Celebrity PI Vito Colucci
The Eyes of Michael Skakel
By Lennie Grimaldi

The Fairfield County Weekly

February 2002: Michael Skakel, Vito Colucci Jr. and Kris Steele, Skakel’s 6°6,
360-pound bodyguard, kneel at the front altar of Grace Evangelical Church, two doors
down from Colucci’s home office in Stamford’s upscale Glenbrook neighborhood.

Criminal defendants often seek refuge in God’s house when the prosecutorial
heat’s turned up with years of liberty on the line. For Colucci, Skakel’s private
investigator, worship is an indelible influence on his work going back to his stress-driven
days as a narcotics officer for the Stamford Police Department. Colucci places his hand
on Skakel’s shoulder and leads the three in prayer.

At the knee or at the defense table Colucci was a fixture at Skakel’s murder trial
in 2002, accompanying the defendant to court, tracking information about dubious
witnesses and accumulating information for Skakel’s lead attorney Mickey Sherman.
Government witness Greg Coleman’s claim that Skakel confessed to bludgeoning
teenager Martha Moxley to death in Greenwich in 1975 while they were students at a
private school in Maine had both prosecutorial and defense teams working overtime to
determine Coleman’s legitimacy. Colucci contacted Rochester, New York police about
Coleman’s extensive drug history.

“Coleman’s a hardcore drug addict who dies (before the trial) of a heroin
overdose,” says Colucci. “This is the government’s credible witness?”

Coleman’s dubious testimony, from a pre-trial hearing, was presented to the

Skakel jury. As the trial neared closure, courtroom observers almost universally agreed



the state’s case against Skakel was thin, at the very least highly circumstantial, trying a
man for a Greenwich murder committed decades earlier in his youth with no direct
witnesses. Perhaps all the praying had paid off after all. Sometimes, though, the power of
prayer can be voided by the sheer verbal muscle of a savvy prosecutor. State prosecutor
Jonathan Benedict’s blistering closing argument galvanized the jury.

“The tide was turning in favor of Skakel,” Colucci says. “Benedict made a great
closing argument. He stirred up the jury. He did what he had to do and won. But right
from day one no one liked Michael Skakel. I think that carried over to the jury.”

Skakel, convicted for the murder of 15-year-old Martha Moxley, received a 20-
year sentence. He wrote regularly to Colucci in the months after, reiterating his innocence
in letters from state prison in Suffield. Colucci is his ally. “I’m not easily fooled. Michael
Skakel has cried here, he has prayed here,” says Colucci referring to their meetings in his
Stamford office. “I’ve dealt into the case and he did not do it. We have witnesses placing
him at his cousin’s house miles away from the crime scene. Greenwich police is one of
the worst police departments in the country. They couldn’t solve this case for years and
years and all of a sudden when there’s reward money they believe witnesses.”

Despite Skakel losing his appeal, Colucci didn’t give up. He was at the center of
the action April 18 and 19 called to the witness stand by Skakel’s current lawyers Hubert
Santos and Hope Seeley who made their case for a new trial, citing new evidence, before
Superior Court Judge Edward Karazin Jr. in Stamford. Colucci’s 2003 videotape
interview with Gitano “Tony” Bryant was the foundation for Skakel’s hearing for a new

trial. Bryant told Colucci that Skakel didn’t do it.



Colucci testified that Adolph Hasbrouck, implicated by Bryant in the 1975
murder, previously said he was at the Belle Haven community in Greenwich Oct. 30,
1975, the night Moxley was murdered. Hasbrouck offered conflicting times for his
departure during an hour-long conversation with Colucci and Steele on Sept. 2, 2003.
Colucci’s credibility, and by extension Bryant who refused to testify in the civil
proceeding, (he was out of state and by law could not be compelled to testify in a civil
case) will be factored into Judge Karazin’s decision, expected this month.

The Weekly spoke to Colucci a few hours after he completed testimony on April
19. This is probably Skakel’s final shot for a new trial. Colucci was circumspect. “All

you can feel is hopeful.”

Vito Colucci knows all about being in a jam. Colucci investigated killers, drug
dealers, mobsters and crooked cops as a member of the Stamford Police Department. A
product of southern Italian immigrants, Vito Colucci Jr. was born in Stamford in 1948.
He was raised in Stamford’s working class west side and graduated from Rippowam
High School where he spent a couple of years as a classmate of childhood friend Bobby
Valentine, the legendary local athlete who played for and then managed the New York
Mets. Colucci’s father Vito Sr., a spry 96, worked as a barber and special officer for
Stamford police. His mom, Sadie, a three-pack-a-day smoker, died in 1980.

Playing rock music in local clubs, Colucci’s teenage dream was to rip guitar riffs
in the mold of the British invasion bands. Marrying young, he became a father at age 20

and reasoned it was time to put food on the table. His father’s special police uniform



inspired him to join the Stamford Police Department a year later in 1969. “I remember
being a little kid, looking at my dad’s uniform. That meant something,” he says.

It didn’t take long for Colucci to get in on the action. In 1972, just a few years on
the job, Colucci and his partner Joe Ligi were working the 6 p.m to 2 a.m. shift when
notified that two Arizona prison escapees with local ties could be headed for Stamford.
The suspects were spotted at the Showboat, a restaurant/hotel, in Greenwich.

“We were told to go to the Showboat, spot the rental car, sit on it until the FBI
shows up,” Colucci recalls. Colucci and Ligi identified the vehicle, called for backup and
followed it through the serpentine back roads of Greenwich, across the state line in Rye,
New York near Playland amusement park. The escapees veered off to the Cove East
Tavern parking lot. The suspects eyed the police, jumped out of the car and drew
weapons. Colucci and Ligi pulled their weapons. With guns blasting from both sides the
suspects went down. When it was over one suspect was killed from multiple shots, the
other wounded and taken into custody.

“I was nervous,” Colucci recalls. “It happened so quickly. They were killers. They
didn’t care. They pulled and we pulled. I looked out the window of the car to see the
streets mobbed with people. Then it hit me. That feeling (of taking a life) has never left
me.”

At age 24 Colucci was awarded the Combat Cross for bravery. Yet his police
work would only intensify. The Stamford Police Department of 1973 was Prince of the
City stuff where sometimes it was hard to tell the good guys from the bad guys. The
differences can be achingly subtle. A bag of cash here, a turn there and a cop segues from

hero to sneaky heroin dealer. Mob protection money flowed rampantly in the police



department. And why not? Many of the cops went to school with the local hoods. What’s
wrong with supplemental income among friends?

In Stamford, some men in blue suffered from a corrupt flu spread by the local
operations of the Gambino and Genovese Crime Families. But not all the cops were dirty.
Some in fact were wired for courage.

Colucci, a young, ambitious narcotics investigator who worked under Lieutenant
Larry Hogan was befuddled by the sheer number of drug raids on suspected power
dealers that came up empty. Soon enough Arvil Chapman, a low-level dealer Colucci had
collared, told him why.

“Your boss is dirty,” Colucci remembers Chapman telling him as a way of sharing
information for leniency. “He’s running a drug business in town. I sit there with your
boss. I’'m in the same apartment when your boss Larry Hogan is cutting up the drugs for
main people.”

Colucci’s informant advised that Hogan was the head of a drug enterprise and
shakedown operation that included an underling sergeant Duke Morris. Colucci tried to
keep his informant under wraps, but Hogan had his own snitches and it didn’t take long
before Hogan smelled a rat. In one whiff of a piece of cheese Hogan banished Colucci
and his partner Joe Ligi back to uniform.

“All the good guys in uniform knew why we were put back in uniform,” says
Colucci.

Young Colucci, in conjunction with a local and federal investigation, went

undercover, strapping on a wire to record mob associates tied to Hogan. Colucci



uncovered a rats’ nest of payoffs, shakedowns and schemes that linked his former boss to
mobsters.

“One guy would say I run this card game and Hogan wants $400 or $500 per
week to run my nightly card game,” Colucci recalls of those days. “If they didn’t pay,
Hogan sent over uniform guys to break up the party. I met so many people who paid him
money to work in this town.”

Drug cases, gambling cases and murder cases were compromised under Hogan’s
tenure, according to Colucci. But Hogan was much more than a typical narcotics cop. He
was the department’s lead narcotics investigator and the first commander of the Fairfield
County Narcotics Squad. Such cache provided vast resources and intelligence. And soon
enough Colucci’s cover was blown, death threats followed and his mission, though
fruitful, ended prematurely.

Frustrated by rogue cops in a wide open town, the good guys in the Stamford
department dropped their own dimes in the phone to The Advocate reporter Anthony
Dolan who chronicled a Stamford Police Department roiling in kickbacks, protection
money and gambling junkets financed by organized crime zealots. In the fall of 1976,
Dolan shared his information with federal authorities who moved in earnest to power
wash the department. Dolan’s enterprising reporting won him the Pulitzer Prize and
Stamford PD began the process, albeit slowly, of earning back the public’s trust.

In 1977, after 22 years of service, Hogan was one of the Stamford cops who
retired in the shadow of Dolan’s screaming headlines and Colucci’s undercover work.

Hogan temporarily survived to build stronger, lasting relationships with organized crime.



The United States Department of Justice and Connecticut State Police both had
Hogan under surveillance in the 1970s. Thanks, in part, to Colucci’s work, Hogan was
indicted, convicted and sentenced to five years on a heroin conspiracy charge in 1981. A
federal appeals court voided the indictment in 1983 asserting that prosecutorial zeal
prejudiced the grand jury process. Meanwhile Hogan’s pal Duke Morris had been blown
away in a gunfight with a drug dealer.

The feds and staties did not give up on Hogan. In 1984, fingered by a Stamford
felon, Hogan was the central target of a State Police investigation into the murder of a
Milford drug dealer and a federal grand jury probe of organized crime activities. The
feds, in particular, thought they had Hogan nailed for good. But Hogan had issues beyond
law enforcement. Cancer was eating away his internal organs, and some in law
enforcement said Hogan had the good sense to die before facing murder and racketeering
charges.

Hogan’s death was no salve for Colucci. The residual stress from the Hogan case
and lingering trauma from the shootout led Colucci to counseling.

“I couldn’t handle it for a while. The flashbacks and taking of a life bothered me.
I worked through it with the help of God. It’s the stabilizing force in my life.”

After 10 years as a cop with the emotional toll of death threats, Colucci
reexamined his professional life. “With young children I said I don’t need this
aggravation anymore.” He retired from the police force, played a little music and did
some guitar teaching. Along the way he expanded his family, adding two stepchildren

and a biological son from his second marriage to two daughters from his first marriage.



Then in 1987, he applied for his PI license and joined an agency headed by a
retired FBI agent. After getting his feet wet he opened up his own firm in Stamford in
1990.

Colucci’s law enforcement expertise and verbal spin as a client advocate has in
recent years launched his face on national television. He’s become a regular on a variety
of national programs, on any given night offering analysis on Larry King, Nancy Grace,
Fox News, CNN and Court TV, most of the bites conveniently filmed at the YES
Network studios in Stamford. Exposure from the Michael Skakel investigation has cast
him across a variety of programs providing independent insight into cases such as
Michael Jackson and Scott Peterson.

The publicity has its rewards. “As soon as I come home the phone rings and a guy
wants to pay me 10 grand to help him. But I’'m not just give me the money and I’1l let
you know two weeks from now what I’ve got,” he says. With eight investigators at his
disposal, Colucci’s $100 per hour fee is one quarter charged by top criminal defense
attorneys in Fairfield County.

“The charm to Vito is when you need something you get it done well and
promptly,” says Gene Ricco, a Bridgeport attorney who specializes in criminal defense.
That’s a commodity difficult to find in the modern world.” Riccio views Colucci from a
unique perspective. Sometimes they’re on the same side of a case, sometimes they’re
foes.

Michael Skakel, arguably Colucci’s highest profile case, is representative of the

way he embraces clients. “This was the biggest case in the country. People didn’t like



Michael’s looks, his money and his Kennedy cousin connection. I got to know the Skakel

that people didn’t.”

The same would apply to Jayson Williams. In February 2003, the 6’10 ex center
for the New Jersey Nets busts out of the front door of his Alexandria Township, New
Jersey mansion like he knows Colucci since puberty. “Hey, Colucci, how are you, man?”
He throws his arms around the private investigator, a full foot shorter, lifting him off the
pavement. “C’mon, you’ve got to take a ride with me. I’'m bringing a truckload of turkeys
to Newark to help the poor. As we drive we’ll talk about the case.”

Born into the construction business, Jayson Williams understands backhoes and
basketballs. Eyeing property lined with construction toys that would envy John Deere,
Colucci hops into the cab of the trailer truck and the gregarious hoop star behind the
wheel launches into an exhaustive timeline of events that led to multiple manslaughter
charges against him. A year earlier, limo driver Costas Christofi was blown away by a
shotgun blast inside the basketball player’s mansion. Williams, a gun enthusiast by his
own admission, maintained the shooting was an accident. New Jersey authorities charged
him with aggravated manslaughter, reckless manslaughter, possession of a weapon for an
unlawful purpose, all charges that if convicted could send Williams to the big house for
the rest of his life. What occurred after the shooting, however, was a different story
entirely when panic provoked a maddening urge to fabricate evidence.

As they drove, Williams shared intimate details of the case, and his life, with
Colucci. And soon their common bond with Christianity forged a friendship. Colucci and

Williams attended bible studies officiated by Curtis Martin, star running back of the New



York Jets. Colucci led praise on several occasions at the prayer group of 40 men and
woman. “The Jayson Williams I know is the most generous person I’ve ever met,” says
Colucci, “and sometimes that brings in the wrong element.”

Colucci went to work for Williams’ defense team digging up dirt that questioned
the credibility of prosecution witnesses at the trial, including information that a key state
witness against Williams, a basketball player for the Harlem Globetrotters, had filed for
personal bankruptcy protection. This was the same witness who sought hush money from
Williams in the aftermath of the case, according to Colucci. “The guy was hurting for
money,” says Colucci, suggesting the witness had motive for embellishment.

Colucci also uncovered a history of racial profiling allegations against arresting
officers that raised doubts about the nobility of law enforcement witnesses. In the end
Williams was acquitted of most of the felony charges and found guilty of the lesser
witness tampering and fabricating physical evidence accusations.

“The Jayson Williams jury looked at each other and said it was an accident,” says

Colucci. “They said he didn’t look like a cold-blooded killer.”

The Country Club of Fairfield, carved out of the marsh along Sasco Creek in
exclusive Southport section of Fairfield, is the playground for corporate bluebloods such
as retired General Electric executive Jack Welch. Anchored by elegant colonial homes,
private beach and yachts bobbing in the harbor Southport oozes the kind of wealth that

would turn Bill Gates’ head.



Howard Sosin made nearly $200 million from a company he founded in 1987,
AIG Financial Products. Howard and Susan Sosin had the home of homes overlooking
the golf course that everyone wants to play, a stately $16 million monster loaded with
fine art, and 14 servants who occupied an adjacent house worth a cool $5 million. The
Sosin’s were classic jetsetters.

But who needs all that wealth when you can have romance on the side? Susan
Sosin began jetting around so much on her own that her husband had wondered if she
was having too much fun. One check of a computer hard drive at the house was all
Howard needed. Hundreds of emails revealed Susan’s tryst with a married man that
started during a flight to China in 2000. This was before Howard learned about Susan’s
hook up with a rock-climbing guide in 1996. Unnerved by the email revelations and
whatever else her husband could have uncovered through electronic surveillance, Susan
called in Colucci and his counter-surveillance expert Al Dressler. Her section of the
mansion was swept for electronic bugs. Cameras -- both detectable and covert -- were
installed to keep the house secure.

When you’re in a catfight over tens of millions every little piece of protection
helps. Howard Sosin filed for divorce and Susan didn’t give an inch. The case went to
trial with Superior Court Judge Howard Owens, although chastising Susan’s flings, (“The
parties marriage has been undeniably marred by the defendant’s infidelity”’) granting her
the largest award in a Connecticut divorce case gone to trial. The assets to sort through
were so staggeringly extensive that Judge Owens needed 50 pages to complete his

memorandum of decision.



Howard Sosin got $89 million in bank accounts, the $16 mansion, 10 cars and $22
million in fine art. She walked away with $31 million in cash, $7.6 million in antiques,
artwork and jewelry, the $3.6 million Manhattan apartment and $2 million Utah ski
house. When it comes to divorce, however, happy endings are rare.

“Sometimes divorce cases are the most difficult to handle because so much is on
the line for the client,” Colucci says. He quotes the scene from the film War of the Roses
when Michael Douglas asks his friend Danny DeVito if his case against his wife
(Kathleen Turner) is winnable. DeVito responds, “There’s no winning in divorce, only
degrees of losing.”

When it comes to seeking retrial for a murder conviction, however, the same can’t
be said. Either you win or you lose. Colucci hopes his new evidence, and a little prayer,

are enough this time.



