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Introduction: Unraveling the Roots
of the New York Mafia Family Tree

The history of organized crime in America is inextricably
linked to the rise of the Italian-American Mafia, and no city
holds a more central place in that saga than New York. For
decades, the shadowy network of Sicilian and Italian
criminal societies—collectively known as Cosa
Nostra—operated a complex system of power, loyalty, and
violence that has fascinated the public and frustrated law
enforcement. The phrase New York Mafia family tree is
not merely a catchy term; it represents a sophisticated
lineage of criminal dynasties, each with its own hierarchy,
territory, and legacy. Understanding this family tree means
peeling back layers of secret rituals, shifting alliances, and
brutal power struggles that defined the Five Families for
nearly a century.

This article explores the branches of that storied tree, from
the founding patriarchs to the modern-day remnants,
offering a comprehensive guide to the major families, their
key figures, and the intricate relationships that bound them
together—and tore them apart. Whether you are a true-
crime enthusiast, a student of American history, or simply
curious about the mythos behind the movies, the real story
of the New York Mafia family tree is as compelling as any
fiction.

The Genesis of the Five Families:
The Structure of the Tree

Before examining individual clans, it is essential to
understand the anatomy of the Mafia family tree itself. The
term “family” is a misnomer in the biological sense; these
were criminal enterprises built around a hierarchical
command structure modeled after the Sicilian Mafia. At
the top sat the boss, the undisputed leader who made all
major decisions. Below him was the underboss, the second-
in-command, and the consigliere, a trusted advisor who
mediated disputes.

The next tier consisted of capos (captains), each overseeing
a crew of soldiers (made members) who carried out the
family’s illegal activities—extortion, loan sharking,
gambling, labor racketeering, and, notably during
Prohibition, bootlegging. Associates, non-Italian affiliates,
circled the tree’s outer branches, performing tasks without
being full members. This rigid structure ensured discipline
and secrecy, allowing the families to operate as parallel
sovereign entities under the umbrella of the Commission,
a governing body that settled disputes and authorized major
hits.

The New York Mafia family tree formally took root in
1931, following the Castellammarese War. After the
assassination of boss Salvatore Maranzano, Lucky Luciano
reorganized the underworld into five distinct families, each
with its own territory and boss. These became the Bonanno,
Colombo, Gambino, Genovese, and Lucchese families—the
bedrock of American organized crime for generations.

Branch One: The Gambino Family -

The Most Powerful Limb

Often considered the most prominent branch of the New
York Mafia family tree, the Gambino family dominated
organized crime from the 1950s onward. Originally known
as the Mangano family, it was renamed after Carlo
Gambino, who seized control in 1957 and ruled for nearly
two decades. Under Gambino, the family expanded into
drug trafficking, airport hijackings, and infiltration of the
construction industry. His was a reign of quiet, methodical
power—he avoided the spotlight, preferring bribery and
diplomacy to open violence.

Key figures on the Gambino branch include Paul
Castellano, Gambino’s cousin and successor, whose lavish
lifestyle and corporate-style management alienated younger
members. His murder in 1985, orchestrated by John Gotti,
marked a turning point. Gotti, the “Teflon Don,” brought
media attention but ultimately weakened the family through
high-profile trials. Underboss Sammy “The Bull” Gravano’s
defection as a government witness delivered a crippling
blow to the tree’s stability. Today, the Gambino family
remains active but significantly diminished, its power
shared among aging leaders and new factions.

Notable Gambino Capos and Crews

e John Gotti: Boss from 1986 to 1992, known for his
flamboyant style and successful acquittals until his
downfall.

e Sammy Gravano: Underboss and later informant,
whose testimony dismantled Gotti’s inner circle.

e Roy DeMeo: Head of a notorious crew involved in car
theft and murder, operating from the Gemini Lounge.

Branch Two: The Genovese Family -
The Silent Power

If the Gambinos were the flashy branch, the Genovese
family was the quiet, deeply rooted trunk of the New York
Mafia family tree. Often called the “Ivy League” of
organized crime, the Genovese family has historically
maintained the most discipline and the least public
exposure. It traces its lineage to Lucky Luciano, who
created the modern Commission. The family took its name
from Vito Genovese, a ruthless boss who ruled from prison
in the 1950s and 60s.

The Genovese family’s power lies in its infiltration of
legitimate businesses—particularly the New York
waterfront, garment district, and construction unions. Their
strategy of having a “front boss” to take public scrutiny
while the real boss operates behind the scenes has made
them the most resilient of the Five Families. Leaders like
Vincent “Chin” Gigante notoriously feigned mental illness
to avoid prosecution, a tactic that kept the family intact
through the 1990s. Even today, the Genovese family is
considered the most cohesive and secretive branch of the
tree.

Key Genovese Bosses

1. Charles “Lucky” Luciano - Founder and architect of
modern organized crime.

2. Vito Genovese - Ruthless leader who consolidated
power despite prison time.
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3. Vincent “Chin” Gigante - Master of deception, ruled
from 1981 to 2005.

Branch Three: The Lucchese Family
- The Mid-Level Powerhouse

The Lucchese family, originally the Gagliano family after
early boss Tommy Gagliano, found its footing under
Gaetano “Tommy” Lucchese in the 1950s. Lucchese forged
a strong alliance with Carlo Gambino, creating a
partnership that dominated the Commission. This branch of
the New York Mafia family tree specialized in labor
racketeering, controlling unions in the city’s concrete,
waste management, and transportation sectors.

However, the Lucchese tree suffered a devastating break in
the 1980s and 1990s. Boss Anthony “Gaspipe” Casso
ordered the murder of rival family members and even his
own underboss, but his reign ended when mob boss turned
informant Alphonse “Little Al” D’Arco testified against
him. The family’s membership shrank, but it continues to
operate quietly, often focusing on white-collar crimes and
traditional rackets.

Branch Four: The Bonanno Family -
From Exile to Rebirth

Few branches of the New York Mafia family tree have
experienced as many upheavals as the Bonannos. Named
after Joseph Bonanno, the family was once one of the most
powerful, but it was also the most rebellious. In the 1960s,
Bonanno’s attempt to seize control of the Commission
sparked the “Bananas War,” an internal conflict that led to
his exile and the family’s temporary expulsion from the
Commission.

The Bonanno family rebounded under leaders like Philip
Rastelli and later Joseph Massino, the last boss to hold
power in the era of RICO. Massino, however, broke the
ancient code of omerta by becoming a government witness,
leading to the conviction of dozens of members. Today, the
Bonanno family is smaller but still active, with a renewed
emphasis on secrecy and low-profile operations.

Key Events in Bonanno History

e Bananas War (1964-1968): A violent internal
conflict over leadership.

» Joseph Massino’s Defection (2004): The first
official boss to become an informant.

e The Three Capos Murder (1981): A notorious hit
that decimated the leadership.

Branch Five: The Colombo Family -
The Fractured Clan

The smallest and most volatile branch, the Colombo
family, emerged from the Profaci family. Its name came
from Joe Colombo, a boss who briefly became a media
figure in the 1970s by founding the Italian-American Civil
Rights League. That public persona proved dangerous, and
Colombo was shot at a rally—paralyzed but alive. The family
then spiraled into the second Colombo War (1991-1993),
a vicious internal war between the “Remy” and “Persico”
factions that left dozens dead.

Despite its reduced membership, the Colombo family has
persisted, primarily through extortion and loan sharking.
The tree of the Colombo family is characterized by internal
feuds and defections, making it the least stable but also a
cautionary tale of how the New York Mafia family tree
can be split by its own branches.

The Commission: The Roots That
Tied the Tree Together

The Commission was the New York Mafia’s supreme
governing body, composed of the bosses of the Five
Families, along with leaders from Chicago and Buffalo. This
council met to authorize murders, settle territorial disputes,
and enforce the rules that kept the family tree from self-
destructing. When the Commission worked, it prevented all-
out war. When it failed—as during the Castellammarese
War or the internal conflicts of the 1980s—the tree bled.

The Commission’s power waned after the Mafia
Commission Trial of 1986, where key bosses were
convicted using RICO statutes. That trial effectively cut the
roots, leaving each family to fend for itself against federal
prosecutors, informants, and changing criminal markets.

How the New York Mafia Family
Tree Changed Over Time

The New York Mafia family tree is not static; it has
grown, lost branches, and mutated. The Post-WWII era saw
the families at their peak, controlling unions, bookmaking,
and narcotics. The 1970s brought the infiltration of casinos
and construction. But the 1980s introduced RICO
(Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act),
which allowed prosecutors to treat the entire family tree as
a criminal enterprise, convicting bosses for crimes they
ordered even if they never pulled a trigger.

Today, many original members are dead or imprisoned.
Newer generations face greater difficulties: the old code of
silence is broken more frequently, immigration patterns
have shifted, and younger criminals often prefer cybercrime
or street gangs. Still, remnants of each family survive,
running loansharking, gambling, and union rackets. The
New York Mafia family tree has been pruned but not
uprooted. Law enforcement estimates that there are still
hundreds of made members across the Five Families,
though their influence is a shadow of what it once was.

Comparing the Families: Which
Branch Was Strongest?

Ranking the families is subjective, but a common
assessment places the Gambino family at the top in terms
of power and wealth during its heyday. The Genovese
family is often considered the most durable. The Lucchese
family was a steady middle power. The Bonanno family
fluctuated between exile and resurgence. The Colombo
family was the smallest and most chaotic. However, all five
contributed essential fibers to the overall New York Mafia
family tree.
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