Ciro Mancuso (born 1949) was a Nevada based drug dealer convicted of running a $140-million marijuana smuggling operation for more than a decade. In cooperation with a foreign exchange student from Thailand, Ciro Mancuso built one of the largest domestic drug cartels in U.S. history.

The son of immigrants from Italy, Ciro was a real estate developer before venturing into the lucrative narcotics business. Ciro's smuggling operation began in the late 1960s, when he teamed up with a group of college friends from Tahoe Paradise College. At first, they only sold marijuana at their college, but soon the business grew. When authorities moved in on their growing operation at a small farm in Clay County, Kansas, they began importing marijuana from Mexico. Later Ciro teamed up with a Thai exchange student to import more potent marijuana into San Francisco.[1] Ciro soon realized that there was more profit to be made selling cocaine and integrated it into his marijuana operation.

It took the government twelve years to build a case against Mancuso. [2]. Anthony White, assistant U.S. Attorney for the District of Nevada, brought charges against Ciro Mancuso in 1990 and it was hailed as one of the largest drug conspiracy cases in state history. The indictment alleged that Mancuso used a multi-state cocaine and marijuana smuggling operation to buy ranches, mountaintop retreats, beach-front estates and anything else he might want.[3]
He was sentenced to nine years in prison on June 27, 1995[4] Mancuso's sentence was greatly reduced because of his cooperation with the government in cases against other alleged organization members and Mancuso's lawyer Patrick Hallinan. As a result of his assistance to the government, Mancuso was allowed to keep $5 million in proceeds from his trafficking business. Hallinan was subsequently acquitted of obstruction of justice and drug conspiracy charges. [5]
His daughter, Julia Mancuso, is a current member of the U.S. Ski Team, won the gold medal in the giant slalom at the 2006 Winter Olympics in Torino, Italy and the silver medal in the downhill at the 2010 Winter Olympics in Vancouver, Canada. After his release from prison, Ciro Mancuso again became involved in Julia's skiing career. Father and daughter have maintained a close relationship, and she credits him with helping her in her ski career, particularly when it comes to setting her up with a trainer in Maui.[6] He was in the crowd cheering his daughter to victory as he and other relatives waved their "Super Jules" flags.[7]
Busted

On October 25, 1989, government agents swarmed Ciro's lavish, 10,000 square foot Squaw Valley home, yanked him out of the shower and threw him in jail. As mastermind of a marijuana empire that, over the course of two decades, smuggled approximately 45 tons of pot worth $98 million into the West Coast, the startling public discovery transformed Ciro immediately from well-respected, multimillionaire developer to tarnished Galahad and federal prisoner. Most of the principals associated with Ciro's smuggling ring were well-liked Tahoe locals, many family guys, who skied Squaw and had never been arrested.

It blew everybody's mind. It still does, especially when you about think how well liked and established Ciro was in Tahoe back then, and how involved and successful he is in the same community today. Stories circulated of buried millions, Swiss bank accounts, Thai army generals, false travel-trailer compartments and sailboats making the 7,700-nautical mile run from Asia to deserted coasts in Oregon. It was said that Ciro's smuggling operation was so ambitious, so full-blown and so Sagarmatha over-the-top that if you ever fired up a bowl of weed during the 1970s and '80s in Northern California, you'd probably taken a hit from a Ciro stash.

All the stuff movies are made of—except that for Ciro, this one projected itself into a decade-long horror film filled with jail time, recriminations, betrayals and federal parsimony. His life took on more obstacles than a slalom course.

"You can try to define what I did by whatever suits you," says Ciro. "It's easy for some to label me a terrible criminal. I was a product of the sixties, and, to me, this wasn't criminal stuff. I didn't find it morally wrong. We didn't carry guns; we weren't involved in hard drugs. We were a bunch of close friends, guys I skied with, who decided to smuggle some marijuana. I was intrigued with the need for people to have good pot to smoke, not to mention the money we could earn.

"During Jimmy Carter's presidency, marijuana came close to being legalized. And it should be legalized. I really think his administration and future ones have taken their eye off the ball. There are a lot of social ills out there, but smoking pot isn't one of them.

"But, during the 1980s, what started out as a collegiate adventure stopped being fun. Political views changed, as did the public perception. I didn't want my children at risk, so I got out. I actually thought I was out of it and beyond being prosecuted, but I didn't realize the long arm of the law."

"My family is what has always grounded me, and, to tell the truth, my favorite moments are being able to do stuff with Dad," says Julia Mancuso.

Prison Time

Ciro did a 17-month stretch in a Nevada lockup. Facing the prospect of a long prison term—and looking out for his family's protection—he agreed to testify against his lawyer, whom, years later, the feds were trying to jail on charges of money laundering. After the trial culminated with the attorney's acquittal, prosecutors further punished Ciro by ordering him to an additional four years—from October 1995 to October 1999—in a federal, minimum-security prison in Yankton, South Dakota. "It was a horrible moment, being arrested and taken away from my family. It pulled my heart out," says Ciro. "I was denied bail. They indicted my wife on multiple counts and threatened to take our children away. I was constantly harassed. In prison, you're stripped of your identity. I could have become jaded. I fell into periods of depression. But I knew I had a lot of reasons to go forward, so I switched into survival mode. It was important to keep my focus on my family and hold onto my self-worth."

"What the government did to Ciro was inexcusable," said Reno defense attorney Fred Atcheson in a 1995 article published in the San Francisco Chronicle. "He was willing to do his time. Then they indicted his wife and said, 'Your children are never going to see their parents.'"

In prison, Ciro worked in the education department teaching Spanish and helping other inmates learn English as a second language. Julia and sisters April and Sara visited their father once a year and exchanged the occasional letter. Andrea and Ciro divorced in 1995. During his prison hitch, young Julia developed into one of the most successful junior ski racers in U.S. history. She started World Cup racing and was a NorAm champion at 16, competed in the Salt Lake City Winter Olympics at 17 and set an U.S. mark for Junior World Championships before she was out of her teens.

"I missed my dad," says Julia. "He was in and out of jail through high school. Maybe it had an effect on me. I turned to skiing. I spent most of my time racing and skiing at Squaw Valley with my two sisters, chasing them around the mountain."

"I was a product of the sixties, and, to me, this wasn't criminal stuff."

Return Home

Released from custody in 1999, Ciro returned to Lake Tahoe. For a guy who was perceived nefariously by the public for pedalling pot, and who might still be looking over his shoulder for turning state's evidence, the move surprised some people. Andrea had moved to Park City. The U.S. government had allowed him to keep some of his assets, and he could have used that money to relocate elsewhere, even to pricey ski towns such as Aspen, Jackson and Telluride, where his profile would be acceptable, if not outright welcome, at swanky cocktail parties.

But it wasn't his style. For all the troubles that beset him, all the high expectations shattered, Ciro had more strength and inner resources to draw upon than met the eye. And he still had the patina. More than anything, he wanted to reconnect with his girls.

"I looked around the world. I had enough to get started again, but Squaw Valley was my children's home. I came back for them," says Ciro. "The majority of the population didn't judge me. Lake Tahoe's a pretty forgiving mix. I had a lot of friends. Some were afraid, and few really knew the truth, but I was comfortable with myself. I wanted to make a difference in my children's lives."

