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The year 1959 was a good one for Reader’s
Digest reporter Frederic Sondern, Jr. and the US
Federal Bureau of Narcotics. Their most recent
collaborative project, Sondern’s book Brother-
hood of Evil: The Mafia, spent fifteen weeks on
the New York Times Best Seller List and was
enthusiastically received by the American public
and policymakers, all of whomwere eager to learn
more of the mysterious organized crime outfit
known as the Mafia. For the Bureau, the book
was but one more building block in the larger edi-
fice of the dope menace. For Sondern, however,
Brotherhood of Evil represented a decade of work.
The reporter was, of course, ecstatic with the
book’s success and profoundly grateful for the
wealth of material provided by the Bureau. “Nat-
urally, I am on cloud #17,” he wrote to Commis-
sioner Harry J. Anslinger as the first serialized
excerpts were published. “I am also very much

aware of the fact that it has been you who has
made the whole project possible. You know how
much I appreciate your inspiration and help.” By
the end of the 1950s, Sondern’s writing had
become indistinguishable from the Bureau’s offi-
cial views; as one of Anslinger’s colleagues
privately acknowledged, “in the public mind, he is
practically the voice of the Bureau.”1

Brotherhood of Evil is a perfect example of the
manner in which the Federal Bureau of Narcotics
(FBN), actively managed popular perceptions of
drugs and organized crime in America—a threat it
often abbreviated as “the dope menace” or
“narcotics evil”—and used police adventure sto-
ries to advance its domestic and foreign policy
goals. One of the most important ideas to emerge
from this partnership was the narrative frame-
work of a drug war. And it was clear that the
Bureau considered itself at war; in the Foreword
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to Brotherhood of Evil, Commissioner Anslinger
wrote, “We are engaged in a war against orga-
nized crime which involves the whole nation.”
The drug war, he warned, was more devious than
a military struggle; this battle was more akin to a
paramilitary conflict or a dirty war waged against
“an army of subtle and defiant men” who sought
to “poison our children and create thousands of
victims with their heroin” (qtd. in Sondern ix).
Two years later, in the opening pages of his own
book, The Murderers: The Story of the Narcotics
Gangs, Anslinger continued, “Ours is a war
fought on unsuspecting battlefields, unseen and
unrecognized in the midst of average, everyday
communities” (3).

The conventional history of America’s war on
drugs usually begins with Richard Nixon or
Ronald Reagan because, as President, each a dra-
matically escalated the level of federal resources
and attention directed to the fight. One of the
challenges in explicating the history of American
drug wars is that it represents such a profound
failure of policy that critics often look to ulterior
motives to explain its origins and longevity—like
Nixonian power struggles, the reassertion of Jim
Crow-style racial segregation, the birth of a
prison-industrial complex, and, above all, elec-
toral politics.2

The FBN’s effort to craft a war narrative
around drug control, however—exemplified, in
this case, by its relationship with Frederic Sond-
ern—suggests that that the United States has been
fighting drug wars since at least the middle of the
twentieth century. The years following World
War II were the first time that drug enforcement
operations were routinely extended to foreign
soil, a development that had as much to do with
America’s geopolitical ascendance as it did with
drugs per se. At the diplomatic level, America has
been fighting drugs since dawn of the twentieth
century.3

Extending the interpretive framework of a war
on drugs further into the past brings new aspects
of its nature and history into focus and helps tease
out some of the broader relationships between
American culture, security, law enforcement, sov-
ereignty, hegemony, and interventionism. Most

immediately, it signals that “America’s Longest
War,” as the drug war is sometimes identified, has
been waged even longer than its critics generally
realize.4 It is also clear that the drug war emerged
from trends that were much larger than the cam-
paign strategies or domestic politics of Nixon and
Reagan; it is directly tied into how America sees
itself and its place in the world. In its earliest itera-
tions, the drug war was a reaction to the way that
transnational forces like globalization—as repre-
sented by organized crime and smuggled drugs
like opium and heroin—seemed to exacerbate
social and class tensions and undermine American
society from within. Fighting a drug war helped
America make sense of a changing world environ-
ment that presented new kinds of threats and
required new styles of law enforcement and
power to confront. Perhaps most crucially, the
drug war offered a ready forum in which the
United States could reassert its identity as a defen-
der of freedom and a force of moral good in a
troubled world. Assisted by true-crime writers
like Sondern, the FBN successfully cast drug con-
trol as a drug war and provided the American
public and political leaders with a vocabulary and
style of thought that ultimately outlived the
agency itself and indelibly shaped the future
course of America’s war on drugs.

The First Drug Cops

Created in 1930 to enforce the 1914 Harrison
Narcotic Act (which introduced regulation of the
legal narcotics trade) and to bring the United
States into compliance with international drug
control treaties, the Federal Bureau of Narcotics
was the first law enforcement organization of its
kind—an autonomous drug control agency. With
both regulatory and investigative duties, the
Bureau was housed within the US Treasury
Department. Though small in size, the FBN
wielded an outsized influence and consistently
used its position astride both foreign and domestic
law enforcement to protect its overall agenda. It
is, in many respects, the institutional grandfather
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of the modern Drug Enforcement Administration
and established many of the basic enforcement
parameters that remain in place today. Until its
demise in 1968, the FBN devoted most of its
energy to investigating and disrupting the interna-
tional heroin trade. As the nation’s foremost drug
control agency, however, it was widely seen as
responsible for eliminating narcotic addiction
altogether. Any perceived uptick in drug abuse
could easily be construed as a failure of federal
enforcement, so the Bureau actively sought to
manage public expectations as a way to compen-
sate for the enormity of its task.

The FBN’s attention to public discourse left
important legacies. As with many moral issues,
America has a cyclical relationship with drugs:
initial infatuation gives way to caution, culminat-
ing in moral panics and legal prohibitions, which
is often followed by periods of cynicism and tol-
erance, after which the cycle is repeated (Musto
Morgan). The Bureau made it a priority to push
the pendulum to one side and hold it there. Before
taking the helm at the FBN, Anslinger briefly
supervised the foreign policy side of (alcohol)
Prohibition and quickly realized that criminaliza-
tion was useless in the absence of cultural taboos.5

As the Commissioner of Narcotics from 1930 to
1962, Anslinger worked hard to maintain public
support for legal drug prohibition and forestall
the development of more tolerant public health
approaches to the problem of American addiction.
Because he ran a police agency, Anslinger saw
drugs as a problem for cops rather than doctors
and he deployed all of the considerable resources
at his disposal to ensure the American people
shared that opinion. Drug abuse, according to the
Bureau, was a problem of exposure; if federal
agents could disrupt the international opiate trade
and prevent drugs like heroin from reaching the
country, then addiction could be contained. One
of the Bureau’s most successful strategies in sup-
port of this policy was to partner with private
interest groups or sympathetic journalists like
Sondern who promoted the FBN cause in
exchange for unique access to Bureau files and
personnel. By influencing what was written about
drugs, the Bureau shaped how the American

people actually thought about the subject and a
host of related issues: the nature of addiction,
crime, law enforcement—even the broader cate-
gories of foreign policy and national security.

Depicting the DopeMenace

As it spread the gospel of the dope menace, the
Bureau also helped spur the development of a
relatively new type of literature: true-crime sto-
ries. Crime has always made good copy, but the
1930s, ‘40s, and ‘50s witnessed a veritable explo-
sion of the genre as a host of magazines and niche
publications catered to a growing demand for
tales of real life police adventures—a cultural
yearning that emerged from periods of intense
urbanization and global crises like the Depression,
World War II, and the Cold War. Magazines like
Official Detective Stories, True Crime, True
Detective, True Story, and Real were exemplary
of this expanding “infotainment” market and
assured readers that genuine heroes still patrolled
the changing frontiers of American society. One
of the most popular and reliably lurid storylines
in this genre was the threat posed by the dope
menace.

Stories exposing the dangers of drug abuse fol-
lowed a familiar narrative: the horrors of addic-
tion were related in unmistakably purple prose
before brave and resourceful American detectives
appeared to take on the nefarious foreign villains
responsible for spreading poison and depravity.
This was grist for the mill in magazines dedicated
wholly to true-crime, but, just as the narcotics evil
threatened to creep into American cities and
schoolyards, stories about drug addiction crept
into niche publications as well. Magazines aimed
at male audiences like True: The Man’s Magazine
and Saga: True Adventures for Men highlighted
the heroics of daring federal agents. Publications
like Woman’s Home Companion and Actual
Romances treated female audiences to boilerplate
accounts of young girls who fall in with the
wrong crowd and are seduced into addiction.
Even mainstream magazines like Life, The Satur-
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day Evening Post, and The Reader’s Digest
became regular outlets for factual but highly styl-
ized accounts of drug investigations and warnings
about the perils of drug use. The moral of these
stories was remarkably consistent: drugs were a
foreign menace and threatened the foundations of
American society. That was due, at least in part,
to the efforts of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics.

The Bureau’s propagandizing is well-known
and today Anslinger is remembered mostly for his
exaggerated fulminations on the dangers of mari-
juana, epitomized by his once-popular tract
“Marijuana: Assassin of Youth.”6 Hitherto
neglected FBN records, however, reveal that the
Bureau’s efforts to shape public perceptions and
cultural narratives were more extensive, sustained,
and meaningful that has been appreciated, partic-
ularly with regard to foreign drug enforcement.
The FBN kept files on a wide assortment of
authors and media outlets and tracked those who
promoted a favorable interpretation of the
Bureau’s work and those who did not. Publica-
tions favoring a police response to the drug
scourge received cooperation and Bureau assis-
tance, while authors who supported a compara-
tively lenient rehabilitative response were
regarded with suspicion or actively marginalized.

In stark contrast to the Bureau’s partnership
with friendly journalists was the aggressive man-
ner in which it responded to criticism. The FBN’s
effort to marginalize the sociologist Alfred Linde-
smith, a vocal critic of the Bureau’s heavy-handed
approach, is fairly well-known. When it came to
enforcing the punitive consensus around drugs,
there was seemingly no opponent too small. Prior
to WWII, for example, when agents discovered
that a Dr. Henry Smith Williams had quietly pub-
lished a book provocatively titled Drug Addicts
Are Human Beings (1938), they immediately dug
into the doctor’s personal background. They dis-
covered that he had no criminal record, an
upstanding reputation in the community, and a
serious bird-nest collecting habit. Undeterred, the
investigating agent helpfully suggested that the
Commissioner ask the Intelligence Unit of Inter-
nal Revenue Service (the same outfit that took
down Al Capone) to look into the doctor’s

finances, while Anslinger collected statements
describing Williams as a “quack.”7

These records indicate that the Bureau closely
monitored the discourse around drugs and addic-
tion and maintained a stable of writers and jour-
nalists to represent its official views to the
American people in major newspapers and popu-
lar magazines. The writer who best demonstrates
that relationship was Reader’s Digest Roving
Editor Frederic Sondern, Jr., a man Anslinger
called “our favorite crime reporter.”8

The Voice of the Bureau

Frederic Sondern, Jr.’s main beat was Europe.
During the 1930s, he covered the rise of Hitler’s
Third Reich and became a war correspondent
when the fighting began. After World War II, he
served as Reader’s Digest’s resident expert on
crime, law enforcement, European security issues,
and, with the FBN’s help, America’s early drug
war.9 The Bureau’s partnership with Reader’s
Digestwas no coincidence. One of the best-selling
publications in American history, the Digest
exerted a clear influence on twentieth century
American culture and had a large international
audience. Best of all, it maintained a reliably con-
servative and anticommunist tone; promoting a
drug war fit right into the magazine’s political
agenda and Anslinger personally wrote a number
of articles (Sharp; Canning).

The FBN’s specific relationship with Sondern
began in 1949, when the reporter sought out the
government’s experts on organized crime. As
Bureau officials described what they, alone among
federal law enforcement, had begun to term the
Mafia, Sondern later recalled, “I knew I had a
mission.”10 The timing of his interest in the
growth of organized crime was propitious for the
Bureau. Anslinger had long thought that cutting
off the foreign sources of the domestic market
was the only real solution to the drug problem
and, coming out of WWII, he hoped that Amer-
ica’s increased geopolitical stature would allow
him to station his narcotics agents on foreign soil.
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This, however, was a somewhat radical step, so
Anslinger needed a dramatic impetus to justify
what was essentially a profound intrusion upon
the sovereignty of other nations—and one that, in
practice, risked mimicking older colonial relation-
ships in an ostensibly postcolonial age, with a new
Great Power claiming extraterritorial privileges in
developing producer nations under the relatively
dull aegis of antismuggling measures. To over-
come this dilemma, the Bureau began to cultivate
the idea of a global drug war. In a 1946 True
Detective article, the Commissioner explained,
“With the coming of peace our country faces a foe
that can be just as deadly as the enemy on the field
of battle.”11

In order to help build the idea of a global drug
war in the public sphere, Anslinger shortly there-
after teamed with writer Jay Richard Kennedy to
draft the screenplay for the 1948 film To the Ends
of the Earth. Drugs were a rare sight on the silver
screen until the 1960s; Anslinger feared that visual
portrayals of drugs would increase their use and
the subject was governed by strict production
codes, which were actually amended specifically
to accommodate the depiction of FBN law
enforcement operations.12 With storylines drawn
from old case files and a protagonist modeled on
Agent George White, already a quasi-celebrity in
the true-crime genre, To the Ends of the Earth
featured the Bureau’s unique brand of roving
undercover investigations and several eloquent
testimonials on the need for international cooper-
ation. Critics praised the film’s “semi-documen-
tary” feel and evinced sympathy for the movie’s
central premise that the drug trade posed a com-
mon threat to all mankind and required a sort of
extrajudicial police force to fight it. In the promo-
tional interviews that accompanied the film’s
release, Anslinger put it rather more bluntly.
“There are no national boundaries in our work,”
he declared. “You can’t afford national sover-
eignty when you’re trying to break up the narcot-
ics racket.”13

One of the challenges in creating the narrative
of a drug war, however, was that wars require
enemies and drugs do not make particularly com-
pelling antagonists by themselves. The FBN fre-

quently portrayed narcotics as so dangerous it
was as if they possessed human agency all their
own and Anslinger claimed that “opium, wher-
ever produced, will always seek a consumer.”14

This logic had profound implications for how the
Bureau approached the problem of drugs and
addiction but fell short of justifying a drug war;
drugs must be used in order to have an effect and
that required people. Focusing on users, however,
threatened to aggravate a long-running and often
contentious debate between the police and medi-
cal communities over whether addicts should be
seen as victims or as predators and potential ped-
dlers. Few, however, were prepared to sympa-
thize with actual drug traffickers (a tendency the
Bureau successfully used to keep the addict-
as-victim view in the minority). In To the Ends of
the Earth, the FBN’s fight was against a series of
only loosely connected entrepreneurial networks
situated at various levels of the illicit supply chain.
What Bureau officials really needed was nicely
delineated and cohesive enemy to clearly repre-
sent the dangers of the dope menace. And that is
where Sondern and his interest in the Mafia came
in.

Sondern’s first article on the FBN appeared in
April 1950 and focused on its on-going quest to
take the fight overseas and disrupt the Atlantic
heroin trade, a campaign Sondern dubbed “Our
Global War on Narcotics.” These initial foreign
cases, conducted between the years 1948 and
1951, were a crucial test as the FBN tried to
expose the Mafia’s role in the international drug
traffic and demonstrate the necessity of a global
counternarcotic strategy—as well as the efficacy
of its own undercover tactics. As Anslinger later
recalled, “It was my opinion that a few good
agents overseas might help dry up the traffic at the
source.” Sondern’s article detailed one spectacular
case made in Istanbul that subsequently became
the source of much FBN myth-making (but ham-
pered relations between the FBN and Turkish
police for years to come). He also reported the
Bureau’s claim that noted mob boss Charlie
“Lucky” Luciano had become the kingpin of the
Atlantic heroin trade. The article served its pur-
pose and Anslinger was thrilled to learn that it
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was read verbatim into the Congressional Record
only days after publication. With American legis-
lators taking notice, Sondern’s tale provided a use-
ful counterpart to the Bureau’s behind-the-scenes
maneuvering to secure a permanent outpost in
Europe.15

This first collaboration paid immediate divi-
dends, so Anslinger gave Sondern the green light
for additional articles. In July 1951, Agent Charles
Siragusa was supervising FBN efforts in the Medi-
terranean and alerted Italian police authorities
that Sondern was preparing a story on the recent
arrest of a drug trafficker named Frank Callaci.
The Bureau believed that Frank worked, confus-
ingly enough, with his uncle of the same name, a
former New York CityMafioso recently deported
to Italy. Both men were suspected to be couriers
in the employ of Luciano and were arrested when
nephew Frank was discovered at the Rome airport
with six pounds of uncut heroin and papers iden-
tifying his uncle. True to the Mafia’s code of
omerta, neither Callaci would talk, but their
arrests helped Siragusa and the Italian police link
the mob-affiliated traffickers to a series of diver-
sions from the Italian pharmaceutical company
Schiapparelli.16 The Bureau used a combination of
carrot and stick to secure an FBN office in Rome
and coerce the Italians to end the legal manufac-
ture of heroin; Anslinger criticized the Italian
government in the media and appearances at the
UN, while Siragusa assuaged his Italian hosts with
the promise that Sondern’s article on the Callaci
investigation would highlight their excellent work
and the seriousness of the Italian police effort.
Sondern would even provide them with an
advance copy to confirm a favorable portrayal.17

It was imperative that neither the FBN nor
Sondern wear out their welcome with the Italian
government, as both planned to work there for
the foreseeable future. Although he dropped the
Callaci angle in favor of greater emphasis on Luci-
ano, Sondern’s article “Lucky Luciano’s New
Empire” was published just as Siragusa returned
to Rome as the newly promoted supervisor of
District 17, the Bureau’s designation for the office
covering Europe and the Middle East. Sondern
described Italian police efforts as “very active”

but “understaffed” and used the opportunity to
refute rumors that Luciano had made some
unspecified contribution to the Allied war effort a
few years earlier.18

Stationing American police agents on foreign
soil was a politically delicate proposition. Defeat
in WWII made Italy particularly anxious, as one
agent put it, to “reestablish herself in the commu-
nity of Nations,” which afforded Anslinger great
diplomatic leverage and, along with the FBN’s
focus on the Mafia, ultimately led to the selection
of Rome as the Bureau’s regional headquarters.19

Turkey and France, on the other hand, bookended
the Mediterranean heroin trade and were of tre-
mendous concern to the Bureau, but both coun-
tries managed to hold off a permanent FBN
presence for nearly a decade. It was therefore nec-
essary for the Bureau to proceed with caution and
carefully calibrate the level and style of pressure
applied to each country. When Anslinger ran one
potentially damaging article past his superiors in
the Treasury Department, he reminded them,
“. . .the enforcement situation in European coun-
tries and the Near East in relation to our men is so
delicate that we cannot afford to jeopardize our
position.” These concerns led Bureau officials to
stick with reporters they trusted completely.
Sondern reciprocated by submitting each of his
manuscripts to Anslinger for comment and final
approval.20

As the decade wore on, the relationship
between Sondern and Commissioner Anslinger
became increasingly cozy. In the spring of 1952,
Sondern was assigned to do a story on Interpol
and departed for Europe armed with a briefcase
full of valuable introductory letters from Ansling-
er, which, the reporter noted “opened doors as
though by magic.” Here, again, Sondern’s associa-
tion with the FBN provided him with unique
access. In 1950, J. Edgar Hoover withdrew the
FBI from Interpol to protest the Czechoslovakian
government’s effort to track down political refu-
gees. That left the FBN as the de facto US delegate
to the European police agency, a status formalized
in 1958. With backing from Anslinger, Sondern
was well-received by Interpol officials and began
to display a personal sense of pride in the Bureau.
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“I think you ought to know that yours is a name
to conjure with over here,” he gushed. “The
Bureau of Narcotics and its agents are regarded as
a standard and a high one. I get a kick out of that
every time I hear it, and thought you would too.”
At some point, Sondern was even granted the rare
privilege of his own FBN badge, which he
described in Brotherhood of Evil as a symbol of
“police aristocracy.” Sensitive to the fact that An-
slinger had vouched for him with European offi-
cials, Sondern stressed that he would grant them
the same courtesy of submitting manuscripts for
final approval.21

By mid-decade, thanks to writers like Sondern,
the FBN’s message was gaining traction. In
August 1951, the Senate’s Kefauver Committee,
with assistance from the FBN, released the find-
ings of its very public year-long investigation of
organized crime (Bernstein). A few months later,
the Boggs Act passed Congress with little debate
and introduced mandatory minimum sentences
for federal drug offenses. President Eisenhower
even made room for drug control on an otherwise
full plate; soon after taking office, Ike signed a bill
that authorized judges in the District of Columbia
to forcibly commit drug offenders for confine-
ment and rehabilitation, a proscriptive measure
long advocated by Anslinger, who argued that
addicts should be “plucked out of the community
and quarantined” (Anslinger and Tompkins 170).
In November 1954, Eisenhower followed up with
an open letter to his Cabinet in which he called
drugs a “scourge” and ordered his administration
to “omit no practical step to minimize and stamp
out narcotic addiction.” Although some media
outlets professed greater interest in who the Presi-
dent would root for in the annual Army-Navy
football game, the New York Times cheered the
nnouncement with laudatory editorials and rheto-
ric popularized by the FBN, writing that Eisen-
hower had declared “War on Drugs.”22 It was
two years before the Cabinet delivered its report,
but Secretary of State John Foster Dulles quickly
endorsed the FBN view that American addiction
was essentially a foreign policy problem caused
by drugs smuggled into the country from abroad
and, in February 1955, he ordered the Foreign

Service to support the Bureau’s policy of source
control, much to the delight of the agents in Dis-
trict 17.23

All of the additional attention made it an auspi-
cious time for another Sondern-FBN collabora-
tion and, in the summer of 1955, the reporter
returned to Europe to gather material for an
update on the Bureau’s international work. Eisen-
hower’s acknowledgment of the drug problem,
however, hadn’t yet resulted in additional
resources—a point Anslinger stressed during Sen-
ate testimony in June. Seeking to increase the
tempo of foreign operations, Anslinger hammered
at the importance of source control. It was futile,
he argued, to rely on anti-smuggling measures at
the borders; the combined resources of the entire
US military and all of federal law enforcement, he
warned, “would not stop heroin coming through
the Port of New York.” The only solution was to
increase the number of agents stationed overseas.
District 17 had only four agents, but the Commis-
sioner claimed they had stopped about forty per-
cent of the traffic “right at its source” and were
“worth 100 men here.”24

It fell to Sondern to help make the case with the
American public. After he was briefed by agents
in Rome and culled material from FBN case files,
Sondern sent his new article manuscript off to
Anslinger with a note that he was “looking for-
ward greatly to one of our good sessions.” An-
slinger quickly returned Sondern’s draft with
comments and a few telling suggestions. First, he
asked the reporter to clarify that the FBN was an
independent agency of the Treasury Department,
as many people mistook it for a wing of the bet-
ter-known Federal Bureau of Investigation. The
Commissioner also requested that Sondern report
on how the purity of street heroin in the US had
fallen to only five to ten percent, driving up the
price and frustrating addicts, because of the
FBN’s success in “knocking over the clandestine
laboratories and gangs abroad.”25

The drug war theme was once again front and
center when Sondern’s article appeared in the
January 1956 issue of Reader’s Digest under the
headline: “The World War Against Narcotics.”
True to his word, Sondern incorporated Ansling-
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er’s revisions. The story highlighted the global
nature of the drug trade and described how events
overseas, in places like Marseille or Beirut, had
direct repercussions inside the United States.
Sondern’s article was something of a valentine to
the agents of District 17. It recited their accom-
plishments over the previous few years and ended
on the Abou Sayia investigation, yet another of
the true-crime adventures frequently celebrated in
Bureau lore. Anslinger responded by ordering 500
reprints for the Bureau’s own distribution and
sent a glowing letter to the Digest to sing Sond-
ern’s praises. “He is our favorite crime reporter,”
the Commissioner confided, “and stimulates the
interest of our men.” Sondern returned the Com-
missioner’s warm regards but deflected credit to
the agents serving abroad, who, he replied, “coun-
seled and helped me so effectively that they actu-
ally should have been bylined as co-authors.”26

Over the next few years, Sondern kept up the
drumbeat with drug-related articles like “We Must
Stop the Crime that Breeds Crime!” and “Interpol:
Scourge of the International Underworld.”27 But
he was saving his best material for what would
become Brotherhood of Evil. In the spring of 1957,
Sondern sent word to Agent Siragusa in Rome that
he was planning a story on the murder of an FBN
snitch named Eugenio Giannini, who once ran a
mob-affiliated trans-Atlantic counterfeit-notes-
and-heroin ring but was executed for skimming
profits and informing to the Bureau. Sondern had
been working on the article with FBN agents
stateside but wanted to familiarize himself with
the story’s Paris backdrop and examine case files
in Rome. Siragusa dispatched an agent to squire
Sondern about the Parisian underworld, but, hav-
ing been recently chastised for grandstanding in a
Saturday Evening Post profile, he wisely checked
with Anslinger before turning the reporter loose in
the file room. Anslinger, of course, authorized
Sondern’s access to the Bureau’s jealously guarded
files and one year later provided him with addi-
tional material—this time sensitive letters taken
from a crime scene, which Sondern described as “a
treasure of information.”28

In the spring of 1959, Sondern finally unveiled
the result of his decade-long partnership with the

Bureau. Anslinger was so encouraged by the
potential for Brotherhood of Evil that he secured
permission to personally write the Foreword.
“The book is highly laudatory of Treasury
Department agents, particularly those in the
Bureau of Narcotics,” he assured his superiors,
and would provide “good publicity.” That it did.
The book hit shelves in March, and became an
instant bestseller amidst favorable reviews that
noted the FBN contribution. The New York
Times called it “the best popular history and
appraisal of the dread criminal combine of Italian
origin that has appeared to date,” while the Chi-
cago Daily Tribune observed that Sondern’s “sub-
ject is grim, but his story is glittering.” Serialized
excerpts printed by the Herald-Tribune syndicate
and Reader’s Digest, along with renewed
Congressional attention to the Mafia, helped drive
Brotherhood of Evil up the New York Times’
Best Seller list, where it remained all summer,
rubbing elbows with modern classics like William
J. Lederer and William Burdick’s The Ugly
American, Boris Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago, and
Valdimir Nobakov’s Lolita.29

Sondern and Anslinger, meanwhile, basked in
the project’s success. Both men enjoyed the
limelight and were thrilled with the public’s
renewed focus on the Mafia. “The Boys aren’t
going to like this a bit,” Sondern crowed. “It
will, I think, be the biggest publicity blast that
ever hit them.” Anslinger hailed the book as “a
monumental masterpiece” and, in keeping with
his belief that Brotherhood of Evil “should be
compulsory reading for every law enforcement
officer in the United States,” ordered an addi-
tional one hundred copies from the publisher to
use in the Treasury Department’s police training
school. Bureau officials were so encouraged by
the response to Brotherhood of Evil, they even
began sending copies autographed by Anslinger
(rather than Sondern!) to Congressmen and
European police officials. Rep. Gordon Canfield
(R-NJ), a prominent member of the House and
a reliable FBN ally, commended the Commis-
sioner for “the outstanding work you are doing
to rid our country of the narcotic menace” and
thanked him for sending the book, which, he
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noted, was the second copy he had been
given.30

The Brotherhood of Evil and
the Construction of a Kingpin

So what did Brotherhood of Evil, written by
“the voice of the Bureau,” actually have to say
about the dope menace and organized crime?
Nominally a book about the Mafia, Brotherhood
of Evil treats drugs and addiction rather lightly,
describing heroin simply as “poison” and addic-
tion (in one of Anslinger’s favorite phrases) as
“murder on the installment plan” (ix, 95). Sond-
ern calls drug trafficking “the most insidious
and destructive crime ever committed against
the American people and their social structure”
(83). Addiction is held to be a fairly universal
experience, with drug use going from casual to
abusive to compulsive in alarmingly short order.
Bereft of his or her humanity, the addict inevi-
tably becomes little more than “a pathetic crea-
ture.” (86, 97). In Brotherhood of Evil, the
dangers of addiction function mostly as set-up
for the FBN’s assault on the Mafia and drug
traffic, but elsewhere the Bureau consistently
depicted narcotic addiction as a form of slavery
and a wildly dangerous contagion. Occasionally,
the FBN acknowledged the social causes and
Anslinger recognized that for some people “nar-
cotics block out the sights and sounds of pov-
erty and inequality, the rapid pace at which we
move in today’s world, the constant trembling
on the brink of disaster.” Generally, the Bureau
favored the theory that addiction was symptom-
atic of underlying personality disorders and
mental illness, but, in a sense, it almost didn’t
matter. For most addicts, Anslinger concluded,
“the reason for taking drugs has been forgotten;
narcotics has become their way of life” (An-
slinger and Gregory 22). There was a saying
popular among the agents: you do not have to
be a veterinarian to clean up shit.31 Next to the
safety of the American people, everything else
was academic.

Sondern had much more to say about the
Mafia, the eponymous “brotherhood of evil” and
“greatest of the villains” (237). Structurally, Sond-
ern described the Mafia as a loose conglomerate
of gangs transplanted from Sicily to the United
States. Bound by familial ties and “an antisocial
ideology,” the Mafia was, in its most inclusive
iteration, “as much a philosophy as it is a society”
(5-6). Though operating on US soil and adopting
American manners, Sondern warned, the Mafia
maintained a distinctly alien worldview and
formed “the most remarkable secret criminal gov-
ernment within a government in history” (55).
Backed by the fabulous profits of the drug trade
and gambling rackets, Sondern wrote, the Mafia
had shaped “political power, wealth and physical
menace into a remarkable apparatus” (52). At the
head of this secret government and presiding over
the Atlantic heroin trade was one man: Charlie
“Lucky” Luciano, a former crime boss that An-
slinger adopted as his personal arch-enemy (100-
22).

Like the depiction of drug enforcement as a
drug war, the Bureau’s focus on Luciano was
primarily about shaping narratives. To establish
the polarity between good and evil and high-
light the utility of his own office, Anslinger
found it useful to reduce the complexities of the
dope menace to a single nemesis. Prior to
World War II, Anslinger singled out a Greek
merchant named Elias Eliopoulos, who once
ran, the Commissioner claimed, “the No. 1 nar-
cotics smuggling combination of all time.”32

Anslinger dubbed Eliopoulos the “Drug Baron
of Europe” and portrayed him as a syphilitic
and morally degenerate aristocrat who splashed
his drug money about the Paris boulevards
while brandishing a trademark gold cane. Elio-
poulos, Anslinger wrote in his 1961 book The
Murderers, was “the gold-tipped white whale I
had to reach” (Anslinger and Oursler, 58–73).
Evoking Moby Dick was not just a passing lit-
erary allusion; whether in pursuit of Eliopoulos
or Luciano, Anslinger proudly presented himself
as the relentless Ahab—overlooking, of course,
the effect of Ahab’s obsession upon the crew of
the Pequod.
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Soon after WWII, the Bureau concluded that
the Mafia had consolidated control over the
Atlantic smuggling routes and chose Luciano as a
new antagonist representative of this menace.
During the late 1920s and ‘30s, Luciano was
widely understood to be one of the most impor-
tant organized crime figures in the country and
the ultimate kingpin atop Manhattan’s prostitu-
tion, gambling, and narcotics rackets. In 1936, he
was brought down by special prosecutor Tom
Dewey and hit with a thirty-to-fifty year prison
sentence as the head of a city-wide prostitution
ring. Only ten years later, however, Dewey, now
in the Governor’s mansion, commuted the
remainder of Luciano’s term and ordered his exile
to Italy. Deporting alien convicts was not unu-
sual, but the plot thickened when Dewey
explained that upon America’s entry to WWII,
“Luciano’s aid was sought by the armed services
in inducing others to provide information con-
cerning possible enemy attack. It appears that he
cooperated in such effort though the actual value
of the information procured is not clear.”33 In
fact, the value of Luciano’s contribution has been
debated ever since. The short version seems to be
that Luciano authorized the New York mob’s
cooperation with the Navy on several counterin-
telligence operations, none of which tipped the
balance of the war. But the circumstances of his
release were certainly curious and became deeply
problematic for the FBN when columnist Walter
Winchell claimed that Lucky might be up for a
Congressional Medal of Honor (Campbell; New-
ark; McWilliams and Block).

Any softening of American attitudes toward the
Mafia was anathema to the Bureau, so Anslinger
fixed his sights on Luciano. During his 1936 trail,
Luciano admitted to previous drug violations and
his attendance at a December 1946 mob summit in
Havana seemed to confirm his leadership position
in the world of organized crime. (It also prompted
Anslinger to withhold medicinal exports to Cuba
until Luciano was evicted.) During the postwar
investigations conducted between 1948 and 1950—
the events described in Sondern’s “Our Global War
on Narcotics” article—one of the Bureau’s chief
objectives was to implicate Luciano in a series of

heroin shipments diverted from the Italian pharma-
ceutical industry. In hindsight, it seems unlikely
(particularly following his removal from Cuba) that
the mobster lived up to his prominent billing, but
depicting Lucky Luciano as a kingpin during the
1950s served a number of objectives.34 There was
genuine cause to suspect his involvement in the
drug traffic, any actual proof of which would help
justify the FBN presence in Europe. Public
accounts of the FBN’s pursuit, meanwhile, elevated
the agency’s image and removed any lingering
ambiguity in the public mind about the essentially
evil nature of the Mafia. Sondern, of course, was
completely on-board with this project. Although
some Bureau officials privately grumbled that he
accepted “too much of the Dewey malarkey” about
Luciano’s war aid (the reporter claimed he didn’t
buy it either but feared a libel suit), in Brotherhood
of Evil, Sondern portrays Luciano as evil incarnate.
Reinforcing the depiction of drug traffickers as
moral reprobates, many accounts noted that Luci-
ano also suffered from syphilis and Sondern
included a pointed anecdote about a Girl Scout
troop stumbling upon the detritus left by a night of
bacchanalian revelry in Luciano’s Havana hotel
suite (100–22). Elsewhere, Anslinger called Luciano
“the greatest white slaver of all time” and described
his routine of preying upon young women while
other Bureau allies like Brooklyn Eagle reporter Ed
Reid described the Mafia as “the religion of the
criminal classes” and cast Luciano as a “god” or
“high priest” (Anslinger and Oursler 102–03; Reid
38, 50).35

These depictions were effective partly because
they were so familiar. As a number of historians
have demonstrated, the fear of subversion is, to
some extent, coded into America’s DNA. In his
1960 essay on the countersubversive literature of
the nineteenth century, David Brion Davis
described how concerns about Freemasons, Cath-
olics, and Mormons “evoked images of a great
American enemy that closely resembled tradi-
tional European stereotypes of conspiracy and
subversion” (Davis 270). Richard Hofstadter sim-
ilarly argued that periods of profound social and
psychic crisis created “a paranoid style” of Ameri-
can politics that frequently conjures up images of
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“a vast and sinister conspiracy, a gigantic and yet
subtle machinery of influence set in motion to
undermine and destroy a way of life” (Hofstadter
29). Susan Speaker points out that these tenden-
cies were all on clear display in the drug control
campaigns of the early twentieth century, when
reformers explicitly linked addiction to anti-
American conspiracies. While race, class, gender,
and the anxiety accompanying broad social
changes helped give the dope menace its particular
shape, Speaker argues, the rhetoric used to
describe drug control “suggested that much more
was at stake: our virtue, our civilization, our very
souls” (Speaker 605). This was a vision that con-
tinued to be elaborated under the Bureau, often
through the medium of true-crime stories.

Kingpin imagery, in particular, is cyclical and
reinforces the very assumptions that create it. Por-
traying law enforcement targets as criminal mas-
terminds helps to explain and contextualize racial
and class differences, but, perhaps most impor-
tantly, it also supports the belief that the drug
problem is created by criminal activity and not by
American social conditions or simple human nat-
ure. From Eliopoulos and Luciano to Pablo Esco-
bar and, most recently, Joaquin “El Chapo”
Guzman, identifying and removing a succession
of drug lords and kingpins—even those who exert
genuine organizational control over aspects of the
illicit traffic—has served to provide an illusory
measure of progress; it offers a sense of accom-
plishment in a war that has no end and no victors.
This focus on kingpins remains an obvious com-
ponent of modern drug control and is symptom-
atic of the stubborn adherence to supply-side
solutions; government focus remains fixed on
traffickers and producers, while alleviating the
conditions leading to drug abuse are little more
than an afterthought.

Fighting DrugWars

With drugs often cast as a near-existential threat
due to a combination of bureaucratic imperative
and moral panic, it is not surprising how easily

drug control slipped into metaphors of war, with
source control and overseas enforcement fre-
quently becoming conflated with foreign military
conflicts. At times, Anslinger was explicit: follow-
ing Pearl Harbor, he claimed that Japan had pre-
saged its attack on Pearl Harbor with an offensive
against both China and the West in which the
weapons were opiates “meant to poison the blood
of the American people.” With the onset of the
Cold War, he claimed that Red China, “the dope-
vending dragon of the East,” had followed Japan’s
example in using drugs as a weapon of war.36 He
also portrayed the Mafia as akin to international
Communism. Both, he claimed, were foreign con-
spiracies driven by people who had “discipline,
cohesion, and a philosophy” but were “utterly
without conscience or humanity,” and he warned
Americans that the two might join forces to “make
narcotics a new ‘sixth’ column to weaken and
destroy selected targets in the drive for world dom-
ination” (qtd. in Sondern ix-x; Anslinger andOurs-
ler 295). Some of this rhetoric can be attributed to
political posturing and Anslinger’s adept bureau-
cratic maneuvering but the implications of such
portrayals were far-reaching.

Against villains such as this, a drug war seemed
justified. Indeed, as Anslinger saw it, America’s
enemies were already waging a drug war against
her. Throughout Brotherhood of Evil, Sondern
describes the many investigations he narrates as
“undercover espionage in the underworld” and a
“war against the Mafia” (92, 134). Describing the
tireless work of the Bureau and the sacrifice of
individual agents helped elaborate a critical
dichotomy between the heroic FBN and the vil-
lainous traffickers, while the transnational nature
of the illicit drug trade necessitated that the FBN
become a global American police force. As An-
slinger wrote in The Murderers, “We need a cop
at the crossroads of the world, we need to fellow
with the nightstick to root out the rats, to blow
the whistle on evil” (296).

The Bureau saw drug control as essentially pre-
ventative; it was about reaching out and neutraliz-
ing a threat before it developed. In Sondern’s 1950
“Our Global War on Narcotics” article, FBN offi-
cial Malachi Harney explained, “When you break a
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narcotics case, you not only nab some of the nasti-
est specimens in existence but you save a lot of peo-
ple from a lot of misery. An ounce of cocaine sold
in New York may account for a hop-headed
holdup man who kills a peaceful citizen in Dallas or
a doped-up driver who rams a school bus in
Ohio.”37 The FBN was among the first federal
agencies to recognize how this “butterfly effect”
aspect of globalization fundamentally changed the
nature of the threats facing America and it was a
logic that quickly led the Bureau to center its
counternarcotic strategy on source control, foreign
enforcement, and preventing these dangerous drugs
from reaching American shores in the first place.

The process of the Bureau’s international
expansion and concurrent public presentations
offer a unique opportunity to ruminate on the
nature of American hegemony. In a 1946 True
Detective article in which he surveyed the post-
war challenges facing the Bureau, Anslinger
explained, “the United States will always have to
lead—if for no other reason than self-protec-
tion.”38 The Commissioner was giving voice to
what was quickly becoming a consensus view in
Washington, where American policymakers
increasingly felt the burden of global leadership.
In articulating the need for a policy of contain-
ment against the Soviet Union almost exactly one
year later, President Truman argued that Amer-
ica’s own security depended upon protecting the
“free peoples of the world.”39 Leadership and
hegemony are, of course, not entirely synony-
mous, but American assistance has a way of
becoming American intervention. Driven by what
it saw as the genuine moral and security impera-
tive posed by the international drug trade, the
Bureau cajoled, snuck, or intimidated its way into
other countries and turned drug control into an
issue that circumvented the usual diplomatic
legalities. “If you want to control this traffic,”
Anslinger warned a UN audience in 1957, “you
have got to surrender some sovereign rights.”40

Throughout the era conveniently delineated by
Anslinger and Sondern’s partnership, the FBN
simultaneously reflected, implemented, and normal-
ized a tenuous kind of American hegemony. The
Bureau rode the crest of American geopolitical

ascendance (and military expansion) to gain access to
other countries and influence with foreign officials,
built institutional bonds with and between foreign
police agencies, and then “manufactured consent”—
as Antonio Gramsci or Noam Chomsky might put
it—both at home and abroad through stories about
the drug war (Herman and Chomsky). It is this last
aspect that comes into particular focus with the rela-
tionship between Sondern and the FBN.

The “voice of the Bureau,” however, is just one
of the better documented examples of the FBN’s
wide-ranging effort to shape public narratives
through the medium of true-crime stories. The
relationship between Sondern and the Bureau ran
its course in the early 1960s; after Brotherhood of
Evil, the reporter began to look into corporate
espionage and passed away in 1966.41 But the cen-
tral ideas running throughout his work were on
prominent display in the rich body of FBN true-
crime literature and the growing discourse of the
drug war. Reporter Michael Stern collaborated
with the Bureau and wrote extensively on the
machinations of Lucky Luciano.42 One of the
agents singled out by Sondern was George White,
who became something of a celebrity-crime
fighter over the course of the 1950s. White had a
close relationship with a number of reporters,
including James Phelan, who wrote for several
publications and highlighted the adventures of
White and his occasional sidekick, the conman-
informant Pierre Lafitte, in True: The Man’s
Magazine.43 Charles Siragusa, head of the
Bureau’s Rome office, was profiled in The Satur-
day Evening Post—as was Agent Gon Sam Mue, a
legendary Chinese-American agent in the San
Francisco office.44 Reader’s of SAGA: True
Adventures for Men could find Anslinger’s tragic
telling of the death of Agent JohnVan Treel, a deb-
onair undercover operator who literally withered
under the strain of a grueling investigation, and
whose storywas also recounted in a five-part series
called “Crushing the Empire of the Living Dead”
in Official Detective Magazine.45 Both Agent
White and Anslinger were on excellent terms with
the Hearst reporters Jack Lait and Lee Mortimer,
whose widely-read “Confidential” series was even
tawdrier than modern-day gossip rags.46 The list
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goes on and includes three books by Anslinger and
a number of memoirs from former agents—all of
which glorified the efforts of the Bureau in its war
against drugs and drug traffickers.47

One of the larger questions raised by the FBN’s
propagandizing and the true-crime literature of
the early drug war is the synergistic relationship
between policymakers, popular opinion, and,
more obliquely, the role of the individual in his-
tory. Do figures like Anslinger and Sondern shape
opinion and cultural perceptions, or are they
themselves products of that culture? The answer
is almost surely both. The Bureau’s antinarcotics
efforts, particularly during the 1950s, coincided
with a period of general political conservatism
that made the American people receptive to the
FBN’s highly symbolic portrayals. Anslinger was
the government’s top authority on drugs, and his
voice carried. Brotherhood of Evil’s successful
bestseller run and the positive reactions docu-
mented in FBN records all suggest its message
was received and accepted. Sondern’s book was
even cited by Congressmen proposing new fed-
eral legislation to target the Mafia and its “terror-
istic activities.”48 Counterfactual arguments
rarely make good history and it would by myopic
to scapegoat Anslinger for the failures of Ameri-
can drug policy when the causes go far beyond
any one person, but it is also hard not to speculate
that popular opinion on the nature of drugs and
addiction might have evolved with a little more
nuance in the absence of such a one-sided and, in
its own way, subversively entertaining public
relations campaign.

What is certain, however, is that the Bureau’s
focus on organized crime and portrayal of drug
control as a drug war has had a lasting influence.
The traditional narrative of the “war on drugs”
usually begins with Richard Nixon, who made
“law and order” a central plank of his 1968 presi-
dential campaign and declared “war on narcotics”
in 1971.49 In 1986, at the ostensible height of the
drug war, President Ronald Reagan claimed,
“Drug abuse is a repudiation of everything Amer-
ica is.”50 Clearly, however, America was fighting
drug wars well before the cultural battles of the
1960s and the sentiment captured in Reagan’s line

could have been lifted from any number of
Anslinger speeches. The safest conclusion is prob-
ably that there have been multiple drug wars and
each phase has served different purposes.

Consistent throughout America’s experience
with drug control is that the narrative of a drug
war has been about more than just drugs. At stake
were and are fundamental questions about Ameri-
can identity. If addiction was slavery, the US
stood for freedom; if drug traffickers like the
Mafia were evil, narcotics agents were necessary
and their tactics justified. By shaping the contain-
ment of addiction into a struggle between the
forces of light and dark, the FBN made the drug
war a way to resolve domestic issues, like fears of
moral decline or anxieties about crime and unas-
similated immigrant communities. Fighting a drug
war allowed the country to assert unambiguous
leadership on a global stage and assuage doubts
about its ability to dictate world affairs. Historian
Robert Dallek calls this “the American style of
foreign policy,” noting that as a people Americans
tend to imbue foreign relations with “symbolic
meaning” and “make overseas affairs a vehicle for
expressing unresolved internal tensions” (xii-xiii).
As the collaboration between Sondern and the
Bureau of Narcotics demonstrates, the drug war
has been a critical part of this deliberate—and
ongoing—process of negotiating American iden-
tity, despite its many continued failures.
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