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Ex-mobster a big hit warning athletes 
By Howard Fendrich 
AP SportsWritet 

FAIRFAX, Va. - It'~ dear right 
away long before the woman 
sitting up front asks, "Did you 
shoot anyone·,.. that this guy 
with the straight-out-of-ccntral
castmg Brooklyn accent and gold 
chain is nol your typical college 
leclllrer. 

It's clear from Michael Franz
esc's life story the 17 years in 
the mafill. the rm llion~ UJXlll mil
lions of ill-gotlen gains, the "'Yup
pie Don" nickname, the prison 
1cm1 that he is a breed apart 
from the professors usually ud
drcs~mg lhis crowd. 

And it"s clear. from the wide Mike Franzese 
eyes and dropped jaws in a George 
Mason University auditorium on mcn·s basketball l·oimmttt'C "The 
a recent evenmg. that these k1ds message is about far more than 
m their gray hooded sweat shirts just gambling. lie ""as 1alking 
arc li~tcning intently, drJwn in by about r1:spunsib1hty,;iOOU1 making 
Frall.lcse·s mt'SSage and mien. the right decision~." 

They're hcaringFr.u12esedclivcr Franzese is not only aiming to 
the same. simple points he makes do good. of cour..c. Me's also nm• 
to college athletes and coacht--s. to ning a business 
NBA rookies and Major League And right now business is 
Baseball players and umpires. to booming, thanks to fonncr Atlan
profess1onal tennis players and ta Falcons quarterback Michael 
'IFL veterans. Vick's dogfightmg ~ga. and for-

Know the dangers ofgamblmg, mer NBA relen.'C Tim Donaghy's 
because, he says, "If you don't betting on games he officiated. 
ha\c a gambling problem. you :rnd mounting questions about 
know somebody that does. Guar- m:llch-fixing in h:nnis 
ank-ed." Appearance rt'(Jucsts ha\'e been 

Be careful not to get mi.~ed in increasing. and Franzese's third 
with the wrong crowd book b due out next yea1. 

Don't willd up being forced into 
the sort~ of siluallons he put ath· "I should either be dead- or m 
letcs in. where they felt compelled prison for the rest of my life." 
to affl.-ct the ootwmc uf a game. 

In sum: Do as I say, no1 as I did The son of a mobster, Franzese 
.. You make 1hat mistake one (fhm-ZEECl:) s..1 out to filld a d1f

timc. you·rc through," Franzese fercnt path. He would study prc
says. chopping the air with hi~ med a1 Hofstrn. become a doctor. 
hand. '"You·\e got that anchor do some good. 
around your neck the rest of your Instead, he was persuaded to 
life." ;oin one of New York's organized 

He travels the country. spread- crime families. then hegan ris
mg his gospel alld hoping to affect mg through the ranks and making 
a life here or there a!ong the way. money Lots of it. 

·•Kids m:ed to hear the mes• faentually. though. able to sec 
sage he's sending. It"s a powerful the direction in \\hich his !ifc was 
message.'" said Tom O"Connor. headed, and inspired to make a 
George Mason's athletic director drastic change after meeting the 
and chairman of the Division I woman who would hecome his 

wife. Franzese pleaded guilty to 
racketeering and went to prison in 
the mid- l 980s. It was all part of a 
whiplash-inducing about-face, as 
he walked away from the mafia 
and embruced re ligion. 

"lamapcrsonoffaith,notafa
natic. But 1 am a strong believer. 
and I don't believe I can make up 
for what l',c done in the past," 
FTllllZC)C said in an intetYiew with 
The Associated Press after his 
talk at George Mason. "What l"vc 
done, I've done. I have issues with 
what l've<loncin the past.and I 
have regrets.'" 

His response an hour earlier to 
that query aboul whether he shot 
someone? 

"That's always the No. 2 ques
tion:· he begun. eliciting chuckles 
from the ~tudents. 

--uavc I seen it? Have I been 
aroundit?Havelbeenexposedit? 
Yes," he conlinucd, then paused 
forclTt-cl. ··And 1'11 lctyou fi ll in 
the blanks from there." 

"D011'1 have no co-defendants. 
Do it alone. That's a fnnncrcrimi
nal giving you ad\"ice if you're go
ing to commit a crime. They prob
ably won't i111ileme back,". 

It was Hallinan who helped 
point Franzese toward a second 
career in the 1990s. A fonner po
li L-cman who hdpcd run the FBI/ 
NYPD joi nt tcrronsm task force 
before working for baseball, Hal
linan and counterparts at the NFL. 
NBA and NHL wanted to put to
gether a video for pro athletes to 
warn them about gambling and 
thelike. 

So Ha llioan asked FBI col
leagues to recommend a crin11nal, 
and Franzcsc's was one ofa hand
fu l of names thal came up. Fran
zese starred in the video, "Gam
bling With Your Life,'' and later 
was asked by Hallinan to speak in 
person to baseball clubs 

"This is a dear and present d:m• 
ger, certainly to professional ~pons 
and the colleges as well. and, .. it\ 
imponam. l believe. to get some
one to explain what these people 
do. what their method of opera
tion is." Hall inan said 

He also knew that it wa, impor
tant to grab the audicnce a11d not 
let go. something at which Franz
ese excels 

··1fyou know the attention span 
of professional athletes. I h.id to 
real!y wow them:· Hallinan '><lid. 
.. This is the Mn' genera1ion. and 

ls 1t really such a good idea to a talking head was not gomg to 
put the man who speaks these make it happen." 
words in a room filled with im- With an easy pallcr and mks to 
pressionablecollcge kids? tell, Franzese makes a lasting im-

"I was surprised they wou ld pression. 
have a guy like that come speak ·' li e demands respect." said 
to us." said Folarin Campbell, a Washington Wi1.ards gtrnd !\id, 
guard 011 George Mason's bas- Young. who sa,,,. Franzese at the 
kctball team. ··But what he said University ofSouthcm Califomia 
makes )'OU think twice about e\Cll and the NBA's rookie transition 
thinking about gambling:· program. "He tells you how the 

Why has Major League Baseball mob gets you.'" 
hired Franzese to do tours during Franzese 1akes his listeners 
spring training? through a scenario of how garn-

Why did the men·s professional b!ing can lead to owing money. 
1cnnis tour have him mcc1 with which can lead to owmg favors. 
hundreds of players at a touma- which can lead lo serious con se-
men! this spring? quences. 

Why was he invi ted to speak 10 Whi le the length. con1cnt and 
the San Diego Chargers and Ml- fees for Franzese's appearances 
ami Dolphins? ,·ary, depending on 1\hcthrr he is 

.. You have to know your en- speaking at a church or a corpo
emy:· said Kevin Hall inan. who rate event, to a college team or a 
recently retired as security chief pro learn, the authenticity always 
for Major League Baseball. seems to ring true 

G 

"You sec that s1uffon TV and 
in the mo\'1es. You're nol used to 
seeing 11 in real life," Dolphins 
dcfl11sivc t:nd Jayson Taylor sai<l. 
"Even as a veteran guy, the more 
knowledge I can get my hands on, 
I'm willingalld wanting to get it." 

Plu~. it's much ea~icr to make 
people hclicve in the po~sibility 
of change iflhey'rc listening to 
someone ""ho did. 

That's one of the reasons Grant 
Teaff, cxecuti,c director of the 
American Football Coaches As
suci.ition. brings Fran1.c~c to hi~ 
group's conventions. 

.. It's a real dose ofmc-dicinc he 
dispcn~cs:· Teaff \aid ... We all 
ha1·e an opportumty tu -.Tumge .ind 
co ha\'C a pos11i1e impact on other 
people's lives. nnd he's been able 
todotha1·· 

.. Anybody with a brain i~ not 
going lo go out th-.-rc and ti) to fix 
the Super Bowl."' 

to the pros." is how a pitch might 
slart, Fr.inzcse said. ··You've got a 
2.1 GPA. Where you going when 
yougctoul ofhere?" 

Then Franzese lowered his voice 
as he portrayed what would come 
next: "'Look, shave some points. 
You're fa\·orcd to win by 10? Win 
by six. Be smart. Here's some 
money. Put it in your pocket. You 
do this for me a couple of times, 
you've got S50,000 before you 
leave school.'" 

Franzcsc's coda to hisre-enact
menl: "Th.it's real 1md for these 
kids to pass up.'' 

And if someone 1ried to get out 
ofit? 

··You know what my response 
is?'" Franzese said. "" Hey. we 
made a deal. You're not taking 
money out ofmy pocket. We're 
going the distance. Whal are you 
gonna do'.' Go to yourcooch?'" 

He said bm;kctball is the easiest 
~pori lo fix. bt-"Causc one player or 
one referee "can have a big impact 

As Mike Bantom. the NUA's onagame." Ba.scball.ontheothcr 
senior, ice president of player hand. "is tough." football? "A lit
development. put 11: "llc's not tlccasier."hesaid 
speaking in theory. He's \peaking And the key? 
from c,pcricncc.'' Look for low-profile games. 

Asked 11htthcr ht fi,ed game,. ..Tilcrt's ~1ill a line on the game. 
FrnnzL><;e replied. ·'YL'S. Did it with money to be spent. You win the 
a number of sports·· same money, but nobody's look-

H<: contirrneJ "Thi, ~tuffwith mg;· Franzese said. 
me i~ '70s and 'RO,. and I don·t O\erall, he thinks it wou ld be 
sec any reason to hring ii up. Ev- easier to pull somethingolTnowa
eryonc wants to hear it, but it days than in his heyday. 
can't do me any good. l\c got a .. !'d rather be in the business to
lot ofcn.'tlihility with the leagu.:, da}' than \1he11 I was in the busi
at this point. and I en Joy 1\ hat I'm ncss. because back then these ath
doing. and the leagu.:s shouldn ·, let cs had to find a bookmaker to 
be besmirched because you had gamble." Franzese said. "Today 
a couplr of had 11pplc, way back they get in 1muhlc in their ho tel 
whCTJ." room" on the Internet. 

During his spccche,. franzcsc He used to place \\agers, but not 
de~cribcs om: 11a) it might have ;i11y111on:. 
happened. ·T,e seen guys get their arms 

\faybe a cohort ml·ntioned thal and lcgs broken bt--causc they're m 
his <laughter was dating a basket- debt with a bookmaker, go into the 
ball player from Such-and-Such hospilal. uxncout. goat.TOSS town 
University. Or maybe they ran and gamble with anothe r book• 
into a college pln)er they rcco~- rnaker the same ... day they come 
nizcd at a club and \I ould gi:t to out of the hospital,'. he said ... So 
know him if that·~ not an addict ion, I don't 

Then would come the soft sell. know what is .... It crosses all gcn-
"Hey, you're a great playcr. But dcr lines, all race lines. Nobody i~ 

you're 6-foot-2. You'n: nut guing irnmune toa g;imbting probkm." 
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