Infamous Mob Gangster once imprisoned at Fort Monmouth
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(Note: This article appeared in the 24 September 2004 Monmouth Message)
“You can imagine my embarrassment when I killed the wrong guy.”

Most people might assume this was a line from a movie. But infamous real-life gangster Joseph Valachi (1903-1971) spoke it casually, as if discussing the weather with a friend. 

You might ask how this mobster is connected to the history of Fort Monmouth. Well, the government incarcerated him in the stockade here from January-September 1963. 
Joseph Michael Valachi, a member of Lucky Luciano’s mob family, turned informer in 1962. 
That year, Valachi was serving time in the Atlanta Federal Penitentiary on charges of heroin trafficking. He became convinced that mafia boss Vito Genovese (1897-1969) had mandated his death. Valachi went so far as to kill another inmate whom he believed to be an assassin, beating the man to death with a two-foot length of pipe.
According to author Peter Maas (1929-2001), who chronicled the Valachi saga in his best-selling book The Valachi Papers, paranoia motivated Valachi to turn informant. He was relocated from the Atlanta jail to the more secure Fort Monmouth. Here, handpicked guards from the Federal Correctional Institute at Lewisburg, Pennsylvania protected him. 

Fort Monmouth originally placed the gangster in a tiny enlisted man’s cell surrounded by bars. According to Maas, this shoddy treatment enraged Valachi. He was transferred the next day to a more private area in the stockade normally reserved for officers. 

Here, Valachi confessed to 42 years of a life of crime in a secret society that he called the Cosa Nostra. During these years, he held a Mafia rank equivalent to that of a sergeant. He ran numbers rackets, as well as gambling and drug operations. He admitted to participating in five mob killings. 
Maas explains that Valachi was originally scheduled to spend just three weeks at Fort Monmouth. He stayed over six months, as U.S. Attorney General Robert Kennedy (1925-1968) was painstakingly debriefed on the situation. 
Valachi finally testified to Senator John McClellan’s (1896-1977) Permanent Investigations Subcommittee after being smuggled off post disguised as a Military Policeman. He ultimately expressed his desire that Congress pass a law against participation in organized crime. 

[image: image1.png]



“You are saying here today…that you would like to see this…Cosa Nostra destroyed? Senator McClellan asked. 
“Yes. If you make such a law, I would be a happy man,” Valachi replied.

Valachi’s wish was granted. Four years before his death, Congress passed the Racketeer Influenced Corrupt Organization (RICO) Act, Title 18, United States Code, Sections 1961-1968. Officially, the goal of the RICO Act was to eliminate the influence of organized crime on the nation's economy. Many hoped that RICO would destroy the Mafia entirely. 

The Maas book was made into a movie in 1972. It was shot in Italy after producers reported that the mob disrupted attempts to film in the United States.
The film starred Charles Bronson (1921-2003) as Joseph Valachi. The cast even included Syl Lamont as the Commander of Fort Monmouth, then MG Stuart S. Hoff. 
MG Stuart S. Hoff (1914-1978) was the first Commanding General of the U.S. Army Electronics Command (ECOM). He commanded the Fort from August 1962-July 1963, during the bulk of Valachi’s stay here.











