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The Killer in the Dapper Dress

According to the American Dream, with enough ambition and determination anybody can achieve their goals.  This is a fine and uplifting concept, and there is still probably a degree of truth behind it.  Most people who talk about the American Dream, however, regard it in a positive light.  They do not expect it to apply just as readily to the life of a career criminal and killer as to, say, the man or woman from the poorest of backgrounds who dreams of becoming a leading lawyer or powerful politician.

John Gotti was born on October 27th in 1940.  His birthplace was that challenging borough of New York City, the Bronx.  While there’s no intention to teach New Yorkers to suck eggs, for those less familiar with this region of the city – possibly at the current time the busiest part of the entire United States – it is worth stating that the borough stretches way beyond the run-down tenements made popular by kitchen sink dramas and hoodlum movies of the 1970s and 80s.  Robert De Niro does not head out of a dirty building in every block of this metropolis within a metropolis.

In fact, the Bronx covers a huge area - 42 square miles no less – and these days is home to an estimated one and half million people. If it were a city in its own right, it would fit comfortably into the top ten largest in the country, vying with Philadelphia and San Antonio for sixth spot.  And while those dank, dark tenements might dominate popular perceptions, it should not be forgotten that the Bronx is home to no less than fourteen colleges and universities, and a quarter of it is made up of parklands.  

It was around the turn of the twentieth century that the great Italian exodus began to the city.  Gotti’s parents Fannie and John (known as J.) Joseph Gotti (Sr.) would later join that great drift west from southern Europe.  The economy grew and the area flourished.  The Yankee Stadium was built, to be graced by the great Joe DiMaggio, and the shops and stores of East 149th Street and Third Avenue would challenge the style and elegance of any in London’s Bond Street or Regent Street.

It was not just a burgeoning Italian community that inhabited the Bronx; almost half of the borough’s population were Jewish at this time, many working in Manhattan.  The result was an economy strong enough to mean that by the late 1920s 99% of the Bronx’s homes had private bathrooms, while figures for running hot water and central heating were almost as high.  One in two households could even boast an electric refrigerator.  Then the depression struck, and forty plus years of growth ground to a halt.  

This was the world into which young Gotti was born.  And his surroundings would soon deteriorate further.  Whilst in the north of the borough, and around the likes of Riverdale, luxury apartments continued to rise, around the homes of people like him – his father was a poor laborer – conditions worsened.  Slum clearing in other parts of the city brought about another kind of emigration to the borough, this time of the poorest people.  The Bronx began to change, and the influx of Puerto Ricans and African Americans who had found themselves cleared out of the slum-homes in Manhattan and elsewhere sought new dwellings in the southern Bronx.  By the time John Gotti was approaching his teens, sections of the Bronx were enduring substantial and enduring poverty.  It was a perfect breeding ground for crime, and the influence of Italian culture meant the area was ripe for the cultivation of organized crime.  It was something into which John Gotti fell with considerable ease.

When he was born just prior to the US’s entry into World War II, John was the fifth child out of thirteen in his family. Life back then was unsettled for the large and, it seemed, constantly expanding clan.  They moved often during the boy’s early years, starting in the poor neighborhoods around South Bronx before finally finding a more permanent home, still in the Bronx, but this time in the East New York section of the borough.  It seems likely that it was this move that led the already wayward boy into a life of crime.  The East New York area was infamous for its youth gangs and criminal activities, and the impressionable twelve-year-old fell easily into this environment.  Soon Gotti was working as an errand boy, but not for the most salubrious of employers.  Carmine Fatico held the position of captain in the Gambino family, which was the largest of the five crime families which organized crime in New York.  Fatico ran the neighborhood which housed the underground club where young Gotti now worked; it is hard to believe that the institution was anything other than a part of the Gambino network.  

Another who spent time there was Aniello Dellacroce, and the mobster soon took a liking to young Gotti, placing him under his wing.  Dellacroce would go on to become his lifelong mentor.  Under Dellacroce’s influence, Gotti joined and soon became leader of a local youth gang who called themselves the Fulton-Rockaway boys.  Robberies and car jackings were their particular specialties.

Nicknames are popular in mafia crews.  Later, John Gotti would be known as Teflon Don and another title which stuck to him when he was older was Dapper Don, which he acquired for his easy personality (in public, at least, more on which later), smart dress sense and casual swagger.  In fact, the last of these attributes may not have been entirely an affectation.  Young John Gotti was just 14 when he and his gang decided to steal, of all things, a cement mixer.  Something went wrong, and Gotti found himself trapped by the foot under the heavy object, and his toes were crushed.  He was unable to walk normally after the accident.  The swagger was born...and it seemed as though the young hoodlum liked the style it gave him.  For others, though, another part of an unpleasant picture had been created.

Much to the relief of his teachers and those students who went to school to learn, and perhaps to give themselves the opportunity to climb out of the crime-ridden area in which they lived, Gotti dropped out of education when he was 16.  The community of the Franklin K Lane High School breathed a collective sigh of relief.  Gotti was not only a young criminal tearaway, he was a bully who made life a misery for many of his classmates.

His education continued in the underworld, however, and by the time he turned 18 he was on the radar of the local police department, ranked as a part of the Fatico gang, albeit in those days as a low-level associate of this criminal enterprise.  His first arrest was along with his brother Gene and another gang member who went by the name of Ruggiero.

Indeed, by the time he was 21, Gotti had been arrested on no less than five occasions.  The rap sheet was long; car theft had become his particular forte, but the bullying character seen in school had continued out on the streets, and drunkenness in public and fighting featured highly among the reasons for which he attracted the attention of the local police.  Still, it seems as though an element, albeit a meagre one, of familial loyalty remained.  J. Joseph and Fannie must have hoped, if a little half-heartedly, that their son was beginning to grow up when he announced he was getting married.  His wife was Victoria DiGiorgio, who was just seventeen, and four years her new husband’s junior. They wed on March 6th, 1962.  In fact, the couple already had a daughter, Angela, at this time and number two was on the way.  Meanwhile, John Gotti took on the role of loving, responsible husband by leaving his criminal life behind and taking jobs as a presser in a coat factory and then as assistant to a truck driver.  

As always, though, the public and private persona of John Gotti were very different.  The loving, responsible young husband who appeared to the outside world was not the same Gotti who emerged when the eyes of his world were looking elsewhere.  He and Victoria enjoyed a very tempestuous relationship, with separations a constant occurrence following the many fights in which they engaged.  It is perhaps a surprise that their relationship endured until John’s death permanently separated them.

However, neither helping out on a truck nor pressing coats quite satisfied young Gotti’s lust for money or excitement.  The underworld rapidly attracted his attentions once more, and his criminal record escalated.  Gotti found himself behind bars on two occasions by his mid-twenties.  He and his family then looked to move, this time to Ozone Park in Queens, and that signaled a further rise in his criminal activities.  Now approaching his late twenties, John Gotti was a rising star in the Gambino family and found himself operating as a leading player in a series of hijacks the family organized in the late 1960s.  These crimes became sufficiently widespread to attract the attentions of the FBI, and in 1968 Gotti found himself facing serious charges of the hijacking of cargo around the area of the John F Kennedy airport.  He and two others were convicted and sentenced to three years in prison.

Meanwhile, as a frustrated Gotti served his time, the Fatico organization decided to move its headquarters.  Maybe pickings ceased to be rich enough in East New York, or the environment became just too hot.  Or maybe it was not a coincidence that they decided to settle behind the storefront of a non-profit organization which just happened to be located close to Gotti’s home in Queens.  With the captain of the organization out of the picture facing charges of loan sharking, a gap emerged at the top of the enterprise.  On his release in 1971 John Gotti stepped neatly into the void.  The career criminal had received a major promotion.

In fact, this advance was maybe a little surprising.  Certainly, Gotti was a hard and feared man.  Despite appearing in public as a jovial and easy-going man with a ready charm, this hid his true character.  The bullying youth had not gone far away, and Gotti was renowned by those who knew him, and of his reputation, as a violent man with a hair trigger temper who could take offense as the mood took him.  Further, he was not actually that good at crime, at least if it came to not getting caught.

The point was illustrated perfectly in 1973.  As head of the Fatico crew he was ordered by the controlling Gambino family to commit his first murder. Jimmy McBratney was a local hoodlum and rival gang member who had, maybe, been involved in the kidnapping and killing of Carlo Gambino’s nephew Emmanuel ‘Manny’ Gambino.  McBratney was certainly a criminal, a man of Irish descent who was a well-known figure in ‘Hell’s Kitchen’.  However, it is unclear whether or not he was actually involved in Emmanuel Gambino’s kidnapping, and even more doubt is cast as to whether he killed the man.  ‘He was well liked,’ said McBratney’s son, Joseph ‘and would give you the last dollar in his pocket.  He taught me how to drive and he loved his kids.’

But Gotti was on the rise, and he needed a marker by his name, both to further his progress in the Gambino clan and also to cement his own reputation.  McBratney was to be that marker.  The Irishman was shot dead by Gotti and two accomplices.  Executed in a very public manner, with plenty of witnesses.  As a result, Gotti was readily identified in a photo line up and the following year found himself arrested.  Indeed, this shoddy work would, surprisingly for one who rose so high, earmark many of his criminal activities, certainly in the early part of his career.  Although with McBratney he did get his man in the end, the hit squad he led had attempted to abduct their target in a Staten Island bar and failed in their exploits.

Gotti’s trial took place in 1977, and the increasingly wily gangster cut a deal with the prosecution, pleading guilty to a charge of attempted manslaughter in return for a sentence of just four years.

Once more, matters took a turn to the advantage of Gotti while he was away behind bars.  Carlo Gambino died in 1976, and his brother-in-law, Paul Castellano, became the new head of the family.  Gotti’s mentor, Dellacroce was second in charge, and controlled almost half of the various Gambino crews, or gangs.  With a fatherly eye on his protégé, Dellacroce promoted Gotti to the role of captain of the large and influential Bergin crew, and he took control of this unit on his release from prison in 1977.

Personal tragedy hit the Gotti family in March of 1980.  Twelve-year-old Frank Gotti steered his bike into traffic and was struck by a neighbor, John Favara.  The incident was a complete accident, but Frank died of his injuries, and it seems as though the family held Favara responsible.  Following an attack with a baseball bat and several death threats, Favara was kidnapped and presumably murdered that July.  John Gotti and his family were on holiday at the time and denied any knowledge of the attack.  That they were in Florida when Favara disappeared seemed strong enough evidence that their denials were honest, and no charges were pressed.

By now John Gotti, the boy from the large family in poverty ridden South Bronx, was a very wealthy man.  But his demons persisted.  He could readily lose $30000 a night gambling and his behavior remained as unpredictable as ever.  While Dellacroce might regard him with a rose-colored eye, as the head of the Gambino family, Paul Castellano’s picture was a much more jaundiced yellow.  He was concerned that Gotti could expose his entire empire to even more unwanted official attention than it was already receiving.

In fact, he was right.  The Bergin Club was under surveillance and had been since 1981.  It was a slow process, but by 1985 the FBI had garnered enough evidence to charge both Gotti and his mentor Dellacroce with federal indictments of racketeering.  If this was not bad enough for Castellano, that other members of the gangs were charged will illegal drug activity infuriated him.  In the perverse world of the Mafia, under Gambino family rules drug dealing was punished by death.  Although not directly charged with the crime, it was clear to Castellano that this had happened under Gotti’s watch, and so the unpredictable gangster held responsibility.

Then the peacemaker between the two, Dellacroce, died of cancer, and Castellano chose not to attend the funeral of his underboss.  Such action was, to Gotti, indefensibly disrespectful.  Given the frailty of his own position within the Gambino family, and the open dislike between himself and the head of the family, Gotti chose to get in his own argument first.  On December 16th, 1985, Gambino boss Paul Castellano was shot and killed in the Sparks Steak House in Manhattan. 

Another void to fill, and once more Gotti stepped up.  The next boss of the Gambino family was assured.  Now it was time to acquire the name of Teflon Don.  The easy going, friendly persona that John Gotti portrayed in public in his wealthy Howard Beach neighborhood paid dividends. Although, perhaps surprisingly, Gotti chose a relatively modest home in the far from modest enclave.  In a perverse way, Gotti became an iconic figure in the area, and this served to help him when it came to his trial on racketeering charges.  Much to the dismay and astonishment of the FBI, Gotti was cleared of all allegations, along with the other defendants under his wing.

In fact, Gotti had a hidden asset in the jury room.  The foreman had, somehow, been corrupted and ensured that the verdict was the one Gotti required.  Teflon Don was born, whatever charges were thrown at him, they wouldn’t stick.

It was during this period of the late 1980s that John Gotti became established as a significant figure in not only the Italian American community, not only in his home city of New York but in the entirety of the United States altogether.  He was a man of his time.  The immaculate double-breasted suits straight from the best Italian designers.  His hair, perfectly styled and held in place. It was rumored that trips to his barber (or, more accurately, his barber’s visits to him) were not a monthly or even weekly occurrence, rather a daily habit which part of his regular routine.  His silk ties, hand painted, completed the picture. And John Gotti loved the attention he received.  Once he was asked by a (presumably brave) journalist whether the name ‘Dapper Don’ angered him.  With a well-judged smile, the mafia boss put to bed such a suggestion.

‘No’ he said, ‘this is my public.  They love me.’  Even at his trials he would change suits during the lunch recesses to ensure his image was retained.  That behind the dapper exterior beat the heart and brain of a cruel, relentless and merciless criminal could be ignored in those halcyon days of growth and Reagan.  Enemies were clear back then to much of America.  Or certainly, particular quarters of it.  They held Russian accents, and the only thing immaculate about them was the speed and destructive power of their missiles.  Gotti looked like the American many dreamed of becoming and aspired to be.  And, in those simplistic times, if he looked the part, the chances were he was the genuine article.  That this article centered around racketeering, hijacking, robbery and even murder seemed hardly to matter.  If
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