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“Though his working life has been passed chiefly on the far shores of the continent, close by the 

Pacific and the Atlantic, some emotion always brings Richard Nixon back to the Caribbean 

waters off Key Biscayne and Florida.”—T. H. White, The Making of the President, 1968
1
 

 

Richard Nixon, like millions of other Americans, enjoyed Florida and the nearby islands of 

Cuba and the Bahamas as refuges where he could leave behind his many cares and inhibitions. 

But he also returned again and again to the region as an important ongoing source of political 

and financial support. In the process, the lax ethics of its shadier operators left its mark on his 

career. This Sunbelt frontier had long attracted more than its share of sleazy businessmen, 

promoters, and politicians who shared a get-rich-quick spirit. In Florida, hustlers made quick 

fortunes selling worthless land to gullible northerners and fleecing vacationers at illegal but 

wide-open gambling joints. Sheriffs and governors protected bookmakers and casino operators in 

return for campaign contributions and bribes. In nearby island nations, as described in chapter 4, 

dictators forged alliances with US mobsters to create havens for offshore gambling and to wield 

political influence in Washington.  

Nixon’s Caribbean milieu had roots in the mobster-infested Florida of the 1940s. He was 

introduced to that circle through banker and real estate investor Bebe Rebozo, lawyer Richard 

Danner, and Rep. George Smathers. Later this chapter will explore some of the diverse 

connections of this group by following the activities of Danner during the 1968 presidential 

campaign, as they touched on Nixon’s financial and political ties to Howard Hughes, the South 

Florida crime organization of Santo Trafficante, and mobbed-up hotels and casinos in Las Vegas 

and Miami. 

 

South Florida: A Mecca for Gangsters 

South Florida became a popular tourist destination during the economic boom that followed 

World War I. Rich easterners flocked south in search of sunshine and uninhibited fun during 

winter months. Following them were newly middle-class Americans who were freed by the 

automobile to chase alluring ads for cheap land in this tropical paradise.
2
 For people laboring in 

old and dirty cities, the region’s palm trees and white, sandy beaches were signposts of bliss. “In 

a nation that strove to free itself from Inhibition as well as Prohibition, Florida was more than a 
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place of perpetual summer sunshine,” observed Dana Thomas. “It was a state of mind. It was a 

symbol of defiance against the ethics that preached man’s fate was to toil and shiver to win a 

toehold in heaven.”
3
 

Americans came not only for sun and sand but also for guiltier pleasures such as casino 

gambling, racetrack betting, and alcohol. Joseph Kennedy, the future family patriarch, reputedly 

built his early fortune in part by running Scotch whisky into Palm Beach County via the 

Bahamas.
4
 Offtrack betting proved almost as popular as bootleg liquor in Miami. Crime 

syndicates, both local and imported from northern cities, moved in to supply these services and 

control the market. The payoff to organized crime, and to those who protected it, was enormous. 

Decades later, retired CIA officer and convicted Watergate burglar E. Howard Hunt recalled 

that his father was sent south in the late 1920s by a “northern financial consortium” to set up a 

greyhound racing operation at Biscayne Kennel Club in Hallandale, Florida. (Hunt recounted 

that his father also “went frequently to Havana for long weekends with friends, returning well 

laden with illegal liquor.”)
5
 Greyhound racing quickly became a favorite target of mob-

controlled betting, attracting more than 100,000 visitors a week. The state tried to ban it along 

with other forms of gambling, but soon bowed to political pressure and legalized pari-mutuel 

betting in most counties in the 1930s.
6
  

Chicago gangster Al Capone arrived on the scene as early as 1926, not long after he took 

control of the Windy City’s wildly profitable liquor trade and other rackets from Johnny Torrio. 

In 1928, with the connivance of Miami Beach’s mayor, Capone purchased a fourteen-room 

Spanish-style mansion on Palm Island. Capone had interests in gambling rooms at the Palm 

Island Club, the nearby Floridian Hotel, the Hollywood Country Club, and the famous Miami 

Beach Kennel Club, built by boxing promoter Tex Rickard. To the north, in the town of 

Deerfield, Capone ran a club with “lots of gambling machines and fancy girls around.” On 

nearby Deerfield Island, he reputedly stored liquor smuggled from Europe through the Bahamas, 

which he shipped to Midwest markets until he was imprisoned at the United States Penitentiary, 

Atlanta, for tax evasion in 1932.
7
 Capone’s successors, including his brother Ralph, continued to 

use the Palm Island mansion for business strategy meetings. One such meeting in March 1934 

organized the national takeover of the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees 

union, the start of the Chicago Outfit’s collaboration with Hollywood studios during the Great 

Depression (see chapters 2 and 3).
8
 

Capone was not alone in recognizing and tapping South Florida’s market potential. In the 

1930s, New York mobsters and Cleveland-based partners of Moe Dalitz flocked to Broward 

County to open handsomely appointed gambling casinos known as “carpet joints.” Hallandale, 

branded “the sin capital of the south” by Senator Kefauver, was home in the 1940s to at least two 

dozen illegal casinos, including the plush Colonial Inn, owned by the Lansky brothers along with 

New York mobsters Joe Adonis, Vincent Alo, and Frank Erickson. “The Mafia had an 

understanding that there would be no killings in Broward County because it was such a lucrative 

business,” said law professor Robert Jarvis.
9
 Racketeers were protected by Sheriff Walter Clark, 
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a personal friend of President Truman. Clark operated his own illegal bolita (numbers) operation 

and slot machine business that pulled in more than $1 million from 1945 to 1947.
10

 

As for Miami, the Kefauver Committee described it as a wholly owned outpost of America’s 

two most powerful crime syndicates: the Chicago Outfit, heir to the Capone mob, and the loose-

knit Frank Costello/Joe Adonis/Meyer Lansky organization in New York.
11

 Both syndicates 

spread their tentacles to many other parts of the country, from New Orleans to Las Vegas, but 

nowhere did they corrupt politics and law enforcement more than in South Florida. Dade County 

Sheriff James A. Sullivan, a former prizefighter, enjoyed a thirty-fold increase in reported assets 

from 1944 to 1949, and his deputies retired as rich men.
12

 Illegal casinos in his county brought in 

tens of millions of dollars a year.
13

 

At the state level, three wealthy businessmen contributed more than $400,000 to the 

successful 1948 campaign of Governor Fuller Warren. (The maximum legal contribution was 

$5,000.) One of them was Louis Wolfson (chapter 5), a mob-connected, Jacksonville investor 

who was convicted years later in a $3.5 million stock fraud case, for which he was paroled after 

less than a year under President Nixon.
14

 Another major contributor was William Johnston, a 

Chicago and Florida owner of horse and dog tracks with close financial ties to leaders of the 

Outfit.
15

 The Chicago mobsters behind Johnston leveraged their nationwide racing-wire 

monopoly to take control of gambling in numerous cities, including many in South Florida. 

Serving their interests, Gov. Warren killed an investigation into illegal gambling in Miami in 

1949. Meanwhile, local police raided the Chicago Outfit’s competitors in the S&G syndicate, a 

confederation of local Jewish bookmakers.
 
S&G caved under the pressure, granting the 

Chicagoans a sixth of their profits.
16

 As one chronicler later noted, “The [law enforcement] raids 

abruptly stopped once Johnston and his associates got a piece of S&G’s pie and a major share of 

Florida’s contracts for road-building materials.”
17

 

Congressman Nixon reportedly began vacationing in the Miami area as early as 1948, at the 

height of racketeer influence in the region’s politics.
18

 Nixon enjoyed yachting and deep-sea 

fishing with Florida hotel owner and real estate speculator Tatem “Chubby” Wofford. Their 

friendship must have proved embarrassing when the Kefauver Committee revealed that the 

Wofford Hotel in Miami Beach, built by Tatem’s mother, fronted for notorious syndicate figures 

from New York and Cleveland, including Frank Erickson, one of the nation’s largest 

bookmakers. Abe Allenberg, the Truman fundraiser who represented Erickson’s race track in-

terests, managed the hotel. Allenberg’s other business partners included former Brooklyn 

mobster Anthony Carfano and two leaders of the Cleveland crime syndicate, John Angersola and 

Alfred Polizzi. Dade County Sheriff Sullivan named Allenberg an “honorary deputy sheriff.”
19

 

Nixon also stayed at Miami Beach hotels owned by J. Myer Schine, whose son David 

worked for Roy Cohn on Senator McCarthy’s staff (chapters 3 and 7). The elder Schine admitted 

to the Kefauver Committee that he leased illegal bookmaking rights at the Roney Plaza hotel to 

Erickson until a police raid forced him to turn the concession over to the local S & G syndicate.
20
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In the mid-1960s, a reporter asked Miami Beach Mayor Elliott Roosevelt whether the mob 

still controlled that city. “My answer was, ‘Hell no. They own it,’” Roosevelt recalled. “My 

reason for making that statement was that a good percentage of the waterfront property . . . out to 

the Broward County line was owned by various families in the underworld. Many of the major 

hotels and apartment houses were in fact owned . . . whether it showed that way in the county 

records or not.”
21

 

 

Fishing with Bebe Rebozo 

In December 1950 or 1951, suffering from nervous exhaustion, Nixon returned to the 

Sunshine State at the urging of Senator George Smathers to get some rest and relaxation. His 

local greeter, Smathers’s former campaign manager Richard Danner, ushered Nixon onto a 

pleasure boat. There Nixon met the man who would become his closest friend and financial 

partner, Charles “Bebe” Rebozo. 

Rebozo was born in Tampa to Cuban parents. Starting with a small investment in a Miami 

gas station, he made his first real money recapping tires during World War II, when rubber was 

scarce. By 1950 he was on his way to making a fortune in the postwar South Florida real estate 

boom. Nixon and Rebozo seemed to have nothing in common—the California senator didn’t 

much like to golf, fish, play tennis, or chase women.
22

 They didn’t even share party affiliation; 

Rebozo was a registered Democrat until 1968.
23

  

One interest they did share was making money. In 1957, for example, a Rebozo-led 

syndicate purchased most of the undeveloped land on Fisher Island, said to be the largest 

privately owned tract of oceanfront property in the Miami area. The investors, who included 

George Smathers, hoped to develop the island into a resort, counting on generous taxpayer 

assistance to build a causeway connecting it to the mainland (chapter 6). The man who brokered 

the sale of land to Rebozo was Nathan Ratner, a major shareholder in the Bank of Miami Beach, 

which was founded in 1955 to handle profits from mob gambling casinos in Havana.
24

 In 1962, 

at Rebozo’s suggestion, Nixon began buying shares in the Fisher Island venture. Seven years 

later, after his election to the presidency, Nixon sold his shares to the other partners for double 

the going price, landing him a profit worth more than $1.5 million today. In gratitude, President 

Nixon later signed a $7 million bill to improve the Port of Miami, where Fisher Island is 

located.
25

 

The two men became inseparable business partners. When Rebozo founded Key Biscayne 

Bank in 1964, Nixon took part in the groundbreaking ceremonies and opened Savings Account 

No. 1. When Nixon bought parcels of land and then Senator Smathers’s house on Key Biscayne, 

Rebozo organized the deals. When the President bought a compound in San Clemente, in 

Southern California, Rebozo was a silent partner in the complex financial transactions that made 

it possible.
26

 Rebozo prospered as well; during Nixon’s presidency, his net worth nearly 

quadrupled to $4.5 million in the short span from 1970 to 1973.
27
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All through the 1950s and 1960s, their financial relationships attracted rumors of mob 

involvement. An underworld informant for the Miami Police Department claimed that Rebozo 

was running an illegal numbers game out of one of his laundromats, “fronting in this operation 

for ex-Vice President Nixon.”
28

 More serious was Rebozo's Centro Commercial Cubano 

shopping center development in Miami. To finance it, Rebozo obtained a federal Small Business 

Administration loan with help from Senator Smathers, who chaired the Small Business 

Committee, and from the chief SBA officer in Miami, who was a stockholder in Rebozo’s bank. 

To build the shopping center, Rebozo hired Polizzi Construction Company. Its owner, “Big Al” 

Polizzi, had been named years earlier by the Kefauver Committee as a lieutenant in the 

Cleveland syndicate. Starting in the 1930s, Polizzi began taking profits from gambling, 

smuggling and other rackets to buy up real estate on Florida’s Gold Coast. He was convicted in 

1943 of rum smuggling with Cuban dictator Batista. Released in 1945, Polizzi moved to Coral 

Gables. There he partnered with another former Cleveland racketeer to become a hotel owner 

and one of South Florida’s leading builders. Their projects ranged from schools for Catholic 

children to mansions for mobsters. Polizzi befriended Rebozo no later than 1952, when they 

signed legal petitions in support of each other. As late as 1964, the Federal Bureau of Narcotics 

still deemed Rebozo’s friend and contractor “one of the most influential members of the 

underworld in the United States,” stating that he was “associated with international narcotics 

traffickers . . . and illicit gambling activities in the Miami area.”
29

 

Joining Rebozo as a partner in the shopping center was a Cuban refugee, Dr. Eduardo 

Buttari. Under Batista, Buttari had served as Mayor of Havana and Minister of Labor and 

Finance, offices intimately associated in that era with organized corruption. Once settled in the 

United States, he quickly made new political connections. After heading Cubans for Nixon in 

1968, he was rewarded with a senior post in the lavishly funded federal Cuban Refugee 

Emergency Program. Buttari brought with him as partners in Rebozo’s shopping center two 

brothers, Francisco and Ronald Condom-Gil, who were later arrested for involvement in a huge 

cocaine-smuggling ring.
30

 Among Buttari's other close associates was multimillionaire meat 

importer and Cuban exile Manuel Artime, who leased space in the shopping center. Artime was 

famous for working with CIA officer E. Howard Hunt on the Bay of Pigs invasion in April 1961. 

In subsequent years, Artime continued plotting against Castro and doing business with 

Nicaraguan dictator Anastasio Somoza before surfacing during the Nixon presidency as the 

handler of hush money funds for the Watergate defendants (see also chapter 9).
31

 

In another brush with criminals, Rebozo in 1968 accepted as collateral at his Key Biscayne 

Bank stolen IBM stock that was circulated by a New England mobster who ran gambling junkets 

to Meyer Lansky’s offshore casinos. Rebozo used that phony collateral to make a loan, 

apparently without demanding any credit history from the recipient. When the FBI began 

investigating the stolen stock, Rebozo’s bank sold most of the collateral, avoiding a loss when it 

was discovered to be tainted. Nixon’s Justice Department declined to prosecute Rebozo after an 

FBI investigation “developed no indication” that Nixon’s friend or anyone else at the bank knew 

the securities were stolen. Rebozo avoided having to testify in the criminal case when the Justice 
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Department unexpectedly settled with the defendants. He was also spared answering questions 

under oath in a related civil case, thanks to a ruling by a Nixon-appointed federal judge who had 

previously been a director of the Miami National Bank (see chapter 5).
32

 

President Nixon discouraged scrutiny of Rebozo’s business practices. When a crack 

investigative team at the Long Island newspaper Newsday first began delving into some of the 

Cuban American’s associations in 1971, reports Nixon biographer Anthony Summers,  

FBI and Secret Service agents ran surveillance on Newsday reporters. The paper suffered 

severe reprisals after publishing the results of its investigation. Its White House 

correspondent was ostracized by the president’s press secretary and prevented from 

covering the groundbreaking visit to China. Behind the scenes, orders went out for tax 

probes of its publisher and senior editors. The president himself was behind such measures. 

As former White House speechwriter William Safire observed, “Nixon could not take it when it 

came to an attack on Bebe.”
33

 

 

Gambling in—and on—Cuba 

Nixon was also powerfully drawn to Cuba, a corrupt and libertine playground for American 

tourists, nightclub revelers, and mobsters. In 1941, Nixon and his new wife Pat took a cruise that 

stopped in Havana, where the young lawyer scoped out business opportunities.
34

 Years later, he 

and Bebe enjoyed occasional jaunts to Cuba in its wide-open days before the Castro revolution. 

Vice President Nixon returned officially to Cuba in 1955 to pay a goodwill visit to Batista, 

comparing him to Abraham Lincoln and accepting an award from the dictator at his official 

palace.
35

 It may have been during this trip that he met Meyer Lansky, who ran swank casinos at 

the luxurious Hotel Nacional and then the Hotel Havana Riviera. One of Lansky’s most trusted 

partners confirmed that the mob kingpin met Nixon, and one investigator reported that Lansky 

comped Nixon a big suite at the Nacional.
36

 If true, Nixon certainly kept that relationship under 

wraps. 

After the 1959 revolution, Castro closed the casinos, costing Lansky and other syndicate 

leaders many millions of dollars in annual revenues. Lansky reportedly became one of the first 

mobsters to lobby for Castro’s overthrow, offering a million dollars or more for a successful 

hit.
37

 By late 1960, the CIA was plotting with senior US underworld leaders to assassinate the 

guerrilla leader, while Vice President Nixon was promoting plans for a CIA-led invasion of 

Cuba. A number of key operatives from that ill-fated venture, including CIA officer E. Howard 

Hunt, Hunt’s aide Bernard Barker, soldier of fortune Frank Sturgis, and several militant Cuban 

exiles, later joined the equally ill-fated break-in at the Watergate offices of the Democratic 

National Committee in 1972 (chapter 9). 

Nixon’s most embarrassing foray into Cuba was a sidebar to the first of several big-money 

scandals that would dog him throughout his career. In September 1952, as Nixon was busy 
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campaigning against corruption in the Truman administration, the New York Post broke a story 

headlined, “Secret Rich Men’s Trust Fund Keeps Nixon in Style Far Beyond His Salary.” The 

paper reported that a Southern California businessman, Dana Smith, maintained a slush fund 

raised from wealthy special interests for Nixon’s political expenditures. The money came from 

what the New York Times called “an abbreviated Who’s Who of wealthy and influential southern 

California business figures,” some of whom were grateful to Nixon for promoting oil drilling, 

restricting dairy imports, and other favors.
38

  

Nixon initially blamed the story on “the Communists, the left-wingers.” Through former 

Congressional committee counsel William Rogers, who was accompanying the candidate on a 

tour of Western states, Nixon threatened to smear columnist Drew Pearson, who was chasing the 

story, as a Communist operative.
39

 As major newspapers began calling for Nixon to resign, 

however, General Eisenhower started reconsidering his choice of running mate. Nixon faced 

political ruin. Following Murray Chotiner’s advice, Nixon fought back by taking his case to the 

public, delivering his famous “Checkers” speech to a record television audience of 60 million 

viewers. Nixon insisted that the only personal gift he ever accepted from an admirer was a 

cocker spaniel that his daughter Tricia named Checkers. He added, “And I just want to say this, 

right now, that regardless of what they say about it, we are going to keep it.” Viewers all across 

America shed a tear over Nixon’s brilliant performance. The ensuing surge of public support 

convinced Eisenhower to keep him on the ticket.
40

 

The public didn’t know that Nixon had intervened with the Bureau of Internal Revenue in 

1950 to help his slush fund manager settle a tax dispute worth more than half a million dollars. 

Nor did most voters know that in August 1952, Nixon intervened with the State Department to 

help Dana Smith resolve a costly gambling dispute in Cuba. Smith had lost $4,200 (more than 

$40,000 today) at the rigged dice tables of the Sans Souci casino in Havana, then controlled by 

Western Pennsylvania mob boss Gabriel Mannarino. After the casino’s manager, Norman 

Rothman (chapter 4), threatened to sue Smith to collect the debt, Nixon reached out to the State 

Department and the US ambassador for assistance. In the wake of Checkers, the story gained no 

traction.
41

 But Dana Smith evidently knew Meyer Lansky; the gambling czar actually appealed 

to Smith in 1959 or 1960 to help persuade the Eisenhower administration to overthrow Castro.
42

  

 

Nixon, Bahamas Gambling, and Offshore Bank Accounts 

The new Cuban leader successfully resisted all attempts to dislodge him from power. In 

search of an alternative Caribbean paradise, Nixon visited the Bahamas three times from 1960 to 

1962, twice after his election defeats. At the same time, Lansky and other Syndicate investors 

were looking to the British colony as a suitable replacement for the offshore gambling mecca 

they lost in Cuba. A key agent in realizing their vision was Canadian investor Louis Chesler, a 

major campaign contributor to Nixon.
43

 The Wall Street Journal described Chesler as a relentless 

promoter, prodigious drinker, unabashed gambler, and “real mystery man.” A criminologist later 

called him less charitably “a thief, swindler, money maker, and mover with enough respectability 
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to provide a cover for the myriad deals linking racketeers and upperworld notables.”
44

 Chesler 

made his original fortune in Canadian mining stocks.
45

 In 1942 he became a business partner 

with convicted bootlegger and Lansky friend John Pullman (chapter 5).
46

 A Mafia figure in 

upstate New York was caught by an FBI bug telling an associate in 1963, “You know Chesler is 

in with Lansky, Meyer Lansky. . . . Chesler doesn’t make a move without this Lansky.”
47

 

Like Lansky, Chesler was strongly drawn to Caribbean gambling. In the late 1950s, he 

bankrolled partners who bought the celebrated casino at Hotel Nacional in Havana from Lansky 

and the Cleveland Syndicate.
48

 In 1960, after the new Castro regime shut down Cuban gambling, 

Chesler and Lansky met with at least two confederates to plot a move to the Bahamas.
49

 In 1961, 

Chesler cofounded Grand Bahama Development Co. to build a luxury resort hotel on Grand 

Bahama Island. His main partner was convicted stock swindler Wallace Groves, who owned 

rights to develop much of the island.
50

  On April 1, 1963, the Bahamian minister of finance and 

tourism, Sir Stafford Sands and the Bahamian attorney general formally granted Chesler and 

Groves special permission to operate a casino in the hotel. Chesler and his partners acquired their 

“certificate of exemption” in return for payoffs that eventually totaled more than a million dollars 

in legal and consulting fees to Sands and other government officials.
51

 When Lucayan Beach 

Hotel and its Monte Carlo Casino opened in January 1964, sharp-eyed reporters spotted several 

notorious mobsters running the show. They included one of Lansky’s top Cuban gambling 

lieutenants, Dino Cellini, and three of the biggest bookmakers in the United States (one of whom 

claimed to be Nixon’s bookie). The resulting scandal prompted the Bahamian government to 

publicly expel these “undesirables” from the casino—although it took three years before they 

actually left with a severance payment of $2.1 million.
52

 Meanwhile, Lansky and his associates 

raked in as much as six million dollars a year in profits from the casino.
53

 Adding to their profits 

were special junkets that brought gamblers from New York to the island. The flights were 

operated by Flying Tiger Line, whose vice president for international affairs was Republican 

grandee, Nixon confidant, and China lobbyist Anna Chennault.
54

  

As project costs soared and bad publicity mounted, Chesler eventually stepped down as 

president and director of Grand Bahama Development.
55

 Chesler’s partner Wallace Groves 

continued to thrive in the islands, leading a double life. The CIA recruited him in the mid-1960s 

to run one or more of its business fronts.
56

 Using his wife as his own front, Groves started a new 

gambling venture with New Jersey–based Mary Carter Paint Co. after it hired Sir Stafford Sands 

to acquire a casino license. The company was renamed Resorts International in 1968.
57

 Resorts 

shifted the locus of gambling in the Bahamas from Grand Bahama to Paradise Island. Nixon had 

vacationed on Paradise Island over Thanksgiving in 1962, while recovering from his loss in the 

California gubernatorial election; during that visit, a Lansky associate personally looked after his 

family.
58

 On New Year’s Day, 1968, Nixon lent his star power to the gala opening of Resorts 

International’s five-hundred-room Paradise Island hotel and casino. Days later, at Bebe Rebozo’s 

prodding, Resorts CEO James Crosby delivered $100,000 to Nixon’s apartment in New York for 

use in his primary campaign in New Hampshire. Crosby solicited large contributions from his 

friends as well. In August 1968, Resorts put a large yacht at Nixon’s disposal during the 
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Republican national convention in Miami Beach. Reflecting their tight web of interests and 

associations, Crosby also maintained an account at Key Biscayne Bank, where his former college 

roommate ran the trust department for Rebozo. Crosby even hired as his vice president of 

security the former Secret Service agent assigned to Nixon during his vice presidency.
59

  

Although Resorts took great pains to look clean, a small army of investigative reporters 

followed evidence pointing to extensive underworld connections. Its Bahamian casino was 

managed by Dino’s brother Edward Cellini, a veteran of Lansky gambling rooms in Kentucky, 

Ohio, and Havana, and of Lansky’s Monte Carlo Casino on Grand Bahama Island.
60

 FBI and 

CIA reports alleged that Eddie Cellini had “long been associated in the narcotics and white 

slavery rackets in Cuba.” After the Cuban revolution in 1959, a CIA report said he offered “large 

sums of money” to a prominent Cuban exile leader to overthrow Castro and restore the mob’s 

concessions.
61

 As noted in chapter 4, he also became active in the Dominican Republic 

gambling. Other Paradise Island casino staffers had criminal records for illegal gambling and 

bookmaking, narcotics trafficking, tax evasion, stock fraud, and pimping.
62

  

The financing of Mary Carter Paint Co. also aroused suspicion. In 1966, the company 

received a critical loan that was brokered—according to a background document in Resorts’ own 

files—by a “close friend of Myer [sic] Lansky.”
63

 By 1967, one of the biggest shareholders in 

Mary Carter was Investors Overseas Services, a huge offshore mutual fund run by a business 

partner of Lansky’s Geneva banker, Tibor Rosenbaum (chapter 5).
64

 A 1978 report by New 

Jersey gaming officials noted that most of the individuals involved in the early financing of Mary 

Carter/Resorts were sanctioned at some point by the SEC for serious securities or brokerage 

violations.
65

 Years later, New Jersey’s attorney general strongly opposed granting Resorts 

International a license to operate in Atlantic City, citing its many alleged criminal associations 

and corrupt business practices. The state’s gaming control board rejected that recommendation 

and granted the license.
66

 

By the time Resorts opened its casino in 1968, the Bahamas had earned a dark reputation for 

political corruption and for sheltering lucrative criminal investments in shady banks. An 

American official told the New York Times in 1965 that he suspected “at least $100,000 a month 

is going from underworld sources in the states into secret accounts in Nassau and then from there 

on into Switzerland.”
67

 A 1967 exposé by Life magazine condemned the island nation for its 

many “gambling traps set for American suckers, with a large share of the take going to a 

syndicate of American mobsters.” The story also called attention to “secret accounts in nearly a 

score of banks, where American underworld figures and tax evaders can deposit profits from the 

narcotics trade, loan-sharking, gambling and other criminal pursuits, with no fear of being 

investigated or taxed.”
68

 

Congressional investigators and members of law enforcement heard serious claims that 

funds were similarly laundered into Nixon’s political campaigns or personal coffers from 

Paradise Island casino profits. Resorts International, Rebozo, and other accused parties firmly 

denied the allegations, which were never proven.
69

 In 1987, however, Nixon’s former close 
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friend and Attorney General John Mitchell, speaking casually with investigative reporter Jim 

Hougan, said (without elaboration) that Nixon had taken money from the lucrative toll bridge 

that carried vacationers and gamblers from the big island to the Paradise Island resort. Previously 

published reports suggested—but never proved—that revenue from the bridge company flowed 

into secret Nixon bank accounts in the Bahamas and at the Cosmos Bank in Zurich, whose 

founder was a major investor in the bridge company. In his retirement, Nixon reportedly made a 

point of traveling to Zurich every year, either with his wife Pat or with Rebozo.
70

  

 

Richard Danner, George Smathers, and the Miami Milieu 

The man who introduced Nixon to Rebozo in Miami, Richard Danner, was a minor 

Watergate figure largely forgotten by history. But this attorney and former FBI special agent was 

immersed in the Caribbean milieu that helped Nixon build his political and financial base. He 

later facilitated secret cash payments from Las Vegas mogul Howard Hughes to Nixon, which 

many investigators believe motivated the infamous burglary in 1972 that led to the president’s 

disgrace and downfall. 

Danner met Rebozo in 1940, the year he arrived in Miami to take charge of its FBI office. In 

1941, the G-man began working closely with George Smathers, then a young federal prosecutor 

with strong family political connections.
71

 Danner left the FBI in early 1946 to seek “greater 

financial returns,” while managing Smathers’s successful campaign for Congress.
72

 Also joining 

in that campaign was Rebozo, a friend of Smathers since the fourth grade.
73

 In the midst of the 

campaign, Danner accepted a job as executive director of the Miami Beach Hotel Owners’ 

Association, headed by Syndicate attorney and hotelier Abe Allenberg.
74

 Danner was accused of 

taking $10,000 from gambling interests to help finance Smathers’s race but weathered the charge 

and stayed in Miami to become city manager, with Smathers’s help.
75

 Local reformers applauded 

his vow to allow “no gambling here as long as I am city manager.”
76

 Later he caused a stir by 

demanding that gamblers convicted of repeat offenses get jail time, not simply fines. The city 

council fired him two years later for pushing too hard to reform the police department.
77

  

With Danner’s help again in 1950, Smathers won election to the Senate as a conservative 

Southern Democrat, in a race remembered mainly for his mud-slinging in the primary against 

liberal incumbent Claude Pepper. Outspokenly pro-McCarthy and anti–civil rights, Smathers 

nonetheless became a key Senate ally of Lyndon Johnson and powerful chairman of the Senate 

Democratic campaign fund. At home, he consistently supported the interests of major oil, 

insurance, and transportation corporations that retained his Miami law firm, Smathers and 

Thompson. Abroad, he was a “quintessential Cold Warrior,” in the words of his biographer.
78

 He 

naturally had a special interest in Caribbean matters. As we saw in chapter 4, Smathers had a soft 

spot for Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo. Smathers was even better known in the 1950s as the 

“Cuban Senator.” His law firm handled real estate deals between high-level, corrupt Cuban 

government officials and their syndicate allies. After Castro took power in Cuba, Smathers 

entertained the pleas of embittered gambling czar Meyer Lansky to have the Cuban leader 
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assassinated.
79

 In April 1961, as the Bay of Pigs invasion was foundering, Smathers urged 

President Kennedy to “put the Marines” into Cuba to overthrow Castro.
80

 

In 1969, tainted by the Bobby Baker scandal, Smathers left office to become a successful 

lobbyist. He built a fortune worth tens of millions of dollars, with investments in Florida land, 

auto dealerships, banks, and the Winn-Dixie grocery chain.
81

 Smathers cut many corners along 

the way. In November 1968, while still in office, he became a director of Major Realty, a Florida 

firm that was just emerging from near bankruptcy. It went on to make a killing on land 

developments in Orlando, near the new Walt Disney World theme park. (Another big winner on 

Disney’s huge land acquisition was the attorney and banker who managed it, Smathers’s 

boyhood friend Paul Helliwell [chapter 3].) Less than three years after joining the real estate 

company’s board, Smathers owned shares worth nearly a million dollars.
82

 According to crime 

reporter Dan Moldea, Major Realty was “a frequent target of federal investigations during the 

1960s and 1970s because so many of its investors, attorneys, lenders, and clients had ties to 

Florida mobsters, especially Meyer Lansky and Santo Trafficante.”
83

 Major Realty was rescued 

from bankruptcy in 1966 with a large loan from Benjamin Sigelbaum, Bobby Baker’s business 

partner and a major international money launderer for Lansky and his organized crime associates 

(chapter 5).
84

 

Smathers and Danner had many dealings—personal, business, and political—with Richard 

Nixon over the years, starting with the California congressman’s first visit to Florida in the late 

1940s to rest and recuperate.
85

 After the November 1952 election, Vice President-elect Nixon 

and his wife Pat again relaxed with Danner and other friends in Florida.
86

 Years later, Nixon 

purchased a house on Key Biscayne from Smathers, next door to Rebozo’s. Nixon’s lucrative 

investment in Fisher Island real estate made him a partner of Rebozo, Smathers, and several of 

the Florida senator’s close associates.
87

 Some members of the same group, along with 

political/intelligence operatives William Pawley and Paul Helliwell, convened in 1970 to support 

Nixon by challenging the Washington Post’s license to operate Channel 10 in Miami, a $20 

million asset.
88

 

Finally, Nixon may even have invested with Smathers and Rebozo in Batista’s Cuba. In 

January 1959, just days after Castro’s victory, a highly trusted FBI informant told the Bureau 

about a conversation with a well-placed Miami attorney and Republican Party operative who 

knew all three men well. The attorney said that Smathers, Rebozo, and Vice President Nixon 

“had investments in Cuba” that were being protected, amid the political turbulence, by US 

Ambassador Earl Smith, former finance chair of the Florida Republican Committee. The 

investors were said to have holdings in mining operations, cement plants, and the sugar industry. 

Rebozo was allegedly “influential at the Presidential place in business ventures between 

Ambassador Smith and former President Batista.” A senior FBI official took the report seriously 

enough to opine, “We certainly can’t sit on this information,” but the fast-changing political 

situation in Cuba apparently sidetracked any further investigation.
89

 If true, however, the 
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(unverified) information suggests that Nixon had personal financial reasons, in addition to his 

political ideology, to support tough action against Castro’s new government. 

 

Danner, Nixon, Howard Hughes, and Murchison 

Danner took a break from law after Smathers was elected senator to run several auto 

dealerships in Florida and Texas. Toward the end of the 1950s, he moved to Washington D.C. to 

resume his law practice. He stayed sporadically in touch with Nixon.
90

 In the spring of 1968, 

however, he threw himself into the presidential campaign at the request of Nixon and Rebozo.
91

 

That assignment connected him with a host of power brokers, including Howard Hughes, Clint 

Murchison, Jr., and even Irving Davidson. It also made him, unwittingly, a significant character 

in the future story of Watergate. 

Danner’s law firm represented Howard Hughes, who had become one of Nevada’s leading 

investors. With the half billion dollars raised from his sale of TWA in 1966, Hughes began 

buying hotel-casinos, an airline, mining claims, and vast amounts of real estate. Danner was 

introduced to the head of Hughes’s Nevada operations, Robert Maheu, in late 1967 by their 

mutual friend Edward Morgan, a fellow Washington, D.C., lawyer and former FBI agent who 

negotiated many of Hughes’s Nevada casino purchases in the mid-to-late 1960s (chapter 9).
92

 

Rebozo and Nixon approached Danner in 1968 to gauge the eccentric billionaire’s willingness to 

contribute to Nixon’s political coffers.
93

 Danner checked in with Morgan, and Hughes came 

through with $50,000 for Nixon that year.
94

 In February 1969, Maheu hired Danner as managing 

director of Hughes’s New Frontier Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas. Over the next two years, at 

Maheu’s direction, Danner hand-delivered an additional $100,000 in cash from Hughes to 

Rebozo. Rebozo stashed the bills in a safe deposit box at Key Biscayne Bank, never recording 

them as campaign contributions.
95

 In May, 1973, as a sign of gratitude, Rebozo arranged for 

Danner to visit President Nixon at Camp David. The White House characterized their tête-à-tête 

as just as “courtesy visit,” but it spoke to Danner’s significance as a trusted friend and supporter 

of the President.
96

 Meanwhile, Hughes won a steady stream of enormously valuable favors from 

the new administration, including approval of his purchase of the international carrier Air 

West,
97

 the lifting of antitrust restrictions on his purchases of hotels and casinos in Las Vegas,
98

 

and favorable tax treatment that saved him tens of millions of dollars.
99

  

Whatever the merit of these decisions, voters might well have smelled a quid pro quo if 

Hughes’s secret payments had been fully exposed before the 1972 election. The $100,000 cash 

deliveries thus represented an enormous potential political liability for Nixon. Many analysts—

including members of the Senate Watergate Committee’s staff—theorized that Nixon’s 

determination to squelch damaging leaks about these payoffs prompted his campaign operatives 

to break into the Watergate offices of the Democratic National Committee in June 1972 (chapter 

9).
100

 Later, as the Watergate investigation got underway, Congress, the special prosecutor, and 

the IRS all attempted to follow the trail of Hughes’s cash. They subpoenaed thousands of records 

and took long depositions from Danner, Rebozo, and other parties. In the end, they faced an 
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almost impenetrable wall of confused memories, lies, and incomplete records.
101

 Investigators 

concluded that more than $45,000 in Hughes cash went to pay for improvements at Nixon’s 

home in Key Biscayne. Another $5,000 paid for diamond-studded platinum earrings that Nixon 

presented to Pat for her birthday. Rebozo also confided to Nixon’s personal lawyer that he had 

passed some of the money to the President’s longtime executive assistant Rose Mary Woods and 

to Nixon’s brothers Don and Ed.
102

 Although these conclusions were never proven—Rebozo left 

the country to avoid a subpoena of his records
103

—the entire affair reeked of impropriety, if not 

outright bribery. The Hughes connection did much to weaken Nixon’s credibility and cost him 

political support in the months leading up to his resignation in August, 1974. 

Richard Danner’s fundraising for Nixon’s 1968 campaign also took him to some of 

America’s other most powerful businessmen. In early June, he flew to Dallas to solicit a big 

contribution from Clint Murchison, Jr., the financier, real estate investor, and Dallas Cowboys 

owner (chapter 6). In August 1968, Danner and Rebozo also met with Murchison’s Washington 

lobbyist I. Irving Davidson, who, as we have seen, also represented or befriended various 

Caribbean dictators, Louisiana Mafia boss Carlos Marcello, and corrupt Teamster president 

Jimmy Hoffa.
104

 That December, after Nixon’s election victory, Danner relaxed as a guest on 

Murchison’s luxurious private Bahamian island, Spanish Cay.
105

 Murchison later admitted to 

Watergate investigators that he gave $5,000 in cash to Nixon’s personal secretary at Nixon’s 

New York law office in 1968, after discussing the contribution with the candidate. As the New 

York Times observed, “Mr. Murchison’s report appears to contradict a statement by Mr. Nixon 

that he always refused to take any personal role in handling or discussing contributions during a 

campaign.” The story added, “The cash from Mr. Murchison did not show up on public records 

filed by Nixon campaign officials in the 1968 race. However, disclosure laws were looser then.” 

Four years later, Clint and his brother, John D. Murchison, secretly contributed $50,000 in cash 

to Nixon’s reelection.
106

 According to one biographer, Clint, Jr. “spoke on the phone at least 

once a week” with President Nixon, and visited him often at the White House.
107

 

 

Danner, Smathers, and the Mob 

The Senate Watergate Committee’s final report states in passing that when Rebozo asked 

Danner to check with Hughes’s attorney Edward Morgan about campaign contributions in the 

summer of 1968, “Danner agreed . . . since he had been working with Morgan on negotiating the 

sale of the Tropicana [Hotel and Casino] in Las Vegas to Winn-Dixie Co.”
108

 This job has never 

been scrutinized by journalists or historians of Watergate, but it illustrates the seamy and 

complex interests of Nixon’s milieu. Danner was representing the interested buyer, Artemus 

Darius Davis, the ardently pro-Nixon president of Winn-Dixie Stores, a supermarket chain with 

more than nine hundred outlets across the southeastern United States. Winn-Dixie had expanded 

into the Bahamas the year before by acquiring a local grocery chain from Sir Stafford Sands, the 

former Bahamian finance minister who was disgraced by revelations that he had taken bribes 

from Wallace Groves and Louis Chesler to approve a casino license in the early 1960s.
109

 Davis 
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first met Danner in 1950 when the latter was managing the Smathers senate campaign. Smathers 

himself became a decades-long friend of the grocery executive.
110

 He used his post on the Senate 

Finance Committee to draft legislation that saved Winn-Dixie millions of dollars in taxes. In 

return, the Florida senator acquired two Winn-Dixie stores while still in Congress, offered Bobby 

Baker stock in the company, and joined the supermarket chain’s board upon retiring from office 

at the end of 1968. The company’s chairman said later, “Smathers was the best goddamn senator 

we ever had here.”
111

 One of the senator’s more unorthodox assignments, in late 1967, was to 

deliver $25,000 in cash from Davis’s brother to Rebozo for Nixon’s use in the New Hampshire 

primary. After handing over the money, Smathers paid a courtesy call on the candidate at the 

Key Biscayne Hotel to make sure he knew about the contribution.
112

 In 1969, Smathers 

intervened with Deputy Attorney General Richard Kleindienst and Rebozo to kill a criminal tax 

case against the Davis brothers for illegally deducting political contributions from their taxes.
113

 

In April 1972, the two brothers contributed $50,000 in cash to Rebozo, their longtime family 

friend and banker, prompting further investigations by the Senate Watergate Committee and 

Special Prosecutor.
114

 

Much about the Tropicana negotiations remains unknown. They apparently began in 1967. 

From May to September of 1968, while still representing Davis’s interest in buying the casino, 

Danner met several times with Edward Morgan, who was representing the sellers, and their 

mutual friend Smathers. Danner told the Senate Watergate Committee that Smathers “was in 

some manner” representing a party interested in acquiring the Tropicana: “I never knew just 

what the connection was.”
115

  

The Tropicana’s history reeked of hidden mob investments. The luxury hotel tower was 

developed in 1954 by the Chicago Outfit’s business partner, Indiana insurance company owner 

Ben Jaffe.
116

 For his entertainment and concessions manager, Jaffe hired John Rosselli, who 

helped smooth the way for the hotel opening. Jaffe leased the Tropicana’s casino to Phil Kastel, a 

protégé of New York crime czar Arnold Rothstein and business partner of both Frank Costello 

and Louisiana mob boss Carlos Marcello. The casino opened with tremendous success on April 

4, 1957, but its luck turned one month later when a gangland assailant shot and injured Costello 

in New York City. Police detectives found on Costello a slip of paper, which they traced back to 

the Tropicana, noting gross casino revenues of $651,284 for its first twenty-four days of 

operation. The note also had cryptic jottings documenting recipients of under-the-table 

payments, or “skim,” from the proceeds. In the ensuing scandal, Nevada gaming officials denied 

Kastel a license and forced out the casino’s manager, a longtime Chicago bookmaker. Although 

the casino’s new operators insisted they ran a clean operation, they continued making regular 

payments to Kastel. As two veteran crime reporters later observed, “One would have to be naïve, 

indeed, to believe that this action by the Nevada Gaming Control Board actually erased the 

influence of Kastel, Costello, Marcello, et al. in the Tropicana. In 1961 it was the biggest money 

winner in southern Nevada.”
117
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On July 30, 1968, Danner, Morgan, and Smathers met in Chicago with key parties to the 

Tropicana negotiations. One was the hotel’s founder, Ben Jaffe. Another was Preston Feinberg, 

executive vice president and treasurer of the hotel, who had survived the limited purge of mob 

owners after the shooting of Costello. Feinberg told the FBI that he “had been invited into the 

Tropicana Hotel operation by Charles Baron,” his partner in a Chicago Ford dealership. Baron, a 

Brigadier General in the Illinois National Guard, was a suspected enforcer for the Capone 

organization, arrested twice for murder. He was also general manager of Lansky’s Havana 

Riviera casino in Batista’s Cuba. Chicago Outfit boss Sam Giancana considered Baron his 

personal representative in Las Vegas.
118

 

Perhaps the most intriguing participant at the Chicago meeting was the sharp Chicago tax 

attorney and Smathers business associate Burton Kanter. Kanter had several vastly wealthy 

clients, including the Pritzker family (Hyatt hotels), and was a master at stalling federal tax fraud 

probes.
119

 He was also deeply immersed in the Caribbean crime milieu as cofounder of the 

secretive Castle Bank and Trust in the Bahamas. As noted in chapter 3, the bank’s other 

cofounder, Paul Helliwell, was a major Republican Party operative in Florida, friend of Rebozo, 

and school chum of Smathers. Helliwell’s history of handling off-the-books financial operations 

for the CIA gave the bank added protection and cachet.
120

 One of Castle’s owners was former 

Cleveland Syndicate co-leader Morris Kleinman. Together with Moe Dalitz and Sam Tucker, 

they became pioneers in Las Vegas gambling with financing from the Teamster pension fund. In 

the 1960s they also invested—again with huge Teamster loans—in Rancho La Costa, a luxury 

resort and country club north of San Diego; Kanter was one of two registered agents for their 

land company.
121

 The man Dalitz put in charge of La Costa land sales was Wallace Groves, the 

Danner contact and former Bahamas associate of Lansky.
122

 Groves in turn hired both Smathers 

and Helliwell as attorneys, demonstrating the tight web of connections in this milieu.
123

 

In the end, Danner and Morgan failed to reach a deal to sell the Tropicana. Danner’s lengthy 

negotiations nonetheless had a decisive effect on his career. It was while working on the deal that 

Danner met Morgan’s friend Robert Maheu, the head of Hughes’s Nevada operations.
124

 In the 

fall of 1968, when the Tropicana negotiations (and presidential campaign) ended, Morgan 

broached with Danner the possibility of managing one of Hughes’s recently purchased Las 

Vegas properties, the New Frontier Hotel.
125

 Danner flew from Miami to Las Vegas to discuss 

the job with Maheu on December 5, 1968—the same day Maheu withdrew $100,000 in cash 

from the Sands Casino for eventual disbursement by Danner to Rebozo.
126

 We will revisit the 

complex financial, political, and intelligence maneuvers of Maheu and Morgan in chapter 9. 

 

Danner, the 1968 Nixon Campaign, and the Tampa/Trafficante Connection 

As a “top coordinator” with the United Citizens for Nixon organization, Danner worked 

closely with Bebe Rebozo in 1968, organizing the Florida branch of “Democrats for Nixon.” In 

the late summer and fall of that year, Danner testified, “I was spending virtually all of my time in 

Florida” on Democrats for Nixon and related campaign activities.
127

 



Jonathan Marshall, Dark Quadrant: Organized Crime, Big Business, and the Corruption of American Democracy 

16 

 

To head that operation, Danner and Rebozo recruited Manuel Garcia, a Tampa-based 

defense attorney with state and national political connections. His political career began in 1936 

as President of the Young Democrats. It culminated with his job as “national coordinator for 

Spanish-speaking voters during Richard Nixon’s Presidential campaign.”
128

 During the 1968 

race, one Tampa newspaper columnist reported on “gloom in the Demo camp,” as “Smathers’ 

old team seems to be turning out for Richard Nixon—witness the defection of Tampa attorney 

Manuel Garcia to the Nixon team.”
129

 Another reporter noted that “Garcia joined the Republican 

effort only after a meeting with Nixon at the Key Biscayne estate of C. G. (Bebe) Rebozo, 

banker and industrialist.”
130

 

Garcia had become a close friend of Smathers in their college days at the University of 

Florida and later supported his 1950 Senate race.
131

 Garcia made his first big move into state 

politics by working on the 1948 campaign of Fuller Warren for governor. That landed him a 

plum job as attorney for the State Racing Commission in an era when betting on horse and dog 

racing was a major source of income for organized crime in Florida.
132

 Warren, as we have seen, 

took huge campaign contributions from racetrack owner William H. Johnston to support the 

Chicago Outfit’s campaign to muscle in on local bookmakers in South Florida. The Kefauver 

Committee subpoenaed Garcia to testify about the State Racing Commission, but there is no 

record that he ever appeared.
133

 Citing the Racing Commission’s promise to investigate political 

contributions by horse and dog racing tracks, the Senate committee noted drily that “Johnston 

has obtained racing dates for his four Florida dog tracks for next season.”
134

 In 1951, members of 

the Florida legislature attempted to impeach Gov. Warren for his neglect of illegal gambling. The 

resolution “accused Warren of reappointing members of the state racing commission despite 

ample evidence that they had admitted bookmakers to race tracks and otherwise failed to enforce 

racing laws.”
135

 The impeachment attempt failed, but a few months later, Warren announced 

plans to retire at the end of his stormy term, saying he was “tired, very tired.”
136

 

Garcia’s hometown of Tampa was also home to one of the most powerful Mafia bosses in 

the United States, Santo Trafficante (succeeded by his son, Santo Jr.). Exposés in the Tampa 

Morning Tribune in the late 1940s reported that “a gambling syndicate of the dreaded Sicilian 

Mafia,” which ruled “Tampa’s blood-drenched underworld,” took in $5 million a year from 

bolita, the Cuban numbers racket. It also claimed that syndicate representatives contributed a 

staggering $100,000 to municipal races in 1947, making them the “No. 1 political power” in the 

city.
137

  

Decades later, Garcia confirmed that the bolita racket was ubiquitous. Ticket sellers hung 

out in every Tampa office building and “every little grocery store.” He added, “It was a sort of an 

everyday thing, and nobody thought anything about it.” Nobody but politicians and racketeers, 

that is. “There’s no question that those people [in the bolita syndicate] wielded a tremendous 

amount of power politically,” Garcia admitted, while declining to name names. “They had 

control of the political machinery.” Reformers took notice when the numbers racket spawned an 

upsurge of criminal violence. Bolita “was the core that created what you would call the bad 
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element in the community,” Garcia observed. “It created all of the gambling and led to all of 

these assassinations and patrolling.”
138

 

The Kefauver Committee said it held hearings in Tampa because of the city’s “sordid record 

of more than a dozen racket killings and six attempted assassinations in less than two decades.” 

During the course of its hearings, the chauffeur for Miami bolita operator Jimmy Velasco, who 

worked for the Trafficante family and local sheriff, testified that he personally made payoffs to 

Garcia. Velasco took credit for putting Garcia on the state racing commission.
139

  

Although its Tampa investigation was frustrated by the many potential witnesses who went 

underground, including Trafficante, the committee reported that “outright bribery” and heavy 

campaign contributions by bolita racketeers had “throttled any and all efforts to secure an 

adequate degree of law enforcement in this community.” The city’s police chief said his 

department had no files at all on many gangland killings. The sheriff of surrounding 

Hillsborough County had an unexplained real estate deal with Al Capone’s predecessor John 

Torrio, and could not explain how his net worth more than tripled during his term in office. 

“Finally,” noted its report, “the committee must continue to wonder at how a sheriff sworn to 

uphold the law could permit his brother and one of his employees to carry on bookmaking 

operations, right in the country jail.”
140

 Some years later, the police chief of Tampa would testify 

before the McClellan rackets committee that Trafficante’s organization still “controls most 

illegal gambling in Tampa and central Florida.”
141

 By the late 1950s, the FBI judged Trafficante 

to be one of the nation’s leading racketeers.
142

 

As part of Garcia’s legal work, he defended at least one major Tampa bolita operator in a 

case that reached the Florida Supreme Court.
143

 Years later, Garcia still waxed nostalgic about 

the numbers racket as an integral part of middle class life in his city.
144

 It says a great deal about 

Danner, Rebozo, Smathers, and Nixon that they chose this particular attorney to be one of their 

chief political operatives in Florida in 1968. At the same time, Garcia was hardly unique, given 

that the head of Nixon’s overall Florida campaign had been chairman of the Miami National 

Bank in the early 1960s, when it was a leading repository of crime syndicate funds (chapter 5).
145

  

 

Concluding Thoughts 

Peter Dale Scott noted many years ago that major Congressional investigations into the 

business and politics of organized crime repeatedly highlighted the importance of Miami as a 

haven for criminals and their “hot” money: 

Miami Beach, in the Kefauver Hearings, emerges as a center for the Syndicate’s 

post-war gambling operations and investments in real estate. A decade later, in the 

McClellan Hearings, Miami Beach is again prominent as an island city whose hotels are 

in the grip of the Teamsters, some of whom in turn used Miami (as did identified leaders 

of organized crime like the Mannarino brothers) as a base for Cuban gambling operations 

and for mercenary and gun-running ventures into the Caribbean. In the Senate Narcotics 
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Hearings [in 1964], Miami is identified as a major port of entry for illicit heroin from 

Marseilles, through top Mafia representatives in touch with their Corsican Mafia 

“cousins.” In fact all of these hearings depict Miami (with its links to Cuba) as a city 

rather like Marseilles (with its links to Corsica). Miami, like Marseilles, is shown to offer 

a milieu where criminal elements, political operators, unscrupulous wealthy individuals—

and, we may add, even intelligence agencies—can make common cause against the 

constitutional processes of the Republic.
146

 

Nixon’s longstanding attraction to Miami, and to satellite centers of syndicate operations in 

Cuba and the Bahamas, placed him in the midst of a milieu of shady developers, bankers, 

lawyers, politicians, and organized criminals who put wealth accumulation and political power 

ahead of ethical scruples. This group played a key role in helping Nixon keep his political career 

alive in the 1960s and finally win the presidency in 1968. They also help explain his 

administration’s subsequent record of favoritism toward certain organized crime interests, as 

described in chapter 8. But their sleazy methods also contributed to Nixon’s many politically 

costly ethical and legal lapses along the way, including the Hughes payoffs that figured so 

prominently in later Watergate investigations. Though Nixon was not defined by this group, his 

career cannot be fully understood without a deep understanding of his Caribbean milieu.  
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