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Preface [image: ] A STORY AS EXTRAORDINARY AS THE ONE TOLD ONSCREEN



The early 2010s. A car pulls up to a Manhattan hotel. The door swings open and I’m on my way to a diner in New Jersey for a hush-hush meeting with Anthony Colombo. His father, Joseph Colombo Sr., was said to have been the powerful head of one of the organized-crime families in New York during the 1960s and into the 1970s. But Joe became publicly known for founding the Italian American Civil Rights League, through which he aggressively campaigned to stop the stereotyping of Italian Americans in the media and popular entertainment, agonies he felt would be epitomized in the movie he would initially try to stop, The Godfather, only to later facilitate the making of the film.


In 1971, Joe Colombo had been gunned down in an assassination attempt that paralyzed him before ending his life seven years later. I wanted to interview Anthony, who had played a central role in his father’s campaign during the making of the movie, which I had written about in the 2009 Hollywood issue of Vanity Fair, a story I wanted to turn into a book.


I was a little apprehensive. Anthony had been indicted in 1986 on a variety of charges, pleading guilty to a federal racketeering conspiracy charge in a plea agreement that included a fourteen-year prison sentence. So I expected to encounter a tough guy. Instead, I found a gentleman in his sixties who walked into the diner with the help of a cane. Anthony was warm and welcoming, but only to a point. He had his own book to write, which he would publish in 2015 (Colombo: The Unsolved Murder, cowritten with Don Capria), and I had mine.


His book was about his father’s murder.


Mine was about the making of the movie he and his father had initially tried to stop.


What I was doing in a New Jersey diner meeting with the son of Joe Colombo to discuss the role he and his father had played in one of the greatest movies of all time said everything about the making of The Godfather.


How these two titanic forces came together—the moviemakers and the Mob—is one of the most astounding stories in the annals of film. But telling the story of how that happened, along with the infinite other stories connected with the making of the movie, required a deep dive in an endless well. For The Godfather has spawned its own massive field of study, a trove of books, articles, documentaries, interviews, archives, reunions, commentaries, and more.


My own interviews for this book and the Vanity Fair story, which number almost one hundred, included everyone from the movie’s executives and crew members to its stars and director, Francis Ford Coppola, who answered endless questions. Among the many books I relied upon were The Godfather Legacy by Harlan Lebo; The Godfather Book by Peter Cowie; The Godfather Notebook by Francis Ford Coppola; The Kid Stays in the Picture by Robert Evans; Infamous Players by Peter Bart; Mario Puzo’s The Godfather Papers and Other Confessions; Mario Puzo: A Writer’s Quest by M. J. Moore; The Godfather Companion and Easy Riders, Raging Bulls, both by Peter Biskind; The Annotated Godfather by Jenny M. Jones; Hollywood Godfather by Gianni Russo; Me and Marlon by Alice Marchak… The list goes on and on and can be found in the select bibliography at the back of this book.


Indispensable to any scholar of Godfather lore is The Godfather Journal, by Ira Zuckerman, who served as Francis Ford Coppola’s assistant on the film and produced an extraordinary day-by-day account of the filming. A 143-page paperback published in early 1972, it places the reader squarely in the middle of the movie’s production mayhem. I was also given access to voluminous notes taken by a stenographer Coppola hired to record a daylong meeting with his production team, which provides a fly-on-the-wall perspective of how the masterpiece was born. Added to this were the copious newspaper and magazine articles—from before, during, and after filming—as well as the mountains of writing, research, and interviews by by the admirable people who walked this road before me, many of whom were kind enough to speak with me about our shared fascination with The Godfather.


My hope is that I have added to their great work in further revealing the story of the making of a movie that is almost as extraordinary as the one told on screen, a movie that opened so many eyes and touched so many hearts, beginning with its premiere, fifty years ago, and continuing to this day.


I was a member of the enormous audience stunned by The Godfather in 1972—a college freshman sitting in a movie theater with no access to the proceedings detailed in this book as they occurred. Through the memories of those involved and the documents left behind, I have re-created some scenes to the best of my ability, research, and reporting.











“… Give me your tired, your poor,


Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,


The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.


Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,


I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”


—Emma Lazarus, “The New Colossus,” 1883


Engraved in the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty


I believe in America.


—Amerigo Bonasera













Prologue [image: ] TO THE MATTRESSES!



Let’s go to bed,” Robert Evans said in his grand Beverly Hills home, which the movies built.


The house, known as Woodland, was a “hidden oasis”—a French Regency estate, a “miniature palace,” Evans called it. It was walled off from the world on two private acres, shaded by hundred-foot-tall sycamores, redolent with the scent of thousands of roses. Once the residence of Greta Garbo, it had been, for forty years, the proud habitat of the mogul who turned Paramount Pictures, on the precipice of collapse, into the most dominant force in film.


Evans, the impresario who had risen from the womenswear business of New York City to international fame and fortune as an actor-turned-producer-turned-studio chief, was now seventy-eight, his voice strangled by strokes. But his mind was still sharp, and his home was lined with photographs should his memory ever lapse. He lived with those memories: the ghosts of the greats who gathered here, the deals that were consummated here, the movies that were screened here, and the loves that were kindled here.


It was 2008, and I had come to interview Evans for a Vanity Fair magazine story about the making of his most celebrated movie, The Godfather. He was prepared for me. His butler, Alan Selka, a very proper Englishman, opened the doors and escorted me to the dining room, where I waited for Evans at a table covered with clippings and mementoes from the production and its aftermath.


When the master made his entrance, it was impressive: his black hair slicked back, his face deeply tanned, his smile a dazzling white, his eyes staring out through rose-colored glasses. When he launched into his memories of the movie, his voice was as deep and melodic as a cello sonata.


“It’s stranger than fiction,” he told me.


Then Evans, a legendary lothario, suggested we go to bed together.


“What?” I blurted out.


A fire had consumed his famous screening room in 2003, Evans explained, and since then he and his friends had watched movies in his bed. I followed him to the master bedroom. In his heyday, Evans entertained so many starlets here that his housekeeper would place the name of the previous evening’s date on a card beside his coffee cup the next morning, so he could address her properly at the breakfast table. He had become production chief of Paramount Pictures in 1966, at the tender age of thirty-six, resuscitating the moribund studio and guiding it from the grave to its former glory with hits like Rosemary’s Baby, Love Story, and The Godfather. He helped propel the career of his close pal Jack Nicholson, who starred in his studio’s 1974 production of Chinatown. His ex-wives numbered seven, including the actresses Ali MacGraw, Leslie Ann Woodward, Catherine Oxenberg, and Miss America Phyllis George.


Now, Robert Evans, a master of staging and seduction, was leveling his immense powers of persuasion on me. The butler arrived with food and drink, and a large television screen was readied to run parts of The Godfather.


“Take those shoes off,” Evans commanded as I hovered next to the bed, which was very large and covered in fur. There was a story he wanted to tell, and it might take a while.


So I climbed into bed with Robert Evans to hear the story of the film that had both made him and destroyed him. Today the movie features prominently in virtually every list of the all-time greats, a masterpiece that, upon each viewing, reveals some new jewel or fresh truth. But the process of making it was unlike that of any film before or since. Hollywood’s greatest movie about the Mafia seemed to have been produced in some ways in tandem with the Mafia, as the capos of the Mob went to war with the tough guys of the movie business, in some instances trading places, mobsters as actors, filmmakers as fixers. And no one knew the behind-the-scenes story better than Evans, who had financed its struggling author, green-lighted its development, hired its producer and director, and fostered its creation, some would say far too obsessively for a studio head, until the movie became a global hit, and, for Evans, a curse.


His mind slipped back across the decades, to the grandest night of his life: March 14, 1972, the world premiere of The Godfather. A freak snowstorm had paralyzed New York City, but the advance buzz on the movie was red hot, its star Marlon Brando featured on the covers of both Life and Newsweek. And there he was, Robert Evans, Paramount’s head of production, entering the Loew’s State Theatre with his third wife, the actress Ali MacGraw, on one arm, and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger on the other.


“When the lights went down and Nino Rota’s music swelled, my whole life seemed to pass before me,” he would write in his 1994 autobiography, The Kid Stays in the Picture. “Watching this epic unfold, I felt that everything my life was about had led up to this moment.”


“Two hours and fifty-six minutes later, Diane Keaton asked Al Pacino if he was responsible for all the killings,” Evans wrote.


“No,” Pacino lied.


Then the credits rolled. Evans sat in the premiere audience, stunned in the darkness, along with everyone else. “No applause,” he wrote. “Not a sound—just silence.”


It’s a bomb, he thought, then turned to MacGraw and Kissinger, their faces solemn.


But it wasn’t a bomb—it was a cultural phenomenon. The audience was in tears. When the lights went up, Kissinger turned to Evans. “Bob,” he said, “when you can sit and watch a gangster who’s killed hundreds of people, and yet when he dies the audience is crying, you’ve made yourself a masterpiece.”


After the screening, during an ecstatic party in the ballroom of the St. Regis hotel, Evans played master of ceremonies, “introducing anyone and everyone”—the writer, the director, the cast, all of whom were on their way to becoming legends. And Paramount was on its way to becoming one of the richest and most powerful studios in Hollywood. “The Godfather did more business in six months than Gone with the Wind did in thirty-six years,” Evans said. “It was the first time a picture opened in four hundred theaters.”


In the process, the film created something Hollywood had never before imagined possible: a work of art that is also a blockbuster.


“The screaming, the fights, the threats that never let up since day one of filming, were worth it,” Evans concluded. He paused at the memory of the battles—over the script, the cast, the location, the budget—that had threatened to derail the movie before a single frame was shot.


“The fighting,” he sighed. “Tremendous fights.”


Fifty years after its premiere, so much has been written about The Godfather, yet some things remain overlooked, or misrepresented. Many accounts of the movie are more Hollywood legend than historical fact, as many of those involved in its making have sought to play up their role in its creation. Thus, some of what has been said and “written about The Godfather is wrong,” said Peter Bart, who was present throughout the film’s birth as Evans’s second in command at Paramount.


I wanted to know how the film was created—“behind the screen and in front of the screen,” as Evans put it. In the process, I hoped to learn not only the secrets of the movie itself but also what it revealed about creating great and enduring art. Through years of research, and interviews with everyone from studio executives to Mob affiliates, I have sought to untangle the competing narratives and self-aggrandizing contentions that continue to enshroud the film. The real story, I found, is like the man I climbed into bed with—an unlikely amalgamation of brute force, artistic choice, market necessity, genius, and dumb luck. Evans would be dead a dozen years after his bedroom confessions, but now, after half a century, the film he banked everything on has attained the status of myth, an integral part of America’s collective consciousness. Based on one of the bestselling novels of all time, it revitalized Hollywood, saved Paramount Pictures, announced the arrival of Francis Ford Coppola as one of the great directors of the new era of film, minted a new generation of movie stars, made its writer, director, and producer rich, and sparked a war between two of America’s mightiest powers: the sharks of Hollywood and the soldiers of the Mob.


“It’s the best picture ever made,” Evans told me in bed that day. “It broke a whole barrier of film. It was opera, it was new filmmakers, great ideas, and fighting the organization. And I loved fighting the organization.”


“What organization were you fighting?” I asked.


“Paramount,” he said—meaning not just the studio, but the way movies had always been made. “The Boys,” he added, meaning the Mob. “But they’re both the same. Everything is monetarily focused. And I was looking to touch magic. Magic, to me, lasts longer. Why is it that Mozart is remembered far longer than Napoleon? Because the world of art is remembered far longer than the world of greed.”


Just then, as if on cue, the lights in the bedroom dimmed. The screen flickered to life, the soundtrack swelled, and the now-famous cast began to parade before us, like decorated soldiers who had triumphed in a long and bitter war. The Godfather once again wove its hypnotic spell. Yet the tale it told is eclipsed by the story of how it came to be. Years before its first words were committed to paper, it began with a body engulfed in flames, cities stricken with fear, and real-life criminals who survived to reveal a world of violence and betrayal beyond the imagination of any writer.
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It was difficult to tell if the body was even human.


Soaked in gasoline and set ablaze, it lay burned at the center of an eight-foot circle that had been scorched into the grass like some demented sign from hell. The hands had been bound behind the back and a plastic clothesline had been wrapped around the neck as a garrote. Jaw and ribs broken, skull fractured, teeth missing. Both eyes had been brutally burned out—probably with a blow torch—and lacerations covered the body where thirty pounds of flesh had been removed. Most viciously, the genitals had been chopped off and stuffed into the victim’s mouth “because he was threatening to talk,” an FBI agent would write—all while the individual was still alive, over several unthinkable days of intense torture.


When the body was found, on Thanksgiving Day in 1961, a critical clue remained: one fingerprint. The corpse belonged to Alberto Agueci, a baker from Toronto whose real profession was importing heroin from Italy—via fake-bottom suitcases carried by unknowing Italian immigrants sailing to America—a lucrative business, until he made the mistake of running afoul of Stefano Magaddino, the crime boss of Buffalo, New York. It was Agueci’s gruesome murder—and his brother’s vow to avenge it—that would ultimately become a part of providing the world with its most detailed and graphic glimpse into the shadowy crime syndicate known as La Cosa Nostra. The man who would reveal this secret world, a midlevel mobster named Joseph Valachi, was an associate of the bloody corpse with his dick in his mouth.


In 1959, Valachi was indicted on federal drug-trafficking charges and, after holing up in a trailer in Connecticut for three months, was arrested and returned to New York City. He had jumped bail and was desperate to avoid prison when Agueci offered him a way out. Valachi met Agueci at Maggie’s bar, a few blocks from Grand Central Station. Agueci said he could sneak him over the border, into Canada, where Valachi would hide out for a time in Toronto.


A year later, both men were indicted—along with seventeen others—for their involvement in a $150 million heroin smuggling operation. While in jail together, Valachi listened as Agueci raged against Magaddino, who had been expected to bail Agueci out, but instead was letting him rot in jail. Valachi warned Agueci not to let his complaints get back to Magaddino, the man they called the Undertaker—whose family really did run a funeral home—or else he’d be looking at a fate far worse than prison.


Agueci didn’t heed Valachi’s warning. He threatened to rat out Magaddino for his role in narcotics trafficking if he didn’t help him with his bail and defense. Big mistake. After his wife sold their house and bailed him out, he returned home to Toronto—only to travel to Buffalo to meet with Magaddino. His mutilated body was soon found in a cornfield on the outskirts of Rochester.


The bad news for Valachi was that Agueci’s brother, Vito, was dead set on revenge. When Vito heard that Alberto had been murdered, he insisted that Valachi was a snitch. True or not, the intel reached Vito Genovese, capo of the New York–based Genovese crime family, who became convinced of the same. Genovese had once been close with Valachi, who was one of his soldiers, even serving in Valachi’s wedding party. But now in 1962, they were in an Atlanta prison together, and the friendly ties evaporated. Vito Genovese wanted Valachi dead, Alberto Agueci style, before he could spill a word about anything.


In prison, Valachi saw danger everywhere, real and imagined. Especially after Genovese kissed him, which Valachi took to signify “the kiss of death.” But Valachi was a hit man himself: When a prisoner he thought was a would-be assassin approached him, he beat the man’s head in first. The problem was that the guy had nothing to do with him—he was an innocent victim with no ties to the Genoveses or any other Mob family. Valachi pleaded guilty to second-degree murder.


Desperate for protection, Valachi employed the one thing that could shield him from the grisly fate that had befallen Alberto Agueci: his mouth. He began to talk—first to the FBI, then to a Senate subcommittee, providing eyewitness testimony that would make him the most famous mobster-turned-informant in history.


Valachi was not the first mobster to come before Congress. In 1951, a freshman senator from Tennessee named Estes Kefauver had led televised Senate hearings on organized crime in fourteen cities across America that had gripped the entire nation. The hearings proved to be a ratings extravaganza for the TV industry, still in its infancy—an estimated 30 million Americans tuned in. “Never before had the attention of the nation been riveted so completely on a single matter,” Life reported. “The Senate investigation into interstate crime was almost the sole subject of national conversation.”


The highlight of the hearings was the testimony of the mobster considered the “boss of bosses,” Frank Costello, the all-powerful leader of the Luciano crime family, whose appearance riveted television audiences even though they mostly saw only his hands. In a feeble attempt to shield his identity, the Mob boss would be filmed only from the neck down. Costello proved an uncooperative witness, evading questions in his gravelly voice before pleading laryngitis and walking out of the hearings. Still, his appearance was a hit. “Costello TV’s First Headless Star,” proclaimed a front-page headline in the New York Times. “Only His Hands Entertain Audience.”


Kefauver ran into even more trouble when he tried to investigate Hollywood’s ties to the Mob. His committee claimed to have pictures of Frank Sinatra—dogged for years by rumors of involvement with organized crime—talking with mobsters. And for a star witness, the committee hyped the upcoming testimony of Sidney Korshak, a Mob lawyer who had represented Al Capone’s associates in Chicago before transforming himself into one of the top fixers in Hollywood, soon to become consigliere of Paramount’s senior vice president in charge of production, Robert Evans. “It was a reflection of his power that when Mr. Korshak showed up unexpectedly at a Las Vegas hotel during a 1961 Teamsters meeting, he was immediately installed in the largest suite, even though the hotel had to dislodge the previous occupant: the union’s president, Jimmy Hoffa,” the New York Times would report.


But for all the revelations Kefauver was promising, his committee wouldn’t get a single thing from Korshak, a man who made his living in the movie industry by staying out of the spotlight. Korshak “had no intention of blowing his cover,” wrote Peter Bart, who served as a top executive at Paramount during the production of The Godfather, in his book Infamous Players. “Arranging a private meeting with Kefauver at a Chicago hotel before his scheduled appearance, Korshak produced photographs purportedly showing the senator in a hotel room in the company of two underage girls. Upon glancing at the photos, Kefauver canceled Korshak’s appearance.” (Some accounts reported that it was a young woman.)


It was a scene that would make its way, in somewhat altered form, into The Godfather, Part II—and one that foreshadowed the kind of backroom tactics Korshak would employ to ensure the success of the first Godfather.


In 1963, it was Valachi’s turn to come before Congress. At the time, Robert Kennedy, who had been appointed US attorney general by his brother, the president, was pressuring the FBI to provide the sort of insight into the Mob that the Feds simply didn’t have. “If we do not on a national scale attack organized criminals with weapons and techniques as effective as their own,” Robert Kennedy had warned a few years earlier, “they will destroy us.”


Enter Valachi, a “made” man desperately seeking a way out. What he told the FBI was borne out by the bureau’s wiretaps of major American Mafia figures. It was Valachi who revealed that the secret term, “Cosa Nostra,” meaning “Our Thing,” was used by organized-crime figures to identify their organization, soon to be known by the singular term “Mafia.”


The Mob put out a hit on Valachi to prevent him from testifying before Congress, offering $100,000 to anyone who could take him out. But it was too late. In September 1963, millions of Americans tuned in to watch as Valachi testified before a televised congressional hearing on organized crime, spelling out in gripping detail how the Mafia was run: how different crime families owned each major American city; how resort towns like Las Vegas and Miami were “open” for any family to operate in; how each family employed the same rigid hierarchy, from the lowliest foot soldiers to the capos to—and he used the term—“the Godfather.”


And Valachi, as a trusted soldier, had been one of the Mafia’s enforcers, taking his orders from the men at the top. “I just go out and kill for them,” he confessed in his deep, raspy voice, with the TV cameras rolling and mobsters across America aching to kill him. “You live by the gun and by the knife, and you die by the gun and by the knife.”


It was incredible television, a historic moment. Valachi’s testimony provided most Americans with their first detailed glimpse into the inner workings of the Mafia. The term was born in nineteenth-century Sicily—from the adjective mafiusu, meaning swagger, boldness, bravado—but its rise was an all-American crime story, one that began when impoverished Sicilians began immigrating to New Orleans in the nineteenth century. By 1869, the New Orleans Times noted that the city’s Second District had been overrun by “well-known and notorious Sicilian murderers, counterfeiters and burglars, who, in the last month, have formed a sort of general co-partnership or stock company for the plunder and disturbance of the city.”


Over the next one hundred years, fueled by successive waves of Italian immigrants, the Mafia steadily expanded its territory and economic influence, establishing its control over a host of illegal activities, from gambling and prostitution to Prohibition-era alcohol and drugs.


But the stark, factual account laid out by Valachi touched on something deeper and more emotional than any Senate hearing could capture. It wasn’t about the gruesome hit jobs or secret lingo or vast criminal enterprises. It was mythic in proportion, a story that encompassed the intertwined elements of family and brutality, of loyalty and betrayal, of fathers and sons, of immigration and the American Dream. Capturing its essence, its raw and epic power, would seemingly require a storyteller of immense talents—a modern-day Shakespeare, a Homer, or a Virgil, capable of peering into the blackest depths of human nature and drawing forth something vital and real. Yet the man who would ultimately realize the dramatic possibilities inherent in the Senate hearings would turn out to be the unlikeliest of messengers, a dead-broke writer who was lying on his couch in his middle-class home in the suburbs of New York, glued to his television set like everyone else. A writer who would claim to have never even met a genuine gangster, but who would create a fictional story so authentic that it seemed real, a saga that would be adopted by the Mob as its own, emulating its language and titles and creed. An abject failure who once lay in a gutter, staring up at the night sky and vowing that he would rise above his debts and his disaster of a life and redeem himself as writer.


His name was Mario Gianluigi Puzo.
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Mario Puzo was, by his own admission, “going downhill fast.”


The only thing that wasn’t clear was which of his vices would kill him first.


Maybe it would be the food: pasta and other Italian fare he’d grown up with; Chinese takeout, always served with a side of spaghetti; late-night snacks that had him struggling with diabetes and fighting off heart disease. Maybe it would be the gambling: a lifelong addiction that began with pitching pennies as a kid, graduated to poker, and culminated with betting on the ponies and ballgames, far more than he could afford, bets that had him constantly in debt to loan sharks and borrowing money from friends and family. Or maybe it would be the writing: the endless drudgery and humiliatingly low wages for literary fiction, the kind that took forever to write well, to which the market responded with polite reviews and thin sales, nothing near enough to support his growing, hungry family and his even more insatiable gambling habit. By the time Valachi testified before Congress, Puzo was $20,000 in debt, soon to be rejected by his publisher, and under investigation by the FBI. None of the bookies he frequented would have given odds on him becoming one of the bestselling authors in America, setting a new record for paperback rights, and cowriting screenplays that would lead to eight Academy Awards.


Puzo grew up poor, in a tenement flat in Hell’s Kitchen, then the roughest part of the city, its name a testament to its depravity. But his story, like those he spun, had its roots in the Italian countryside. His mother, Maria Le Conti, grew up in the hills outside Naples. Her family was so poor that Maria was not allowed to even sample the ham produced from the lone pig the family slaughtered each year—it was far too precious to eat themselves. Fleeing the poverty of her homeland, Maria moved to New York to marry another Italian immigrant as poor as herself, a dockworker she barely knew and would not know for long. He died in an accident on the docks, leaving her a widow with four small children.


Maria soon had another suitor, a railroad laborer named Antonio Puzo, who asked her to marry him. “Perhaps out of ignorance, perhaps out of compassion, perhaps out of love,” Mario would write of his estranged father. “Nobody ever knew. He was a mystery, a Southern Italian with blue eyes.”


Antonio and Maria had three children together. On October 15, 1920, their son Mario, the future writer whose parents were both “illiterate, as were their parents before them,” was born.


Soon there were seven kids in the cramped apartment in Hell’s Kitchen, overlooking the stockyards of the New York Central Railroad, which Puzo would remember as “absolutely blooming with stinking boxcars freshly unloaded of cattle and pigs for the city slaughterhouse.”


During Prohibition, the neighborhood was overrun by illegal distilleries and ruled by gangs, which would evolve into organized-crime families. By the time the Great Depression arrived, Hell’s Kitchen was known as the “most dangerous area on the American continent.”


The Puzos were impoverished but occupied “the best apartment on Tenth Avenue,” Mario would write in his 1971 essay “Choosing a Dream.”


It was a top floor of six rooms with access to the roof and a fire escape off the kitchen where young Mario could slip out on warm summer nights. “I remember it as comfortable, slum or not.” Here, in “the heart of New York’s Neapolitan ghetto,” life was not exactly West Side Story. “I never heard an Italian singing,” he wrote. “None of the grown-ups I knew were charming or loving or understanding. Rather they seemed coarse, vulgar and insulting.”


The family ate well: “My mother would never dream of using anything but the finest imported olive oil, the best Italian cheeses.”


With his father’s easy access to the goods coming off the railcars, fresh produce could be had without the markups that stores tended to charge. Food, glorious Italian food, became a lifelong passion for Mario.


Antonio didn’t stay long. Diagnosed with schizophrenia, he deserted the family when Mario was twelve, leaving Maria now with seven children to feed. The Puzos were forced to go on welfare to survive. Mario’s school asked each student to bring in a can of food to help feed the poor. “The teachers didn’t seem to realize we were the poor,” he recounted. “We didn’t, either.”


So each of the Hell’s Kitchen kids “went out and stole a can of food from a local grocery store.”


The kids stole ice from the refrigerator cars of the railroads and made “easy money” reselling the silk from trucks they hijacked from the garment factories of Thirty-First Street. Graft and petty theft were as much their education as phonics and algebra, and Puzo’s mother was an encouraging tutor. When Mario was ten or eleven, he saw the cops chasing down a chicken thief into their apartment, where his mom screamed at the officers to stop. “She believed he was entitled to steal the chickens,” Puzo said, “and she was entitled to buy them.”


One of Puzo’s uncles, an assistant chef at a famous Italian restaurant, tucked “six eggs, a stick of butter, and a small bag of flour” under his shirt each day, the sales of which would earn him enough money after thirty years to buy a house on Long Island for himself, and another for his son, and a third for his daughter. Another cousin, using his college degree and materials he “borrowed” from the manufacturing plant where he worked, created a floor wax that he sold door to door.


Crime paid. It was the route—for some, the only route—for the poor, stuck in dead-end jobs with lousy pay, to move up to the middle class. And yet, surrounded by opportunities to enrich himself through crime, Puzo remained on the straight and narrow. “I had every desire to go wrong, but I never had a chance,” he wrote. “The Italian family structure was too formidable.”


The toughest, most formidable person in his life was his mother. Maria was known to brandish a policeman’s club with which she threatened to discipline her rowdy brood. No one seemed to know where she had gotten it, though few doubted she might have filched it from a sleeping cop. Once, when she saw Puzo’s brother skipping work and driving around in his beat-up Ford with some neighborhood girls, Mama Puzo picked up a cobblestone from the street and “brought the boulder down on the nearest fender of the tin lizzie, demolishing it.”


Puzo used Maria as the basis for the matriarch Lucia Santa in his 1965 autobiographical novel, The Fortunate Pilgrim. In one scene, Lucia rebukes her son for not doing his share of chores and disappearing from the house, the policeman’s club that Maria wielded replaced by a rolling pin. “By Jesus Christ, I’ll make you visible,” Lucia Santa threatens. “I’ll make you so black and blue that if you were the Holy Ghost you could not vanish. Now, eat. After, wash the dishes, clean the table, and sweep the floor.”


Puzo said that without his mother, he never could have created Don Corleone, much of whose voice and language came straight from Maria. “Whenever the Godfather opened his mouth, in my own mind I heard the voice of my mother,” Puzo wrote in the preface to the 1996 reissue of his novel. “I heard her wisdom, her ruthlessness, and her unconquerable love for her family and for life itself, qualities not valued in women at the time.”


She even provided him with some of the tale’s grislier material. “Many parts are true stories my mother told me,” Puzo told Life. “The man holding his hat to catch the blood from his cut throat, for one.”


The seeds of The Godfather were planted in an experience from Puzo’s childhood. One night the family was startled by a loud noise. “A neighbor across the tenement air shaft threw a blanket full of guns into the apartment and asked my mother to hold them for him, police were knocking on his door,” Puzo would write in a 1970 article entitled “How the Mafia Makes Friends.” “My mother did so (though like most Italian mothers she went into hysterics when my older brother got so much as a speeding ticket. A disgrazia for the family she would say).”


The next day the neighbor knocked on the Puzos’ door.


“You got my stuff for me?” he asked.


The neighbor who owned the guns became “protector” of the Puzo family. “He ‘reasoned’ with the landlord who tried to throw us out because we kept a dog,” Puzo wrote.


“Then he said, ‘You want a nice rug?’ My mother says, ‘Sure.’ He says, ‘Send your son with me.’ My brother was like twelve or fourteen years old. The guy takes him to the house, they start rolling up this very expensive rug. All of a sudden there’s a knock at the door. The guy peeks out the window and draws a gun. My brother realizes it’s not the guy’s house and it’s not the guy’s rug.”


The connection continued to pay off. “This kindly neighbor saw to it that free coal was delivered to our house and that we received not one, but two free Thanksgiving baskets from the local political club,” wrote Puzo. “So the children in my family called him ‘Godfather’ in the same sense American kids in country towns call an elderly neighbor ‘uncle.’ ”


It was the first time Puzo heard the term that would shape his destiny. “He was of course a ‘Mafia’ man,” he wrote. “Undoubtedly my mother knew that he broke the law, but since he broke the law for us too, how could we judge him? How could he be denied a cup of coffee, an invitation for dinner? The word ‘Mafia’ never entered our heads. Our neighbor was a kindly man, a generous man, and we never dreamed that he was a man who could commit murder for a price.”


Puzo would realize that “it is in just this way that the Mafia Family gets the politicians, the police, the judges and lawyers working for them. Friendship and favors, nice guys, help you when you need it—all to be repaid one day.”


And where else could a poor tenement family like the Puzos turn for help? Surely not the police or the courts, which Puzo’s older brother discovered the hard way when, after making a $300 down payment for furniture, money he and his fiancée had spent more than a year saving, the furniture wholesaler went bankrupt a few days after collecting the cash. Puzo’s brother went to the law and got satisfaction—“but only after a year of hard work, harassment, and nervous tension that injured his health,” Puzo wrote. “If only our old Godfather with his blanket full of guns had still been in touch.”


The man, unfortunately, had mysteriously disappeared from Hell’s Kitchen, never to be heard from again.


Maria Puzo was intent on making sure young Mario never stepped out of line. Her chief concern wasn’t guns but girls. When she caught him coming home late one night, she screamed at him that he would be forced to marry whatever girl he’d been out with if he got her into trouble. “I only wished she was right,” Puzo wrote. “I was too shy with girls to have any luck or any dates. I was out until four a.m. still trying to make my fortune in poker.”


Gambling—that was Puzo’s addiction. He pitched pennies in Hell’s Kitchen and played poker with his buddies on Christmas Eve. His appetite for cards was enormous; soon he was “playing poker with very tough workingmen beneath lampposts” or in the back of corner groceries. “I squeezed in a lot of card playing,” he would write, “while becoming a sports hero on Tenth Avenue and reading Dostoyevsky.”


At Commerce High School on West Sixtieth Street, his teachers told him he had potential as a writer. And when he discovered Dostoyevsky, he found the theme that would dominate his work: the forces of evil. In Dostoyevsky, Puzo also discovered a kindred spirit who understood the powerful attraction of both writing and gambling: “Even as I approach the gambling hall, as soon as I hear… the jingle of money poured out on the table, I almost go into convulsions,” Dostoyevsky wrote in The Gambler. Which surely spoke to Puzo, who knew the thrill of a perfect hand as well as a perfect sentence—neither of which seemed likely to make for a good career.


Puzo was only willing to admit one of his vices to his mother. So at sixteen, he told her he was going to become a great writer. His mother, he wrote, “simply assumed I had gone off my nut.”


For Maria—who had “never heard of Michelangelo” and “could not sign her name”—it was impossible to believe that her son could become an artist, wrote Puzo in “Choosing a Dream.” “After all, her one dream in coming to America had been to earn her daily bread.”


College “wasn’t an option,” he added. “There were two high schools in our neighborhood, and my mother and sister decided I should go to the one that didn’t prepare you for college.”


Later, the boy who would subsequently write, “My direct ancestors for a thousand years have most probably been illiterate,” asked his sister why she didn’t urge him to attend college. “Because you were stupid,” she told him.


Maria wanted her son to become a railroad clerk—“that was her highest ambition.”


With the country still in the grip of the Great Depression, a job that offered steady pay and hours was a lot to hope for. The other men in Puzo’s family all worked for the railroad, in one capacity or another. But Mario didn’t have the temperament for that; his part-time job as a messenger boy, which he despised, turned out to be a dead end. Nevertheless, high school was coming to a close, and despite his terrible experience as a messenger boy, it looked like he was going to get stuck on the railroad, in a job he dreaded.


In 1939, he tried making his escape: He signed on with the Civilian Conservation Corps, a New Deal program that sent him out west, all the way to Nevada, to improve and expand the state’s waterways and irrigation systems. Bugsy Siegel and his backers in organized crime had yet to conjure Las Vegas out of the desert, but Puzo was stationed in Lovelock, a couple of hours from Reno, the center of legalized gambling in the state. There, his lifelong love affair with casinos was born.


But the New Deal work was designed to be temporary, a stopgap measure for the unemployed. Puzo soon found himself back in Hell’s Kitchen, slogging away at a low-level railroad job, stuck in the same tenement apartment with his family and their low expectations for him. He was headed into what he called a trap: “the steady job, the nice girl who would eventually get knocked up, and then the marriage and fighting.”


Then came the bombing of Pearl Harbor. Puzo, like his fictional creation Michael Corleone, seized the moment to escape the iron grip of his family’s business by donning a uniform.


“I hated my life.… When World War II broke out, I was delighted,” he wrote. “I was delivered from my mother, my family, the girl I was loving passionately but did not love.… I drove a jeep, toured Europe, had love affairs, found a wife, and lived the material for my first novel.”


Assigned to the 4th Armored Division, Private Puzo was deployed to Europe, where, in General George S. Patton’s army, he drove the jeep and performed administrative duties, close to the front lines and under fire three times. “As a soldier, I was so inept that it’s a good thing I never had to handle a rifle!” he told writer Camille Paglia in 1997. He spent three years traveling around the war-torn continent, mostly in the captured towns of France, dealing “a million hands of poker” and getting into scrapes over cards with his fellow soldiers. A hot streak on a troop ship to Europe got him threatened with a pistol by a paratrooper and taught Puzo a valuable lesson: “You have to be more careful when you are innocent than when you are guilty.”


When the war ended, Puzo stayed on in West Germany, working a lowly job as a civilian clerk for the Department of Defense. In 1946, he met the German woman who would become his wife. “I think they met on a blind date,” said Puzo’s oldest son, Anthony. But Puzo, according to his future colleague John Bowers, related the meeting in the epic terms of a writer. “He said she was about to be assaulted, and he protected her,” said Bowers. “He protected her so well that they fell in love and he brought her to the United States.”


Her name was Erika Lina Broske, and she was twenty-five, with blue eyes, red hair, and a pale complexion. She spoke very little English and had the simplest tastes, but Mario Puzo had at long last fallen in love. They were married in 1947, in Bremen, Germany, and soon had their first child, Anthony.


Family life proved difficult for the gambling, food, and action addict who aspired to write. The couple returned with Anthony to New York, where Puzo’s choice of wife—not an Italian—was difficult for his family. “The Puzos were very strong Italians, especially his mother, who Mario always said was the Godfather,” said Puzo’s longtime assistant, Lanetta Wahlgren. “And Erika was put in her place and she sort of stayed there. But Mario loved her and protected her.”


Soon after Puzo took a job as a civil service clerk at a Manhattan armory, Erika had a second child, Dorothy. On the side, Puzo pursued his dream of writing: He took university classes in literature and creative writing on the GI Bill, and spent nights and weekends trying to turn all the observations and notes he had gathered during his time in Europe into a novel. His progress, however, was torturously slow. “This is the end of a bad year,” Puzo wrote in his diary at the end of 1950. “Two short stories and hardly anything on the novel. If I keep this up, I might as well forget about writing or becoming a writer. And I keep wondering why I turned out so little.”


What small change he managed to make, he gambled away. “He liked to do things first-class, even though we only had fifth-class money,” his son Anthony told the New York Post. “He ran up a lot of debt.”


Puzo was even harder on himself. “Every Italian family has a ‘chooch,’ a donkey. That is, a family idiot everybody agrees will never be able to make a living,” he wrote in his 1972 book, The Godfather Papers and Other Confessions. And debt had made him the chooch in the Puzo family. “There is no question that I am incompetent,” Puzo lamented in his diary in late 1951. “Monetarily insane.… But money is really killing everything.”


One week later, he wrote, “It’s funny to watch yourself disintegrating.”


It was a vicious cycle: His gambling, and the debts he accrued, forced him to work longer hours at his clerk job, which in turn robbed him of the time he might otherwise have spent writing. In November 1951, with a third child, daughter Virginia, only two months old, Puzo was working an average of twenty hours a week of overtime, but still couldn’t dig himself out from under his debts. “I’m too tired to do any writing… kids running around… no place to work,” he wrote. “Time, money, emotional stability.… Right now it seems to be all gone.”


There were fleeting glimpses of hope. His first short story, “Last Christmas,” was published in American Vanguard, the literary magazine of The New School, where he was taking creative writing classes. And in 1952, thanks to a hot streak on his sports betting, he was able to quit his job to focus on writing full-time. He rented a room for eleven dollars a week and sat down to write the novel he’d been dreaming about since he left Europe. But even without the distraction of a full-time job, the writing was slow, and his gambling winnings were soon gone. “Paralyzed by this being in debt,” Puzo wrote in his diary in December 1952. “Letter from bank about loan. It looks as if I have to go back to work in January.”


A month later, in despair over what he considered a “hopeless” first draft, he wrote, “I can say… the whole business of quitting my job to become a full-time writer is a failure but still enjoyed it. Glad I tried.”


Puzo bounced around for months, trying out different jobs; some he quit after a few hours. Unable to earn a steady income, he gorged himself on the Italian and Chinese foods he loved, along with late-night snacks of buttered noodles that left him with a waistline nearly as large as as his gambling debts, and seemingly just as inescapable. Although he stood barely five feet six inches tall, his weight ballooned to 250 pounds. He wore his hair slicked back, his face was obscured by thick glasses with big, dark frames and, more often than not, a massive cigar. He never wore socks, preferring instead to go barefoot in his loafers, Bally soon becoming his favorite brand. The things that people noticed most about Puzo, though, were his big belly, which protruded through his shirts, and his broad smile, which he always seemed to be wearing, even when things were tough. Everyone who met him fell in love with him. “He was the most beautiful man,” said Wahlgren.


And the most tormented. His diary of Saturday, April 9, 1953, marked yet another low point: “Today got a letter from H turning down the book. Expressing sincere sympathy, he just couldn’t take it… humiliating… the knowledge that people pity you.”


In another entry, he lamented, “T[ony] is signing a note for me tomorrow so I can buy a bedroom set. This humiliates me but it humiliates him even more.”


Still, he wrote. In the small windows of time between working overtime at his clerk job, to which he’d grudgingly returned, and his duties as a father, he kept toiling away on his novel. Finally, in 1954, he sold the book to Random House.


The Dark Arena was a distillation of his experiences as a vet navigating the world of postwar Germany. “Mario Puzo has written the ruthless, savage story of the postwar American occupation of Germany, written it in terms of men and women who are good and evil, greedy and generous, corrupt and pure,” noted the publisher. Puzo hoped it would catapult him into the same conversation as authors like Norman Mailer. Instead, it only added to his humiliation. A few critics saw promise—The Nation called it “one of the finest works of fiction to come out of this country’s occupation of Germany”—but some were blistering. “A book that shocks one to the fiber of one’s being,” Kirkus Reviews declared. “Did it have to be written? Or if written, published?” Next to no copies sold, and Puzo walked away with nothing but his advance of $3,500.


“My vision of Mario then?” his friend the writer George Mandel would tell Time magazine in 1978. “He used to go to his brother’s in a taxi to borrow money for his kids’ shoes.”


On Christmas Eve 1955, Puzo suffered what he would call a “severe gallbladder attack,” which drove him into the cold New York night alone in a taxi in excruciating pain. He directed the cab to the Veterans Administration hospital on East Twenty-Third Street. Upon arriving, he opened the taxi door and stepped onto the street.


Just then, the pain struck. “I got out and fell into the gutter,” he remembered.


Writhing in agony, his mind turned to his failed ambitions. Here I am, a published writer, he thought, and I am dying like a dog.


Faceup in the gutter, he made a vow.


“That’s when I decided I would be rich and famous.”





RICHES AND FAME, however, continued to elude him. By 1960, his family had grown to five children with the birth of his youngest son, Joseph. Adding to the financial pressure, his seemingly secure job as an army clerk was suddenly in jeopardy: the FBI was investigating allegations of bribery in his unit. Young men were apparently evading the draft by paying clerks bribes for coveted spots in the Army Reserve, and someone told the Feds that Puzo was part of the scheme.


On December 22, 1961, an FBI agent filed a report on the investigation. A young man, “knowing he would otherwise be drafted and required to serve two years active duty,” had sought the advice of someone whose name is redacted in the report. The man “contacted MARIO PUZO at the suggestion of [name blacked out] and paid Puzo $225 to get into the Reserves as Puzo was employed with the Reserve Center at 529 West 42nd Street, New York City.”


Someone, it appeared, had ratted him out.


The following month, Puzo was questioned by the FBI. He maintained his innocence, but the investigation dragged on for months, an experience that Puzo would disguise as fiction in his novel Fools Die: “At the office the FBI agents dropped by a couple of times a week, usually with some guy that they were obviously identifying me to. I figured it was some reservist who had paid his way into the six months’ program,” Puzo wrote. “Every time the doorbell to my apartment rang at an unusual time, my heart really jumped. I thought it was the cops or the FBI.”


Puzo was never charged in the bribery scheme. But the ongoing investigation turned his job at the clerk’s office into a daily horror. In 1962, Puzo quit. His career as a civil servant was over. Once again he was dead broke, with no salary and seemingly no future.


Desperate for full-time employment, Puzo headed straight to what was considered the trashiest, least literary branch of the publishing world: pulp fiction. For the past two years, he had been freelancing stories for Magazine Management Company, which owned a host of titles—rags like For Men Only, Male, Man’s World, True Action, and Stag—devoted to war stories, crime capers, and seedy tales of lustful damsels and the brave studs who swooped in to save them. It was a world of sex and sin, of bloodthirsty weasels and killer turtles and underwater call-girl brothels and nudist-cult blackmail rings, a place where Puzo could turn his real-life war experiences into sensationalized stories with headlines like “The Battle Angels: Broads-and-Booze GI Hell-Cyclists Who Smashed Hitler’s Panzer Highway.”


It was pure schlock, but for Puzo it was a golden opportunity: the chance to write for a living.


Almost everyone who worked at the company’s smoke-filled offices on Madison Avenue was as hard up as Puzo. “Magazine Management people seemed not so much to have been hired as to have washed ashore at the company like driftwood,” Bruce Jay Friedman, the editorial director, would write in Lucky Bruce: A Literary Memoir. “We were all slightly ‘broken’ people. A few had gifts, but we were ‘rejects’ all, having clearly been unable to cut the mustard at the Luce and Hearst empires.”


When Puzo showed up, hat in hand, to apply for job as an “editorial assistant,” as the company’s full-time writers were called, Friedman was on the verge of hiring another candidate with far better credentials. But the editor sensed something in Puzo, and Friedman, with pages to fill, “needed a writer and not an executive,” Friedman would later write. “I hired Puzo for the princely sum of $150 a week.”


The money was nothing compared to the education Puzo received in the art of popular storytelling. Magazine Management was a pulp factory, and workers on the assembly line were expected to churn out stories fast, packed with blood and sex and gore and more sex. Beautiful prose and fidelity to the truth had nothing to do with it—what mattered was to grab readers’ attention and keep them turning the pages. “All of this, believe me, all of it, was made up,” John Bowers, who worked in the cubicle next to Puzo’s, would say. “We made up every battle, every commander, every situation, so it was really novelistic. It had no bearing on seeking the truth.”


And in his eight years at Magazine Management, Puzo would become one of the best and most prolific schlock writers of them all, “an ace pulp writer,” he said. “I wiped out whole armies,” he told Time in 1978. “I wrote a story about an invasion in which I killed 100,000 men and then later read the statistics. There were only 7,000 killed.”


Under the pen name Mario Cleri—the surname borrowed from his older half brother Anthony Cleri, to whom he would dedicate The Godfather—Puzo crafted potboilers like “Girls of Pleasure Penthouse,” the Male magazine story of a Hawaiian gangster’s paradise, offering “the ultimate in hot-fleshed women and cool-chip gambling.”


His fellow workers were impressed by both his speed and his style. “He wrote furiously and well,” said Patricia Bosworth, a former actress who worked with Puzo at Magazine Management before going on to a celebrated career as a journalist and celebrity biographer. “That’s how he mastered his craft.”


“Mario worked harder than any writer I knew,” wrote Jules Siegel, another colleague at Magazine Management. “He used to turn out a minimum of thirty thousand to forty thousand words a month under four or five names… then go home and work on a novel or major magazine assignment.”


Now he had two passions: writing and gambling. “Gambling was a bigger part of my life than writing at one time,” he would later admit in an interview with his friend George Mandel. “You know the story—in the morning you get up, you look in the papers, figure out your baseball games for the afternoon and make your bets. During lunch hour you’ve got to run up from work, make your bets, see your shylock for more money to bet with and run back to work. Then at night you’ve got the night games and the trotters. You’ve got to pick them out. You’ve got to run up to the bookmaker again. Then you’ve got to drive out to the track. Then you come home and you’ve got to bet on the West Coast games. You turn on the TV—the game comes on at eleven o’clock, so you’ve got to sweat it out until two in the morning to see if you’ve won your bet. Then you’re up at seven, doping out your bets again. You’re really exhausted. There were a couple of years I was making a hundred dollars a week and betting a hundred dollars a day.”


To keep pace with his losses, Puzo was writing like a man whose life depended on it—which it did. He was determined to make good on his vow in the gutter that night, and he wasn’t going to get either rich or famous churning out pulp for Magazine Management. But the salary provided him with a degree of financial stability he had seldom enjoyed, and the pace of production seemed to free up something in him. The result was his second novel, The Fortunate Pilgrim, based on the life of his mother.


It was his most autobiographical novel, and the testing ground for Lucia Santa, the character modeled on his mother, whose strong voice and potent language would become the inspiration for Don Corleone. A Mob boss even featured as a minor character in the book.


The Fortunate Pilgrim was published to strong reviews and weak sales. In the end, Puzo earned only $3,000—$500 less than his first novel a decade earlier. And thanks to the book’s commercial failure, it looked like there might never be a third novel. When Puzo went to his publisher for an advance to begin his next book, he was flatly refused. “The editors were cool,” he wrote in his book The Godfather Papers and Other Confessions.


“They were courteous. They were kind. They showed me the door.”


After struggling for more than two decades to realize his dream, Puzo was once again in the gutter.


This time, though, he had an emotional epiphany. “I came to the point where I was terribly angry at my wife and my brothers and sisters, at my mother, because nobody was on my side in this struggle,” Puzo said in a 1978 interview for Time. “Then I sat down one day and said, why should they care because of my eccentricity? What did it have to do with them? They were perfectly right in the way they felt, and I was perfectly right in the way I felt.”


For the first time, he didn’t need anyone’s support. All that mattered was his desire to write.


He even drew inspiration from his rejection. “The editors didn’t like the idea behind my new novel,” he wrote. “It sounded like another loser. One editor wistfully remarked that if Fortunate Pilgrim had only a little more of that Mafia stuff in it, maybe the book would have made money.”


Puzo had always assured his family—and anyone else who would listen—that he could write a bestseller anytime he wanted. Instead, he had devoted his life to a higher calling: He was a “true believer in art.”


It was Dostoyevsky he was after, not dime novels. “I didn’t believe in religion or love or women or men,” he wrote. “I didn’t believe in society or philosophy. But I believed in art.”


And where had that gotten him? “I was forty-five years old and tired of being an artist. Besides, I owed $20,000 to relatives, finance companies, banks and assorted bookmakers and shylocks. It was really time to grow up and sell out, as Lenny Bruce once advised.”


A little more of that Mafia stuff. The editor’s words rang in his head. He knew these people, these criminals, these killers, at least from afar. He had been raised in their world, and he knew he could make their world his own. “So I told my editors OK, I’ll write a book about the Mafia, just give me some money to get started,” he wrote. “They said no money until we see a hundred pages. I compromised. I wrote a ten-page outline. They showed me the door again.”


Once more, though, a spark rose from the ashes. “There is no way to explain the terrible feeling of rejection, the damage, the depression and weakening of will such manipulation does to a writer,” Puzo continued. “But this incident also enlightened me. I had been naïve enough to believe that publishers cared about art. They didn’t. They wanted to make money. (Please don’t say, ‘No kidding.’) They were in business. They had a capital investment and payrolls to meet. If some lunatic wanted to create a work of art, let him do it on his own time.”


It was time, Puzo concluded, to give up on art. It was time to write for money. “My writing friends, my family, my children and my creditors all assured me now was the time to put up or shut up,” he wrote. If he was going to spend his life in the gutter, he might as well make use of the trash.





PUZO THREW HIMSELF into his “Mafia Novel,” as he called it, with an intensity he had never demonstrated before. This was like a story for one of Magazine Management’s rags, writ large. “My father knew he could write a bestseller,” said his eldest son, Anthony. “He was an avid reader [who] learned there was a formula for writing a bestselling book.”


All he had to do was look to the stars: “Harold Robbins and Jackie Susann were known for their bestseller formula,” added Anthony. “That is: over-the-top memorable characters; multiple plot lines; and some sex.”


In addition to this, Puzo would, as he had done in his magazine stories, research the facts, then embellish them with his own overheated imagination. “Essentially my process is thinking out the story and research,” he said. “Research is tremendously important.”


Soon, his office and home were awash in research material: transcripts of congressional testimony, newspaper clippings, magazine articles, and books about the Mob. “I have a picture of him sitting in a chair with not one but six volumes in his lap, wetting his finger and taking ‘tastes’ of each one,” Bruce Jay Friedman would say. Puzo gained access to The Real Thing, Valachi’s personal account of his time in the Mafia, which was later turned into The Valachi Papers, written by Puzo’s friend Peter Maas and published by Puzo’s future publisher, G.P. Putnam’s Sons. He also pored over the ten-volume transcripts of the Kefauver hearings, the “parade of over 600 gangsters, pimps, bookies, politicians and shady lawyers” that had so captivated the nation a decade earlier, which Puzo ordered for ten dollars. He quickly zeroed in on the hearing’s most belligerent witness, Frank Costello, the crime boss who refused to answer questions or even show his face on television. With his raspy voice, his easy access to politicians, and his disdain for drug dealing, Costello was the clay from which Puzo would fashion his protagonist, the all-powerful leader of the top New York Mob family.


Writing fast and furiously, he cobbled together a ten-page outline. It would be a story of the Mob, yes, but told through the prism of a Mob family, whose name he took from one of the most notorious Mafia-infested towns in Sicily—Corleone—which he came to know through The Honoured Society, a 1964 nonfiction book about the Sicilian Mafia. It would have all the ingredients of a can’t-stop-reading Magazine Management story. “It drew the reader in,” says John Bowers, who saw in Puzo’s novel the hallmarks of the tawdriest pulp magazine stories. “The reader read that first paragraph and was introduced to viable characters that were interesting and you wanted to turn the page. Immediately, you wanted to turn the page.”


There were tough-talking gangsters, guns, and gambling. And, at every turn, sex. Because, as Puzo had learned during his time at Magazine Management, sex sells. In his handwritten notes for his future screenplay, scrawled in red marker, Puzo meticulously noted all of the sex he was incorporating. He wanted to make sure the people got what they wanted, and he spelled it out in the very first line of his notes. “Sex Scenes,” it reads, followed by a list of seven couples who would engage in intercourse. “Too long a stretch without sex,” he scrawled at one point. “Enlarge sex scene,” he noted in another. And since the singer Johnny Fontane was at the center of so much sex and sin, Puzo tried his best to keep him disguised. “Change any resemblance to Sinatra of Fontane character,” he would later write. “Don’t make Frankie whine at the beginning,” he added in his notes.


Sometimes the sex was too over-the-top even for Puzo. “She was wearing white silk panties embroidered with a little blue flower,” he wrote, depicting a scene between a past-his-prime singer modeled on Frank Sinatra and presumably his movie star wife, Ava Gardner. “Her thighs were flushing a pale pink and her eyes were shining as she watched him. Johnny slammed down on her body, one hand holding her head steady so that his mouth imprisoned hers in a brutally punishing kiss. His other hand savagely ripped the silk panties to shreds so that he had access to the warm moist velvety mound of flesh. He made love to her more punishingly than he had tried to beat her. When they were finished he was no longer drunk and no longer angry. He merely felt a self-disgust so overwhelming that it made him physically weak.”


Across the top of the torn yellow file folder containing the passage, Puzo scrawled a single word with his thick red marker: “NO.”


The scene never made it into The Godfather.


When the outline was done, Puzo began shopping it around to publishers. But the result was the same as before. “Nobody would take me,” he complained. “I was ready to forget novels except maybe as a puttering hobby for my old age.”


Then he met Saul Braun, a young editor just out of Yale, who was working for G.P. Putnam’s Sons publishers. Braun was running a contest to crown the best unpublished novel in the English language. The prize was worth $210,000, which included hardcover and paperback rights and $100,000 from Embassy Pictures to turn the winning novel into a movie, television show, or radio program.


Three thousand manuscripts flooded into Putnam’s offices.


Not one was deemed worthy of being the winner.


Then, Braun met the author he believed could win the contest:


Mario Puzo.


Braun visited Puzo at his Magazine Management office.


“As a natural courtesy I gave him a copy of The Fortunate Pilgrim,” Puzo wrote. “A week later he came back. He thought I was a great writer. I bought him a magnificent lunch. During the lunch I told him some Mafia stories and [showed him] my ten-page outline.”


Saul Braun was so impressed with Puzo that he “invited him to submit whatever he was writing to the contest so I could win it for him, say this is the winner, and give him the money and the movie deal,” Braun said. He also arranged a meeting for Puzo at Putnam, where the author met with the editors. For an hour, Puzo regaled them with tales of the Mob. To his surprise, they gave him the go-ahead.


“They also gave me a $5,000 advance, and I was on my way, just like that. Almost-almost, I believed that publishers were human.”


The first novel contest ended without a winner. Puzo’s book contract, however, came with a catch: it would be paid in installments, to make sure he wrote the book in a timely manner.


But that was not Puzo’s way. “As soon as I got my hands on the Putnam money, I naturally didn’t work on the book.”


The reason was simple. “The thing is, I didn’t really want to write The Godfather,” Puzo would confess. “There was another novel I wanted to write.”


His friends and coworkers were aghast. “All my fellow editors on the adventure magazine told me to get cracking on the book,” he wrote in The Godfather Papers and Other Confessions. “They all were sure it would make my fortune. I had all the good stories, it was writing to my strength.”


What drove him back to his outline was what had always compelled him over the years: debt. In September 1966, Puzo wrote to the IRS, requesting a three-month extension on paying taxes he owed. “I am now a freelance writer and expect advance on book which has been contracted for,” Puzo assured the government. “Will use that money to pay tax.”


Now he had to work on the book. He sat down at his cherished 1965 Olympia manual typewriter in the basement of his home in Merrick, New York, and began to dream. He had been around mobsters all his life, but he’d always observed them from afar. He had “never met a real honest-to-God gangster,” he would say, but his fertile imagination, fueled by his research, was more than able to conjure up their world, maybe even a world bigger and more grandiose than the one they actually inhabited. He wouldn’t so much write chapters as “accumulate notes. Then I come back and try to fix it up, put hooks in it so you can go from one place to another.”


His gangster tale would be filled with hooks, snagging the reader from the first sentence and keeping them hooked until the final word. It would be the story of a Mafia don, Vito Corleone, “a man to whom everybody came for help,” and his three sons. There was the eldest and heir apparent, Santino, known as Sonny—“built as powerfully as a bull” and “so generously endowed by nature that his martyred wife feared the marriage bed as unbelievers once feared the rack.”


There was the middle son, the weak and subservient Fredo—“dutiful, loyal, always at the service of his father, living with his parents at age thirty.”


And there was the youngest and estranged son, Michael, who chose to enlist in the military instead of the Mafia—“the only child who had refused the great man’s direction,” with “skin a clear olive-brown that would have been called beautiful in a girl.”


As for plot lines, all Puzo had to do was draw from his extensive research on the Mob. The wedding of Don Corleone’s daughter was said to resemble Joseph Valachi’s in 1932, complete with live entertainment and envelopes stuffed with “gifts” for the bride, noted film historian Peter Cowie. The scene where the Godfather is gunned down while buying fruit from a grocery in the Bronx parallels the hit on Mob boss Frank Scalice in 1957, and the assassination of Moe Greene in the movie would mirror that of the crime boss Albert Anastasia, who was shot while sitting in a barber’s chair in the Park-Sheraton Hotel that same year.


The manual typewriter clattered with authentic characters and irresistible themes: the Corleone compound (“modeled on the legend of the Kennedy compound at Hyannis Port,” wrote M. J. Moore in his 2019 biography, Mario Puzo: An American Writer’s Quest); the subplot of Johnny Fontane (“a variation on the legendary rise, fall and renaissance in the career of Frank Sinatra in the early 1950s”); the dramatic turning point in which Michael Corleone blows away the drug-dealing Sollozzo and the crooked police captain Mark McCluskey in an Italian restaurant and becomes the heir apparent to his father’s throne (“as well as the subplot detailing Michael’s exile in Sicily,” Moore added).


With his structure set, the writing raced and rolled, fiction that the world would accept as fact. It was “infused with the elements of the ‘postwar pulps’ that Mario had written for throughout the 1960s,” wrote Moore, adding that while the writing wasn’t “tawdry or dirty simply for the sake of shock value,” Puzo relied on his mainstays: “scenes of violence or sex that Puzo knew would keep any reader turning pages.”





PUZO LOOKED FOR inspiration anywhere he could find it. One evening in 1966, the author Gay Talese, then a reporter for the New York Times, and his wife, Nan, soon to be a celebrated publisher of some of the greatest authors of her time, went to dinner at the Long Island home of Talese’s aunt, Susan Pileggi. That night, assembled at the table, sat the future of Mob literature: Talese, who would write the organized-crime classic Honor Thy Father; his first cousin Nick Pileggi, who would write Wiseguy (the basis for the film Goodfellas); and Puzo, who was in the process of writing The Godfather.


Talese had met Puzo after reading The Fortunate Pilgrim. The Times reporter had been conducting research in Hell’s Kitchen when he had “come across Mario’s wonderful descriptions of that neighborhood in his book,” he said. The two Italian American writers met for drinks and dinner and became fast friends.


Now, sitting down to dinner on Long Island, Puzo’s eyes fell on Talese’s wife. Dark-haired and attractive, Nan Irene Ahearn Talese possessed the kind of Upper East Side sophistication that would have struck an immigrant’s kid raised in Hell’s Kitchen as the epitome of class. The daughter of a banker, she attended Rye Country Day School, in New York, and became a Westchester Cotillion debutante who bucked her family’s expectations when she married Talese, the son of an Italian-immigrant tailor from Ocean City, New Jersey. (“Nan,” her mother pleaded with her, “you don’t know what it’s like to live with a writer.”) At dinner, Puzo listened with rapt attention to her cultured speech, observed her refined mannerisms, and reveled in her understated beauty. He had found his Kay, the embodiment of culture and class who marries Michael over the objections of his family:




They were not impressed with her. She was too thin, she was too fair, her face was too sharply intelligent for a woman, her manner too free for a maiden. Her name, too, was outlandish to their ears: she called herself Kay Adams. If she had told them that her family had settled in America two hundred years ago and her name was a common one, they would have shrugged.





It would be years before Puzo confessed the source of his inspiration to Talese. “He later told me—after The Godfather was published—that his character Kay is based on my wife, Nan,” Talese said, recounting the story for the first time. “She went to convent schools, is of Irish Protestant background, and in marrying me—a kind of Pacino-looking guy—she definitely was descending in a social-status sense.”


Week after week, month after month, Puzo banged away at his typewriter in his basement, haunted by the Corleones and surrounded by packing boxes and a pool table and the deafening sounds of his five screaming kids. “Keep it down,” he would yell at them, “I’m writing a bestseller!” He quit his salaried job at Magazine Management to focus on the novel, though financial pressures would require him to continue churning out three freelance stories a month for the pulp magazines, as well as book reviews and occasional features for the Sunday New York Times Magazine. He thought the book was good, but he had been mistaken before. If it was a smash success, he figured it might bring him as much as $100,000.


When at long last he had a hundred very rough pages of his “Mafia Novel,” a messenger arrived from the movies.


His name was George Wieser, and he was an advertising salesman straight out of the retro TV series Mad Men: a smart, suave, tall, handsome hustler, then in his midthirties. With ten years as the ad manager for Library Journal, Wieser had the inside track on books before their publication. Traveling from publishing house to publishing house, selling ads, Wieser had become a magnet for “what was going on in publishing-industry gossip and what the publishers were excited about,” said his sister, Sally Wieser.


One evening in the clouds above Manhattan, Wieser was ushered into his future via a dinner at the iconic restaurant Top of the Sixes, at 666 Fifth Avenue. His host was Robert Evans, then trying to break into the movie business. Knowing that hot books made hot movies, Evans offered Wieser twenty-five to fifty dollars a week to bring him potential material before anyone else.


Wieser paid off. He pitched Evans a first novel by a writer named Jacqueline Susann titled Valley of the Dolls (which Evans tried to purchase but “naively” did not), then a potboiler entitled The Detective (which Evans helped turn into a film starring Frank Sinatra) and, finally, something called “Mafia Novel,” which the editors at Putnam seemed excited about.


“I wanted the first taste of the first thing he tasted,” Evans later said of Wieser. “He got me The Detective. For $5,000, I ended up a producer. He broke my virginity. It was a novel by Roderick Faulk, and I got Frank Sinatra to play the lead in it. Twentieth [Century Fox, which produced the film] didn’t want me as producer. But I owned the property. That’s when I learned, ‘Property is king.’


“So when Wieser called me about Mario, the door was automatically opened.”


By now, Evans was the newly installed head of production at Paramount Pictures. “He’s a helluva writer, hungry, and writes your kind of shit, Evans,” Weiser told him.


With Paramount sinking, the production head was desperate for good material, but he had never heard of Puzo, and he had no reason to think that some little-known author from New York had anything of value to offer.


With nothing but this one thin connection, Puzo arrived in Hollywood, his hundred pages tucked under his arm.
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By the time Mario Puzo arrived at the iron-and-stone gates of Paramount Pictures, in March 1967, the studio was on the brink of collapse. Commanding more than forty acres in the heart of Hollywood, Paramount was one of the oldest movie studios in the world; acquired by Adolph Zukor, a Hungarian immigrant, toward the end of the nickelodeon era, it had helped bring the movies to an America starving for entertainment. The talent pool at Paramount was legendary, from Gloria Swanson and Rudolph Valentino to the Marx Brothers, Bob Hope, Marlene Dietrich, Mae West, Gary Cooper, and Audrey Hepburn. Even better, the studios in those days owned every step of production, from the long-term, exclusive contracts they cut with talent to the theater chains that showed their movies.


The studio began its descent in 1948, when the Supreme Court ruled that Paramount and the other studios’ lucrative hold on talent and distribution violated antitrust provisions against concentrated corporate power. As television began to compete with movies for American audiences, the studio proved unable to adapt to a changing Hollywood. When Puzo showed up with his pages, Paramount was perceived as old, tired, and dusty—symbolized by its chairman emeritus, the ninety-four-year-old Adolph Zukor. The studio had been in the red for years, reduced to little more than a Hollywood laughingstock. “There were eight major studios at the time,” Robert Evans would famously say, “and Paramount was ninth.”


Now the guards at the front gate were waving in Puzo, a man as down and out as the studio itself. What happened next is a matter of contention, one of the many competing claims that surrounds the origins of The Godfather. Evans, in a last-ditch effort to save Paramount, insisted that the struggling writer was escorted into his office for a personal meeting. In his telling, Evans sat behind a massive desk surrounded by framed photos of his overnight fame. A clothing merchant turned actor, he had never produced a movie when he was snapped up by Paramount, and he was still looking for a hit, a blockbuster that could restore the studio’s reputation, shore up its bottom line, and save his job.


The writer standing in front of him extended his hand and introduced himself: Mario Puzo.


The name meant nothing to Evans—he had forgotten all about George Wieser’s introduction. He would insist he didn’t know who the hell this nobody was, with the cigar jutting from his jaw and the pages tucked under his arm. But Evans knew the look of being broke, which was written all over Puzo’s face. “In trouble?” he asked.


And how. Puzo said he was into the bookies for ten grand. His only hope for not getting his legs broken was under his arm, his pages for a novel he was calling Mafia.


“I need a gig, Bob,” Evans would remember Puzo telling him.


Evans asked the writer what the book was going to be about.


When Puzo told him he was writing about organized crime, the studio chief cringed. Paramount had just made a Mob flick, The Brotherhood, that had “flopped on its ass.”


But listening to Puzo, Evans decided to do him a favor. “I’ll give you ten Gs for it,” he said, more out of pity than excitement, adding that the up-front money would be an option against $50,000 more if the studio made the movie. Puzo looked at him. “Could you make it fifteen?”


“How about twelve-five?” Evans countered.


Desperate for cash, Puzo agreed—forgoing any royalties that might be earned on a future movie. Without even glancing at the pages, Evans sent them to Paramount’s business department, along with a pay order. He never expected to see Mario Puzo again.


Five months later, Puzo called Evans with a question.


“Would I be in breach of contract if I change the title of the book?”


Evans almost laughed out loud—“I had forgotten he was even writing one.”


Puzo said, “I want to call it The Godfather.”


“The publisher hated the title,” Puzo’s son Anthony would later say.


As is often the case with Hollywood legends, almost everything about Evans’s account of meeting Puzo wound up being disputed as either inaccurate or self-serving or both. Puzo insisted that the tale was pure fiction: He said he never met with Evans until he had been hired to work on the script. “I never saw or heard of Evans or [Peter] Bart until I got to Hollywood,” he would say. “I dealt with Barry Beckerman [who supervised the studio’s literary acquisitions].”


Puzo’s editor, William Targ, wrote that he sent the pages “to a friend of mine at Paramount, Marvin Birdt,” who “offered a $50,000 deal, $12,500 on signing.”


Peter Bart, then the studio’s vice president of production, contended that Puzo’s pages came to him, not Evans. “I’ve never said this to anyone,” Bart would say, “but I was solely responsible for buying Mario Puzo’s sixty or seventy pages. No one else had read it. I made the decision. I ordered it to be bought.… Like so many things, it’s part of the mythology. Most of the stuff I’ve read is simply just not true.”


But Bart doesn’t take credit for the success of the film. “The Godfather was created by Francis Ford Coppola and Mario Puzo,” he said. “Under the direction of Bob Evans’s supervision.”


However, when multitudes work on a movie, some will try to stake a claim. “Because they don’t understand what I did, what Bob Evans did, what [producer] Al Ruddy did, all kinds of people have taken credit for the movie. People I’ve never met.”


Success, it would seem, has even more godfathers than fathers.


What no one disputes is that Puzo got the $12,500 and returned home to Long Island, to work on the novel that few suspected he would ever finish. As Puzo pounded away on his Olympia manual, hour after hour, Evans struggled to keep Paramount afloat. He was in a race against time, and against his boss, the man who had brought him on board at the studio: Charlie Bluhdorn, Paramount’s new owner, who was looking toward cutting his losses and selling the ailing studio. A takeover artist skilled at snapping up companies in a fantastic range of industries, from sugar and cigars to rocket jets and zinc mining, Bluhdorn was the man without whom The Godfather would never have been made—and whose involvement almost torpedoed the project before it even had a chance.





THE BOY ON the boat was all alone, a refugee fleeing one life for another.


He was barely sixteen, knowing no one, and he mangled his English with his thick Austrian accent. It was 1942, and Hitler was conquering Europe. The son of a Jewish mother, the boy was following a directive from his parents, Rose and Paul, who had left Vienna for New York two years before him: Leave… immediately. So he finished his studies at Carlton Grammar School, a boys’ school in Yorkshire, England, and boarded a ship to America. Sailing from England to New York on the HMS Hilary, a passenger liner requisitioned by the Royal Navy and trailed by Nazi submarines intent on sinking it, the boy’s pockets were empty. But he was heading toward a future neither he nor anyone who knew him could have imagined. His life would be a saga, the stuff of legend, straight out of the movies he came to love to the point of obsession: Lawrence of Arabia, Dr. Zhivago, The Sound of Music—anything with what he called “the schmaltz factor.”


And his was a story with plenty of schmaltz, a story that would deliver him to fame, fortune, and, inconceivably, a movie studio of his very own, one of the fantasy factories that, for the sixteen-year-old boy on the boat, must have seemed as distant as America itself. Once he arrived in New York, though, he embarked upon a circuitous route to owning and resuscitating not just any studio but one whose films were deeply ingrained in the fabric of America, the movie studio appropriately called Paramount.


But before he could become a mogul—before he could become a macher—he would have to toil in the businesses of mundane things, which he would acquire company by company, until he turned the takeover into an art form.


His name was Karl Georg Blühdorn.


He landed in New York on October 29, 1942, on immigrant visa No. 275. Soon after his arrival, he went to work. Because there “wasn’t a day in his life when he wasn’t in business, or thinking about business,” his daughter, Dominique, would say. His first real job in the New World was as a lowly clerk at a cotton broker’s office. The pay was fifteen dollars a week. He attended night classes at City College of New York and, later, Columbia. Before long he had figured out how to trade commodities. Soon after that, he joined the army—stationed in Golden, Colorado, and Biloxi, Mississippi. By then he had ditched the old-world Karl for Charles. As a US citizen, he would adopt the all-American name of Charlie. And he would marry another immigrant, Yvette M. LeMarrec, who sailed to New York from France with fifty dollars to her name, like Charlie, all alone and knowing no one.


Charlie took a job at a shabby one-room import-export office. After his boss left for a trip, Charlie took control, firing up the phones and telegraph lines. He sold malt and spaghetti to Italy—as if Italy didn’t already have enough spaghetti—and within a year had brought $1 million in business to the tiny firm. He bought up so much malt that the US Commerce Department threatened to slap a quota on him, prompting Charlie to fly to Washington and storm into the office of the assistant director of commerce, without an appointment.


“Sit down and listen,” Charlie demanded, according to a 1967 Life profile.


He left with a higher quota. He was twenty-one.


Two years later, Bluhdorn went into business for himself, importing and exporting coffee, becoming such an expert he would regularly visit the coffee fields of Brazil, where he learned to speak Portuguese. Commodities trading was a gambler’s game, with price swings as volatile as Bluhdorn’s temperament. Standing in the commodity pit, he would issue thunderous tirades inflected with Yiddish—Schmuck! Nebbish! Putz! “That’ll show those goddamn bluebloods!” he liked to bellow when he put one over on the more experienced speculators. “To Charlie, the only thing that was worth anything was doing the impossible,” said Barry Diller, whom Bluhdorn would eventually enlist to run Paramount.


Bluhdorn usually won his bets. In 1958, he bought a failing auto-parts company called Michigan Bumper. The company, which had lost money three years in a row, owned a single run-down factory in Grand Rapids and a contract to make rear bumpers for Studebakers. Where others saw a dog, though, Bluhdorn saw opportunity. He merged the bumper company with a Houston auto-parts firm, which soon grew into a national auto-parts franchise with eight hundred stores. “He believed in buying incredibly cheap,” said Dominique. “Everything was about the American Dream.”


And the American Dream was there for the taking: its companies, its geniuses, its food (his favorite meal being hot dogs at Papaya King, on the Upper East Side, where he downed at least four hot dogs per visit). Soon he was gobbling up other auto-parts suppliers, which he bundled into a conglomerate he christened Gulf+Western, a conglomerate being Charlie’s style of combining “a hodgepodge of different enterprises all roped together under one name,” according to the Life profile. His company’s new name signaled his ambition to stretch from the Gulf of Mexico to the western Canadian border. But “Hurricane Charlie,” as he was dubbed in Robert Sam Anson’s piece on him for Vanity Fair, wasn’t content with peddling mufflers and spark plugs to Studebaker in South Bend, Indiana. He bought whatever seemed like a bargain—because he was “fascinated with taking something that was falling apart, a wreck job, and turning it around,” said his daughter—and the wreck jobs he acquired included companies that produced rocket jets and musical instruments and baking supplies. “Aren’t you tired of being a little $10 million company, just doing business day to day, when you could be a big $50 million company?” Bluhdorn pitched the owner of one business he desired. “We can give you everything you need so you can run it a bit harder, a bit faster, and make it a bit bigger.”


By 1964, Gulf+Western was one of the fastest-growing companies on the New York Stock Exchange. The next year, with only $5 million in cash on hand, Bluhdorn borrowed $85 million from Chase Manhattan. It was one of the largest unsecured loans in history, three times as much as the combined annual worth of the companies comprising Gulf+Western. It landed Bluhdorn on the cover of Time, as one of its “Millionaires Under 40.”


It also landed him in front of a House antitrust subcommittee, which was investigating whether Bluhdorn had secured the deal in return for funneling insider stock tips to Chase traders ahead of major Gulf+Western acquisitions.
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