
A Man Of Honor The Autobiography Of Joseph Bonanno

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Carolyn & Jordon • Every book is a new adventure. • Page 1

A Man Of Honor The Autobiography Of Joseph
Bonanno

Introduction: An Unflinching Look
Inside the Mafia

For  decades,  the  inner  workings  of  the  American Mafia
remained shrouded in secrecy, known only to those who
took the blood oath of Omertà—the code of silence. Few
individuals ever broke this sacred vow, and even fewer did
so with the literary ambition and narrative skill of Joseph
Bonanno.  A  Man  Of  Honor:  The  Autobiography  Of
Joseph Bonanno  stands  as  a  singular  document  in  the
annals of organized crime literature. Published in 1983, this
memoir offers an unprecedented, first-person account of a
life lived entirely within the highest echelons of the Sicilian-
American underworld.  More  than just  a  confession  or  a
sensational  tell-all,  the  book  is  a  complex  tapestry  of
personal history, political commentary, and a defense of a
lost  world.  For anyone seeking to  understand the Mafia
from  the  inside  out,  this  autobiography  remains  an
essential,  compelling,  and  controversial  cornerstone.

Who Was Joseph Bonanno? The
Man Behind the Legend

To fully appreciate A Man Of Honor: The Autobiography
Of Joseph Bonanno, one must first understand the figure
at its center. Joseph Bonanno, also known as "Joe Bananas,"
was the long-time boss of  one of  the Five Families that
dominated  organized  crime  in  New  York  City.  Born  in
Castellammare del Golfo, Sicily, in 1905, he immigrated to
the United States as a young man, already steeped in the
traditions and conflicts of the Sicilian Mafia. Unlike many of
his contemporaries, who were often crude and violent street
thugs, Bonanno cultivated an image of sophistication. He
was  well-read,  dapper,  and  fiercely  intelligent.  He  saw
himself not as a criminal, but as a traditionalist, a keeper of
an ancient Sicilian code of honor that he believed had been
corrupted by the greed and vulgarity of later generations.
His  life  story,  as  he  tells  it,  is  not  just  a  chronicle  of
bootlegging,  gambling,  and  murder,  but  a  defense  of  a
cultural heritage.

From Sicily to the Five Families

The  early  chapters  of  the  autobiography  paint  a  vivid
picture of  Bonanno’s  youth in Sicily,  a  world where the
Mafia was not an organized crime syndicate in the modern
sense, but a local system of protection, justice, and social
order. He details the bitter feud between his family and the
rival Masseria clan, a conflict that would shape his destiny.
After his father’s murder, the young Bonanno was smuggled
into the United States, where he quickly rose through the
ranks of the burgeoning underworld. He played a pivotal
role in the so-called "Castellammarese War" of 1930-31, a
brutal  power  struggle  that  ultimately  led  to  the
establishment  of  the  modern  Commission—a  board  of
bosses designed to govern organized crime. At just 26 years
old, Bonanno was named boss of his own family, a position
he would hold for over three decades.

A Deep Dive into the Autobiography:
Structure and Themes

The narrative of A Man Of Honor: The Autobiography Of
Joseph  Bonanno  is  anything  but  a  simple,  linear
succession  of  crimes.  Bonanno  carefully  structures  his
memoir to achieve several goals simultaneously: to tell his
story, to articulate his personal philosophy, and to set the
historical record straight as he sees it. The book is rich with
semantic keywords that speak to the core of his identity,
such as  "tradition,"  "respect,"  "loyalty,"  "family,"  and,  of
course, "honor."

The Code of Omertà and Personal Honor

Central to the entire work is Bonanno’s obsessive, and often
contradictory, discussion of honor. He consistently draws a
sharp distinction between the old-world Mafia he claims to
have  represented  and  the  violent,  drug-dealing
"gangsterism" he saw taking over in the 1960s and 70s. For
Bonanno, a "man of honor" was someone who kept his word,
respected  established  hierarchies,  protected  his  family
(both biological and criminal), and never, ever betrayed a
confidence to the authorities. This makes the very act of
writing an autobiography a profound paradox. He seeks to
break his silence in order to defend the concept of silence
itself. He frames his book not as a betrayal, but as a final
lesson, a history lesson for a world that has forgotten the
true meaning of the old ways.

The "Banana Split" and the Fall from Grace

A significant portion of the autobiography is dedicated to
the  internal  conflicts  that  led  to  his  downfall.  In  the
mid-1960s,  Bonanno  attempted  to  expand  his  power,
leading to a bloody feud within his own family and with
other members of the Commission who felt threatened by
his  ambitions.  This  culminated  in  the  infamous  "Banana
Split"—a violent period of schism, kidnapping, and murder.
Bonanno was forcibly taken off  the street,  reportedly by
rivals, and held for over a year. While he denied it was a
kidnapping in the traditional sense, the event shattered the
fragile peace of the underworld. Upon his return, he found
his authority diminished. The book details the intricate web
of betrayals, perceived slights, and power plays that led to
his being "ousted" as boss, an event he bitterly contests,
claiming a boss cannot be truly removed, you can only stop
following his orders.

The Historical and Cultural
Significance of the Book

Beyond  its  personal  narrative,  A Man Of  Honor:  The
Autobiography Of Joseph Bonanno  serves as a crucial
historical  document.  It  provides  a  unique,  if  biased,
perspective  on  pivotal  events  in  20th-century  American
history.

The Prohibition Era: Bonanno’s rise coincides
directly with the era of Prohibition, a period that gave
the Mafia its initial economic foothold and



organizational structure. He offers firsthand details on
bootlegging operations and the formation of early
criminal networks.
The Formation of the Commission: His account of
the 1931 meeting in Atlantic City, where the national
crime syndicate was supposedly formalized, is a
cornerstone of Mafia lore. He portrays himself as a
key architect of this system of national governance,
designed to prevent the kind of bloody, internecine
warfare that had defined his early years.
The Apalachin Meeting: The book covers the
infamous 1957 meeting in Apalachin, New York, where
dozens of major mob figures were arrested by police.
Bonanno was present. He frames it as a disastrous
breach of security and a pivotal moment when law
enforcement finally understood the national scope of
organized crime, thus ending the Mafia’s era of
operational invisibility.
The Shift to Drugs: Bonanno is vehement in his
condemnation of the narcotics trade, arguing that it
was a "dirty business" that attracted too much heat
and corrupted the very soul of the Mafia. He claims his
refusal to participate in large-scale drug trafficking
was a major source of conflict with younger, more
ambitious members of the underworld.

Writing Style and Narrative Voice

What  truly  sets  this  autobiography  apart  is  its  literary
quality.  Co-written  with  journalist  Sergio  Lalli,  the  book
features a surprisingly elegant and often philosophical tone.
Bonanno uses grand historical  references,  comparing his
own  struggles  to  those  of  Roman  emperors  or  Sicilian
princes. The prose is measured, dignified, and sometimes
melancholic. He writes as a man looking back from the end
of an era, a king in exile rationalizing his own reign. This
sophisticated voice is a deliberate rhetorical strategy. It is
designed to separate him from the typical gangster image
and to convince the reader of his gravitas and sincerity.
Whether  or  not  one  believes  his  claims  of  honor,  the
narrative  is  consistently  engaging  and  gives  a  powerful
illusion of authenticity.

Critical Reception and
Controversies

Naturally,  A  Man  Of  Honor:  The  Autobiography  Of
Joseph  Bonanno  has  been  met  with  a  great  deal  of
skepticism. Law enforcement officials, journalists, and even
other  mobsters  have  pointed  out  numerous  omissions,
factual inconsistencies, and self-serving interpretations of
events.

The Convenient Memory: Bonanno "forgets" to1.
mention many of his own family’s most brutal
murders. The book is notably light on the graphic
details of the violence he ordered. He often presents
himself as a statesman who was forced into difficult
situations, rather than a calculating crime boss
ordering hits to maintain power and profit.
The Honor Paradox: Many critics, most notably2.
mobster-turned-informant Salvatore "Sammy the Bull"
Gravano, dismissed the notion of an "honorable" Mafia
as a romantic myth. They argue that the life is simply
about greed and violence, and that Bonanno’s
autobiography is a sophisticated exercise in self-
mythology and public relations.
The Drug Denial: While Bonanno strongly denies3.
involvement in narcotics, some former associates and
FBI files suggest that members of his family were
deeply involved. His critics see this denial as a

calculated attempt to distance himself from the most
damning aspect of modern organized crime, allowing
him to claim a higher moral ground.

Despite these criticisms, the book’s value remains immense.
It is not a factual police report; it is a historical artifact of
how a powerful man wanted to be remembered. Reading it
critically,  one can learn as much from its omissions and
justifications as from its direct claims.

The Enduring Legacy of a Mafia
Classic

Decades  after  its  publication,  A  Man  Of  Honor:  The
Autobiography  Of  Joseph  Bonanno  continues  to
influence our understanding of the Mafia. It has served as
source material  for  countless  documentaries,  books,  and
films, including elements of The Godfather saga, though the
book  came  out  after  the  most  famous  films.  Bonanno's
persona—the  thoughtful,  traditionalist  Godfather—has
become a cultural archetype. The autobiography offered a
template for  a  new kind of  crime narrative:  one that  is
introspective, historical, and philosophical, rather than just
a chronicle of violence.

For  modern  readers,  the  book  provides  a  crucial
counterpoint to the stories of informants like Joe Valachi or
later, John Gotti's son. It represents the voice of the old
guard, the last defense of a crumbling empire. It forces the
reader  to  grapple  with  uncomfortable  questions  about
family,  loyalty,  and law. Is there such a thing as "honor
among thieves"? Can a man be a good father and a terrible
criminal? Bonanno’s story offers no easy answers,  but it
frames these questions with a compelling personal urgency.

Why Read This Autobiography
Today?

In  a  world  saturated  with  true  crime  podcasts  and
documentaries, A Man Of Honor: The Autobiography Of
Joseph Bonanno remains a unique and irreplaceable read.
It is not merely another story about the mob; it is the story
a mob boss chose to tell about himself. It is a masterclass in
narrative control, a fascinating study in self-deception, and
a gripping personal saga all at once.

For the history buff: It offers an insider’s view of
20th-century organized crime in America.
For the psychology enthusiast: It is a profound case
study in how a powerful individual rationalizes a life of
crime.
For the fan of narrative non-fiction: It is simply a
well-told, dramatic story with high stakes, fascinating
characters, and a tragic arc.

The book does what all great autobiographies strive to do: it
makes you understand the world from the author's point of
view,  even  if  you  find  that  world  abhorrent.  Bonanno
succeeds  in  humanizing  himself,  which  is  perhaps  his
greatest  literary  achievement  and his  most  controversial
one.

Conclusion: A Lasting Testament to
a Contradictory Life

A  Man  Of  Honor:  The  Autobiography  Of  Joseph
Bonanno is far more than a simple crime memoir. It is a
complex,  meticulously  crafted  defense  of  a  life,  a
declaration  of  personal  philosophy,  and  an  invaluable
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historical record. While its claims of honor must be weighed
against the brutal reality of the Mafia’s violence, the book’s
power  is  undeniable.  Joseph  Bonanno,  the  last  of  the
original godfathers, used his final years to build a literary
monument to his own legacy—a legacy of power, tradition,
and  profound  contradiction.  Whether  he  was  a  "man of

honor"  as  he  defined  it,  or  a  master  manipulator  who
created  a  brilliant  myth,  his  autobiography  remains  a
captivating, essential, and highly recommended journey into
a hidden world that no longer exists, seen through the eyes
of the man who helped build it.  It  is a testament to his
conviction that his story, told on his own


