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When one thinks of the Mafia, the mind goes to movies like the Godfather, almost on autopilot. The idea of the Mafia seems so far removed from real life, because of such sensationalized accounts. The Italian men in suites, the Don’s granting favors, the schemes, lies, slander, and drama ... it all seems too fantastical to be real. Of course, even the Godfather was based off of a very real group of people who persist even to this day in modern iterations. While the American Mafia is no longer the reigning power in most cities, it was once one of the most powerful criminal organizations, with people mobster who existed at every level: from blue collar, to white collar. From working class to presidents of entire corporations. 

The American Mafia is a criminal society that is highly organized. It can be otherwise known as the American-Italian Mafia, since so many of its members come from Italian immigrants, or American-Italian people. Most people, however, simply refer to it as the Mob for short. When one thinks of the ‘Mob’, they think of the forgiving Godfather, granting one wish on this, the day of his daughter’s wedding. In 1985, the assassination of one American Mafia crime boss sparked years-long conflict between many of the crime families that dwell in New York. Paul Castellano, also known by his full name as Constantino Paul Castellano, is the namesake from which every “Big Paulie” character has been derived from. 

Paul Castellano was born on a warm summer day. His mother, Concetta Castu, gave birth to her son Paul on June 26th of 1915. He was born with the full name of Constantino Paul Castellano - but it was a name that he hated. Castellano was known to always sign his name as simply “C. Paul Castellano”. He was the youngest son of Concetta and Giuseppe Castellano, with an older sister by the name of Catherine. Castellano’s father, Giuseppe, was a butcher. He was also a member of the Mangano crime family.  As the son of a mobster, Castellano’s life was already exposed to the life of a crime family. He was born and instilled with the specific brand of loyalty, values and sense of honor that was unique to members of the Mafia. Castellano’s life, it seemed, would already be pointed in the direction of being a mobster from the moment he was born. 

The Mangano family was what was known as the forerunner of the Gambino family. That is to say, the Mangano family consisted of the mobsters who would become part of the Gambino family when, eventually, the family switched hands and names. At the time, the Mangano crime family was one of “the Five Families” that ran the organized crime throughout New York City. Though the Mafia is nationwide, the Mangano family, as well as “the Five Families”, operated strictly in New York. At the time, the other four families were the Maranzano, Profaci, Luciano and Gagliano family - all of which, including Mangano, would go through a change of hands, and a change of names. “The Five Families” were simply a handful of crime families - the Mafia operated all over the United States, from Dallas to Denver, from Pittsburgh to San Jose. 

In the early 1900s, society didn’t place the same stock and value in a good education as they do today. Born to a working class family, Castellano didn’t succeed very far in his own education. Castellano went to school up until the eighth grade. After that, he decided to drop out and learn butchering, like his father. He also learned another trade, which was collecting numbers games receipts. Castellano, despite being born to a father who was involved with the Mafia, wasn’t involved in his own criminal activities until later in life. In fact, it wasn’t until Castellano turned nineteen did he first get arrested. A short escape from Brooklyn, Castellano was arrested while he was in Hartford, Connecticut. His first crime - or, rather, the first crime for which he was caught - was robbing a haberdasher (a store meant to sell accessories for men’s clothing). 

Castellano specific brand of Mafia loyalty lead to his refusal to name his accomplices in his haberdasher robbery. It was that very refusal that helped bolster his reputation as a young man who was loyal to his upbringing, and his eventual place in the Mob. Despite the loyalty, Castellano spent a three month stint in prison - but to Castellano, the reputation and protecting his accomplices within his found-family were worth the time spent.

In 1937, at the age of twenty-two, Paul Castellano married a woman by the name of Nina Manno. The couple would go on to have three sons, named Paul, Philip and Joseph, and one daughter by the name of Constance. Nina was Castellano’s childhood sweetheart. While he married Nina, Castellano’s sister, Catherine, went had previously married one of their cousins about ten years earlier - by the name of Carlo Gambino. It was Carlo Gambino who would go on -to be the future boss of the then-Mangano, soon-to-be Gambino family. After his marriage, things were slow for Castellano. His infamy was still years off. He spent most of his time involved in gambling rings, or bootlegging. He wasn’t causing mischief or making trouble for the Mafia - but he wasn’t gaining a reputation, either.

However, it wasn’t too terribly long after Castellano’s marriage to Nina that Castellano found his place among the crime family that his father had already been a long-standing part of. Several years later, after keeping his head down and working hard, Castellano was finally recognized as a full-fledged member of the Mafia. In the 1940s, during his mid-twenties, Castellano became an official member of the Mangano family. Under the watchful eye of the Mob boss Albert Anastasia, Castellano became what’s known as a “capo”.

A caporegime, more often shortened to capo, is a rank used in Mafia families. Castellano, as a made-member - rather, an official and fully initiated member - was given the title of capo. It’s considered a ranking member of the Mafia, much like a senior sergeant in military terms. A capo is the head of his own branch, with members ranking under him. Castellano had earned a high-ranking title as a member of the Mangano clan, just two steps underneath his boss, Anastasia. As a Mob boss, Albert Anastasia was known as one of the most universally feared figures of the Mangano family. It was under Albert Anastasia that Castellano became capo - and it would be Castellano who would rule the Mangano family after Anastasia’s death.

Life went on for Castellano, but his infamy wouldn’t begin until 1957. On October 25th, in 1957, Anastasia was entering a barbershop on 58th Street and 7th avenue in midtown Manhattan. Anastasia had been left unprotected after his driver parked the car in an underground garage and took a walk. He was there in the barber’s chair when two men rushed into the shop and began open firing. The inside of the barbershop was chaos, and in the rain of bullets, Anastasia had attempted to lunge for his attackers but had confused their reflections in the mirror for their real selves. In minutes, Anastasia had been killed.

Albert Anastasia’s death left room for Carlo Gambino to rise to the level of Mafia Boss - thus, changing the Mangano family name to Gambino. Gambino was much different than his predecessor. His style of running the family was much more secretive. Where Anastasia was known to be volatile and dangerous, Gambino was much more low-key. While the Gambino switched hands, and names, Castellano was still operating in the Gambino family under his rank as a capo. 

The same year that Anastasia was assassinated, Castellano attended the Apalachin Conference, in Apalachin, New York. The Apalachin Conference, or the Apalachin meeting, was a summit that gathered members of the American Mafia together. The summit was held at the home of renowned mobster Joseph Barbara - colloquially known as Joe the Barber. The meeting was held in order for different members of the surrounding Mafia families to get together and discuss important topics pertaining to the families as both individual entities, and as the American Mafia. Among the topics to be discussed, figuring out how to divide the illegal operations that had once been controlled by Albert Anastasia was among them. 

An estimated one hundred Mafia family members attended the meeting, coming from both the United States, Cuba and as far away as Italy. When the expensive cars with plates from all over the United States began congregating, the local police enforcement in Apalachin began to grow suspicious. The Apalachin Conference was raided, and the members and leaders of the crime families from all over bolted from the house, some managing to escape into the woods surrounding Apalachin. Others were not so lucky.

Among the sixty-one mobsters that were arrested from the Apalachin Conference, Paul Castellano was among them. When put in front of a grand jury to answer questions about the meeting in question, Castellano refused to answer anything. His refusal and loyalty earned Castellano another stint in prison. Charged with contempt, Castellano spent a year in prison - and on January 13th, in 1960, Castellano was charged again, this time with conspiracy to withhold information. His sentence was five years, of which he only served eleven months. In November of 1960, Castellano had his conviction reversed by the Appeals Court. 

Freedom from prison allowed Castellano to continue his life as a Mafia capo. Whereas other Mafia men were more prone to violence, Castellano was more of a businessman. He was not as violent as Anastasia, nor was he as quiet and secretive as Carlo Gambino. His forte was taking over businesses that lack legitimacy and turning them into profitable enterprises. His three sons also learned from Castellano’s business ventures. Though, it was well known that it was Castellano’s mafia ties that made his businesses a success. One of Castellano’s businesses was Dial Poultry, something that he used his butcher’s knowledge to help launch. Dial’s Poultry was a poultry distribution company, and at its height, Dial supplied upwards of three hundred butchers in the New York City area, along with supermarkets like Waldbaum's. Despite the legitimacy of the business itself, Castellano was still a Mafia man, and
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