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Introduction

New York City. The world’s greatest. Filled with beautiful parks, grand structures, the finest theatres, and historical landmarks. And mobsters. I was one of them. They made a little movie about us: Goodfellas. Check it out if you haven’t seen it. You’ll get my “point of view” then and now—because let me tell you, the mob still exists. Anyone that says it doesn’t is either a schmuck or a gangster himself.

To this day, there isn’t a street in New York where something mob-related isn’t going on. Someone’s cookin’ the books, controlling the rent, or shaking someone down. The wiseguys are embedded in every form of commerce. From the fish markets to the stock market. Seeing a show at Carnegie Hall? In my day, those instruments didn’t get lifted off the trucks and appear on stage unless someone got greased. Every foot of piping, every inch of wire, even the concrete you’re walking on, has been taxed by the mob. They tax everything. Don’t like it? Sorry, that’s just the way it is.

The city is divided into five boroughs and five families. All the families do business in every borough. I’m going take you through each. I know the best places to eat, sleep, and drink. The spots wiseguys dine. The spots wiseguys die. Sometimes the same spot. We’ll check out gravesites, the ones that are legit and the kind no one cuts the grass for. The famous mob hangouts and sites of famous mob shootouts, past and present. Faces and names may have changed, but the game’s still the same. Tread lightly.

So as one of mine used to say, “Grab your sac and watch your back….” I’m about to show you a New York you have never seen. My New York.

Just don’t tell ’em I sent you.
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1ST FLOOR

The City

Here’s some shit you should know before we get started. The capital of New York State is Albany, the capital of the world is New York City. The state song is of course “I Love New York.” Who wrote it? Don’t worry about it. New York is the best city in the world. It’s the only city in the world. New York never closes, at least for us guys. We run it from sunup to sundown and all times in between.

When most people think of New York, they think of the island of Manhattan. Originally named New Amsterdam by none other than the Dutch. History claims some jerk, Peter Minuit, bought it from the Native American inhabitants for about twenty-four bucks in worthless, weird crap. Hell, Peter could have worked for us. The only thing similar between New Amsterdam and Manhattan today is the prostitutes and the drugs (although neither are legalized here). Damn. New York got its present name in 1665 after those damn redcoats seized it from the Dutch. The pompous jerks renamed it in honor of their boyfriend, James the Duke of York, brother of King Charles II.

Why is it called the Big Apple, Henry? Conflicting reports. Some say back in the 1920s and 1930s, Jazz musicians used to refer to New York as the “Big Apple.” Others claim that stable hands up from New Orleans had big aspirations and regarded the New York racetracks as the big show. Even some historian stiffs believe guys in suits sold apples for extra dough on the streets during the Great Depression. How stupid. I say who gives a shit. It’s a big place and we always took a juicy bite out of it. Don’t like it? Move to Nebraska.

The Boroughs

I was born in Brooklyn. It was originally a settlement called Brooklyn Ferry (hey, we used to call a guy that), back in 1816. By the mid-1800s it combined with Gravesend and Flatbush (no comment on this one) to form what is now known as Brooklyn.

Queens is not for queens. Historians point out it was once farmland. I’d like to point out that most cities used to be farmland. Farmland is a natural step in the settlement process, unless it’s Vegas. (The late Bugsy Siegel pulled Vegas out of no-man’s-land.) The 19th century brought immigrants to Queens to fill up the now densely populated residential community.

The Bronx is the only mainland borough. Initially populated with Irish and Italian immigrants, it is now full of all kinds of folks. Some guy in the 1600s with the last name of Bronck had his farm here. Bronck’s farm. Get it?

Staten Island was officially owned (according to the conquerors) when the Dork, I mean Duke, of York wasted it as a prize to the winner of a sailing race. Sailing, for crying out loud. Those wusses never heard of poker? Lots of wiseguys lived and live out there in Staten Island, especially the higher-ups. They’re close enough to the city but far enough away.

Manhattan is the skyscraping metropolis you see on all the postcards. It’s where a huge chunk of the folks living in the other boroughs work. All five boroughs are connected by an elaborate subway system and bridges and tunnels. All five boroughs are “connected” in another way because, hey, it’s New York City.

For everything you don’t find in this book, which means most non-Mafia-related sights, there is one place I highly recommend you visit: The Official New York City Visitor Information Center on 810 Seventh Avenue, between 52nd and 53rd Streets (212-484-1222).

BOROUGHS STATISTICS

The five boroughs of New York City are some of the most populated areas in the world.

Approximate Population (Including Wiseguys)



	Manhattan
	    1,600,000 residents



	Bronx
	    1,200,000 residents



	Brooklyn
	    2,300,000 residents



	Queens
	    2,000,000 residents



	Staten Island
	       400,000 residents




THE WEATHER AND THE SEASONS

New York City has five mob families and four seasons. Summers, with the humidity, are very hot and can be disgusting. Winters, with wind chill, are ball-chilling cold. Spring and autumn can be damp and lousy or sunny and spectacular.

Christmas is my favorite time of year. People are friendlier from December 1 to New Year’s, and New York becomes a different city. The lights illuminate everybody. We used to make our best scores around Christmastime. Just check the papers, you’ll see the biggest scores in New York City still happen in December. Hey, the families need their Christmas money. After the holidays and through Easter, a lot of guys head to Florida. They commute back and forth, sometimes even down to the islands, Puerto Rico and shit. Winters can get pretty miserable in New York.

Summers get so damn humid, a day hardly goes by you don’t have swamp-ass by noon. Even with just my track shorts, it’s impossible to stay cool in Brooklyn. Get out to the island. Those subways, oh my, the stale wet air. The street entrances to them become orifices of the city’s ass. Even seasoned patrons of public transportation gag. I was hung over and puked on myself once heading back to Bay Ridge from 51st and Lex. What memories.

Average Temperatures



	January
	      32°F
	      0°C



	February
	      34°F
	      1°C



	March
	      41°F
	      5°C



	April
	      54°F
	      12°C



	May
	      61°F
	      17°C



	June
	      71°F
	      22°C



	July
	      77°F
	      25°C



	August
	      76°F
	      24°C



	September
	      68°F
	      20°C



	October
	      58°F
	      14°C



	November
	      48°F
	      8°C



	December
	      36°F
	      2°C




History of the New York Mob

The Mafia as we know it started in the 19th century in Sicily, when some of its families needed protection. Simple as that. My mom was from Sicily, and the mob didn’t have a bad rap over there. The idea was landowners needed real and effective protection from invaders, and the government wouldn’t give it to them. Of course the mob as we know it has grown from those simple beginnings, but it’s still the same formula. All the Mafia really does is provide services and products and allow for methods of earnings the government doesn’t. That’s all.

New York was the perfect breeding ground for wiseguys. Spawned from the shitload of new government-weary immigrants that flooded the city from Europe, the American version of the Mafia was born. It was still about protection, even in New York. Into the 1920s and ’30s things got interesting and more organized. Manhattan was the hub of all the activity, and the mob got their fingers into every industry there was. Sanitation pickup, textiles, excise taxes, stagehands—nothing happens in New York even today without someone’s hand out. The mob still has a payroll sheet full of city and state officials. Corrupt cops, referred to as “girlfriends,” still roam the precincts.

Was there turf in those early days? Yeah, the families chopped the city up but not geographically. In 1931, mob boss Salvatore Maranzano created five families that were to report to him. His chosen leaders soon killed him, but the five families lived on. Their divisions were more the different families controlling specific services, not boroughs or neighborhoods. Usually, whoever got there first to claim it owned that service (until someone else came along and forced them out). There was always animosity and jealousy when families interacted. There just was. There were always sit-downs for beefs from someone banging another’s girl to banging another member’s brains in. Keeping it in the family saved a lot of killing, but there was no stopping it altogether. Interaction with the outside world was frowned upon. If you could, keep it in house. A lot less people die. Still, people got murdered. People died.

The Five Families

Mafia “family” is a romantic term for organized crime team or club. Strip away all the bullshit honor and rituals, and you’re left with a successful team that’s been around longer than the Yanks. The playing fields? The streets.

BONANNO

I knew a lot of these guys. I got along with everybody. Joe “Bananas” Bonanno (Bananas ’cause he was nuts) was the first boss of this household-name family. A bunch of shit went down in 1964 at his place on Park Avenue and 37th Street, while under a lot of underworld heat, a supposedly staged kidnapping. All the families were coming down on him following news Bonanno was planning a Godfather-like mass clipping. He wanted to be the only boss, and well, the other bosses didn’t like it, so he got himself kidnapped. Colombo blew the whistle and took control of the Profaci family, renamed. The family was best known for its loan-sharking talents, but it dabbled in gambling, drugs, and other activities, too. Famous Underboss Carmine Galante would rise to the highest seat as well.

GAMBINO

The Gambinos are one hell of a family to reckon with. Publicized, organized, and glorified. Perhaps the most famous family because of John Gotti, Sammy “The Bull” Gravano, and Paul Castellano. Its former boss, Albert “The Mad Hatter” Anastasia, was maybe the most ruthless and famous wiseguy in wiseguy history. They called him the “Mad Hatter” because he wore these crazy fucking hats, and he was fucking crazy. Then there was Carlo Gambino, the legendary “Don Carlo,” a small-framed but very powerful boss who lived to a ripe old age, somehow dying by the will of God and not the will of his enemies …or friends. Their vast earning areas include but aren’t limited to: taxing and bootlegging gasoline, the labor rackets, trucking, construction, and gambling.

GENOVESE

Although it wasn’t called such until Vito Genovese took over the reins in the mid-1950s, the Genovese family was born from the aftermath of the Castellammarse war, a 1930s battle between reigning mob bosses Maranzano and Masseria. (Both men hailed from the Castellammarese section of Sicily.) Prior to Vito Genovese, another infamous crime figure ruled, Frank Costello (no relation to Elvis). A more current name to reference would be the publicly-pajama-wearing boss, Vincent “The Chin” Gigante. He tried to prove insanity to the court by wandering the streets talking to himself, dressed in silk pajamas. I think anyone who lives this lifestyle is insane, period. The whole thing is insanity.
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The Upper East Side to the right.
The most beautiful girls I have ever seen.

LUCCHESE

As far back as I can remember, the Luccheses were the most vicious family, a lot because of our crew, especially Jimmy Burke (Robert De Niro played his character in Goodfellas). This is the family of Tommy Lucchese, also considered the Fifth Family. This was the family I was involved with, although I was far from the upper ranks. I was an earner, and, believe me, we delved into almost anything that earned.

COLOMBO

Once the Profaci family, this became the now-famous Colombo family when Colombo himself took over. This powerhouse scared the shit out of everyone near them. Bosses like Persico and then his kid kept the family alive with a variety of hits, splits, and scores. Colombo ended up getting it at his own festival. Why? Keep reading.

Spotting the Mafia

The Mafia and its members come in all shapes and sizes. I think of it like watching birds; you can see the pecking order. The way people act around each other, in nightclubs or in the streets, you can just tell. Here’s what to look for, and try not to stare.

The Boss is, the boss. If you see him out and walking about, or out to eat, he’ll usually have a small, intimidating entourage. Look for a couple expressionless henchmen standing outside a restaurant, keeping an eye on a table inside. Chances are there may be a boss nearby. He has final yea or nay in all matters. Bosses are older than younger, have paid their dues to hell and back, and have been lucky (or unlucky) enough to survive this long, while keeping some sort of respect, and most important, fear from their associates.

The Consigliere is the highest, and sometimes only, legit advisor. Good luck finding this one. He may resemble a high-class seasoned lawyer or a low-class thug. He’s a smart and influential underworld insider. You might see him in public with the boss. He has the boss’s ear, and, a rarity, the boss’s trust.

The Underboss is a VP of sorts and at times will get his hands a bit dirtier than the boss. These guys do spend some time outside, in the mix. They will have associates by their sides at all times. Being an underboss can be a death sentence or a stepping-stone to the big seat.

The Capos are the middlemen, sometimes called skippers. They are the connection between the streets and the office, between the earners and the earnings. They are always on the move, always giving orders and checking up on soldiers and their operations, often over a meal.

Soldiers are your stereotypical “wiseguys.” They’re the ones out there on the street swindling, gambling, shooting, chasing, and being chased. They’ll be the guys you can pick out in the crowd. Each soldier might have his own expertise, but will perform any task the capo gives him.

Organized Crime Alleged Haunts by Neighborhood

Mafia neighborhoods are so closed. You can’t even live on the block if you aren’t part of a certain crew or family. Everything has a connection. There are people that live in the same apartments for forty, fifty years. Some guys have never been off the fucking block or a mile radius of where they were born. That’s just the way it is. People’s grandmother’s mothers grew up there. Any strangers come into those neighborhoods, they’re noticed immediately: Bad cars, the cops, the feds, it’s so hard to infiltrate those old neighborhoods. Everyone knows when a new face is walking through. A mob neighborhood is like a fortress.

Supposedly, these neighborhoods contain elements sympathetic to the underworld of the New York Mafia. Maybe it’s the shining new Lexus with red “Free John Gotti” caps in the back window. Perhaps it’s all the generic storefronts of odd services, shades drawn. Look for the numerous scrap yards. Piles of twisted metal and rusting cars, dwarfing a glowing new Cadillac parked next to a trailer. You can’t imagine what actually goes on in some of these places. Most of the neighborhoods have changed dramatically since my day. A few haven’t. Here’s a listing of a dirty dozen or so, in my humble opinion, of the most influential, past and present, Mafioso-related areas of the city.
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Cosa Nostra actually means “this thing of ours.”



BENSONHURST, BROOKLYN

Aptly nicknamed The Hurst. Taking a drive down the main drag underneath the elevated train brings you back a couple decades (until you spot the Gap). Bensonhurst was and still is rumored to be a breeding ground for the Mafia. Some of its most influential and notorious members grew up here. Sammy the Bull, for instance, got his name from a brawl as a young kid on a Bensonhurst corner. The older guys that witnessed the short stocky youngster’s fight said it was like watching a little bull fight. There are still open-air markets and shops, though few are Italian.

BUSHWICK, BROOKLYN

There’s history on every corner here. You don’t want to find out what the “Bushwick bushwhack” is.

BROWNSVILLE, BROOKLYN

Should have been named Redsville for all the blood that’s been spilled here. Housed the headquarters of Murder Inc. The murder-for-hire business was run out of the back of Midnight Rose’s candy store. Is this scary enough for you? If not, come here after dark.

CANARSIE, BROOKLYN

Canarsie sounds rough, and it is rough. The old spots were Grabstein’s, a kosher deli for lunch, and Abbracciamento on the Pier, an Italian restaurant—all the wiseguys were there. This was also where my capo, Paul Vario (beautifully played by Paul Sorvino in Goodfellas), had his scrap yard. There were lots of human scraps. It was like a mobster frontier, the Italians, funneling away from the growing Cuban and Puerto Rican communities, settled in Canarsie.

CONEY ISLAND, BROOKLYN

Coney Island looks like complete shit now. You wonder what bomb went off. Looks like waterfront projects. For those of us that were there, though, Coney Island was once a sweet playground swimming with gambling and amusements. It’s where New York’s rich de-stressed. A flashy oceanfront haven waiting at the end of a short train ride. Even the kids loved it. That was before the 1980s. Today, there is still some “activity” down by the water, and I’m not talking about skeeball.
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Little Italy. Some of the best food and worst mobsters in the world.

CORONA, QUEENS

This is still a very attractive neighborhood bordering Flushing Meadows, the site of the 1939 World’s Fair. In the summers you can still watch the old guys playing bocce in Spaghetti Park off Corona Ave. Just go in that square and look around. But don’t stare. Mind your manners and grab a world famous lemon ice. There is stuff going down all around you. Just mind your fucking business, and you’ll be fine.

EAST NEW YORK, BROOKLYN

I was born between East New York and Brownsville. Pretty rough neighborhoods nowadays. I remember getting fresh milk growing up. There was an actual dairy down the street. That dairy turned scary when the dairy farmer wasn’t ready to give a piece of his cows to the bulls that moved in. The pizza shop I worked at right down the street on Pitkin Avenue was the first place I saw anyone die from a mob bullet. Used to be every corner had a different hood hanging around.
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Central Park in early summer. Magical.

FOREST HILLS, QUEENS

Remember the wig guy from Marty’s film? He was based on a real guy that owned a salon here. Remember the place Joe Pesci’s character freaked out on Billy Batts? That was all in a few blocks of Forest Hills, along Queens Boulevard. Forest Hills is still a nice place. When I was doing well, I had a luxury apartment there. Nice, until some of my associates robbed a bunch of my neighbors. Thanks guys.

HELL’S KITCHEN, MANHATTAN

This kitchen has been cleaned up. You can’t tell now how bad this used to be in the 1980s and before. The Irish gang the Westies ruled this section of the island. Ruled it. Some of the craziest shit ever. It’s on the West Side, from midtown along the Hudson to the Upper West Side. A couple years after I went into the Witness Protection Program, the Italians had to get into business with the Westies because they were so nuts. Paul Castellano, the boss of the Gambino family, invited them to work with the family on the condition there were no more unauthorized senseless killings. Yeah right. Who was he kidding?

LITTLE ITALY, MANHATTAN

Carlo “Don Carlo” Gambino used to stroll Mott Street with a majestic presence. Gotti had his social club weekly meeting here on Mulberry. People used to open their windows and shout down at them. During the San Gennaro Feast, it’s like a scene out of The Godfather. Now it’s basically a tourist trap. There are still lots of nephews and sons of the “connected,” so for rats like me, it’s a death trap.

MILL BASIN, BROOKLYN

Mill Basin sports a number of impressive, tightly packed homes backed up against the decaying waterfront. You can spot the backs of many of these houses from the Belt Parkway. So what. Just take a drive along some of the quiet winding streets, and you’ll know what I mean.
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If some punk asks you if your ride is “clean,” he wants to know if it was tailed or not. Then again, he may just want to know if it needs to be washed.



OZONE PARK, QUEENS

The ’Zone is full of vacant lots where once in a while people stumble upon shallow graves that got too shallow. Drive down Linden Boulevard, and you’ll see what I’m talking about.

SHEEPSHEAD BAY, BROOKLYN

Don Carlo lived here. A shitload of people died here. We called it “Creeps Dead” bay. The bay was/is a literal body dump.

CENTRAL PARK, MANHATTAN

This is the world’s most famous metro park. It is a playground for runners, boaters, those wild rollerbladers, muggers, and rapists. Although the muggers and rapists were the known danger in the park in my time, we dug a few holes here ourselves. Add lots of long walks here to go over business. Why? Central Park is a big place, tough to bug but in the city. Maybe that’s why J. Edgar Hoover used to take those strolls here with mob boss Genovese. They were probably talking horses. The rumor was that as long as horse racing existed, in Hoover’s eyes the mob didn’t.

CHELSEA

Chelsea includes, but is far more than, the recreational pier complex. Chelsea itself is a complex thriving arts community, and its legendary past as a center for outside-the-box lifestyles is coming alive again. It’s one of those areas that’s not the greatest part of town but has some of the greatest spots. We used to unload a lot of stolen artwork here. Nowadays, if there is a gay Mafia in New York, it’s here.

Chelsea runs from the Hudson River to the Avenue of the Americas, from 14th Street all the way to 34th Street, shifting over to
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