Patrick Hallinan

San Francisco lawyer Patrick Hallinan negotiated a sweet deal for Ciro Mancuso in 1990.

Mancuso was facing a life sentence on 49 felonies related to his massive Reno, Nev., drug trafficking operation.

For Mancuso’s "full and complete cooperation and truthful testimony" in helping to convict others in the drug operation, the government agreed to seek only 10 years in prison. Further, he would be allowed to keep $600,000 he had in a Swiss bank account and various properties worth more than $4 million. The best news: prosecutors promised not to indict any other members of Mancuso’s family.

Hallinan had played hardball in rancorous negotiating sessions with Assistant U.S. Attorney Anthony White and was elated with the results.

That soon changed. Within months, Hallinan would learn his client had secretly sought out prosecutors and struck another deal.

Mancuso had agreed to link Hallinan to the drug conspiracy. In exchange, court records show, prosecutors promised to give one of Nevada’s most notorious drug traffickers probation — and no jail time.

When Assistant U.S. Attorney Anthony White brought charges against Ciro Mancuso in 1990, it was hailed as one of the largest drug conspiracy cases ever brought in Reno, Nev.

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.

White, a decorated Vietnam veteran, was acclaimed once again as a hero for taking down Mancuso, who was known not only as a drug smuggler, but for the cagey ways he had avoided arrest and prison time for nearly two decades.

Mancuso would come close to succeeding again. He had information that might tempt prosecutors to cut him a break.

Mancuso could lay out the intricate smuggling network he used to bring drugs from the far reaches of South America into this country via Mexico. He knew the names and the roles of dozens of insiders in the operation, many of them bigtime and longtime smugglers.

But providing such information involved risks. Snitching against these people could get Mancuso killed. Instead, he laid out a deal implicating his lawyer, which involved far fewer risks. White bit on the proposal.

Patrick Hallinan was a prominent defense lawyer and an accomplished archeologist from San Francisco. His father was considered to be one of the finest lawyers to emerge from the city. His brother was head of the city’s law department.

Mancuso was one of the wealthiest of Hallinan’s longtime clients.

Hallinan filed a flood of paperwork after Mancuso’s indictment, citing what he considered to be illegal and unethical actions by White. The animus between the two lawyers grew, and Hallinan had soon forced a deal in which Mancuso would be granted leniency for informing on others.

Then Hallinan became the unlikely target after Mancuso re-negotiated his deal to include, he has said in court papers, a probationary sentence. He would walk free instead of doing the 10 years he’d been promised earlier. 

Within months, Hallinan, and 11 Mancuso confederates, were indicted for drug smuggling, money laundering and racketeering. All of Mancuso’s colleagues ranked below him in his drug ring hierarchy.

White and other prosecutors in Reno had a history of trying to get high-powered lawyers disqualified from criminal drug prosecutions. But this was the first time a criminal defense lawyer had become the subject of an investigation because a client had turned on him.

In letters, the Post-Gazette sent specific questions about the Mancuso case to the U.S. Attorney in Las Vegas and to Justice Department officials but got no response.

"My perspective is that, when you lie down with dogs, you get fleas," John Keker of San Francisco, who was Hallinan’s lawyer, said in an interview. "In Reno, that prosecutor had been running so wild for so long that they just lost all track of what’s important and what the truth was.

"It was like the inquisition. It didn’t matter what you’d done. You could be the devil, but if you confessed in this case, you’d get the sweetest deal. And if you could give them someone like Patrick Hallinan, you could walk."

From the start, Hallinan and his lawyers accused Mancuso of lying to weasel out of his prison time. And as Hallinan and Keker quickly found out, White had just begun.

Less than a month before the trial, White moved to oust Keker from the case because he had once represented Mancuso’s wife in a minor criminal matter.

"Anybody who would try to disqualify me at this late date is a chicken who is afraid to try a case against me," Keker told the local media.

Keker responded in court with a scathing petition to dismiss the Hallinan indictment because it was filled with misconduct by the prosecutors.

As motion after motion was filed showing the weaknesses of the government’s case, federal prosecutors tried another tack against Hallinan. 

In June 1994, federal agents raided his San Francisco home, hoping to find evidence that Hallinan had smuggled Peruvian artifacts and was illegally trafficking in ancient art.

Hallinan had been an art collector since his undergraduate days at the University of California at Berkeley, when he studied for an archaeology degree.

No charges were ever filed against Hallinan based on the search warrant. He still has not recovered hundreds of documents and valuable pieces of art taken during the raid.

And in early 1996, Hallinan was acquitted when he faced Mancuso in court. His lawyers were able to prove that the government had coached Mancuso’s testimony and that he was lying about Hallinan’s direct knowledge of his drug activities and money laundering.

