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JOHN GOTTI TALKS:

“I curse people. Everybody does it. We’re human. We’re bums. We bums in the street.”

“I want guys that done more than killing.”

“This is gonna be a Cosa Nostra till I die. Be it an hour from now or be it tonight or a hundred years from now when I’m in jail. It’s gonna be a Cosa Nostra.”

“It’s this ‘thing of ours.’ It’s gotten to be a circus. I’m not gonna leave a circus when I go to jail. I don’t wanna be a phony.”

“One thing I ain’t gonna be is two-faced. I’m gonna call ’em like I see ’em. That I gotta do till the day I die.… I’d like to kill all the lawyers.”

“You wanna kill him for what he done, right? I mean, right or wrong, he’s got to whack the kid down.”

“All I want is a good sandwich. You see this sandwich here? This tuna sandwich? That’s all I want—a good sandwich.”


SAMMY THE BULL SPEAKS:

“He asked me whether I would kill if he asked me to. I told him yes. I pointed to my trigger finger. He pinched it. Blood came out.… He said honor the oath, that if I divulge any of the secrets of this organization that my soul should burn.”

“We discussed who the shooters would be, what positions different people would take, and what time we would meet the following day, and that was about it.”

“Sometimes I was a shooter; sometimes I was a backup shooter; sometimes I set the guy up; sometimes I just talked about it.”

“When I was a kid I ran with gangs. I dropped out of school in the eighth grade. It didn’t seem wrong. It was the environment.… The devil didn’t make me do it. I did it on my own.”



[image: ]




Copyright © 1992 by Random House, Inc.
Foreword copyright © 1992 by Ralph Blumenthal
Afterword copyright © 1992 by John Miller Enterprises

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States by Times Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Gotti, John.
   The Gotti tapes: including the testimony of Salvatore (Sammy the Bull) Gravano / foreword by Ralph Blumenthal; afterword by John Miller. — 1st ed.
     p.      cm.
   eISBN: 978-0-307-81490-6
   1. Gotti, John. 2. Gravano, Salvatore. 3. Mafia—New York—New York (City)—Biography. 4. Criminals—New York—New York (City)—Biography. I. Gravano, Salvatore. II. Title.
HV6452.N72G684   1992
364.1′06′092—dc20
[B]                       92–14319

v3.1_r1





Don’t ever say anything you
don’t want played back to
you someday.

—JOHN GOTTI
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Foreword
RALPH BLUMENTHAL

THIS [IS] HOW we get in trouble—we talk,” John Gotti says in one of the many extraordinarily revealing conversations that stand as a last testament of the flamboyant boss of the Gambino crime clan. Yet few talked as compulsively and incriminatingly to the government’s secret bugs as the long-untouchable Godfather. In the end, it was not the FBI, his underworld rivals, or his turncoat underboss Salvatore (Sammy the Bull) Gravano who brought down John Gotti. It was John Gotti himself—by his own words. The longtime Teflon Don became the Velcro Don. Every government charge from racketeering to murder stuck, and barring a reversal on appeal, the fifty-one-year-old crime boss is likely to live out his days in prison.

Why did Gotti talk so damagingly? Because, as the tapes show, running a large family business like the Gambino mob takes a lot of discussion. Bosses simply have to talk sometime, someplace. And because he was John Gotti.

Here is an epic worthy of Shakespeare, or at least a daytime soap. In the long twilight of the Mob, an ambitious capo murders his way to the throne, only to find himself the victim, besieged by enemies without and within, suffocated by demands on his authority, and finally betrayed by his handpicked successor. (Gotti even says, like Dick the Butcher in Henry VI, “I’d like to kill all the lawyers.”) Here is Gotti at the pinnacle of his power: “What am I doing here, Frankie? Where are we going here?… I’m sick, Frankie, and I ain’t got no right to be sick.” And also: “All I want is a good sandwich. You see this sandwich here? This tuna sandwich? That’s all I want, a good sandwich.” You know what they should do, he tells his acting underboss and later convicted codefendant Frank Locascio: “We gotta both buy chemotherapy with the money I got.”

In his less-than-seven-year career at the top of the nation’s most notorious Mafia family, Gotti seized the popular imagination as perhaps no gangster since Al Capone more than half a century before. In his trademark $2,300 double-breasted Brioni suits, hand-painted floral neckties, monogrammed sheer Gucci socks, and steel-gray “zipperhead” coif, Gotti stood out boldly from the “Fat Tony” look of his cohorts, with their stogies and short sleeves, baggy pants, porkpie hats, and beer bellies. He fed sound bites to the ravenous media beast and knew by name many of the reporters who covered him. He was even said to have a more-than-respectable IQ of 140. Would words like sedate, parameters, hiatus, chastise, and fabricate ever have escaped the lips of, say, Carlo Gambino? Gotti was a gangster boss who seemed made for Hollywood. The mutual attraction was there for all to see in the celebrities who filled the Gotti pews at the trial, actors Anthony Quinn and Mickey Rourke and pop singer Jay Black, among others, to the point where U.S. attorney Andrew J. Maloney threatened to bring in Clint Eastwood as Dirty Harry for his side.

Just as Gotti craved notoriety, the public seemed hooked on him. Here, by God, was a gangster who looked like a gangster. The fancy threads. The swaggering walk. The great imperious face that appeared to have been carved from a single chunk of granite. The gambling addiction that supposedly lost him $90,000 in a single bad football weekend. In a nation starved for macho leadership and glamour, Gotti fit the bill. Diners gazed, awestruck, when he entered a restaurant and carefully chose a chair with a view of the door and his back to the wall. And if he was a stone killer, so much the better. He and his ilk only slaughtered each other, didn’t they? Their own neighborhoods they kept safe. Besides, Americans had long found romance in such bandit kings as John Dillinger, Dutch Schultz, Legs Diamond, Al Capone, and Crazy Joey Gallo.

Yet it was precisely by courting celebrity that Gotti would sow the seeds of his own undoing. He forgot that criminals work best in the shadows. By flaunting his outlaw status, he set himself up as an irresistible target. After three acquittals, he was gaining a reputation as invincible. Lawmen could not permit it. He had committed the ultimate crime: he was making them look bad.

Old-timers had learned that lesson. They shunned publicity. Maybe Carlo Gambino didn’t say hiatus or wear Brioni suits, but he didn’t get caught on tape either. An astute observer of the Mafia scene, Douglas A. Le Vien, Jr., executive assistant to the Brooklyn district attorney, liked to contrast the styles of the tradition-bound old Sicilian Mafia and its flashier American offshoot this way: In America, the boss pulls up in a limo in the rain and a schnook immediately runs over holding an umbrella. In Sicily, the schnook holding the umbrella—he’s the boss.

John Gotti may have had the laugh on the government, but the government had the last laugh. From a symbol of the invulnerability and arrogance of organized crime, he became, if not its epitaph, at least a big notch in the gun belt of the FBI’s new Untouchables. In the end, he was less the magisterial Marlon Brando of The Godfather than the squalid Robert DeNiro of Goodfellas.

“Nobody had it worse than I had it in life,” Gotti tells Locascio in a reflective moment caught on tape. He came from a religious and loving but poverty-stricken home. His Neapolitan father, John Joseph, and his mother, Fannie, had sailed in steerage from southern Italy to New York in 1920 and settled in the South Bronx, where John Jr. was born on October 27, 1940, the fifth of what would be thirteen children, two of whom died in childhood. His father was a day laborer on construction jobs who struggled to keep the family alive on wages of $1.25 a day. “I wasn’t born with four fucking cents,” Gotti was later to recall.

When John was ten, his father landed a better job and moved the family into a tenement in Sheepshead Bay on the Brooklyn waterfront. After two years the family moved again, this time to the East New York-Brownsville section in the Italian and Jewish flatlands of interior Brooklyn. Here in the 1930s Albert Anastasia and Louis (Lepke) Buchalter had masterminded their contract-killing business called Murder Incorporated, and the psychopathic Anastasia was still king of Brooklyn nearly twenty years later, when young John Gotti began prowling the horse parlors and numbers joints. He was an uncontrollable teenager with a volcanic temper, often in trouble in school. He joined a youth gang called the Fulton-Rockaway Boys and dropped out of Franklin K. Lane High School at sixteen, managing nevertheless to set up a student betting ring. Dominating the borgata by his violent personality, he attracted a core of young thugs who were to follow him in years to come. They included Angelo Ruggiero, a talker even more compulsive than Gotti whose carelessness would set into motion a series of events that would end in the killing of Paul Castellano, and Anthony Rampino, who would later be one of the designated backup shooters in the 1985 assassination, a hit orchestrated by Gotti.

As a teen boss, Gotti came to the attention of neighborhood Mafia strongmen, including a Gambino capo, Carmine (Charley Wagons) Fatico, who had apprenticed with Gotti’s idol, Albert Anastasia, and specialized in hijackings. Even then Gotti fancied himself a snappy dresser, but the purple outfit he had picked out for his audience with Fatico was a little extreme. “You look like a fucking guinea,” Fatico said. But he soon took Gotti under his wing and introduced him to powerful mentors like the fearsome Aniello Dellacroce, later to be the Gambino underboss. One of Gotti’s first assignments was to beat some respect into the operator of a Queens auto chop shop who had offended the Mob hierarchy. He and two other enforcers performed admirably, judging by the screams overheard by police, Gotti’s first known encounter with his lifetime nemesis—a bug.

In 1960, not yet twenty, Gotti met the girl who would become his wife, Victoria DiGiorgio, a striking and strong-willed high school dropout of Italian and Russian-Jewish background. Her parents disapproved of the match but the couple, accounts say, wed after Victoria became pregnant with their first daughter, Angela. Four more children followed: Victoria, Peter, Frank, and John Jr. (Frank, a studious boy and Gotti’s special joy, was riding a friend’s motorbike near their home in 1980 when, at age twelve, he was accidentally struck and killed by a neighbor driving home from work. Several weeks after the funeral, the neighbor, John Favara, while leaving work, was pulled into a van and never seen again. The grieving Gottis were away in Florida at the time.)

Gotti ran cargo thefts and hijackings out of John F. Kennedy International Airport for Fatico’s crew and in 1969 had a second encounter with electronic eavesdropping. Speaking from his Queens bar, the Crystal Lounge, he was trying to talk one of his men through a restarting of a hijacked truck that had stalled. But again the police were listening. Gotti ended up doing three years in the penitentiary at Lewisburg, Pennsylvania, where he made the acquaintance of jailed Bonanno boss Carmine Galante and other Mob kingpins.

Fatico, meanwhile, had relocated his base from Brooklyn (“The fucking spics and niggers are moving in”) to a storefront headquarters on 101st Avenue in Ozone Park, Queens, that he named for no known reason the Bergin Hunt & Fish Social Club, Inc. Fatico’s own legal troubles caught up with him, however, and when Gotti returned from Lewisburg in 1972, he found himself elevated to acting capo of the Bergin crew.

His first big assignment came the following year. A nephew of family boss Carlo Gambino had been kidnapped and murdered despite payment of a $100,000 ransom. The deed had been traced to a reckless stickupman, James McBratney, leader of a brutal Irish gang that would later come to be known as the Westies. Gotti was unleashed. Posing as cops, Gotti, Angelo Ruggiero, and an accomplice waylaid McBratney in a Staten Island bar, but instead of snatching him for appropriate torment, they ended up shooting him dead on the spot in a struggle. Somehow, however, the Staten Island district attorney was persuaded by the late Roy Cohn, a well-connected defense attorney retained by Gambino, to accept a plea to reduced charges, and Gotti and Ruggiero ended up with mere four-year maximum terms in the state pen.

In 1976, when Gotti got out, clutching a plaque from his fellow inmates (“To a Great Guy, John Gotti. From the Boys at Green Haven”), the landscape had immutably changed. Gambino had died peacefully in bed. But in a succession that sowed the seeds for later strife, he had designated as his successor not underboss Dellacroce but his brother-in-law, dour six-foot-two-inch Paul Castellano. To placate Dellacroce and his supporters, including Gotti, Castellano kept Dellacroce as underboss and made him the semi-autonomous chief of nearly half of the Family’s twenty-three crews. Gotti was made a capo, in charge of the Bergin crew. But it was not sufficient.

The Mob was evolving. The wily and reticent Gambino, among others, had understood that the violent ways and traditional rackets of the old Mustache Petes were no longer the most promising roads to riches in an era of stepped-up law enforcement scrutiny. For close to a hundred years, muscle alone had worked. From its late-nineteenth-century rise in America on the docks of New Orleans, the Black Hand, among the Mafia’s many guises, spread to the teeming immigrant quarters of Manhattan, “protecting” and victimizing poor Italians. In Sicily, the Mafia began centuries ago as a rural movement of strong-arm bands protecting the properties of absentee landlords from the peasantry. In America, it became an urban phenomenon during the bootlegging days of Prohibition. The foundations of the modern Mafia’s control of the rackets, gambling, loan-sharking, and prostitution were laid by Salvatore Lucania, better known as Charles (Lucky) Luciano, along with Anastasia, Joe Adonis, Meyer Lansky, and Bugsy Siegel. Capone was left alone to run Chicago. The other prize, New York, was split among five gangs, or families, that came to take the names of their bosses, Gambino, Bonanno, Genovese, Lucchese, and Colombo. The leadership often consulted on important decisions, divisions of spoils, and top-level murder contracts. But the families could also be murderous rivals.

By the time John Gotti began to tighten his grip on the Gambino Family, some of the old ways were crumbling. Law enforcement was stripping away layer after layer of the veteran Mob hierarchy, exposing ever more junior and inexperienced successors to the prosecutorial onslaught. The Mafia was also confronting a generational crisis. The children of the bosses were no longer automatically going into the business (although Gotti’s son John Jr. did). Instead, many went to college, studying law and accounting, business and medicine, seeking to forsake the ham-fisted ways of their fathers. Why rush to enter a dying industry? To some of the Mob’s shrewder strategists, the future lay in the subversion of legitimate business, as best practiced perhaps by Gambino’s son Thomas, whose trucking companies had long held a stranglehold on New York City’s garment district, although he too would be finally brought down. In late February 1992, Thomas and his brother, Joseph, agreed to quit the garment trucking business and pay a $12 million fine in exchange for being spared prison sentences.

Castellano also favored a low profile and could actually discourse politely with FBI surveillance agents, a civility that drove Gotti wild. Although many bosses over the decades had issued edicts against drug dealing on the grounds that Mob members caught dealing junk faced such severe sentences that they were vulnerable to snitching and that the drug trade was somehow unmanly, in fact drug trafficking was endemic in all the families and widely winked at. Castellano, like his predecessors, had nevertheless reiterated the ban and Gotti, at some point, at least, feared he meant it.

As the Mob had grown more sophisticated, so had law enforcement. With significant exceptions like New York Police Lieutenant Joseph Petrosino, who in 1909 traveled to Sicily to investigate the roots of the Black Hand and fell as a martyr, the authorities had long failed to seriously pursue the Mafia. Indeed, J. Edgar Hoover, for one, never conceded the existence of a Mafia underworld. He was perhaps too busy looking for Communists under beds to notice the gangsters around the corner. It took the Senate’s Kefauver committee in 1951 to turn a national spotlight on “a sinister criminal organization known as the Mafia operating throughout the country with ties in other nations.” The abortive underworld summit that the New York State Police stumbled across in rural Apalachin in 1957 focused dramatic new attention on the Mafia, and a new round of Senate hearings in 1963 introduced an astounded nation to the revelations of Mafia turncoat Joseph Valachi and the secretive organization he said its members called “La Cosa Nostra”—our thing—the name by which the FBI still prefers to call the Mafia. (What the public didn’t know—and wouldn’t learn until many years later—was that Washington had occasionally found it expedient to enlist the services of organized crime. During World War II, for example, Lucky Luciano helped keep the labor peace on the East Coast docks. Later, the CIA would attempt to use the Mafia in its secret war to whack Fidel Castro.)

In 1968 Congress passed the Omnibus Crime and Safe Streets Act, empowering federal investigators, with court approval, to employ wiretaps and bugs for the first time outside national security cases. An even more revolutionary bill two years later, the Racketeer-Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act, or RICO, created a vast new category of crime—operating or acquiring an enterprise, or conspiring to, through “a pattern of racketeering,” defined as two or more proven racketeering charges committed within ten years of each other. All at once, prosecutors no longer had to prove narrow crimes against individuals. Befitting the broad scope of underworld conspiracies, the crimes now could be prosecuted just as broadly. Critics, however, questioned the constitutionality of so sweeping a law.

It took the authorities a few years to learn how to wield RICO but by the mid-1980s prosecutors were starting to roll up Mafia networks all over the country, in Philadelphia, Providence, Boston, Kansas City, and New York, where U.S. attorney Rudolph W. Giuliani successfully targeted nothing less than the entire ruling Commission of the Mafia itself, the heads of all five families operating as a national underworld junta. At the same time, Giuliani was prosecuting Paul Castellano, boss of the Gambino Family, for running a stolen car ring and conspiring to commit murder. And in the same courthouse he was trying Gaetano Badalamenti, the onetime boss of bosses of the Sicilian Mafia, and nearly two dozen of his henchmen for running a billion-dollar heroin pipeline, the so-called Pizza Connection, a landmark wiretap prosecution based on thousands of intercepted, coded conversations in Sicilian.

Meanwhile, in Queens, John Gotti was having his own legal troubles and laying the groundwork for others. On a September day in 1984, Romual Piecyk, a motorist blocked in by a double-parked car outside a Maspeth bar and gambling den controlled by Gotti leaned on his horn and got into a scuffle with one of Gotti’s men, who snatched $325 from Piecyk’s shirt pocket. They squared off, then Gotti came out and joined in. The police came, the bruised Piecyk pointed out Gotti as one of his attackers and Gotti was arrested for assault and theft. But by the time the trial rolled around nearly a year and a half later, the hapless accuser had had a chance to acquaint himself with the identity and reputation of the defendant. Piecyk looked around the courtroom and said he could not identify Gotti. A New York Post headline captured the moment: “I FORGOTTI!”

For some time now, Gotti had been of interest to law enforcement authorities. In 1981, the Queens district attorney had briefly bugged the Bergin club and captured Gotti’s tirade against an underling, Anthony Moscatiello, whom Gotti had had trouble reaching. “Listen,” Gotti rages, “I called your fucking house five times yesterday; now if your wife thinks you are a fucking dunsky or if she’s a fucking dunsky and you’re going to disregard my fucking phone calls, I’ll blow you and that fucking house up.”

Not long afterward, Angelo Ruggiero’s Long Island house was bugged, yielding tapes incriminating the loose-tongued Ruggiero and Gotti’s brother Gene in narcotics trafficking, in defiance of Castellano’s ban. Later when the court case revealed the existence of the tapes and Castellano demanded them from a balking Ruggiero, the stage was set for a showdown.

Meanwhile, a new prosecutorial assault on Gotti was slowly building. In the Brooklyn U.S. attorney’s office, an energetic young assistant, Diane F. Giacalone, was investigating two 1980 armored car robberies, a trail that pointed her to Gotti, who, she learned, was also the target of a RICO case being put together in the same office. A bitter competition ensued, eventually embroiling the FBI, which complained that the prosecution was exposing its informants, including a close associate of Gotti’s, Wilfred (Willie Boy) Johnson. (In 1988, Johnson, after refusing the prosecution’s offer of protection, was murdered.) Boycotted by the FBI, Giacalone’s case, with the RICO case now folded into it, proceeded and in early 1985, Gotti, Dellacroce (who was soon to die of cancer), and eight cohorts were indicted and arrested. Gotti was freed on bail, raising the curtain on a fateful drama.

Fearful that Castellano was plotting to whack him and Ruggiero for defying the drug ban, contemptuous of the big-nosed boss he derided as “Nasabeak,” Gotti struck first. After clearing it with the heads of the other families, except for the unpredictable Vincent (The Chin) Gigante of the Genovese clan, Gotti had eight shooters ready when Castellano and his acting underboss Tommy Bilotti drove up for a prearranged dinner with associates at Sparks Steak House on East 46th Street in Manhattan on December 16, 1985. The hit went off as planned, overseen by Gotti and Gravano in a passing car, as Gravano later testified. In a meeting a few weeks later, Gotti was anointed as the new boss of the Gambino Family, long considered to be the richest, most powerful Mafia clan in America, with some 300 made members, 2,000 associates, and uncounted hundreds of millions of dollars of assets and illicit revenues.

Still, the Brooklyn RICO case against him was proceeding. It went to trial in August 1986 and lasted until March 1987, through 90 witnesses, many of them turncoat killers hoping to shave some time off their sentences. The verdict: not guilty. Gotti’s aggressive lawyer, Bruce Cutler, had savaged many of the more unpalatable witnesses. But there may have been a more direct reason Gotti won: at least one juror had been reached by the Gambino Family and corrupted, according to charges later filed by the prosecutor.

Gotti would have one more courtroom victory. In 1989 he was charged with ordering the shooting of a union leader over the trashing of a Gambino-connected restaurant, the Bankers and Brokers in the new Battery Park City in lower Manhattan. John O’Connor of the Carpenter’s Union, had been shot and wounded in the buttocks and legs in 1986. Shortly before, the Manhattan district attorney charged, a bug at the Bergin had recorded Gotti giving the order: “Bust him up! Put a rocket in his pocket!” Once again the witnesses against Gotti included some loathsome turncoats, this time from the murderous Westies gang. Again there was reason to believe that Gotti had tried to reach the jury. And again Gotti was acquitted.

The government’s final and ultimately successful assault against Gotti began with U.S. attorney Maloney’s burning desire for a rematch. Convinced that jury tampering had stolen a guilty verdict from him in 1987, the ruddy-faced ex–West Pointer had begun immediately assembling a new team for a new RICO case, this time with the cooperation of the FBI, and inclusion of the Castellano homicide, which Maloney, like almost everyone else, was convinced Gotti had masterminded. The Manhattan district attorney and Maloney’s federal counterpart in Manhattan made a bid for the case—they too had been struggling to build an airtight new case against Gotti, and the Castellano killing, after all, had been in Manhattan—but the Justice Department, in a high-level sitdown in Washington, awarded it to Brooklyn.

In November 1989, as the investigation was well along—4,000 possible witnesses to the Castellano killing had been interviewed by the police alone—the FBI scored a remarkable coup. Under the direction of the tall and taciturn pipe-smoking supervisor of the Gambino Squad, Bruce Mouw, agents succeeded in bugging not only the leading Gambino Family hangout, the Ravenite Social Club at 247 Mulberry Street, and a hallway where members often lingered to chat, but also a private apartment above the club where intelligence indicated Gotti and his underlings sometimes huddled. The apartment belonged to the elderly widow of a former Gambino soldier who virtually never left the house. How a special operations team went unnoticed on a Little Italy street that is all eyes and ears and penetrated the clubhouse and an occupied apartment is a story that may never be fully told. What is known is that the widow did, at some point around November 1989, take a vacation. The FBI had pulled off a similar feat six years earlier when it bugged the “White House,” the heavily guarded mansion of Paul Castellano on Staten Island, when the Castellanos went on vacation.

The harvest of revelation the government would reap from its electronic eavesdropping would yield a bounty beyond expectation. The Gotti tapes would open a vista into a sinister and darkly humorous world riven by greed and paranoia and ego run amok.

* * *

As the apartment tapes begin on November 30, 1989, Gotti, Gravano, and Locascio are badmouthing the dead Castellano, killed nearly four years before. Gotti calls him a “bum” and recalls the flap over the tape recordings that Castellano demanded of Ruggiero, evidence of drug-dealing that Gotti feared would do him in as well. With rich irony, they ridicule Castellano for being dumb enough to be bugged at home by the FBI. Then Gotti says of Castellano’s murder: “I don’t know who done it … probably the cops done it to this fuckin’ guy … probably the cops killed this Paul.” The defense later seized on this as evidence of Gotti’s innocence, but Gravano would insist, under oath, that Gotti, with a smirk, was just trying to cover his tracks.

Gotti turns reflective and melancholy, there are only a handful of guys they can trust, whom they can really count on: “It’s us against the world.” They lament a bygone era. Gravano says, “It’s over.” And Gotti agrees: “Not only it’s over, where the fuck are we going here?”

Less than two weeks later, on December 12, Gotti makes a damaging admission. Talking to Locascio about a long-missing and presumed dead Gambino Family member, Robert DiBernardo, who handled the Family’s pornography interests, he says: “I was in jail when I whacked him. I knew why it was being done. I done it anyway.” A little later he says, “And every time we got a partner that don’t agree with us, we kill him.”

Later he talks about DiBernardo’s murder again. “I took Sammy’s word that he talked about me behind my back.” And of the impending murder of another Family member, Louis DiBono, he remarks: “You know why he’s dying? He’s gonna die because he refused to come in when I called. He didn’t do nothing else wrong.”

Gotti turns self-pitying again. He feels the burdens of power. He is called to mediate “beefs” around the clock—even on Sundays. Underlings are doing deals. Nobody tells him anything. Even Sammy keeps him in the dark. The world thinks he’s a billionaire, but he’s worrying about the Family and its future: “What happens when I go away or I’m gone? When I’m dead, Frankie?” Gotti doesn’t worry about himself: “I don’t give two fucks myself about going to jail. Don’t I know they ain’t gonna rest until they put me in jail?… But at least if I know you two guys are out here, we got a shot.”

At times he seems overtaken by despair. He feels sick. He visits Sammy’s son in the hospital. He gets caught in a traffic jam. He goes to a cemetery and a wake. “I’m not going partying … popping girls … I’m getting myself sick, Frank.” Locascio, playing the shrink, is sympathetic. “Gotta get it out. You gotta get it out.” At this point, Gotti sighs, he’d be satisfied with a good tuna sandwich: “That’s all I want—a good sandwich.”

He marvels at his celebrity, his tributes. Even in jail, he says, he was awarded ten percent of some million-dollar business. He remembers his roots: “Guy never had nothing in his life; a fuckin’ jerk like me. Best I ever did was go on a few hijackings.” But he wasn’t greedy. “I would be a billionaire if I was looking to be a selfish boss. That’s not me.” But he alludes, incautiously, to under-the-table payments as opposed to what he’s getting “on paper.” He lives modestly, he assures Locascio, no mortgage, only a monthly car payment of under $400. Oh, and Blue Cross.

“Blue Cross?” Locascio asks. “You covered under Blue Cross?”

“Yeah.”

“Extended coverage or something?” Locascio presses.

“Yeah,” Gotti says, “special kind of coverage, you know.” Who knew when he might be suddenly hospitalized?

On January 4, 1990, Gotti and Gravano are talking about “making” some new soldiers, or “hard-ons,” as Gotti calls them elsewhere in an evocative phrase. But not just anyone, says Gotti: “I want guys that done more than killing.” And looking ahead to his own possible imprisonment, he prepares his succession. “Soon as anything happens to me, I’m off the streets, Sammy is the Acting Boss,” he says. But he was leaving it up to Sammy. What did he want to be called? Underboss? Acting Boss? Or did he want to stay consigliere? “How do you feel? What makes you feel better? Think about it.”

But Gotti warns Gravano he is probably a target too: “If they ain’t preparing a couple humdinger cases for you, I’ll take it up my fucking ass, Sam.” And Gotti knows why: “They’re not stupid. I telegraph my voice. I couldn’t help it.” Locascio joins them and they talk about a government tape, apparently the one in the O’Connor shooting case. Gotti is happy to report it may be inaudible. He never said much anyway, he insists. “Like I just wouldn’t say nothin’ about poppin’ people. I would say everything, but not that.” The tapes are “a fuckin’ heartbreak,” Gotti complains later, “you know you feel like you’re being raped with these fuckin’ tapes.” Gravano agrees: “I know. I hate it. I listened to a couple a tapes of mine. I was sick.” But Gotti looks at the bright side. “Hey, motherfucker, what are we saying bad?”

On the business of “making” new members they run into an obstacle. As Gravano discovers, “I don’t have their last names. I don’t have the proper spelling.” Gotti suggests that “Fat Dom” may be enough. They wonder if the last names could be added later but Locascio sees a problem: “If their last names are totally different handwriting, then it looks like we don’t know what we’re doing.” Gravano agrees. Gotti has had it with Locascio: “He’s like [a] fucking perfectionist, this guy.” But Locascio sticks to his guns. “If you see a list and they say, ‘Look … one guy wrote this, one guy wrote that, one guy wrote the other thing.’ ”

It was left to Gotti to do a final job on the people most instrumental in keeping him out of jail—his lawyers. First he complains that he paid the lawyers $300,000 for the legal appeals of various Family members, cases he himself was not involved in. The prosecution would later argue successfully that this (and other statements by Gotti on the tapes) showed that some of the lawyers Gotti named were “house counsel” to the Gambino Family and should not be permitted to represent any of the defendants at Gotti’s trial because, among other things, evidence of Gotti’s payments to the lawyers on behalf of other Family members could help prove the government’s claim that Gotti presided over a racketeering enterprise. Thus was Bruce Cutler, who had won Gotti his celebrated acquittals in the past, ruled out of the case. He and the other lawyers, however, were at pains to deny any allegation of improper or illegal conduct. Next, Gotti denounces lawyers Cutler and Gerald Shargel as “the Shargel, Cutler, and whattaya call it Crime Family,” equating them to the Mob itself. “You know why they can’t win, Sammy? They got no fuckin’ cohesion. They got no unity. It’s like us.” And finally Gotti rails against his lawyers’ escalating legal fees—fees that threaten “to leave my son destitute and my family destitute. What the fuck is it all about? Was it you that put me on this earth to rob and make you rich and me poor?”

On January 17, Gotti, Gravano, Locascio and some other members meet in the Ravenite apartment to prepare the induction of new members. They are nervous. Locascio talks about putting on a radio to muffle their conversation. Meanwhile, the new members are waiting downstairs to be inducted. Gotti and Locascio practice the key question to ask the inductees: “You know why you’re here?” “Is there any reason why you shouldn’t be here?” Gravano comes up with a funny line: “Yeah, I’m a fucking agent.” Gotti is not amused. He takes this ceremony seriously: “It’s not a toy. I’m not in the mood for the toys or games or kidding, no time … And this is gonna be a Cosa Nostra till I die. Be it an hour from now or be it tonight or a hundred years from now when I’m in jail. It’s gonna be a Cosa Nostra.”

Gotti tells them not to worry about traitors, boasting of his ability to smell them “the way a dog senses when a guy has got fear in him, you know what I mean.”

Nothing suggests he suspects Gravano. In fact, Gotti’s heir apparent will not “flip” until nearly a year after the final roundup of Gotti, Gravano, and Locascio at the Ravenite on December 11, 1990. Gravano will then have a chance to hear himself and Gotti on tape, consider his prospects, and make a call from jail. Only then will he decide to betray his boss.

Here, then, is the testament of John Gotti as given, unwittingly, to the FBI, words that would bring him down. Here, too, is the public testimony of Sammy the Bull Gravano, words that would complete the ruin of Gotti and his gangland monarchy.



The Gotti Tapes




A Note to the Reader

The conversations in this book were recorded surreptitiously by agents of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, acting under a federal statute that permits government agents to break and enter into homes and places of business or locations where there is probable cause to believe that criminal activity will occur. Transcribers working for the FBI compiled the transcripts that are here reprinted. No attempt has been made to alter the FBI’s often idiosyncratic punctuation, or to correct John Gotti’s often fractured syntax. Occasionally passages of incomprehensibility have been excised, and are so indicated by the use of four dots enclosed by brackets. Of the 600 hours of Gambino Family conversations taped by the FBI, the six hours recorded in the apartment above the Ravenite Social Club and entered into evidence during the 1992 trial of John Gotti and his codefendant, Frank Locascio, were decisive. Ninety percent of these crucial transcripts are included here. Prior to the start of the trial in January, Gotti’s lawyers had sought, unsuccessfully, to suppress the tapes. Once introduced into evidence, however, little of their contents was disputed by the defense. Still, the defense insisted that some statements as they appeared in the transcripts were inaccurate. No challenge was made to the tapes themselves once the courtroom drama was underway. The accuracy of some of the government-supplied transcripts, however, were questioned. Judge I. Leo Glasser was at pains to remind the jury that they were to favor their ears over their eyes should they discern any inconsistency between the tapes and the transcripts. In the end, the jury believed the government.

A cast of characters is provided at the back of this book. Names are listed in alphabetical order and as they appear in the transcripts. Unless otherwise stated, biographical information corresponds to the time period referred to (or implied) by the transcripts. Not every name mentioned in these recorded conversations could be identified.

Not every person who is referred to in these transcripts is affiliated with organized crime or is in any other way associated with crime or criminals. One should not assume any guilt by reference or association.


NOVEMBER 30, 1989



	FILE NUMBER:
	183A-3507



	PLACE:
	Apartment above the Ravenite Social Club, located at 247 Mulberry Street in Little Italy, Manhattan



	TIME:
	8:15 P.M.



	PARTICIPANTS:
	JOHN GOTTI



	
	SALVATORE GRAVANO



	
	FRANK LOCASCIO




Government tapes are the bane of John Gotti’s career; the FBI is his nemesis. Gotti’s rise to power and the toppling of Paul Castellano as boss of the Gambino Family are partly rooted in a dispute over tapes, as this conversation reveals. In the early 1980s, Angelo Ruggiero, a member of Gotti’s “crew,” was arrested for dealing heroin, apparently a capital offense under Gambino Family rules. Castellano demanded that Ruggiero turn over incriminating FBI tapes—tapes the FBI had made from bugs in Ruggiero’s home, and which were now in his lawyer’s possession. Ruggiero refused—also a capital offense. Castellano asked his underboss, Neil Dellacroce, to lean on Gotti. Both men sought to placate Castellano while protecting Ruggiero from the boss’s mounting wrath. A confrontation loomed, and fear deepened as Gotti and his men became convinced that Castellano intended to “hit” them all. It was not to be. On December 2, 1985, Dellacroce died of cancer. Two weeks later, Castellano and his bodyguard, Tommy Bilotti, were gunned down in front of Sparks Steak House in Manhattan. The assassins escaped. John Gotti became boss.
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GOTTI: Now this fuckin’ Neil was a man’s man. He, he wouldn’t, he wouldn’t betray nothin’. When that fuckin’ bum asked for the tapes, you were there, I’m best friends with Frankie.

GRAVANO: Yeah, absolutely!

GOTTI: Frankie said to me, he’s crazy. “Hey, Frank, don’t start.” “Tell him not to give them fuckin’ tapes.” What was he, what was he gonna do, Sam? What was he gonna do if five of us got mad? (Tap sound) What the fuck was he gonna do?

GRAVANO: Nothin’!

GOTTI: Once he starts—

GRAVANO: Well, you know, that (inaudible). He would’ve, he would’ve tried to make a move from outside, I think.

GOTTI: He couldn’t succeed.

GRAVANO: It was evident to us.

GOTTI: He couldn’t succeed.

GRAVANO: He, he already smelt it all.

GOTTI: He couldn’t succeed because, Sam, he felt, and you know what we heard, “He felt he hadda hit me first.” But, if he “hits” me first, he blows the guy who really led the ring, Angelo and them. Supposedly. That’s the guys on the tapes.

GRAVANO: I think he would’ve “hit” Angelo and not you.

GOTTI: Nah! (Tap sound)

GRAVANO: No?

GOTTI: And what was he going to do with us?

GRAVANO: Because now—

GOTTI: He knows we were (inaudible).

GRAVANO: Angelo (inaudible) he would’a done nothing.

GOTTI: “—Sally’s.” Nah! He knew we weren’t “lay down Sally’s.” They knew we weren’t “lay down Sally’s.”

GRAVANO: Well, not “lay down Sally’s.” He thought maybe, maybe would’ve conned you or explained it to you—(Inaudible) him. “Hit” Angelo.

GOTTI: Neil would have told him just like this: “Go fuck your mother.” Listen to me, Sammy.

GRAVANO: Oh, I believe it!

GOTTI: (Inaudible)

GRAVANO: But I’m saying this guy was stark raving nuts.

GOTTI: And Neil was another one. Neil would’ve told him just like this, “What? What are we cops here?” Let’s kill all the cocksuckers that (inaudible), in the whole “Family.” Every fuckin’ Gambino; every fucking Castellano; Neil would’ve—. He, he wanted to—he didn’t want no part of (inaudible) ya know, Neil, he wanted no part of the confrontation; which was a shame in itself. That’s your “underboss.” You gotta love him. You don’t “break” him. Get rid of the cocksucker!

GRAVANO: I, I was privy to a lot of, you know, I was privy to a lot of his conver— I think he was stark raving fuckin’ (tap sound) nuts.

GOTTI: Ah, he was a jerkoff!

GRAVANO: I thought he had—

GOTTI: Because he—

GRAVANO: He thought after a while he had a memory lapse.

GOTTI: (Coughs) Sammy—

GRAVANO: You know, like the President—

GOTTI: Sammy—

GRAVANO: —like Nixon, you don’t think you could die no more; you didn’t think nothing.

GOTTI: Nah, Sammy.

GRAVANO: John, what, what would it take just to—

GOTTI: What that, push the button, you go to the moon shit?

GRAVANO: (Inaudible) No, fuckin’, button, the moon. (Mumbles—inaudible)

GOTTI: Yeah, because we were gonna send the people to the moon.

GRAVANO: Well, how, how could he have conversations with us? Me and Frankie, and Angelo. We were sitting there, says, “Yeah, I’m gonna go down Neil’s—Christmas part—”, ah, he looked at me like I had fuckin’ five heads. Frankie was there. “You’re on our side! Where you going?”

GOTTI: Our side.

GRAVANO: Our side. Minchia! That’s when I “buzzed” Frankie. That’s the first time I ever “buzzed” Frankie (inaudible). I was with (inaudible) that’s (clap sound) the first time I, I says, “Frankie, what happened? What’s he have a problem? What do you mean on our side? What’s he talking about?”

GOTTI: Ah, Sammy—

GRAVANO: The first time I ever, you know—

GOTTI: Sammy, let me tell you what (inaudible).

GRAVANO: —recognized that, er—

GOTTI: When you see who done that—

GRAVANO: —I said, “What the fuck was that?”

GOTTI: You see who done that?

GRAVANO: But he said that open that time. I didn’t like try to hide it or nothin’.

GOTTI: You see, yeah, but, Sammy, you see who done that? Pete, now he was a “rat” motherfucker. This fuckin’ “rat” brother was, the brother-in-law was a “rat” motherfucker. A backdoor motherfucker. He wouldn’t, he purposely wouldn’t make him consigliere. He didn’t wanna make him no “underboss.” He wouldn’t make nobody official. This fucking bastard. Because he was a “rat” motherfucker! He loved to fucking party. And this fucking “rat” motherfucker was no better. He divided the “Family.” He was like the (inaudible) in like this.

GRAVANO: (Inaudible)

GOTTI: This is like you go home and telling your daughters, “Your mother is a big cunt. You don’t know what
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