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UPDATE:

Kinda laughed when | watched THE BEAR TV series and saw they were pulling currency out of tomato cans. They
claim they’'re not taking from the Pizza Connection story, but it’'s remarkably similar! These cans, discovered in
the restaurant’s storage, are revealed to contain a $300,000 loan that Mikey, the protagonist’'s brother, had
taken out. He had been stashing the money away in these cans, using a machine to reseal them, as a way to
safeguard the funds and potentially use them for a future venture with his brother, Carmy.

How the mafia used pizzerias to become the largest heroin distributor in America, using Sicilians,
pizza, and a front for a cash-only business. And Jersey was right in the middle of it. Who knew?

Many people are unaware of the story behind what history has come to know as “The Pizza Connection.” | was
shocked when, one morning, as | was researching another story with the TV on, one show rolled to the next on
the Smithsonian Channel, and then | heard the words heroin and pizza in the same sentence. | dropped what |
was doing and became fixated on the program.
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The Mafia built the airport to control the drug traffic between Palermo and
the United States.

First off, there are plenty of articles on the web that you can research the details of “the Pizza Connection,’ so
we're not going to deep dive on the history but more so, we’re here to share the Jersey connection to this story.

Let’s start with what Wikipedia wrote about the Pizza Connection: The infamous Pizza Connection trial
eventually revealed how the Sicilian Mafia imported more than $1.6 billion worth of heroin into the U.S.

throughout the early 1980s was using seemingly normal pizza parlors across the country as wholesale
distributors.

The Pizza Connection Trial (United States v. Badalamenti) was a criminal trial against the Sicilian
and American mafias that took place before the United States District Court for the Southern
District of New York in New York City, U.S. The trial centered on a number of independently owned
pizza parlor fronts used to distribute drugs, which had imported US$1.65 billion of heroin from
Southwest Asia to the United States between 1975 and 1984. The trial lasted from September 30,
1985, to March 2, 1987, ending with 18 convictions, with sentences handed down on June 22,
1987.Lasting about 17 months, it was the longest trial in the judicial history of the United States.

Wikipedia
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In 1989, when Rudolph Giuliani stepped down after six years as U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New
York, he was perhaps the most famous law enforcement official in the United States. He left a legacy of
successful prosecutions of leaders of New York’s “Commission” of organized crime families, the Mafia’s
international heroin and cocaine ring in the “Pizza Connection” case.

The trial had everything: mafia, murder, drugs, billions of dollars, global reach, espionage, and pizza! What was
amazing is how long they got away with it while they destroyed the fabric of America with their deadly drugs. It
was a story that flew under the radar, and |, as a Jersey resident, was shocked when | heard about it 50 years
after it happened.

Sicily’s Pizza Connection Heroin Boss - Gaetano Badalamenti

Copyright @Mr Local History Project - All Rights Reserved - Permission required for non-personal use. | 4



Jersey Pizzerias and Heroin - The Mafia’s Pizza Connection Trial

Sicilian Mafia leader and Pizza Connection mastermind Gaetano Badalamenti (center right with sunglasses)
walks with other members of the Mafia in Sicily, c. 1950.

Gaetano Badalamenti (Italian pronunciation: [gae'ta:no badala'menti]) was an influential member of the Sicilian
Mafia and what is now known as the world’s largest heroin smuggling operation that took place in pizza parlors
across America, but was centralized explicitly in New Jersey, New York, and Chicago. Along with Don Tano
Badalamenti, the capofamiglia of his hometown Cinisi, Sicily, they headed the Sicilian Mafia Commission in the
1970s. The Mafia specifically built an airport to control the drug traffic between Palermo and the United States.

The origins of the Pizza Connection lay in the intrigue surrounding the murder of Carmine Galante. Paroled from
prison in 1974 following a 12-year narcotics sentence, Galante proclaimed himself boss of the Bonanno family.
Galante’s power lay in the Sicilian Mafiosi he had recruited (before going to prison) to help run the New York end
of the Bonanno family’s multimillion-dollar heroin network.
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New York police detectives covered Mafia leader Carmine Galante after he was shot to death at a Brooklyn
restaurant on July 12, 1979. On July 12, 1979. Galante had finished lunch on the rear terrace of Joe and Mary’s
restaurant on Knickerbocker. Three men in ski masks burst into the back garden and shot Galante to death, with
his Sicilian bodyguards conveniently departing the patio area just beforehand.
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Salvatore “Toto” Catalano, the owner of Catalano Brothers Bakery in Queens and a significant figure in the
Bonanno Mafia family based in New York. Catalano served as Badalamenti’s primary nexus to the American
Mafia and the leader of his U.S. crew, a group of Sicilian immigrants known as the “Zips.”

Jersey Connections - Gambino Jersey Connections

Living in Jersey, pizza is a staple food group. Every town has at least one pizza joint if not more. With Italian
accents, | assumed they were Italians making great grandma'’s secret sauce (gravy) for everything they
prepared. But that wasn’t the only secret.

Badalament’s idea to distribute the drugs through U.S. eastern and midwestern pizzeria store fronts was the
method that went undetected for over a decade. Heroin would be hidden in pizza ingredients like olive oil cans,
San Marzano tomatoes. And cheese was packaged and sent to the US pizzerias in New York, New Jersey, and
Chicago, which became the largest heroin distribution centers in America. So not only were the pizza shops
used to distribute, they would also launder drug money. Heroin traveled from Palermo to the United States in all
sorts of other containers — in oranges, in cans of tuna, in diplomatic pouches, even under the gowns of nuns
coming to collect money for their orphanages in Sicily.
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While the real-life Pizza Land wasn’t involved in the Pizza Connection Trial, many Jersey, Philly, and NYC
pizzerias were heroin and money laundering centers for the mafia.

The Sicilian Connection flourished in Camden, Delran, Cherry Hill, and over to Philadelphia. Rosario and
Giuseppe Gambino, cousins of Carlo Gambino, connected a string of pizzerias in South Jersey and Philadelphia
to the famed crime family connections in Sicily. It was stated that the Italian Connection took over from where
the French Connection ended, but was much larger. The “French Connection” case, for example, involved 44
kilos of heroin. The “Pizza Connection” distributed as much as one metric ton of heroin.
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The Gambino family used the New York, New York, Restaurant/Lounge and Sal’s Pizza in South Jersey as part of
their heroin distribution network. Giuseppe and Rosario Gambino, brothers, and their brother-in-law, Erasmo
Gambino, all of whom settled in the Northwoods section of Cherry Hill.

Salvatore “Toto” Catalano, the owner of Catalano Brothers Bakery in Queens and a significant figure in the
Bonanno Mafia family based in New York. Catalano served as Badalamenti’s primary nexus to the American
Mafia and the leader of his U.S. crew, a group of Sicilian immigrants known as the “Zips.”
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In New York, Federal authorities said that the Famous Original Ray’s Pizza on Third Avenue near 43rd Street in
NYC was actually the headquarters for a central drug ring. And in a new variation for the ever-changing
international drug trade, the authorities said, the pizzeria gang didn’t just import cocaine from Colombia to feed
New York City’s enormous appetite for drugs. It also used New York as a transit point to deliver drugs to three
longstanding organized crime groups in Italy, where cocaine sells for three times what it costs in New York.

Undercover FBI agent Joe Pistone, who had infiltrated the Bonanno crime family in 1976, delivered crucial
intelligence that helped set the case in motion. Over time, the investigation snowballed into a massive multi-
agency and multi-national effort, with key contributions coming from the New York Police Department, New
Jersey State Police, the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), U.S. Customs, and international authorities
(including FBI international legal attaché offices) in Italy, Sicily, Spain, Switzerland, Turkey, Brazil, Canada, Great
Britain, Germany, and Mexico.

Many people remember Joe Pistone in the 1997 film Donnie Brasco. He was a key undercover FBI informant who
laid the groundwork for the Pizza Connection trial and eventual convictions. To prepare for his role, Johnny Depp
met with the actual Joseph D. Pistone several times and took shooting lessons from the FBI. FBI agent Joseph D.
Pistone infiltrated the Bonanno crime family between 1976 and 1981 using the alias “Donnie Brasco.” Now that
was a good movie!

Who can forget the “fagettaboutit” scene. #classic

The Pennsylvania authorities indicted pizza locations in 54 Pennsylvania cities and towns, estimating that more
than $ 20 million in annual cash income is skimmed by Organized Crime-controlled pizza shops in southeastern
Pennsylvania.

Final Thoughts

Now think back. How many pizza joints do you remember that were CASH ONLY? All cash businesses -
hmmmmm. Pizza strongholds were in Jersey, New York City, and Chicago. Hmmmmm, was it because of the
sheer love of pizza or was it this Pizza Heroin connection? I'd have to admit, it's probably a bit of both. But it all
makes sense...... Sicilian employees, all cash businesses, and all imported ingredients....... I never knew about
the Pizza Connection until now. Now you know.

The video is long but many people want to know the details. It's a fascinating true story and part of New Jersey’s
history.

In 1987, he was sentenced to 45 years in federal prison in the United States for being the “Pizza Connection”
kingpin.

On April 29, 2004, Badalamenti died from heart failure at the age of 80 at the Devens Federal Medical Center in
Ayer, Massachusetts.

More Mr. Local History NJ Foodie Reads

See all our foodie Jersey history stories - Click Here

Finding New Jersey’s Giant Pizzas

The Brothers’ Bridges and Their Family’'s New Jersey Burger Dynasty
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Honoring Four Historic New Jersey Eateries

Remembering Howard Johnson’s

Sandwiches Invented in New Jersey

What are Others Reading? Top 10 MLH Posts This Week

Origins of Cold as Balls and Cold as a Witch's Teet
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Basking Ridge

The e B BT ot Historic Sand Pit in Basking Ridge, New Jersey
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THE BIG SHORT

INSIDE THE DOOMSDAY MACHINE

The REAL Characters of The Big Short by Michael Lewis
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Snowstorm Records and Sledding in Somerset County New Jersey

Copyright @Mr Local History Project - All Rights Reserved - Permission required for non-personal use. | 13


https://mrlocalhistory.org/michael-lewis-big-short-players/
https://mrlocalhistory.org/michael-lewis-big-short-players/
https://mrlocalhistory.org/snowstorms-sledding/
https://mrlocalhistory.org/snowstorms-sledding/

Jersey Pizzerias and Heroin - The Mafia’s Pizza Connection Trial
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Jackie Kennedy Onassis' Time in Bernardsville & Peapack, New Jersey
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Iceboats Flock to New Jersey Ice Again - Historic Winter Times
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