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"The Mafia is no fairy tale. It is ominously real, and it has scarred the face of America with almost every conceivable type of criminal violence."


Estes Kefauver


Chairman of the Senate Committee on Organized Crime









Just like the conquest of the West, the Civil War, or the revolutions of Silicon Valley, the mafia is a fundamental part of the extraordinary history of the United States. Rising to prominence in the early 1920s with Prohibition, organized crime gradually infiltrated every vein of society and eventually impacted the commerce and politics of the entire nation. Figures such as Al Capone, Lucky Luciano, and Meyer Lansky became some of the infamous legends that emerged from speakeasies, ultimately forging a myth of power and wealth in the eyes of several generations of Americans.


Despite the murders, violence, and sometimes sordid lives faced by members of the underworld, Hollywood and classic books like The Godfather elevated these tuxedoed criminals to the status of glamorous icons, seemingly governed by honor and family. The reality, however, was far darker. Behind the allure of these clandestine empires lay gangsters, swindlers, and sometimes traitors, ready to sell out their former associates to avoid spending their lives in prison. Of course, this somber side is offset by the brilliance of individuals who rose from grimy alleyways to the heights of society, propelled by their defiance of the law and their extraordinary instincts.


Countless books on organized crime have already been published, and any new word on the subject might seem redundant. Yet, while the mafia has entered collective memory, the personal stories of those who shaped it remain largely unknown. Did you know Joseph Bonanno took acting classes before leading one of New York’s most powerful families? Or that Al Capone formed a banjo band while imprisoned at Alcatraz? Has anyone told you how Santo Trafficante Jr., Florida’s crime boss, narrowly escaped the brutal prisons of Castro’s Cuba? All these life fragments are an invaluable treasure for better understanding the thousands of souls who built one of the most extraordinary criminal organizations this nation has ever seen.


Thanks to research based on first-rate sources—such as CIA archives, period newspapers, FBI files, court reports, and the works of numerous credible authors—you will find here two hundred anecdotes, each more astonishing than the last, meticulously annotated and classified into twelve thematic chapters.


Smell the fumes of bootleg bourbon. Listen to that muffled jazz. Step into a secret world, where the rain of the Roaring Twenties washes away the sins of the night.
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Mugshot of Lucky Luciano in 1931





More than one hundred and forty mafia-related figures are mentioned in this book. Although their roles are regularly recalled throughout the anecdotes, here is nonetheless for your convenience a gallery of the main individuals who have shaped the history of organized crime in America.


AL CAPONE|(1899-1947)
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The iconic boss of Chicago’s Outfit. He made a fortune during Prohibition and earned the title of "Public Enemy Number One" through ruthless violence to expand his power.


ALBERT ANASTASIA|(1902-1957)
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A close associate of Luciano, known as the "Lord High Executioner." He led the notorious contract killing organization called "Murder Inc."


ALPHONSE "LITTLE AL" D'ARCO|(1932-2019)
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Acting boss of the Lucchese family. He was the first leader of one of New York’s Five Families to testify as a government witness.


ANTHONY "GASPIPE" CASSO|(1942-2020)
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Underboss of the Lucchese family. Allegedly responsible for over thirty murders, he was expelled from the witness protection program after multiple violations.


ARNOLD ROTHSTEIN|(1882-1928)
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A wealthy gangster, professional gambler, and financier of the mafia. He made a fortune during Prohibition and worked closely with Luciano and Meyer Lansky.


BENJAMIN "BUGSY" SIEGEL|(1906-1947)
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A friend of Meyer Lansky and Hollywood stars, he played a leading role in the development of Las Vegas, notably by creating the famous Flamingo hotel-casino.


CARLO GAMBINO|(1902-1976)
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Boss of the Gambino family. He was one of the most powerful leaders of the American underworld. Despite five decades of crime, he served only twenty-two months in prison.


CARMINE GALANTE |(1910-1979)
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Unofficial boss of the Bonanno family. Rarely seen without his cigar, he masterminded a massive drug trafficking operation between Canada and the United States.


CHARLES "LUCKY" LUCIANO |(1897-1962)
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Boss of the Luciano family. One of the most powerful figures in mafia history, he is widely regarded as the founder of modern organized crime.


"CRAZY" JOE GALLO |(1929-1972)
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A lieutenant in the Colombo family. Frustrated with the greed of his boss, Joe Profaci, he sparked a deadly war by kidnapping four high-ranking members of the organization.


DUTCH SCHULTZ |(1901-1935)
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A New York gang leader. He made a considerable fortune during Prohibition but was executed by Luciano due to his volatile and unpredictable nature.


ENOCH "NUCKY" JOHNSON|(1883-1968)


[image: ]


Treasurer of Atlantic City. He refused to enforce Prohibition in his city and forged close ties with organized crime. His life inspired the television series Boardwalk Empire.


FRANK COSTELLO|(1891-1973)
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Boss of the Luciano family. Nicknamed the "Prime Minister," he moved effortlessly between the criminal underworld and the polished world of politics, wielding immense power.


FRANK SINATRA|(1915-1998)
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An internationally renowned jazz singer. Despite selling over one hundred and fifty million records and achieving iconic status, his image suffered from shady connections with certain gangsters.


GEORGES REMUS|(1901-1935)
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A lawyer and pharmacist. He exploited a legal loophole in the Prohibition Act, becoming one of the mafia’s most significant suppliers of alcohol.


GREGORY SCARPA SR.|(1928-1994)
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A lieutenant in the Colombo family and an FBI informant for thirty years. Nicknamed "The Grim Reaper," he was notorious for his brutality.


J. EDGAR HOOVER|(1895-1972)
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The legendary director of the FBI for thirty-seven years. He outlasted eight presidents and maintained compromising files on numerous prominent figures.


JAMES "WHITEY" BULGER|(1929-2018)
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Boss of Boston’s Winter Hill Gang. He evaded capture for sixteen years, becoming the United States’ most wanted fugitive after Osama bin Laden.


JOE "THE BOSS" MASSERIA |(1886-1931)
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Boss of New York’s mafia in the 1920s. He started a deadly war against his rival Salvatore Maranzano and was assassinated by Luciano.


JOE PROFACI|(1897-1962)
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Boss of the Profaci family. He ruled his crew with an iron fist for over thirty years. Deeply religious, he was also one of the country’s largest importers of olive oil.


JOEY MASSINO|(1943-2023)
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Boss of the Bonanno family. He brought his criminal organization back into prominence after it was decimated by the FBI’s "Donnie Brasco" operation.


JOHN GOTTI|(1940-2002)
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Boss of the Gambino family. He rose to power by orchestrating the murder of his boss, Paul Castellano, and became infamous for his sharp suits and numerous courtroom acquittals.


JOSEPH BONANNO|(1905-2002)
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Boss of the Bonanno family. He played a key role in the formation of New York’s Five Families and broke the omerta by publishing his autobiography.


JOSEPH D. PISTONE |(1939)
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An FBI agent who infiltrated the Bonan-no family from 1976 to 1981 under the alias "Donnie Brasco." His high-risk operation led to the indictment of two hundred gangsters.


MARIO PUZO |(1920-1999)
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An author and screenwriter specializing in crime stories. He rose to fame with the publication of his seminal novel, The Godfather.


MEYER LANSKY|(1902-1983)
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An associate of Luciano. Known for his sharp intellect, he played a crucial role in expanding the mafia’s influence in Cuba, Las Vegas, and New York.


MICKEY COHEN |(1913-1976)
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Boss of the Cohen family. After working under Al Capone and later Benjamin Siegel, he established his own criminal enterprises in Los Angeles.


PAUL CASTELLANO |(1915-1985)
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Boss of the Gambino family. He succeeded the legendary Carlo Gambino but was assassinated by John Gotti, who resented, among other things, his excessive greed.


PAUL VARIO |(1914-1988)
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A lieutenant in the Lucchese family operating in Brooklyn. He was portrayed as the character Paul Cicero in Martin Scorsese’s film Goodfellas.


SALVATORE MARANZANO |(1886-1931)
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A rival of Joe "The Boss" Masseria. He declared himself the supreme leader of New York’s mafia in 1931, only to be betrayed and murdered by Luciano a few months later.


SAM GIANCANA|(1908-1975)
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Boss of Chicago’s Outfit. He was involved in John F. Kennedy’s election and a CIA plot to assassinate Fidel Castro.


SANTO TRAFFICANTE JR.|(1914-1987)
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Boss of the Trafficante family. He controlled much of Florida’s underworld and expanded his criminal operations into Cuba.


TOMMY LUCCHESE|(1897-1962)
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Boss of the Lucchese family. Highly respected by his peers, he mentored Santo Trafficante Jr., who would later become Florida’s top mob boss.


VINCENT "THE CHIN" GIGANTE|(1928-2005)
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Boss of the Genovese family. Extremely cautious, he threatened death to anyone who uttered his name and feigned insanity to avoid law enforcement scrutiny.


VINCENZO "BIG JIM" COLOSIMO|(1878-1920)
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The first boss of Chicago’s Outfit. He unified the city’s numerous gangs and built a criminal empire based on prostitution, later taken over by Johnny Torrio and Al Capone.


VITO GENOVESE |(1914-1988)
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A major figure in organized crime, he succeeded Frank Costello as head of the Luciano family, renaming it after himself. He was also an ally of Italian dictator Benito Mussolini.









ELEGANCE
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Meyer Lansky posing for the World Telegram





Paul Castellano, boss of the Gambino family, ordered the execution of his daughter’s boyfriend after learning the young man had physically compared him to Frank Perdue, a bald businessman known for his chicken empire 1. The joker’s body was never found2.


———


The gangster Benjamin "Bugsy" Siegel was terrified at the thought of losing his hair. He loved slicking it back but bitterly noticed that his once-thick hair was gradually thinning. Determined to stop his early-stage baldness, he tried in vain all kinds of anti-hair-loss lotions3. No one dared upset him on this highly sensitive topic. The barbers at the Gornik-Drucker salon in Beverly Hills diplomatically reassured him that they could see new growth appearing here and there on his scalp, and his friends took turns lying to him without hesitation. But all these efforts failed to comfort Siegel, who even turned to witchcraft to ward off baldness. One evening, he obtained a lock of actor George Raft’s hair, placed it in an envelope along with $2,500 in small bills, and threw it into his fireplace4.


———


After being on the run for sixteen long years5, James "Whitey" Bulger, the Boston mafia boss, was identified by Anna Björnsdóttir, a former Miss Iceland and participant in Miss Universe, who lived in his neighborhood in Santa Monica6. After seeing the criminal’s photo on CNN7, she realized that her neighbor was none other than the country’s most wanted fugitive, second only to Osama bin Laden8. The beauty queen earned two million dollars for assisting law enforcement9.


———


Al Capone earned the nickname "Scarface" from the three scars that streaked his face10. The largest ran ten centimeters, from the top of his left jaw to the bottom of his lips11. These disfiguring marks appeared when he was eighteen12, while working as a bartender at the Harvard Inn on Coney Island13. Smitten with a female patron, the gangster whispered in her ear that she had "a nice ass." Unfortunately, her brother, Frank Galluccio, overheard the inappropriate comment and slashed Capone’s face with a knife14. Self-conscious about his injuries, Capone applied thick layers of talcum powder to his cheek and only presented his unscathed right profile to photographers15. He even claimed his scars were from shrapnel wounds sustained in France during World War I, though he never set foot on a battlefield16. Due to a veto from the powerful Joe "The Boss" Masseria, Capone was never able to take revenge on Galluccio. However, he eventually admitted his wrongdoing and frequently hired his attacker as a bodyguard during trips to New York17.


———


In 1944, Frank Costello forgot $27,000 in a taxi. The money was seized by law enforcement and held until its legality could be proven. Against the advice of his lawyer, who urged him to keep a low profile, the boss of the Luciano family decided— out of vanity—to sue the New York police18 and present himself in the best possible light to the jury to reclaim his money. Costello began meticulously perfecting his appearance, indulging in multiple tanning lamp sessions to refine his complexion and refusing to wear a cheap suit. In the end, Costello won the case. However, after taxes and legal fees were deducted, he was left with only $120 in his pocket19.


———


Samuzzo "Samoots" Amatuna, a Chicago gangster, owned two hundred silk shirts in his wardrobe. One day, a traveling laundryman accidentally burned one of his prized garments. Driven into a frenzy by the news, Amatuna chased the man through the city streets and shot his horse in retaliation20.


———


Albert Anastasia, leader of the infamous hit squad "Murder Inc.," was killed while getting a haircut at the Park Sheraton Hotel in New York. After taking four bullets to the body, the "High Lord Executioner" managed to get up but mistakenly attacked the reflection of his two killers in the salon mirror. His error was swiftly punished with a final shot to the head, ending his life21. Anastasia’s chair is now on display at the Mob Museum in Las Vegas22.


———


The mobster Joseph Doto called himself Joe Adonis, after the Greek god Adonis, who was passionately loved by the goddess Aphrodite. Like his namesake, Doto enjoyed admiring his own beauty in mirrors. One day, while he was combing his hair, Luciano quipped, "Who do you think you are, Rudolph Valentino?" to which Doto replied that, "For looks, that guy’s a bum."23


———


Vincenzo "Big Jim" Colosimo, the first boss of Chicago’s Outfit, was passionate about diamonds. He wore them on every finger and sported a horseshoe adorned with precious stones on his vest. His belt buckles and suspenders were also encrusted with glittering gems. Thanks to his work as a fence for stolen jewelry, he was able to acquire opals and rubies at very favorable prices. The rare diamonds he didn’t wear were carefully stored in his pockets, ready to be gifted to the police officers under his thumb24.


———


Enoch "Nucky" Johnson, the unofficial boss of Atlantic City, placed great importance on his appearance. Every morning, his valet, Louis Kessel, selected one of his hundred custom-tailored suits and adorned it with a red carnation for the perfect touch. In the summer, Johnson favored lavender and chocolate-colored jackets. And when winter's icy winds swept the Atlantic coast, he donned a raccoon fur coat 25. His ensemble was completed with spats, leather shoes, and a cane, embodying the perfect gentleman. During the day, Johnson particularly enjoyed strolling along the boardwalk, handing out a few dollars to passersby. When he wasn’t walking, Kessel chauffeured him to his appointments in a stunning blue Rolls-Royce26. Nicknamed the "Czar of the Ritz" due to his residence in a suite at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel27, Johnson also owned a Cadillac, a Lincoln, and a Ford, which he used depending on his mood28.


———


Salvatore Maranzano, boss of the future Bonanno family, spoke twelve languages and was passionate about Julius Caesar’s military campaigns29. In a twist of irony, he died from multiple stab wounds, just like his hero30.


———


Arnold Rothstein, the mafia’s financier, hated his teeth, considering them uneven and not white enough. He thus asked a dentist to replace them and underwent an eight-hour surgery. At nightfall, he then left the office to collect money from his many debtors, as if nothing had happened31.


———


Frank "Bumpy" Lucas, the African-American crime boss of Harlem, wrote poetry and played chess. Defying the racist prejudices of his time, he even dated a white woman who worked as a columnist for Vanity Fair magazine32.


———


The media had a certain fascination with John Gotti, boss of the Gambino family33. In stark contrast to the discretion typically advocated by mafia family leaders, Gotti embraced a public image of a Hollywood-style gangster34, showcasing a refined fashion sense that earned him the nickname "Dapper Don."35 Even the highly respected Time magazine joined in on the frenzy, commissioning pop art icon Andy Warhol36 to illustrate the cover of its September 29, 1986, issue37. Frustrated by the endless press coverage, Jules J. Bonavolonta, head of the FBI’s organized crime division, lamented that "with all this media coverage [Gotti] is beginning to look like a folk hero."38


———


Frank Costello visited the barbershop at the Waldorf Astoria, a luxurious New York hotel, every day. While he was shaved, manicured, had his hair cut, and his shoes shined, countless political and criminal figures waited in the corridor, hoping for a chance to speak with him. Although the location was far from discreet, Costello knew the constant background noise would foil any police attempts to eavesdrop on his conversations39.


———


Joseph Bonanno, boss of the Bonanno family, was a cultured man who could recite passages from Dante’s Divine Comedy or Machiavelli’s The Prince by heart 40 . His mob associates even complained that he used words they couldn’t understand when speaking Italian41.


———


Bootlegger Georges Remus placed great importance on his image. He frequented the gym, wore a hat to hide his baldness42, and always referred to himself in the third person43. Eager to win the favor of Cincinnati’s high society, he hosted lavish parties at his twenty-room mansion, whose entrance was guarded by two lion statues worth four thousand dollars each. He also owned a collection of rare manuscripts, including one signed by George Washington, an exotic tree garden, marble sculptures, oriental rugs, and even gave his adopted daughter a piano adorned with gold leaf44. Guests were typically welcomed with a hundred-dollar bill tucked under their plates and could sip the finest champagne by a Roman-style pool, complete with live musicians and aquatic performers. To top it off, Remus delighted his guests with gifts of jewelry and brand-new Pontiac cars45.


———


Benjamin Siegel enjoyed going to bed early, after applying a moisturizing cream and securing an elastic band around his chin to prevent his face from sagging. He also slept with an eye mask46.


———


Lucky Luciano learned proper etiquette under the tutelage of Arnold Rothstein, the brilliant crime financier. Thanks to his wise guidance, the young man from the Lower East Side discovered how to use table cutlery, open doors for women, and help them sit by holding their chairs. Luciano often lamented that Rothstein hadn’t lived longer to make him even more refined47.


———


Sam Giancana collected antiques, with a particular interest in earthenware items and paintings. During his travels, he often stopped by specialty stores and made efforts to understand different forms of artistic expression48. In painting, his tastes evolved from realism to the more abstract realms of cubism49. The boss of the Outfit was so absorbed by his passion that he didn’t hesitate to punish his daughter with a belt whenever she accidentally knocked over one of his precious porcelain figurines50. Upon his death, his extensive collection was auctioned off by Chicago art galleries51.
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