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The Godfathers

hey were two very different godfa-

thers, separated by thousands of kilo-

meters of ocean. John Gotti was the

“Teflon Don,” a New York mobster
who adored public attention and defied law-
men to get him. Toto Riina was a peasant from
rural Sicily, a boss who operated in the shad-
ows. In the late 80s and early 90s, it required
two very different approaches to bring them
to justice. In the US, crime fighters were unflag-
ging in their pursuit of Gotti. In Sicily, it would
take a revolution by the people of Palermo to
put Riina behind bars.
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John Gotti was a violent and reckless hood-
lum from his earliest days. A young gangster
called Henry Hill was drinking in a bar when he
first came across the teenage Gotti. All of a sud-
den John Gotti came in, and without speaking
to anybody, went over to the card table and
started whacking a guy with a bat, almost beat-
ing the guy to death. Gotti had broken an un-
written rule of the mob — violence should only
be used when there are no witnesses around. It
was clear Gotti feared no one. To Henry Hill, it
marked Gotti as a man destined for the top. But
one man stood in the way of Gotti’s rise — Paul
Castellano. He was the head of the Gambino
crime family — the most powerful of all the
mafia families in the US.
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Castellano was an old-style hood, a mafioso

who disguised his crimes behind a veneer
of respectability. He wore two hats. He could
mingle with lawyers, real estate agents, busi-
nessmen and doctors. He could talk their lan-
guage. Then he wore his Gambino family hat.
Gotti would have to eliminate Castellano to
become boss. But Gotti was not the only one
who wanted him out of the way. In 1983 presi-
dent Ronald Reagan declared war on organized
crime. The target was the mafia’s ruling body
— known as the Commission. On it sat Paul
Castellano. Under America’s tough anti-mafia
Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organiza-
tions legislation (RICO), crime fighters could
prosecute Castellano and the other bosses for
running a criminal enterprise — if they could
prove the Commission was meeting.
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In February 1985, the FBI seized all five
members of the Commission. Agents O'Brien
and Kurins arrested Castellano and drove him
to FBI headquarters in Manhattan. It was the
beginning of the end of Castellano’s reign. A
power vacuum had been created at the heart
of the Gambino family. The situation was ripe
for war. If the New York mob wanted to know
what a mafia war was like, they needed look
no further than Sicily. Here, the mafia’s boss
was Toto Riina, an elusive, psychopathic killer
from the town of Corleone. Corleone was a
mafia stronghold, set high in the mountains
of central Sicily. It was the place that gave
its name to Marlon Brando’s character in the
film The Godfather. Corleone had an unenviable
reputation as a place where only the toughest
Mafiosi were born and bred.
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Left: A reconstruction og Carmine Galante’s assas-
ins on their way to the hit.
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1. mobster /mabsta-/ n.

S245E (baod tu2) -

BRFEDF (fand zui4 fen4 zi3)

2. hoodlum /'hudlsm/ n.
HFE (wu2 laid) - AR (liu2 mang2)

3.veneer /va'nir/ n.
EEM (xul shi4)

4. seize /siz/ v.
SRIE (dai2 bul)

5. elusive /rlustv/ adj.
HLURIED) (nan2 yi3 zhuol mol deb)

Left: Frank Panessa, former undercover agent for

the Drug Enforcement Agency.

Below: Dominick Montiglio, a former Green Beret.
PHOTOS COURTESY OF NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC CHANNEL
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