Stop there,” says a voice in Italian.

“My name is Anthony Marzullo. I’m an American from New York, and I’m not here to hurt you,” Marsloe says. “Italy and America are no longer at war, so I do not consider you my enemy.”

A well-built man in shorts steps out from cover, eyes flickering everywhere at once. “I’m Sergeant Fraguglia,” he says.

“Good to meet you,” Marsloe says equitably. “You have the build of a swimmer. You’re with the decima?”

The man nods. “I refused to retreat with the Germans.”

“Why not?”

“I’m a Gamma diver,” Fraguglia says simply but proudly. “I couldn’t just abandon my gear.”

“I don’t blame you,” Marsloe laughs. “My friend, Commander Lionel Crabb, is waiting around the corner. He’s been diving in shorts for years, jealous of your dry suits.”

“There are just two of you?” the Italian frogman says incredulously.

“We’re here to talk about diving, not to fight,” Marsloe says.

“There are only two of us left here. So let’s not fight,” Fraguglia says loudly, toward the shadows where his colleague is presumably standing. “Let’s get our friends out from hiding and sit down somewhere.”

Crabb and the other Italian diver, Sergeant Berno Berni, appear from their nearby hiding spots and walk over to where the two are standing. “I should mention,” Marsloe says, “these days surrendering doesn’t mean having to go to prison. Especially men with particular skill sets.”

“That’s good to know,” says Fraguglia, eyeing the ONI man keenly.

Fraguglia and Berni are more than trained divers; they are combat veterans who have survived underwater missions in East Africa and Gibraltar, where they launched attacks on Allied shipping from Spain. With Marsloe’s skills—fluent in Italian, a lawyer by training—and Crabb’s intimate knowledge as a fellow diver, the four men get along as professionals instead of recent foes.

A tour is offered and accepted. Marsloe sees that the workshops and laboratories here are intact and that the island is stocked with choice 10th Flotilla equipment. This is where the two-man Gamma teams and analog German divers trained for combat missions. The risk of this work is evident in the presence of a decompression chamber.

“Where are the torpedoes for humans?” Marsloe asks.

“Is that what you call them? The Germans sank them in the lagoon when they left. It’s a shame because some of them are new designs.”

There is, however, plenty of advanced diving equipment. An excited Crabb examines the collection of ARO rebreathers (autorespiratore a ossigeno, or oxygen breathing apparatus). The Italians use pure oxygen in the rebreathers, which recycle exhaled gas instead of releasing it to the surface where guards can spot the bubbles. With their most advanced ARO 50, the Italian combat divers can stay down for about five hours. The nerve, skill, and training it takes to use this equipment for such an extended time is impressive—pure oxygen becomes toxic at depths below thirty-nine feet.

There’s everything here needed to convert this enemy base into a center for de-mining the waterways of Italy, starting with the lagoon in Venice. But there’s someone missing.

“Ask him where the scientist is,” Crabb instructs Marsloe.

“Where is the genius, Belloni?”

“He stayed in La Spezia and was taken prisoner by partisans,” Berni answers gravely. “He’s being held with the other decima guys at the naval academy. Unless they’ve already been shot.”

Marsloe sees Crabb’s face light up as he translates. “I’m sure he has a map of the city here,” Crabb says. “Tell him to get it so he can show us exactly where in Venice we need to go.”

After Marsloe and Crabb take the two men into custody, update their superiors on the scheme they’re contemplating, and get information about the prisoners from Marsloe’s partisan contacts, there’s no time in the day to rescue Angelo Belloni.

But early the next day Marsloe and Crabb visit the naval academy, which proves to be as much of a children’s school as a military college. It’s now being put to grim use, with classrooms serving as guardhouses and holding cells. When the guards bring Belloni, Crabb finally meets the brains behind the most troublesome weapons he’s faced over the past five years.

Crabb shakes his hand, respectful of the man’s achievements before and even during the war. The sixty-three-year-old is gaunt and moves slowly, clearly suffering from the psychological strain of being in this makeshift prison, not mistreated but nonetheless tortured by a promised execution. The scientist seems too exhausted to be wary of the British and American naval intelligence men.

“We want to have you released into our custody,” Marsloe says, after the introductions are finished. “We’ve been to Forte Sant’Andrea. We are assembling a team of divers there to clear mines, and we could really use your experience with the equipment. Your involvement could save lives, including the Italian divers who already agreed to help us clear them out.”

Belloni no longer seems as tired. “Since they tell me I am to be shot, of course I would accept,” Belloni says. “But would I have access to the labs in Sant’Andrea?”

“You’d be expected to live there, to continue your diving research full-time,” Marsloe says, seeing something beyond relief spread on Belloni’s face. “Under our supervision, of course.”

“This . . . this is a wonderful offer.”

“We think so.”

“You need many experienced divers to clear mines,” Belloni says hopefully, invested with a new energy. “There are decima men in this prison, some of them officers, who are excellent divers. They were only captured because they got stuck with Germans, training them on how to use our assault craft.”

Marsloe translates briefly for Crabb. “Anyone specific?”

Belloni answers, “Dr. Moscatelli is here.”

This prompts an immediate reaction from Crabb, who knows the name. “Elvio Moscatelli, the submarine captain?”

Belloni can follow this directly and says, “Yes, of the Olterra, which launched our Gamma divers. He was a surgeon, too, before he was a captain and a combat diver. There’s also an experienced lieutenant here, Camillo Tadini, who sank two ships at Gibraltar.”

There’s an uncomfortable silence after Marsloe translates this last detail. Crabb was on the other side of that battlefield. “How many trained divers, total, among the prisoners here?” Crabb finally asks.

“Probably eight, not including the doctor,” Belloni says. “All of them are loyal to the king and all eager to get back into the water.”

“Even if it means acting against Germans who were allies?” Marsloe queries.

“Germans who used Italy, wrecked it, and fled? There’s no love there. They will dive where ordered.”

Crabb likes the sound of this, frogman to frogman. “Write down the names and we’ll do what we can to get them out of here,” Marsloe tells Belloni. “But if you agree to these terms, you’ll be coming with us to the fort right now.”

“I agree,” Belloni says, standing. Then he pauses. “No unit operates without a name. What are we calling this one?”

“It’s not official yet, but so far we’ve settled on the ‘Allied Navies Experimental Station,’” responds Marsloe. “It sounds a little better in English.”

Belloni just nods his head sagely. He looks fifteen years younger than the man whom they met minutes earlier. “That will do nicely.”



Brooklyn Navy Yard, New York City, United States May 17, 1945

Charles Haffenden can see the circular driveway from the window of his room on the second floor of the Brooklyn Naval Hospital. Outside he sees patients smoking in the sunlight, being taken from ambulances, and loading into taxis. He sees legless sailors on crutches and those with pinned sleeves where their arms once were. Those on stretchers suffer from worse.

There’s a knock on the door, and Haffenden turns to see Moses Polakoff, mob attorney. The pair greet each other warmly, genuinely happy to see each other. With so many lost to the war, reunions have taken on a special meaning.

“You look great. It’s a relief to see you on your feet,” the attorney says.

“I was just about to lie down,” says Haffenden, bent at the waist slightly and shuffling toward the bed.

“We were all worried when we read about Iwo,” Polakoff says, settling into a chair as Haffenden lies down. “I can’t even imagine. How are you recovering?”

“Feeling much better,” Haffenden says, a little defensively. “But not one hundred percent. That Jap shell scrambled my guts.”

The common term shock casualty often refers to men whose morale has been broken by artillery or airstrikes. It’s a permutation on World War I’s shell shock terminology, and it’s a psychological term. Almost unrecognized are the internal physical injuries that occur from being close to a shell burst, even if one is left otherwise unscratched and unburned. Explosive detonations produce transient shock waves that travel faster than the speed of sound. The impact of that on the brain and internal fluids is extreme, sometimes even fatal. The human gastrointestinal tract is vulnerable to blast waves because of the gas it contains. Potential internal wounds include intestinal tears and hemorrhages.

This damage is hidden, compared to more obvious combat injuries. It’s easy to confuse a soldier whose will was broken by incessant artillery fire with one who suffered a blast injury and couldn’t continue to fight. In 1945, there are definitely judgments aimed against the former—and, indeed, a cadre of emerging foes in the U.S. government will soon cast aspersions on Haffenden over his injuries and battlefield evacuation.

Polakoff slides the metal chair closer to his bed. “Congratulations are in order,” the lawyer says. “We did it, didn’t we? We helped win this war.”

“I can’t tell you how much the guys in Italy appreciated those contacts,” Haffenden says. “Without going into specifics, you should know that it may have saved their lives. Plenty of soldiers and seamen, too.”

“That is wonderful, exactly what we all wanted to hear when we started this thing,” says Polakoff. “It’s amazing how Luciano’s name carries weight overseas.”

“Our guys would mention Charlie’s name and doors would open,” Haffenden says pleasantly, even though he wasn’t there to know that this isn’t strictly true. The contacts provided in New York—which included deported criminals like Riccobono but also everyday Sicilians with U.S. family ties and good information—were the most help. This comment is destined to be repeated by many, including Lansky, cementing a lot of the stories circulating about Luciano’s pull in Sicily. Tales of uprisings and Italian surrenders caused by the appearance of monogrammed handkerchiefs and banners with the letter “L” on them are already growing in the underworld in Sicily and New York. They are not true.

“You know we’re seeking some clemency for him from the parole board,” Polakoff says smoothly. “Seems fair, given what he’s enabled. And the incredible victory achieved.”

Haffenden leans his head back on the hospital pillow. Turning his back on these allies now seems . . . ungentlemanly. The ONI’s abandonment of Joe Lanza seemed unfair, and he doesn’t want a repeat of it with Luciano if it can be helped. Besides, he’d rather have his underworld contacts feel friendly toward him than angry and betrayed. It’s just a letter acknowledging the truth, after all.

“I want to do you guys a good turn,” Haffenden says after a moment. “Who’s your contact for this?”

“Charles Breitel, counsel to the governor,” Polakoff says. “He should know to be discreet.”20



Forte Sant’Andrea, Venice, Italy May 30, 1945

Tony Marsloe stands at the stone waterfront dock where he first arrived and takes in the assembled staff of the Allied Navies Experimental Station. He’ll be translating for Lionel Crabb, who has an announcement to share with them.

It’s an interesting group. Crabb and Marsloe are the leaders of a ragtag group of 10th Flotilla MAS divers now using their advanced equipment to clear mines for the Allies. The veteran saboteurs include Fraguglia, Camillo Tadini, and Berno Berni. Dr. Elvio Moscatelli is quickly becoming the station’s acknowledged chief diver. The men are preparing to raise the sunken human torpedoes, scuttled by the Germans during their retreat. Although they are useless for de-mining, Crabb supports the search.21

They live and work here at the fort, largely free of military regulations, granting the station an almost family atmosphere. Adding to the feeling is the presence of Angelo Belloni’s daughter Paola. She’s working as his secretary and personal attendant. She buoys his spirits nearly as much as his breakneck research into self-contained stealth underwater breathing apparatuses.

Crabb smiles and speaks to the assembled group. “Thank you for taking a break to gather like this,” he starts. “We’ve accomplished so much, and I do want you to know how much I appreciate the effort here. And that’s why I am happy to tell you that I’ve just been told the first heavy landing craft has arrived at the port of Venice.”

A pleased murmur spreads as Marsloe translates the news. “Supplies will be unloaded day and night. The opening of the port will not only ease the long supply line to troops now in Austria and shorten the war, but it will also hasten the delivery of badly needed civilian supplies. So thank you for your hard work—it could not have happened without you. We all know there’s plenty more to do, so please keep after it, knowing that we are making a difference.”22



New York City, United States June 1, 1945

Orange Dickey and his prisoner stare out the window as the steamship SS James Lykes, from Bari to Brooklyn, arrives at its destination. At long last, on this side of the Atlantic, the two men will part company.

“All right, Mr. Genovese,” Dickey says. “You about ready?”

Vito Genovese turns from the window of his cabin, where he’s been taking in the skyline. “This city sure has changed,” he says.

Dickey wordlessly dangles a pair of open handcuffs. Genovese steps forward and offers a wrist. The Army criminal investigator snaps one cuff on the mobster and the other on his own wrist. Genovese has not been a model prisoner—using his Army contacts to delay his extradition and offering bribes for his release—but he hasn’t given Dickey any overt trouble. Instead, he’s been polite and frustratingly calm for a man under indictment for murder.23

Dickey feels a huge sense of relief seeing Genovese go. It took more than a year to have him transferred to the United States, with the Army dragging its heels. With each puzzling delay, the risk that Genovese could engineer an escape grew. Genovese himself offered Dickey a $250,000 bribe to free him.24 With that kind of temptation, the criminal investigator can’t let his prisoner too far out of his sight.

Dickey’s disdain for the gangster has only grown since the arrest. Sources have painted a thorough picture of the Genovese organization and its chief, Charles Poletti. This is especially galling considering the information coming in about Genovese’s contacts with the Mussolini government. Dickey’s sources tell him the American donated a quarter million to fund a government building and even accepted awards from Mussolini himself.25

Dickey should be happy, but he’s not. He can’t help but wonder whether Genovese—who never lost his poise and confidence during the months of detention—will now slip away from justice in America. One witness in his trial is already dead, and his influence here is clearly on par with his pull in Italy. But there’s nothing the Army agent can do now but trust the U.S. civilian justice system to prove more resilient than the military version.

Genovese shook Dickey’s confidence in this when they left Italy. “Kid,” Genovese told him, “you are doing me the biggest favor anyone has ever done to me.”

The day after arrival, Genovese is arraigned on murder charges for the 1934 killing of Ferdinand Boccia. A week later, on June 10, prosecution witness Jerry Esposito’s corpse is found on the roadside of Norwood, New Jersey, riddled with bullets. With Esposito’s and Peter LaTempa’s deaths, there is no one left to corroborate Ernest “the Hawk” Rupolo’s testimony in the murder case.

Vito Genovese pleads not guilty and the jury acquits him.26 The presiding judge, Samuel Leibowitz, speaks to Genovese from the bench after the verdict: “I cannot speak for the jury, but I believe if there were even a shred of corroborating evidence you would have been condemned to the electric chair. By devious means, among which were the terrorizing of witnesses, kidnapping them, yes, even murdering those who would give evidence against you, you have thwarted justice time and again.”27

Frank Costello is less than thrilled to have Genovese back, since he’s running the criminal empire that the exile once claimed. Both men will put business first and share power, albeit uneasily. This power struggle will take more than a decade to resolve, with bloody consequences.



Albany, New York June 13, 1945

“Thank you for your forthrightness, Mr. Luciano,” says Frederick Moran into the telephone receiver. “I’m sure my office will be reaching out to you again . . . Yes, we surely do know where to find you. Have a pleasant day.”

If history is a game of hot potato, it has landed in Moran’s hands as the commissioner for the parole board evaluating the request for clemency for Charles Luciano. Answering the question of whether he deserves a reduced sentence requires delving into secret military matters from the war, unraveling the role of the underworld in them, and balancing it all on the scales of the board’s mandate to approve or deny the request.

There may be no better person to take on the challenge. A career parole officer since the 1920s, Moran has served on the state parole board since being appointed by Governor Herbert Lehman in 1938. In 1942 he was elected as its chairman, and Dewey reappointed him without hesitation. He has written reams of scholarly contributions describing ways to improve the parole system.

The parole board’s first interview was with Charles Haffenden, who was expected to say the idea of the Navy cooperating with Luciano was a fantasy or at least an exaggeration. But the phone call directed the investigation in the opposite direction.

Luciano’s story meshes with the one Haffenden gave to Joe Healy, a parole officer assigned to New York City. Now they must corroborate the story, navigating a thicket of infamous mobsters, public officials, and military intelligence brass along the way.

After the Luciano interview, Healy and Moran systematically question the main players of Operation Underworld. They interview DA Frank Hogan, Third DIO Captain W. B. Phillips, Moses Polakoff, Meyer Lansky, prisons commissioner John A. Lyons, and even the imprisoned Joe Lanza.

The Office of Naval Intelligence is not entirely cooperative. Its leadership declines to disclose any details that could serve as evidence of Luciano’s involvement. Naval authorities are also refusing to give clearance to release an affidavit from Murray Gurfein, now an Army colonel affiliated with the OSS. In that affidavit is a description of the origin of Operation Underworld. Likewise, Haffenden is forbidden from releasing the names of the intelligence officers involved.28

Regardless of the Navy’s obfuscation—and seeing the ONI acting as if there’s something to hide—the parole board manages to stitch together the proof they need of the operation’s existence. Their sources are all saying the same thing: Charles Luciano provided help to the Allied war effort.



New York City August 29, 1945

“I’m sorry, George,” says Yeoman Katherine Cowen to George Tarbox. The pair watch as sections of his maps of Italy are removed from Haffenden’s office.

“It’s a damned shame,” the artist and civilian naval agent laments. “I knew this would happen again, but it still stings. But it’s more than that. Everything we did here will be thrown away and forgotten, too.”

“Well, it means one good thing,” she responds. “The war’s ending.”29

Orders come down to the Navy’s Third District Intelligence Office from Washington, DC. The time has come to eradicate all the materials gathered under what was dubbed Operation Underworld. The file cabinets of research into Italy are emptied, and their contents—the interviews from New York Sicilians, the photos of the coastline, the lists of family members—are shredded. The five-by-eight paper flimsies that contain the names of the underworld informants are destroyed.

And the surviving maps of George Tarbox’s collection are dismantled and demolished.

The ONI’s collaboration with the mob has become a liability in Washington, DC. Threatened with exposure from Luciano’s request for clemency, the intelligence office is making sure there’s nothing for future investigators to scrutinize.



Albany, New York January 3, 1946

Back when he was calling him the nation’s number one gangster, Thomas Dewey never thought he’d ever be faced with freeing Charles Luciano. It was a minor miracle, born of hard work, that maneuvered Luciano behind bars to begin with. He should be executed for being a crime boss, not imprisoned for being a pimp.

But last month the state parole board issued a favorable recommendation to commute the remainder of Charles Luciano’s sentence. And today, as New York governor, Dewey himself has approved the commutation.

The governor doesn’t appreciate having this thrust upon him. Luciano, Lansky, and the rest are in possession of some secrets that Dewey would rather keep hidden, including the DA office’s role in linking up the ONI and underworld to begin with. He was not in the DA’s office by then, but his allies in New York would be in the crosshairs.

When Dewey considers the situation rationally, he thinks he’s politically covered. After all, the parole board has conducted a thorough investigation and recommended a release. The process has been followed faithfully. The board proved that the ONI’s outreach to the underworld produced results. The details of those results remain obscured by war, but it’s enough to rationalize some clemency. Even left unnamed, the ONI won’t appreciate any public acknowledgment of military aid from such a relationship. But that’s not really Dewey’s problem.

The State of New York may free Luciano, but Dewey will be damned if he allows him to stay in the United States. The commutation includes a provision that Luciano’s release comes with deportation. “If he re-enters the United States, he shall be deemed an escaped convict and then be required to serve out the maximum of his original sentence.”

The governor starts drafting a statement to be released to the legislature, as required by law.


Luciano is deportable to Italy. He was a leader of a syndicate which supervised and gave orders relating to the operation of a vice combine which “booked” women for houses of prostitution and provided other service incidental to the operation of houses of prostitution. He has previously been convicted of the possession of drugs. Upon the entry of the United States into the war, Luciano’s aid was sought by the armed services in inducing others to provide information concerning possible enemy attack. It appears that he cooperated in such effort, though the actual value of the information provided is not clear.30





Comstock, New York February 2, 1946

Joe Lanza settles heavily into a chair in the visiting room of Great Meadow prison, seated across from Charlie Luciano. Meetings between them are frequent events here, a safe place where Lanza can take lessons on how to run a criminal empire while incarcerated.31

“The board of parole finally stamped my release form today,” Luciano says simply.

“Congrats, Charlie, that’s fabulous,” Lanza says sincerely. “The Navy boys came through for you.”

“Released for the purpose of deportation,” Luciano finishes, his voice sour. “You fuckin’ believe that? Dewey got one more shot at me.”

“He’s a prick,” Lanza agrees. “That’s some thanks, after all you did.”

“It’s a parade compared to what they did to you,” Luciano says. “You should’na had to take a fall like this. It’s disgraceful.”

Lanza shrugs. “I got guys coming in to keep me up to speed. Thanks to you, we got the visitor’s system here down pat. Just gotta make sure I don’t get an attorney who hates newspapers and speaks Italian.”

Moses Polakoff has become legendary for his ability to literally look the other way, reading obliviously as his clients discuss crime in another language. “They’re sending me to Sing Sing and Ellis before I get shipped off, so I’m sure to see Frank and Meyer before I go,” Luciano says. “I’ll make sure to tell ’em to keep you in mind up here. We got just enough time to talk some business before the bulls get here, if you got anything specific going on.”

A half hour of business talk later, a guard appears at the door of the visiting room and softly taps the glass. “Okay, Socks,” Luciano says, voice a little tight. “Time to go.”

The two get to their feet and embrace. “Ci vediamo,” Lanza says.

“Alla prossima, fratello.”



Brooklyn, New York City February 10, 1946

The crew of SS Laura Keene pull up the gangplank connecting her to Pier 7 at the Bush Terminal. On the deck, Charles Luciano stares at the assembly on the shore of those he’s leaving behind.

He can spot his lifelong friends Meyer Lansky and Frank Costello standing together. He raises a hand, and both wave back. Luciano remembers sitting with them at Arnold Rothstein’s place in the Waldorf Tower, green street toughs taking lessons from the master. It’s been a long journey from there to here, and it’s about to get longer.

Luciano’s stay with Immigration and Naturalization agents on Ellis Island lasted less than a week. He was taken to Brooklyn on February 8, but bad weather kept the Laura Keene in her slip at the Bush Terminal. This allowed Luciano to have a farewell party that lasted two days. Meyer Lansky and Frank Costello led a parade of well-wishers as they drank, ate lavish meals, and caroused all night.

The fun distracted from the inevitable. Today Luciano leaves America, probably for good.

What it means for American organized crime is anyone’s guess. Luciano knows this exile will weaken him just as he needs to rebuild. He’s determined to reclaim his stature and speaks relentlessly of his future plans. Lansky and Luciano discuss expanding their foothold in Cuba—the Hotel Nacional—to make the island into a gambling and money-laundering powerhouse. And possibly a nearby haven for an exiled gang lord once he slips away from Italian authorities.

Costello’s thoughts are more local—worrying about the surprising return of Vito Genovese to the streets of New York, delivered by the same ship now taking Luciano away. The two must share power, and sharing is neither man’s forte. Lansky is not as directly threatened by Genovese as Costello is—that’s a fight between the Italians—but confusion as to who runs the New York crime family could make the National Commission unstable, which in turn could cause a costly mob war.

The departure of the Laura Keene today marks the start of these possible futures. The steamship maneuvers from Pier 7 into the upper New York Bay. In moments she slides out of sight, leaving a faint, dissipating wake behind.



Washington, DC March 1946

When FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover receives a memorandum from Special Agent E. E. Conroy, he knows his demand for more information about the Luciano parole is bearing fruit. And there’s nothing that Hoover enjoys more than a memo from the field delivering salacious details about public figures and hidden conspiracies.

Conroy has sat down with Charles Haffenden, a political appointee of the newly elected mayor William O’Dwyer, who on January 1, 1946, made him commissioner of Marine and Aviation. This key position gives Haffenden jurisdiction over New York’s docks as well as LaGuardia and the future Idlewild airports. “When the latter airport is completed, there will be a tremendous number of concessions to be leased and the possibilities of graft are said to be great,” Conroy notes, snide but not incorrect.32

The ports commissioner confirms one rumor: Haffenden and Frank Costello recently played golf together at the Pomonok Country Club in Flushing. “Charles Radcliffe Haffenden admitted he was friendly with Costello,” Conroy adds.

Hoover reads on, eager to be further outraged. The next part is essentially gossip. “There has been talk around the city that $250,000 would be paid for the release of Luciano from state prison. This money, however, would probably not go to Haffenden, but rather to others in political circles.”

Then the memo takes a fresh shot. “It is observed that Haffenden has already been rewarded with the position of commissioner of Marine and Aviation.” Hoover absorbs the information, simmering in his conviction (not without reason) that corruption has rooted inside the upper political class of New York City, starting with Mayor O’Dwyer. And, of course, he expects more reports on the subject.

On May 17, Alex Rosen, assistant director in charge of the FBI Investigative Division, writes a follow-on memo. It’s sent to Edward Allen Tamm, who since 1940 has been the assistant to the director himself, second only to Clyde Tolson. The memo will go to Hoover’s desk. He is, of course, the only intended audience.

The memo outlines the secret use of Luciano as an informant for the Office of Naval Intelligence during the war—basically the same conclusion as the parole board reached. But Rosen notes that “Commander Haffenden used his influence to benefit Luciana and was officially censured by the Navy for his actions.”33

The ONI’s position is meaningless, since “censure” is nothing more than a formal disciplinary letter. The Navy is clearly content to sweep this under the rug.

It’s true that Luciano’s work with the Navy led to his release and that Haffenden wrote the governor endorsing a commutation, the latter choice indeed displeasing the ONI. But the parole board’s investigation is really what got the gangster released. Haffenden told the truth to the parole board, as did District Attorney Hogan, prison commissioner John Lyons, and DIO Captain W. B. Phillips. As did Joe Lanza, Moses Polakoff, and Meyer Lansky.

Haffenden didn’t singlehandedly engineer the release, nor did he have the authority to. Still, the FBI’s inner circle around Hoover singles him out to be the chief enabling liar.

Rosen claims Luciano’s release was aided by “a fraudulent affidavit on the part of Commander Charles Radcliffe Haffenden.” He also casually casts doubt on the injuries that led to Haffenden’s evacuation from Iwo Jima, quoting fellow agent Conroy’s observation that he had a Purple Heart but wasn’t actually wounded. In his estimation, Haffenden had been “hospitalized as a result of a large gun going off near him, thus renewing a stomach ailment.”34

This damning memo lands on Hoover’s desk, and the director sends it back to Tamm with a handwritten note: “A shocking example of misuse of Navy authority in interest of a hoodlum. It surprises me they didn’t award Luciano the Navy Cross.”

On May 31, Haffenden loses his job as ports commissioner after just six months. There’s no clear explanation given; it is labeled as “policy differences” and forgotten. Behind the scenes, the FBI has been telling O’Dwyer’s office that Haffenden has been trying to monopolize concessions at Idlewild airport. The mayor is eager to please the FBI, who are circling him uncomfortably, so sacrificing Haffenden is an easy call. No charges are ever filed, but Hoover has gotten his man, one way or the other.



Forte Sant’Andrea, Venice, Italy August 10, 1946

“Excuse me, Signora Visintini, do you know where Buster has gone?”

“I believe he’s with Commander Belloni,” says the secretary, who shares duties between Lionel Crabb and Tony Marsloe. She’s the mother of Lieutenant Licio Visintini, killed by men trained by Crabb. Visintini is the Gamma diver whose fins Crabb used during the war. When someone told the British diver that she was living impoverished in Venice, Crabb immediately found and hired her.

“I am not surprised,” Marsloe says. “Thanks.”

The work at the experimental diving station has evolved into a permanent unit simply called the Naval Diving Team. The senior leadership is an odd mix of former enemies: Lieutenant Commander Crabb, Royal Navy; commanding Lieutenant Commander Anthony Marsloe, U.S. Navy Reserve, liaison; Commander Angelo Belloni, advisor on equipment; and Dr. Elvio Moscatelli, medical advisor and senior diver.35

The dive team remains stocked with former 10th Flotilla MAS frogmen. The most recent addition among these strapping daredevils is perhaps the most fascinating: Eugenio Wolk. When he retreated with the German army, German troops stole his supplies and left him behind, earning his bitter enmity. Wolk took to the hills, raiding German trucks for food and ammunition. He reappeared in Venice and surrendered by surprising Marsloe and Crabb as they dined at a hotel restaurant. The men sat and had a drink together before he was processed.36

Marsloe goes to the laboratory, where he finds Belloni’s daughter Paola typing some of her father’s handwritten notes amid the aluminum air tanks, pressure gauges, and diving hoods that look like rubber coats with gas masks.

“I think they are at the workshop,” Paola says in halting English.

“Say, that sounds good,” he responds. Belloni has insisted she learn English as part of her secretarial duties. “You’re learning quickly.”

Living with a genius has proven challenging—Belloni has a tendency to work late into the night and bellow at Crabb to join him, waking everyone up. Having his daughter on hand to organize his work has the added benefit of making him calm and happy. As a result, Belloni’s experiments with new self-contained breathing apparatuses are changing naval special operations warfare—and the technology of diving.37

“They’re up to something,” Paola adds in Italian.

Marsloe sighs. Belloni splits his time between the diving team’s assigned work, clearing mines, with his fixation on deploying frogmen from pocket subs. He has a new human torpedo design called the San Bartolomeo that the Italian divers have salvaged from the lagoon, repaired, and tested. Belloni has developed a grand (unasked-for) plan to use divers deployed on these to attack the Port of Tokyo.

It’s an idea that now will not be needed. On August 6, the B-29 Enola Gay dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima, and three days later the Bockscar struck Nagasaki with another. The war’s conclusion has been obvious since June, but the timeline for victory has been suddenly accelerated.

Marsloe walks through the fort’s stony corridors toward the water’s edge. What he sees there defies logic—Buster Crabb in diving shorts, a heavy ankh dangling from his neck. He never dives without this customary good-luck charm ever since he bought it in Egypt. (Marsloe finds it weird, since Crabb is otherwise traditionally religious.) Wolk and Belloni stand nearby, the hulking Italian wearing dive gear but standing off to the side, watching.

Bobbing in the water is a human torpedo the men named Emily. The divers salvaged it from the bottom of the Venetian lagoon and worked after diving for mines all day to rehabilitate it. “Buster, don’t tell me . . .”

“They really think only a trained Gamma diver can ride one,” the British diver says happily. “The men have been using it on wet trials all week, and it’s working reasonably well.”

This earns a laugh, and Crabb strides away. He shrugs an oxygen tank onto his shoulders, fixes a mask to his face, and jumps backward into the water. Marsloe tosses him his swim fins, which Crabb slips onto his feet before climbing onto the torpedo. There’s a suitably dramatic pause, and then Emily eases forward, slipping under the surface and bringing Crabb down with it.38

The Gamma divers cheer, and so does Marsloe. The group in the fort has bonded tightly, sleeping in the same barracks, eating in the same mess, and working together often six days a week. The men dive for mines during the day, work on the salvaged human torpedoes at night, and repeat the agenda the next day. For relaxation, a short boat ride away are the delights of Venice. Its food, women, and undamaged cityscape have made it a premier destination for troops on leave. These crowds may be unwelcome for those based here, but they keep the atmosphere continually festive.

It’ll be hard to leave all of this, Marsloe thinks. But at age thirty-five, and with the world war ending, it’s time to move on with his life. He doesn’t yet have the heart to tell this odd adopted family the news he’s just received. When the Japanese finally agree to surrender, Tony Marsloe is going home to New York.39











Afterward Testimony


New York City, United StatesMarch 15, 1951

Charles Haffenden clears his throat and tries to ignore the hostile looks coming from the senators of the Special Committee on Organized Crime in Interstate Commerce. “The F Department gathered information of a foreign nature,” he says. “We were seeking information on any probable target ahead of our armed forces. So our maps were voluminous. We took information from thousands of sources.”

Then he adds vaguely, “We went quite far in accumulating this information.”

Haffenden is testifying under a lot of pressure. He’s essentially becoming the fall guy for the entirety of Operation Underworld. The Office of Naval Intelligence has disavowed the operation, he is linked with the committee’s chief political target, and he has a paper trail linking him to Charles Luciano, in the form of the letter sent to the governor’s office seeking clemency. The nation is outraged at connections with gangsters, now that they’re being clued in on the pervasiveness of their operations.

There are very few people who would want Haffenden to tell the whole story today. So he doesn’t.

Haffenden has settled into a quiet life in Queens, working in the sales department of the Dictaphone company. He’s also involved with the Adventurers’ Club. But now his former life has returned in an overwhelming wave, one that’s deposited him before a Senate crime committee in the federal courthouse in Lower Manhattan, in front of television cameras.

In 1950 the United States Senate launched an investigation into the world of organized crime, led by the Special Committee on Organized Crime in Interstate Commerce—commonly known as the Kefauver Committee, named after its chair, Senator Estes Kefauver, a Democrat from Tennessee. He’s a showboat and a blowhard, but he’s also producing hundreds of witnesses in fourteen cities, all of whom are for the first time publicly exposing the hidden world of organized crime in America.

The public watches the hearings on live broadcasts, which was Kefauver’s groundbreaking idea. Life magazine describes the media craze this causes: “People had suddenly gone indoors into living rooms, taverns, and clubrooms, auditoriums and back-offices. There, in eerie half-light, looking at millions of small frosty screens, people sat as if charmed. Never before had the attention of the nation been riveted so completely on a single matter.”1 Politics and performance art are merging closer than ever before.

The issue of Time magazine published that day describes the circus environment. “Curious spectators stood for hours in pushing lines for seats to the small upstairs room, finally forced the committee to move down, to a big third-floor courtroom. There flashbulbs flared like heat lightning through the forest of television and newsreel cameras. From the judge’s bench, mild-mannered Estes Kefauver presided with a firm hand, as chief counsel Rudolph Halley, an able, professionally annoying examiner, hammered at the unhappy witnesses.”2

Haffenden’s former boss, Democratic Party power broker William O’Dwyer, is under the committee’s microscope. It’s been a long fall from grace for him. He rose from the NYPD to become a Brooklyn prosecutor and helped send members of Murder, Inc., to the electric chair. During the war, O’Dwyer was awarded a general’s star for investigating corruption in Army Air Corps contracting.

Then he became mayor of New York in 1942, and over the years his story got darker. O’Dwyer’s nemesis was a crusading Brooklyn DA named Miles McDonald, who discovered an ugly truth: Mayor O’Dwyer was actually the front man for a crooked city hall organization run by his longtime advisor James Moran, a former cop and current deputy fire commissioner.

The idea of O’Dwyer appearing before McDonald’s grand jury set his political allies on edge. His reach within the Democratic Party extended high enough to cause a scandal for the White House. So, on August 15, President Truman abruptly appointed O’Dwyer as the US ambassador to Mexico. He slipped the legal net and got a new job, but this sudden departure seriously eroded O’Dwyer’s already battered image.

Now the former mayor has been dragged back into the scandal by Senator Kefauver and his investigators. O’Dwyer is scheduled to testify later this week, as the grand finale of the New York hearings. They have already been disastrous, revealing that O’Dwyer and Moran had personally met Frank Costello as far back as 1941.3

And that’s bad news for Haffenden, who was O’Dwyer’s choice for transportation commissioner. His relationship with the now tainted administration was short, and no one publicly accused him of malfeasance there, but his proximity to the former mayor makes him a valued witness for political reasons.

Haffenden does his best to distance himself from O’Dwyer. He tells the senators that Queens Democratic Party leader Jim Roe is the one who called him with the surprise job offer, which he accepted on the spot. “The next thing I knew, I was a commissioner. Next, I had a fight with the mayor, and the next thing I knew, I was fired.”

But Haffenden’s real problems are his wartime links to the underworld, which are being exposed as the committee probes the pardon of Charles Luciano. Federal narcotics officials are even now chasing his links to international smuggling rings, and some on the Kefauver team (like Halley, who was being fed information by federal narcotics officer and OSS agent George White) are eager to support this effort by smearing Luciano’s “wartime service.”4

But earlier this week Kefauver called Moses Polakoff and Meyer Lansky to testify, and both men revealed in front of the committee that convicted and known underworld figures rendered aid to the Office of Naval Intelligence in New York during the war. The cat’s entirely out of the bag.

Yet Haffenden is not here to defend or even explain the Third District Intelligence Office’s wartime service. He’s here to distance himself from it as much as possible. The ONI is denying Operation Underworld existed, leaving him on the hook.

Haffenden’s strategy is to admit the bare minimum. He confirms to the committee that Polakoff was his contact with Luciano and that he met with Lanza, but he doesn’t offer ownership of any of the other underworld relationships that yielded useful intelligence. When he can, Haffenden deflects: “Arrangements were made—I didn’t make them—to move Luciano from Dannemora prison to Great Meadow, for the reason it was difficult for them to talk to him at the other prison.”

“How could Luciano, being in prison, give you any information?” asks Kefauver.

“Well,” Haffenden says, “that was the form of communication. They would go up to the prison by permission. That was something out of my hands.”

“You mean people would go up to talk with him?”

“Yes. Mr. Polakoff, the attorney, was the liaison and would get permission, and Lanza and he . . .” Haffenden pauses as if stopping himself. “I don’t know who went. I had nothing to do with arranging prison visits. That was Mr. Hogan’s office, if by anybody at all.”

The committee’s smoking gun is the letter Haffenden sent to Governor Dewey’s counsel. That is harder to run from, although Haffenden tries. “I did that as a favor to Mr. Polakoff, whom I have known for some time,” Haffenden testifies. “I wrote a personal letter to Mr. Breitel, not as a representative of the Navy department. The question was has Luciano been of great value. I said that he was.”

He then adds lamely, “I must have overevaluated it, in that sense.”

Haffenden’s tepid testimony cements the idea that Luciano’s organization did nothing during the war except to trick or even corrupt the U.S. Navy. On May 13, 1951, Kefauver sets the narrative in place with a bold pronouncement that, on the basis of the evidence collected, Dewey’s premature release of Luciano was “not justified.”

The Senate committee achieves its purpose to enlighten the American people to the existence of nationwide crime syndicates. Now even J. Edgar Hoover can’t deny it. But in regard to the role of the underworld in Sicily, just enough truth has been revealed to give an incomplete impression. The entirety of the naval intelligence network has been transferred to Luciano’s role, as if he was in a position to be a spy hunter instead of an enabling underworld politician. Those intelligence officers who could tell the full story—like Murray Gurfein, Tony Marsloe, Joachim Titolo, Jim Murray, and Paul Alfieri—are bound by professionalism to stay silent.

As usual, over time what people know and what they think they know start to blur.





Elmira Star-Gazette

February 7, 1954

THE LUCIANO STORY: PRISON SWITCH AND DEPORTATION LAID TO PHONY WAR SERVICE

By Paul Martin (GNS)

Washington D.C.—Defense officials have gone on record as saying that deported vice king Charlie “Lucky” Luciano never did anything whatsoever to aid the Allied cause during World War II. Army, Navy, Marine Corps and every other government agency concerned with the war effort denied categorically during the Senate crime investigations of 1951–1952.

Gen. “Wild Bill” Donovan, wartime head of the super-secret Office of Strategic Services, forerunner of the Central Intelligence Agency, asserted: “The convicted panderer’s alleged aid during the war was nothing but cheap talk from irresponsible persons and completely without foundation.”

The Navy Department in Washington, subsequent to the Luciano release and deportation, disclaimed any official interest in the case.

What appears more evident, from all available information without the confidential records of the New York Board of Parole, is this. The New York crime syndicate headed by gangster king Frank Costello, using the “war services” dodge as a successful ruse, manipulated Luciano’s release from prison 10 years before he would have been eligible for parole.

When the mysterious “Luciano affair” erupted in the New York State Legislature last week, Dewey indicated that his act of clemency was influenced by naval intelligence. . . . In a detailed statement, Dewey said arrangements for underworld hoodlums to visit Luciano in prison were made in 1942 during the Democratic administration of former gov. Herbert Lehman “at the request of naval intelligence.” (Lehman, now a U.S. Senator, said, “Nobody visited Luciano in prison with my knowledge.”)

The Senate crime investigation—although almost three years old—still provides the most authentic source of public information on the Luciano affair. The contention that Luciano did aid, or was solicited to aid, in the war effort depends upon the elusive figure of one Charles R. Haffenden, naval reserve officer who had political aspirations.

Haffenden, the low-ranking Navy reservist whose word apparently opened prison doors for Luciano, was pressed by the Kefauver committee as to whether he recommended a parole. After the hearings, Haffenden moved to the south and hasn’t been heard from publicly since.5








New York CitySeptember 1954

New York Governor Thomas Dewey has a real problem. He’s not only served as chief executive of the state since 1943, but he’s also a national power broker for the Republican Party, playing a key role in the presidential nomination and victory of Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1952 and helping to install Richard Nixon as the vice-presidential nominee that year.

When it comes to presidential politics, Dewey is the ultimate loser. His own 1944 presidential run against Franklin Roosevelt ended in a close loss, FDR’s smallest-ever margin. In 1948 he was on the receiving end of political history’s biggest upset, when Harry Truman defeated him against all predictions.

Dewey’s first claim to fame is as a crime fighter. But now that legacy is being threatened by rumors that he was bribed by Luciano to release him to Italy.

Over time, doubts and conspiracies have grown from this odd act of clemency, sprouting from a myriad of sources. Dewey’s political enemies are eager to tarnish his reputation, turning his long record of service into a liability. He also has underworld enemies, including a still-vindictive Luciano, who are claiming Dewey received a $250,000 bribe to let Luciano free.

The scandal, simmering for three years, flared up in February 1954, with Democrats in the state legislature lobbing accusations of bribery. Dewey’s statement at the time of release claimed Luciano helped military intelligence during the war. But the only public proof that Dewey can point to is a vague mention from Judge Philip J. McCook during the 1943 appeal to reduce the sentence. “If he continues to help military authorities and remains a model prisoner,” the judge said at the time, “clemency would be a possibility.”

Dewey and his political allies push to get the full story with an investigation. The state commissioner of investigation for New York is William Herlands, one of Dewey’s lawyers during the racket-busting days of the 1930s. This investigation he chairs is therefore called the Herlands Commission.

The work is secret, but Herlands and his staff are thorough. They call nearly sixty major witnesses, including Frank Hogan, Judge McCook, Moses Polakoff, Joe Lanza, and Meyer Lansky.

Lanza testifies to the influence of Luciano’s name on the operation in New York: “Sometimes some of the Sicilians were very nervous. Joe Adonis would just mention the name of Lucky Luciano and say he had given them orders to talk. If the Sicilians were still reluctant, Joe would stop smiling and say, ‘Lucky will not be pleased to hear that you have not been helpful.’”

Lansky gives the Commission details known only to those who had been to the Third DIO: “The Navy wanted from the Italians all the pictures they could possibly get of every port of Sicily, of every channel and also to get men that were in Italy more recently and had knowledge of water and coastlines—to bring them to the Navy so they could talk to them. Haffenden showed them maps to compare with their knowledge of their villages.”

The Commission’s investigation can go nowhere without Office of Naval Intelligence cooperation. But the ONI resists until assured any testimony will never be released to the public. After that, those involved are given permission to break their oaths of secrecy and tell the commission what happened between 1942 and 1945, in New York City, Sicily, and Naples.

Charles Haffenden won’t testify. He died of heart failure on Christmas Eve 1952 at age sixty.6 But other naval intelligence voices who were silent during the Kefauver Committee hearings will now have the chance to speak for the record.

One is Paul Alfieri. Since the war’s end he’s been focused on cleaning up corruption in his positions as assistant chief investigator for the New York state waterfront commission and the state crime commission, where Alfieri worked until 1953. Alfieri also has an impressive collection of medals, including the Legion of Merit for actions in Sicily “contributing in large measure to the success of our invasion forces.”7

If this war hero and crime buster says he was aided by the underworld’s connections in Italy, then their utility to the war effort would therefore be proven to be significant. He tells the commission: “One of the most important plans was to contact persons who had been deported for any crime from the United States to their homeland in Sicily, and one of my first successes after landing at Licata was in connection with this.”

Captain Roscoe MacFall, the former DIO officer, provides his view as Haffenden’s boss. It becomes a master class in compartmentalization. “The use of underworld informants and characters, like the use of other extremely confidential investigative procedures, was not specifically disclosed to the Commandant or other superior officers as such use was a calculated risk that I assumed as DIO,” he testifies. “From time to time, Lt. Commander Haffenden gave me significant information about waterfront activities that came through the underworld. It developed that some of these informants had previously been members of a gang headed by one named Charles Luciano, a notorious underworld gangster in jail under a long sentence. Lt. Commander Haffenden also informed me that Luciano still had influence in his underworld organization and had given orders from his henchmen to assist.”8

Then the commission calls another member of the ONI inner circle, Tony Marsloe. He comes to these hearings as an equally strong witness as Alfieri, being a highly decorated war hero. Marsloe received the Legion of Merit from the president and a Bronze Medal for Valor (medaglia di bronzo al valor militare) from the Italian underground. He’s also a knight several times over: of the Sovereign Military Order of Malta, of Saints Maurice and Lazarus, and of Saint Gregory.9

After the war he stayed in the Navy, becoming a “plank-owner” (original founder) of Naval Reserve Intelligence Division 3–1, designed to train a cadre of reserve naval officers. In February 1947, Marsloe joined the New York State Liquor Authority as the head of its investigations division with “complete control over all investigators in New York City, Buffalo, and Albany.”10 By the next year he was a deputy commissioner. But the Navy was in his blood, and he returned to the naval reserves when the Korean War broke out in June 1950. Serving as a reservist, he achieved the rank of captain by the time he retired the next year.

Marsloe soon after quit government work. On January 3, 1952, he left the state liquor board and took a job as president of the Institute of Wholesale Liquor Dealers, Inc. It’s an organization so obscure it will never again be mentioned in any newspapers, beyond Marsloe’s original announcement.

That same day, liquor board CEO George W. Gatz resigned his position after a criminal probe linked him to Edward Ruppel, a Richmond County politician accused of “license hunting.” The probe involved bars owned by infamous Staten Island brothers and gambling racketeers Johnny and Alexander D’Alessio, known as “Johnny Dee” and “Pope Dee.”11 The pair are leading members of the Gambino crime syndicate, now one of the Five Families of the Cosa Nostra. These two liquor board resignations are not publicly linked—one newspaper even ran two separate articles about them on the same page.12 Maybe Marsloe’s job change is unrelated, but the timing is interesting.

Marsloe faces the Herlands Commission with an unapologetic frankness that makes him a star witness. “The exploitation of informants, irrespective of their backgrounds, is not only desirous but necessary when the nation is struggling for its existence,” he tells them.

He reminds them of the necessity of Haffenden’s operation: “It was felt—and properly so—that the leakage of convoy information in numerous ways was responsible for the intelligence that in turn resulted in the sinking of ships when they left our ports,” he says. “During the early phases of the war we were on the defensive and no agency knew for certain the extent of enemy intelligence activity within our country.”

And there’s no backing down when it comes to reminding people about the realities of war. “Intelligence, as such, is not a police force. Its function is to prevent. In order to prevent, you must have a system, and the system in its scope and latitude must encompass any and all means which will prevent the enemy from securing aid and comfort from others. And at the same time, the system should endeavor to ascertain any information that can be used by our armed forces advantageously. By any and all means, I include the so-called underworld.”13

The Herlands Commission produces 2,883 pages of evidence, which is edited down to a 101-page report with appendixes. It’s a comprehensive documented account of the Office of Naval Intelligence’s operation with the world of organized crime during World War II. It includes text of wiretapped conversations between Naval Intelligence and mobsters, rosters of Luciano’s prison visitors, and extended quotes from interviewees. The contents are not all pretty. The report hints at union intimidation (Harry Bridges) and the underworld’s role in a political scandal (Senator Walsh at Beekman’s).

But the Commission’s secret report’s conclusion is clear. “The securing and use of Charles Luciano’s aid and that of his associates and contacts were a project that Naval Intelligence originated and operated in the light of the national emergency then existing. At first Joe ‘Socks’ Lanza and then Luciano became the pivotal figure in the project, which operated from the spring of 1942 until sometime in 1944. The details of that operation have been described in this report. There can be no question about the value of the project.”

Now it’s time to clear Dewey. “The facts set forth in this report demonstrate that the governor’s statement in his commutation message with respect to Luciano’s war aid was conservative. Respectfully submitted, William B. Herlands, commissioner of investigations.”

Produced as a secret document, the Herlands Commission report is accordingly filed away unacknowledged. But Dewey, the mobsters, and the naval intelligence team now have their version of the war dutifully recorded. In each of their lines of work, a silent victory sometimes has to satisfy.





New York Times

October 9, 1977

SECRET REPORT CITES LUCIANO ON WAR AID

By Peter Kihss

A report of an intensive New York State investigation, ordered in 1954 by Gov. Thomas E. Dewey and long suppressed at the request of the Navy, credits Charles (Lucky) Luciano and other underworld leaders with a wide variety of valuable aid to the government in World War II.

The estate of Governor Dewey, who died in 1971, has permitted the report by William B. Herlands, who in 1954 was State Commissioner of Investigation, to be used as basis for a book to be published next month.14














Appendix ACodas


Naval Intelligence


Anthony Marsloe

In 1956, Marsloe becomes the president of the well-established New York liquor importer Foreign Vintages, Inc.1 It proves to be an extremely lucrative line of work, and he’ll stay with it the rest of his life.

Years later, Rear Admiral (ret.) Tom Brooks, a lifetime family friend whose father worked with Marsloe during the war, sees the liquor-import business up close. It’s a tale worth retelling in full: “He called me for lunch one day at Peter Luger’s, the big steak restaurant in Brooklyn. And so I did. After lunch he said, ‘Let’s go, I’ll show you my operation.’ We went outside to his Cadillac and driving the car is a New York City policeman, in uniform with a pistol, by the name of Kevin. He had an Irish last name.

“His operation is a square block of Brooklyn. It’s a big operation. And Tony was treated like a high potentate. Only Italian was spoken, nobody spoke English. I don’t speak Italian, so I had no idea what was being said, except when Tony said something to one of the staff, they would answer ‘Sì, capitano.’ He was a captain in the reserves and he liked very much being called ‘captain.’

“I said to Kevin, ‘Do you speak Italian?’ And he said, ‘Oh no. If I spoke Italian, I could never have this job.’”

Given these trappings, Marsloe’s background, and the nature of his business, there is a natural inclination to link Marsloe with the Mafia. This is not revisionism—people thought so at the time. Tom Brooks says that his mother was one of those who believed the “Mafia connection never ceased, and that’s the reason that he had Italian liquor exclusives and such a big operation.”

What is indisputable is that Marsloe’s love of the Navy never ceased, either. When an organization forms to preserve the bonds of the area’s naval intelligence reserve veterans, Marsloe generously donates time, money, and booze. He serves as the organization’s commander and reliably supplies the alcohol to hundreds of people at their social events.

Marsloe marries Gloria Caruso in 1961. “The Navy was the other woman in Tony’s life and detracted a lot of attention from her,” Brooks notes. They remain married for forty-five years, never having children.2

An incident from his later life showcases Marsloe’s continuing ability to control things from behind the scenes, and relishing his role as a fixer.

In 1987, Marsloe is employed as in-house counsel to Peerless Importers, Inc., which is suffering from a truckers’ union strike. The liquor importer has some dubious ties and in 1980 pleaded no contest in a price-fixing case. The presentencing report—normally not made public—was leaked in 1982 (as Peerless was trying to expand into Arizona) and included what The New York Times called “an unidentified investigator’s assertion that Peerless was connected with or controlled by organized crime. The chairman of Peerless, Antonio Magliocco Sr., is the brother of Joseph Magliocco, who federal officials said was the head of a Mafia family.3 Lawyers for Peerless deny that the company was or is connected to organized crime.”

In 1987 things are getting ugly in Peerless’s fight with the truckers’ union. Local 1 representative John Schumacher, a longtime employee, is arrested by the NYPD for stealing invoices from a truck. The charge is based on the accusation of a single fellow employee, a temporary driver named Larry Butler. As part of the deal that ended the strike, the union wanted these plainly manufactured charges lifted. Now someone needs to tell Butler to withdraw his criminal complaint.

Counselor Marsloe appears at central booking with a private investigator named John Wales. After meeting with Marsloe and Wales alone, Butler and the two men find an assistant district attorney together, and the truck driver withdraws the complaint. It’s got all the hallmarks of a hardball shakedown, and Marsloe doesn’t seem to mind being involved at age seventy-six.4

Anthony Marsloe, ninety-five, dies on December 14, 2006, and is buried at Arlington National Cemetery on January 31 the next year, with full military honors. The ceremony is well attended, including by military dignitaries like Rear Admirals Donald McCollister “Mac” Showers and Rick Porterfield. Representing Naval Reserve Intelligence Division 3–1 are Captain John Reed (ret.) and Commander Ed Gaskell, USNR (ret.).

One tale that has propagated about Marsloe’s funeral is the presence of standoffish men in dark suits, Mafioso paying their final respects. It’s tempting to want both sides of Marsloe’s contradictory life—the underworld and the U.S. Navy—to have turned out for his funeral at Arlington. But Brooks, who attended the funeral as a pallbearer and hosted guests for lunch at the officer’s club afterward, doesn’t credit the story.

Brooks identifies the originator as a writer named J. R. Reddick. “I don’t know who J. R. was looking at. Could it have been somebody from the mob in New York City? It surely could have been, but I suspect he was looking at the undertaker and the driver who brought the coffin down. They did stand to one side by the black Cadillac but they were not a part of the funeral party.”5

Marsloe left the Naval Reserve Intelligence Division 3–1 veterans’ organization more than $100,000 in his will, much to Gloria’s irritation. Shortly before he died, Tony Marsloe wrote an epigraph about his life, and it only mentions service to the Navy. “I was honored to be given the opportunity to serve in the defense of our beloved nation,” it concludes. “Now day is done, gone the sun.”6



Paul Alfieri

Alfieri dedicates his professional life to cleaning up the waterfront. From 1953 to 1955 he’s the chief investigator for the New Jersey Law Enforcement Council, but he lives in the Bronx with his wife, Kathleen, and his daughter and son. In October 1955 he’s appointed director of investigations for the Waterfront Commission of New York Harbor—which was created after the exposures of the New York State Crime Commission, where Alfieri had worked from ’51 to ’53. He pursues dozens of investigations, and his work prompts public hearings on waterfront corruption in June 1960.

It is to be his last great public service. Paul Alfieri dies at his home in the Bronx that November, at age sixty-four. He’s survived by his wife and children. A newspaper obituary headline provides a suitably principled title: “Paul Alfieri, Waterfront Investigator.”7



Joachim Titolo

The former naval intelligence team member returns from the war to continue a career in criminal prosecution and serves as an assistant district attorney in New York. In 1951, U.S. attorney Irving Saypol names forty-year-old Titolo his executive assistant. The pair soon take aim at racetrack officials who have contact with Frank Costello, who has been a star since being exposed by the Kefauver Committee.8

After a career in private practice, Titolo moves to Hawaii and becomes involved in real estate. He also dedicates his time to a physical rehabilitation clinic called the Brantley Center. He dies on January 26, 1987, in Arizona.



Jim Murray

The postwar years are filled with interesting travel for former naval intelligence team member Jim Murray Jr. In early 1948, he serves as advisor to Undersecretary of State James Dunn in a London peace conference with Italy, Rumania, Hungary, and Bulgaria. Later that year he’s appointed assistant naval advisor to Secretary of State James Byrnes at the Paris Peace Conference. Murray is also an official observer at the Nuremberg trials.

Diplomatically seasoned, Murray joins his father’s political crusade against the Hague Democratic machine in New Jersey. Francis Hague has been mayor of Jersey City since 1917, and Jim Murray Sr. his most reliable political foe. Hague’s corrupt political machine is so well-oiled that it’s often called “the operation.” He has several homes and a private suite at the Plaza Hotel in New York City. All on a salary of $8,500 per year and no other clear income source. He leaves office in 1947, just as Jersey City adopts a city commission to replace the mayoralty. But Hague then puts up a slate of city commission candidates for the 1949 election to keep the operation in place.

That year Murray Sr. combines forces with a defecting Hague lieutenant named John Kenny to create the Freedom Ticket, expressly formed to defeat Hague’s slate of candidates. It’s a near-clean sweep. Because New Jersey politics are inherently Shakespearean, it’s now time for the Murray and Kenny camps to fight for power. In 1950, Commissioner Murray Sr. defies Kenny by running his son and namesake for Congress. He loses, and Murray Sr. is stripped of his official powers as the Jersey City parks commissioner.

Murray Jr. remains undaunted, working as an attorney in New York, building his public recognition by hosting radio shows and writing books. In 1952 his father cuts a deal with Kenny to end their feud, but the elder Murray dies before it’s enacted. Kenny holds up his end, naming a school for Murray Sr. (PS 38) in 1953 and that year backing Murray Jr.’s run for the state senate seat for Hudson County.

Murray wins handily, then turns on Kenny, challenging his positions in public and poisoning the mind of Governor Robert Meyner against Kenny behind closed doors. After his tenure in the state senate, Murray returns to Jersey City politics in 1957 to lead the “Victory” reform movement. When it defeats Kenny’s cronies, the upset is significant enough to warrant an article in Time magazine:


At 38, suave James Francis Murray Jr. is an accomplished attorney who speaks five languages and practices international law on Manhattan’s Fifth Avenue. He is also a New Jersey state senator, has moderated radio’s America’s Town Meeting of the Air, co-authored a biography of Pope Pius XII, and finds time for relaxation with his attractive wife and five children. But like many an Irish boy brought up around the “Horseshoe” District of the late Frank Hague’s sprawling, dirty Jersey City, Murray is a hard-rock politician at heart. Last week Jim Murray broke Hague successor John V. Kenny’s eight-year grip on Jersey City.9



City Commissioner Murray becomes the mayor of Jersey City in all but name. He launches the first municipal Bureau of Economic Development. Construction begins on middle-class housing developments and the first library in thirty-five years. He also backs a charter reform movement to get rid of the commission and again vest its powers with a mayor. The referendum passes, but Murray’s candidate for the office gets beaten by Kenny crony Thomas Gangemi. Jersey City’s clean government revolution has run its course.10

Murray then becomes partner at a law firm (Murray, Nobeletti, and Kenny) with a Rockefeller Center address in New York City. Still considered a rising star in New Jersey politics who was biding his time, his promise is cut short by a fatal heart attack in early 1965. He is forty-five.




Underworld


John Dunn

At 7:40 a.m. on January 8, 1947, Andy Hintz, the stevedore hiring boss on Pier 51, is shot six times outside his apartment. It takes three days for him to die at Saint Vincent’s Hospital. But in the meantime, Hintz identifies John “Cockeye” Dunn as one of his killers.

The investigation and trial are a mess and a media circus. By the end, Dunn is sentenced to death and offers information about the waterfront rackets in exchange for a life sentence. The deal with Governor Thomas Dewey and DA Frank Hogan falls through, and Dunn is executed on July 7, 1949, at age thirty-eight.



Charles Luciano

Lucky Luciano doesn’t stay in Sicily very long. The same year that he is deported, 1946, Luciano travels to Havana. He isn’t exactly in hiding—he gathers all the major American crime families’ mobsters for a high-level meeting and brings in Frank Sinatra to entertain them. The U.S. government threatens to ban the importation of U.S. medicine, and the Cuban government then reluctantly deports Luciano back to Italy. He spends the rest of his life there. The Mob Museum biography of Luciano notes that he “often met with American tourists and sailors and frequently professed his love for the United States.”11 Luciano dies of a heart attack in 1962 at the Naples airport. He is there to meet with a movie producer. He is buried at St. John Cemetery in Queens, New York.



Vito Genovese

The onetime underboss has a long way to climb to regain his lost stature in the United States. His chief obstacle is Frank Costello, who demoted Genovese from underboss to caporegime after he left for Sicily. But Genovese’s ambition won’t allow such a disrespectful end to his career.

In 1957 he orders Vincent Gigante to murder Costello. On May 2, Gigante shoots and wounds Costello outside his apartment building, which doesn’t end Costello but does persuade him to retire. On October 25, 1957, Costello’s unyielding ally Albert Anastasia is murdered at a barbershop in the Park Sheraton Hotel, giving Genovese undisputed title as boss of a new, powerful Mafia family.

That year Genovese decides to organize a conference, mostly to show everyone he is the Commission’s leading boss. The move backfires when the estate in Apalachin, New York, is raided by police. More than one hundred mobsters from around the nation are rounded up.

Soon after, Genovese himself becomes ensnared by authorities in a narcotics deal. The quiet word is that an underworld cabal of Carlo Gambino, Charles Luciano, Frank Costello, and Tommy Lucchese lured Genovese into a setup. He is convicted in 1959 and sentenced to fifteen years. Vito Genovese dies in a Missouri prison on February 14, 1969.



Joe Lanza

“Socks” Lanza does more than seven years of his seven-to-ten-year sentence. When released in 1950, Lanza resumes his leadership role in the Fulton Fish Market. He is arrested just once, for a parole violation in 1957, with no repercussions. All the while he maintains his grip on the ports of New York. Lanza is considered one of the ablest and most reliable captains in the Frank Costello–Vito Genovese crime family and survives all his era’s underworld feuds by being useful, diplomatic, and smart. He dies of natural causes at age sixty-seven on October 11, 1968.



Meyer Lansky

Meyer Lansky remains a preeminent underworld figure for decades to come. He loses a ton of money when Fidel Castro takes over Cuba and nationalizes the casinos there. But the genius underworld conniver nevertheless builds and maintains a global empire of gambling, smuggling, racketeering, and silent legitimate investments, working alongside the American Mafia. By 1970 his holdings are estimated at $300 million. He flees to Israel in 1970, ahead of a probable charge for tax evasion, but is expelled three years later. Lansky beats the U.S. income tax evasion charges and, due to ill health, slides on a slate of other charges in Miami. He dies of lung cancer in 1983. The Mob Museum calls him “one of the most important figures in the development of organized crime in New York, nationwide and worldwide in the 20th century.”12



Dive Legends



Angelo Belloni

On July 1, 1946, when the Allies leave Forte Sant’Andrea and hand over the naval diving station to the Italian Navy, Belloni stays on as the station’s chief scientist. He becomes known as the “father of diving” for his breakthroughs. Belloni is eventually discharged from the navy with the rank of lieutenant commander and lives, supported by income from his patents, in a castle at Cavi di Lavagna. On March 9, 1957, Belloni is attending a submarine conference in Genoa when, hard of hearing from age and underwater experiments, he steps off a curb in front of a tram and is killed at age seventy-five.



Lionel Crabb

“Buster” Crabb enters the water from a small boat bobbing off the port of Portsmouth, England, on April 19, 1956, on a covert dive for the British secret service, MI-6. His age, plus a lifetime of drinking and smoking, forced his retirement from the Royal Navy, but the intelligence agency arrived to offer him a mission for money. It was an opportunity born of a moment, the ongoing Suez Canal crisis, and the presence of the Russian cruiser Ordzhonikidze in Portsmouth. The vessel is hosting both the current and next premier—Nikolai Bulganin and Nikita Khrushchev, respectively. But this goodwill trip ends abruptly and Khrushchev complains that his ship had been under surveillance by British intelligence.

Lionel Crabb vanishes that day. His body is never recovered and he is declared dead. Tony Marsloe attends his funeral. “In many ways, Buster was like someone out of the medieval past,” he tells a reporter. “I remember he told me once, ‘I have given my body to the king.’ He was intensely loyal.”

Marsloe demurs from questions about Crabb’s mysterious death. “He would have wanted to die doing something daring.”13

Crabb is sometimes credited for being one of the inspirations for Ian Fleming’s literary hero James Bond. The smoking, drinking, and dedication to duty certainly sound familiar. Crabb’s underwater work and mysterious disappearance inspired the plot to Fleming’s 007 novel Thunderball, published in 1961. Classified documents released in 2006 and 2015 show that Lionel Crabb vanished on a mission to scout equipment on the Ordzhonikidze’s stern.14 Crabb didn’t seem to have been spying on the Soviet politicians but rather snooping around their naval equipment. He vanished on his second dive under the ship. There is no doubt—Crabb died doing something daring.












Appendix B Rabbit Holes

During the course of writing this book, we unearthed a number of intriguing leads that just didn’t yield enough narrative details to be included in the main story. Still, they are mysteries worth exploring.


1. The Train Artillery at Salerno

The research quest for armored trains started with a mention by Tony Marsloe in his 1958 Naval Intelligence Quarterly paper, in which he speaks of “securing the location of the armored train with six-inch coastal guns” during the Salerno invasion.1 Pursuing this lead became a deep dive into the deployment of Italian artillery trains during World War II. There are websites dedicated to the topic, only not in English. (For example, the excellent RegiaMarina.net.2) By a process of elimination, the only train that matched Marsloe’s description of its armaments and is unaccounted for is TA 152/3/T.

That’s as far as we got—not enough to set a scene. We still don’t know how Marsloe found TA 152/3/T; it could have been from a map, an informant, or a physical scouting mission. Nor do we know what happened after he located it, since the train’s fate at the war’s end is unknown.

It would certainly have been great if the story had a confirmed dramatic ending, as is found with the demise of other armored trains. For example, Admiral Hewitt describes USS Boise taking aim at an enemy railroad gun in Sicily: “The gun would appear at one end of a tunnel to open fire, then withdraw to reappear and reopen fire at the other end. According to my recollection, the Boise finally won the game by knocking down a rock slide at each end of the tunnel, thus sealing the mouse in his hole.”3



2. Hunting the Nembo Division

Rear Admiral Tom Brooks (ret.) sent our heads spinning by mentioning that Marsloe told him that “Titolo went on to Sardinia to help in the capture of some fleeing Italian naval officers who were seeking to help the Germans reestablish themselves on that island.” 4

The idea that Naval Intelligence was working on Sardinia in fall 1943 opened many new doors. There are no records of the ONI being there during the events of September and October, the time that best fits the description. Indeed, this is one place where the OSS took the lead over other intel organizations.

The story here in September 1943 is complex. The Armistice of Cassibile has fractured the relationship between Germany and Italy, and Sardinia is in the throes of the change. On September 8, German marines attack Bastia harbor, but Italian troops counterattack and retake the port.

As the schism between Italy and Germany widens, there is little communication from Rome. One Italian unit—the XII Paratroopers Battalion of the 184th Infantry Regiment “Nembo”—decide to side with the Germans.

Lieutenant Colonel Alberto Bechi Luserna, the division’s chief of staff, follows the mutinous troops to try to convince them to return peacefully and resume their duties. Instead, they kill him and a carabiniere. The battalion then joins the German 90th Panzergrenadier Division, assembling for a retreat to Corsica.

It would be easy to imagine Titolo entering Sardinia posed as an Italian civilian, perhaps part of the crew of a diesel fishing trawler. They would have left Naples and made the 250-mile trip to Sardinia, the bodies of some grouper and a tuna kept fresh in an ice chest. They would select a small east-coast port to disembark, the major ports wrecked by Allied bombs during the first half of the year.

Our protagonist would then use all his skill and guile to infiltrate the island, find sources who could pinpoint the location of renegade Italian officers, and then serve as liaison to the Italian military to capture the men. If this book were a movie or a TV show, this manufactured version could still wear the honest label of “based on a true story.”

But this is not a novel, it’s a narrative history. We rely on what can be reasonably confirmed. There are no corroborating details surrounding Titolo’s adventure in Sardinia, so it’s relegated to this appendix.

In comparison, the OSS’s adventures on the island are well-documented. A team of four OSS agents parachute into Sardinia on September 13, after the surrender. They are Alexander Obolenksy, a Russian prince; First Lieutenant Michael Formichelli from New York City; communications specialist Second Lieutenant James Russell; and a British radio operator, Sergeant William Sherwood, SOE, who will relay information to the OSS base station in Algiers.

The men carry letters from Eisenhower as well as from the Italian king and prime minister to the garrison commander, General Basso, ordering him to surrender and attack the Germans on the island. He agrees to surrender but declines to attack the Germans as they retreat. His surrender triggers the paratrooper rebellion, and the OSS men wait out the rebellion under armed carabinieri guard. Thirty-six hours after having left, the OSS team radios Algiers headquarters that the mission has been accomplished: “Except for the Germans retreating in the far north, Sardinia was ours.”5

There is not much room in that narrative for an ONI man named Joachim Titolo. If he was there, hunting the Italian paratroopers and even helping to capture some, it happened deep in the shadows of the tumultuous weeks there. And if he made a contribution, it’s been lost beneath the OSS’s narrative.

Making matters messier is Paul Alfieri’s Legion of Merit citation that cites his “discovery of enemy agents who were parachuted in Sardinia and Corsica to create possible revolt among the Italian military personnel.” Is this the same time as the hunt for Nembo, or some wartime spy games that occurred later? We don’t know. There are no dates or details, but it’s clear there is a (still) unwritten story of the naval intelligence agents at Sardinia.



3. Alfieri at Elba

Paul Alfieri’s World War II record defies logic. He was involved in so many operations that it became necessary to focus on the ones we know the most about. His mysterious action at Elba was a painful exclusion.

Alfieri’s Legion of Merit citation specifically includes “participation in the initial landing with French assault troops at Marini di Campo on the Island of Elba, during which operation he secured information on enemy positions and general intelligence in the face of bitter enemy resistance.”

These commandos’ primary initial mission was to seize a concrete jetty, an adjoining pier, and a moored antiaircraft flak ship called the Koln. The jetty was booby-trapped and exploded, setting the Koln’s ammunition stores on fire. Eventually, it exploded, too.

Since so many were killed or wounded during these events, it’s hard to casually place Alfieri there solely based on the thin details of his medal citation. With details so scant, we chose to err on the side of respectful caution and avoid direct descriptions of his role during the invasion. But the imagination, liberated from the bonds of narrative nonfiction, is now free to wander.
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Please enjoy this excerpt from Ghosts of Honolulu: A Japanese Spy, a Japanese American Spy Hunter, and the Untold Story of Pearl Harbor




Diamond Head Beach, Honolulu December 7, 1941

“What the hell is that?” asks Douglas Wada, spotting smoke curling into the sky behind the bluff above. “That’s too dark to be a cane field fire, isn’t it?”

It’s Sunday morning, and for Wada that means fishing. The thirty-one-year-old usually goes with his wife, Helen, but today he’s recruited two friends from his Japanese-dominated Kapalama neighborhood instead. The trio are ready to cast into the surf of Diamond Head Beach, on the rock-strewn southern edge of Oahu. There’s hardly a beach here to speak of, just an irregular ribbon of sand deposited on top of water-pitted sandstone. The shore ends in sheer cliffs, lush with overgrowth and the occasional intrepid palm tree. There’s been a lighthouse atop those heights since 1899, and the beach affords a full picturesque view of the Coast Guard’s tower, Fresnel beacon and keeper’s residence.1

As a lifelong resident of Honolulu, Wada knows all the best fishing spots. It was an easy drive in his Chevrolet from his home downtown to this remote spot, a paradise seemingly created for fishermen on bright Sunday mornings.

But now the three men pause baiting their hooks to gaze at the mysterious plume. “Some kind of training thing, maybe?” one of Wada’s friends asks. “Shooting real stuff.”

The nearest military facility is the airfield at Bellows Field. Perhaps a plane crashed? But Wada remains doubtful, watching mutely as the smoke continues to thicken.

A voice from the bluffs suddenly commands their attention. It’s the keeper of the Diamond Head Lighthouse, racing down to the beach in a near panic. (Inside, Coast Guard radio operator Melvin Bell is frantically warning civilian vessels to steer clear of Oahu’s ports.)

“Don’t you people know we’re at war?” the lighthouse keeper cries when he gets close enough. It’s clear that he wasn’t expecting to confront three Japanese men near his lighthouse mere minutes into a shooting war.

Wada withdraws his US Navy identification and shows it to the man. The badge doesn’t say so, but he works with the Office of Naval Intelligence in downtown Honolulu. He cut his teeth on undercover work, including surveilling Japanese ships coming into the harbor, but Wada’s forte these days is translation and analysis. That puts him into contact with tapped phone conversations, local Japanese language newspapers, intercepted radio transmissions, purloined documents and subjects in interrogation rooms.

“What war?” he asks the lightkeeper. “No one told me about it.”

The man points northwest. “The base is under attack,” he says. “You better get back, right away.”

That’s how Douglas Wada, America’s only Japanese American naval intelligence agent, found out that Japan launched a surprise air raid on Pearl Harbor Naval Base.2








Please enjoy this excerpt from Ghosts of Panama: A Strongman Out of Control, a Murdered Marine, and the Special Agents Caught in the Middle of an Invasion




Panama City, Panama December 22, 1989

Naval Investigative Service (NIS) agent Rick Yell stared at the fish on the coffee table of Manuel Noriega’s apartment, taking in the array of needles sticking out from its skin. This creature wasn’t prepared for a meal, but a magic ritual. Around the apartment, candles were still burning.

Noriega had been on the run from the U.S. military for two days, ever since the United States invaded Panama and violently dismantled his loyalist Panamanian Defense Force (PDF). Outside this apartment, Panama City was still reeling from the combat. Parts of the El Chorrillo slums had been burned out, military buildings in the city had been reduced to their frames, and rocket-blasted vehicles lay gutted in the streets.

Even the NIS agents’ office was not spared from battle damage. There were bullet holes in the walls of the Naval Investigative Services Resident Agency office in Fort Amador (NISRA-Fort Amador), where Yell and his team sheltered during the battle for Panama City. It seemed unfair that this home, belonging to the impetus for all this chaos, was untouched.

Soldiers with the 1st Battalion, 508th Infantry Regiment were in firm control of the house, yet seemed spooked by its interior. It wasn’t ornate, but it contained curious shrines. Yell recognized one as classic Santeria, a popular, white-magic religion identified by the requisite saint statues and offerings of food and liquor. There was a magnum of expensive French champagne set out to seek protection and good fortune. But at the opposite end of the floor stood another altar featuring what Yell took to be a robed Grim Reaper. This was Palo Mayombe, an aggressive but established magical tradition.

Artifacts of Palo Mayombe rituals were everywhere. Noriega had crafted enemy lists, his targets for hexes. Ronald Reagan’s photograph was affixed to an ashtray under a seal of red wax. President George H. W. Bush’s name was etched on a candle in the refrigerator; another candle was wrapped with paper inscribed seven times with the name of the U.N. Secretary General, Javier Pérez de Cuéllar. Eight spoiled eggs and a rotting cow’s tongue sat in white corn, an illegible name of a curse victim written on paper and embedded in the mess. And there was the ghastly fish, impaled like a scaly voodoo doll.

The Panamanians had a word for this: “brujeríia.” Witchcraft. And indeed, the U.S. Army was here on a literal witch hunt. When strange photographs of a young, dark-skinned woman appeared on the walls of Noriega’s office and homes, speculation quickly grew about her role as a supernatural advisor. The night of the invasion, moments before troops burst in, she fled the house and then vanished. Between her disappearance from there and the altars found inside, the residence had already been dubbed the Witch House.

The mysterious woman was now wanted by U.S. authorities, more for the knowledge of Noriega’s mindset than her own complicity in his regime. Commanders in Panama were already feeding the media stories of Noriega’s “evil magic” and believed that arresting this strange advisor would bring the occult behavior to light. On top of being a killer, drug smuggler, money launderer, and repressive de facto dictator, the American government could also publicly tag Noriega as a twisted mystic. Justifying the invasion was a George H. W. Bush administration imperative, and this could only help.

Yell hefted a ball of masa lying on the altar; it undoubtedly contained the image of the person supposed to be cursed. (It was a photo of Guillermo Endara, who ran against Noriega for the presidency.) The masa looked a lot like what was inside the packages that the soldiers found here, which were reported as possible narcotics.

Since Yell was the primary investigator on criminal cases for the NISRA here in Panama, he was deemed the best nearby agent to take a look. But to his eye, the so-called cocaine bundles were probably masa used in spells—or to make tortillas. The idea that Panama strongman Manuel Noriega was a drug-crazed maniac didn’t have any evidence here. Yet, the Army Criminal Investigative Division would later maintain that cocaine had been found at his lair of black magic.

Yell didn’t want to be inside this grim home on a wild goose chase, but SAC Chuck Briant, his boss, sent him to support the Army. He would rather have been with his NIS agent, Ted Fahy, who at the same time was inside Noriega’s office in Fort Amador.

There, Fahy was tossing the place with the help of some Army Rangers and CIA officer Chase Brandon, their liaison to the Agency who often called looking for professional favors.1 There was a weapons cabinet holding Noriega’s personal arsenal: an all-chrome AK-47; a Browning 9mm with the emblem of Panama stamped on the grip; a briefcase gun with the trigger of a Heckler & Koch MP-5 9mm hidden in the handle. They found no drugs or classified information, and nothing that would help capture Noriega.

After the search ended, Chase and Fahy headed out to search Noriega’s personal yacht, moored in the Amador Yacht Club. Fahy never shied away from risky field work, a quality the CIA appreciated during the runup to the invasion. Before the NIS agent left the office, he made sure to nab some Noriega business cards to give to Yell as a present. He knew his ASAC wanted to be here, instead of on his own with just the Army for company.

The NISRA-Fort Amador team had worked together for less than a year before the invasion, but their trusting relationship was forged quickly under pressure. Yell was the Assistant Special Agent in Charge, or ASAC, but Fahy’s skillsets earned his respect: language fluency, local knowledge, and unflappable ease at undercover work. He was hard-working and, above all, dependable. The support between them extended beyond the office: Rick’s wife, Annya, would often watch Fahy’s son, Michael, while the agent was off on clandestine meetings with sources late at night.

The Witch House may have delivered little intelligence, but the scene represented a professional vindication for Yell. The Old Man, his prized informant, was proven right after all. Noriega was into magic, as The Old Man so vividly described. Yell couldn’t stop thinking about the story the Panamanian told him about watching a naked Noriega bathe in fresh chicken blood.

Yell had been assigned to Panama since 1986, and he couldn’t believe his job had come to this. Black magic and witches. Things were dramatic enough when he was dealing with undercover operations and secret rendezvous. As strange as the Grim Reaper shrine was, it was just the latest in a series of unreal sights and situations. Watching rockets sail across the Panama Canal toward his office last fall during a coup, that fistfight with a Dignity Battalion goon, drying the bloody clothes of a dead Marine taken as evidence, and the first time he noticed the bullet lodged in the grandfather clock in his family’s living room. The scope of the memories staggered him.

He had no time to waste on memories, masa, or witches. There was plenty of work yet to be done at the office, between reconnecting with panicked informants and fielding information requests from other agencies. The NISRA in Fort Amador had the best sources within the PDF in Panama, and both sides wanted to reach them. The war was already over, but danger remained. PDF holdouts and criminal gangs lurked in anarchic cities and along lonely highways. Yell’s wife and young daughter were still sheltering in an admiral’s panic room, uprooted from their home.

Until Noriega was captured, the deadly drama that was the U.S. invasion of Panama remained unfinished.
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[image: A parade on a New York City street with participants holding American flags and a couple of Nazi flags, surrounded by a crowd of onlookers.]
The German American Bund marches along East Eighty-Sixth Street, New York City, on October 30, 1937. The group was ordered disbanded after Germany declared war on the United States, but fears of sympathizers-turned-spies persisted.

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, New York World-Telegram and the Sun Newspaper Photograph Collection, public domain




[image: A man in a suit and tie with a neat hairstyle and mustache, looking directly at the camera.]
Thomas Dewey famously dogged the Mafia as a district attorney, and it helped make him New York’s governor. The coming of world war saw him approving the Office of Naval Intelligence’s scheme to cut a deal with his archnemesis, Charles Luciano, to get information about domestic threats and foreign battlefields.

United States Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs division, Digital ID cph.3c06327




[image: Two men in suits, one in the foreground with hands in pockets, looking confidently at the camera, while the other stands in the background holding a cigarette.]
Meyer Lansky, infamous for his brilliant criminal mind, met with naval intelligence officers and helped facilitate the cooperation between the military and the underworld. This photograph of him is from 1958.

Library of Congress, New York World-Telegram Sun Collection, public domain




[image: A monochrome photograph of a stern-faced man in formal attire, with short dark hair, staring directly at the camera with a serious expression.]
Joe “Socks” Lanza was an early and eager participant in the Navy’s effort to secure New York’s waterfront. He was a leading gangster in charge of the city’s Fulton Fish Market and an ongoing target of the DA’s office even during the war.

New York City Police mugshot, date unknown, public domain




[image: Newspaper front page with headline: "Invade Sicily! Yanks and Allies Storm Island In Prelude to Attack on Europe." Includes a map of the Mediterranean invasion area.]
Global newspapers announcing a major development in the war, on display at the Museo Storico dello Sbarco in Sicilia 1943, in the city of Catania, Sicily.

Authors’ collection (Joe Pappalardo)




[image: Map of a portion of the Italian coastline, showing topographic features and handwritten annotations. Annotations include "Soft sandy beach approximately 550 by 25 yards." and "Water offshore fairly shallow with some irregularities of underwater contour. Probably suitable for all L.C. Main exits as shown" Includes notes on rocky point with low cliff, probable construction areas, and rocky coast for personnel only.]
A map showing the kinds of details an invasion force was looking for and receiving from the New York office of ONI, in turn working with immigrant families identified by mobsters. Photo detail taken at the Museo Storico dello Sbarco in Sicilia 1943, Catania.

Authors’ collection (Joe Pappalardo)




[image: A concrete gun platform–round with a hole in the center–overlooking a coastal landscape with calm blue sea and distant shoreline]
WWII gun platforms still stand vigil over the southern beaches of Sicily, planted there decades ago to thwart an Allied invasion.
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[image: A rusty military helmet with attached rubber goggles displayed on a stand. A card in front reads: "MI helmet with rubber goggles, American Army, recovered on the red beach (Torre di Gaffe)."]
An American Army helmet from 1943 recovered from the surf and displayed at the Museo del Mare in Licata.

Authors’ collection (Joe Pappalardo)




[image: Memento stone memorial in Licata, Sicily, detailing the site of the Mollarella Poliscia military landing from July 10, 1943, part of Operation Husky. The text is carved into the stone, which stands in front of greenery.]
A memorial in the town of Licata commemorating the invasion.
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[image: A person holds a smartphone displaying a historic black and white photograph of a building with a clock tower and an American flag.]


[image: Historic building with a clock tower and "Palazzo di Città" inscribed above the entrance, surrounded by parked cars and trees.]
Downtown Licata on the day the Allies raised an American flag there in 1943, and today. In Sicily, layers of history are exposed on the surface.

Authors’ collection (Joe Pappalardo)




[image: A view from a hillside overlooking a cemetery, with historical architecture and a distant harbor bordered by breakwaters. The bright blue sea stretches out to the horizon under a clear sky.]
An ancient cemetery in the hills above the port of Licata. This is the view from the top of Castle San Angelo, which was bombed and taken by the Allies during the first day of the invasion of Sicily.

Authors’ collection (Joe Pappalardo)




[image: Castle San Angelo under a clear blue sky, with a tree and an informational sign in the foreground. The castle is made of stone and brick the color of sand.]
The front of Castle San Angelo in 2025.
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[image: Old stone and brick fort with a round bunker structure, partially in ruins, surrounded by rocky terrain and sparse vegetation under a clear blue sky.]


[image: A damaged concrete bunker with a visible entryway, partially eroded and weathered exterior.]
Fortifications from wars, hundreds of years apart, stand together at Castle San Angelo. The bunkers are scarred with battle damage from 1943.
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[image: Sandy beach with gentle waves and a few people in the distance under a clear blue sky. A road with a railing runs parallel to the shoreline.]


[image: A deserted pier extends into the turquoise sea, surrounded by dry, grassy dunes under a clear blue sky.]
The beaches of Gela, where the Allies came ashore only to find Italian troops had sabotaged the pier, shown in 2025 (and at risk of demolition).
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[image: Beach with gentle waves hitting the rocky shore, bordered by greenery and a distant silhouette of a historic tower on the left.]


[image: An old, dilapidated building with a round stone tower in the background. The walls are crumbling, with visible wear and damage. The windows and doors do not contain glass and are open to the air. Graffiti covers parts of the structure, and a blue metal gate is in front of it. Bright blue sky above.]
The beaches of Torre di Gaffe were the site of a first-wave landing. The windows of the namesake tower and surrounding buildings, now abandoned, still have bullet holes from that day.
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[image: An old villa with a tall tower seen through an ornate iron gate under a clear blue sky.]
The outside of Villa Urso, where the Italian Navy had a command center that the ONI found in the invasion’s aftermath.
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2.On March 21, 2002, Ted Tsukiyama and Jim Tanabe conducted a comprehensive interview with Douglas Wada, which is a vital source for this book. The Military Intelligence Veterans of Honolulu conducted the interview and shared it with the Japanese Cultural Center of Hawaii. According to Mary Campany, librarian at the JCCH: “This interview was conducted by the MIS Veterans Club of Hawaii for inclusion in the Library of Congress’s American Folklife Center’s Veterans History Project. It seems that they did not submit the interview for inclusion in that collection.”





1.“Chase asked me to come and assist with the search of Noriega’s office in Amador for anything of evidentiary or intelligence value.”—Ted Fahy to authors. Chase Brandon, who later in life worked as a CIA advisor to Hollywood, has prior to this book’s publication publicly revealed that he worked in Panama during this time.
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