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American Gangsters Then and Now: An Encyclopedia by Nate Hendley offers a detailed
exploration of the evolution of organized crime in the United States, tracing its roots from the early
20th century to contemporary times. This work is not just a historical account; it serves as a
comprehensive reference for understanding the intricate world of American gangsters, their impact
on society, and the cultural narratives that have emerged around them. Through the lens of crime,
violence, and the pursuit of power, Hendley delves into the lives of notorious figures and the
organizations they led, painting a vivid picture of an ever-changing underworld.

Historical Context of American Gangsters

The rise of American gangsters can be traced back to the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
coinciding with significant socio-economic changes in the United States. The influx of immigrants,
urbanization, and the onset of Prohibition in the 1920s created a fertile ground for organized crime.

The Early Years: 1900-1930

During this period, gangsters capitalized on the booming urban landscape, establishing themselves
in cities like Chicago, New York, and Philadelphia. The notorious figures of this era included:

- Al Capone: Perhaps the most legendary gangster, Capone dominated the Chicago underworld
during Prohibition, amassing immense wealth through illegal alcohol trafficking and various criminal
enterprises.
- Lucky Luciano: Often credited with modernizing organized crime in America, Luciano established
the National Crime Syndicate and played a key role in the development of the Mafia.
- John Gotti: Known as the "Teflon Don," Gotti became a symbol of 1980s organized crime, famously
evading convictions for years before finally being sentenced to life in prison.

These figures were not only criminals but also cultural icons, embodying the allure and danger of the
gangster lifestyle.

The Impact of Prohibition

Prohibition (1920-1933) was a pivotal moment for American gangsters. The banning of alcohol
created an enormous black market, allowing organized crime to flourish. Gangsters became involved
in:

1. Bootlegging: The illegal production and distribution of alcohol.
2. Speakeasies: Underground bars where alcohol was served illegally.
3. Bribery and Corruption: Law enforcement and political figures were often on the payroll of crime



syndicates, allowing them to operate with relative impunity.

The violence that accompanied these activities led to infamous events such as the St. Valentine's Day
Massacre in 1929, where rival gangsters were brutally murdered, further solidifying the public
image of gangsters as ruthless criminals.

Evolution of Organized Crime

As America moved into the mid-20th century, organized crime began to evolve. The decline of
Prohibition did not spell the end for gangsters; instead, they diversified their operations.

The Post-War Era: 1940s-1970s

In the aftermath of World War II, organized crime expanded into new territories, including drug
trafficking, gambling, and extortion. This period saw the rise of prominent crime families,
particularly in New York City.

- The Gambino Family: Under the leadership of John Gotti, this family became one of the most
powerful and feared organizations in America.
- The Genovese Family: Known for its cunning and strategic operations, the Genovese family played
a significant role in various criminal enterprises, including labor racketeering.

The government began to take organized crime seriously, leading to high-profile investigations and
prosecutions. The establishment of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics in the 1950s marked a turning
point in the fight against drug trafficking.

Key Legislation and Law Enforcement Tactics

- The Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations (RICO) Act: Enacted in 1970, this law made it
easier to prosecute organized crime figures by allowing prosecutors to charge individuals for crimes
committed by their associates.
- Witness Protection Program: Established in 1970, this program provided protection for witnesses
who testified against organized crime figures, leading to significant convictions.

These measures had a profound impact on organized crime, driving many gangsters into hiding or
leading them to turn on their associates.

Contemporary Organized Crime

In the 21st century, the landscape of organized crime has shifted dramatically. Traditional mafia
families still operate, but their influence has waned due to increased law enforcement scrutiny and
the globalization of crime.



The New Face of Organized Crime

Today's criminal organizations are often more decentralized and involve a range of illegal activities,
including:

1. Cybercrime: Hacking, identity theft, and online fraud have become lucrative enterprises for
modern criminals.
2. Drug Trafficking: With the opioid crisis in America, drug trafficking organizations have become
more sophisticated and lethal.
3. Human Trafficking: This horrific crime has become a significant focus for law enforcement, with
organized crime syndicates exploiting vulnerable populations.

Notable Figures in Contemporary Organized Crime

While the classic mobster archetype persists, new figures have emerged in the underworld,
reflecting the changing nature of organized crime.

- El Chapo (Joaquín Guzmán): The former leader of the Sinaloa Cartel, Guzmán's capture and
subsequent trials highlighted the global nature of drug trafficking.
- Dawood Ibrahim: An Indian gangster whose influence extends beyond borders, Ibrahim is known
for his involvement in various criminal activities, including drug trafficking and terrorism financing.

Impact on Society and Culture

The allure of gangsters has long been a part of American culture, permeating literature, film, and
television. The romanticization of gangsters often obscures the harsh realities of their crimes and
the societal impact.

Media Representations

- Film: Movies like "The Godfather," "Scarface," and "Goodfellas" have shaped public perceptions of
organized crime, often glorifying the gangster lifestyle.
- Television: Series like "The Sopranos" and "Boardwalk Empire" delve into the complexities of mob
life, presenting both the allure and the moral ambiguities involved.

Social Consequences

The impact of organized crime extends beyond individual criminals. It affects communities,
economies, and social structures. Key consequences include:

- Violence and Fear: Gang-related violence can destabilize neighborhoods, leading to fear and social
unrest.



- Corruption: The infiltration of organized crime into legitimate businesses can erode trust in
institutions and governance.
- Economic Impact: Illegal activities can distort local economies, leading to unemployment and
economic decline in affected areas.

Conclusion

Nate Hendley's "American Gangsters Then and Now: An Encyclopedia" serves as a crucial resource
for understanding the complex and often dark world of organized crime in America. From the early
days of Prohibition to the modern landscape of cybercrime and drug trafficking, the evolution of
gangsters reflects broader societal changes. While the figures may change, the themes of power,
violence, and survival remain constant. As society continues to grapple with the repercussions of
organized crime, Hendley’s exploration offers valuable insights into the past and present of
American gangsters, ensuring that their legacy is neither forgotten nor romanticized.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of 'American Gangsters Then and Now'
by Nate Hendley?
The book provides a comprehensive overview of the history of American gangsters, comparing
notorious figures from the past with contemporary criminals.

How does Nate Hendley differentiate between gangsters from
the Prohibition era and modern-day criminals?
Hendley contrasts their methods, motivations, and the societal contexts that shaped their criminal
activities, highlighting both similarities and differences.

What notable figures are discussed in the book?
The book covers figures like Al Capone and John Gotti, as well as modern gang leaders, illustrating
the evolution of organized crime.

Does the encyclopedia include information on the impact of
technology on modern gangsters?
Yes, it addresses how technology and digital communication have transformed gang operations and
law enforcement strategies.

What are some themes explored in 'American Gangsters Then



and Now'?
Themes include the allure of the gangster lifestyle, the role of law enforcement, and the impact of
socio-economic factors on crime.

Is 'American Gangsters Then and Now' purely historical, or
does it include contemporary case studies?
The book includes both historical accounts and contemporary case studies to provide a well-rounded
perspective on organized crime.

How does Hendley address the cultural representation of
gangsters in media?
Hendley discusses the portrayal of gangsters in films, television, and literature, analyzing how these
representations shape public perception.

What lessons can readers learn about crime from this
encyclopedia?
Readers can gain insights into the cyclical nature of crime, the importance of socio-economic
conditions, and the evolving tactics of law enforcement.

Who would benefit from reading 'American Gangsters Then
and Now'?
The book is beneficial for students of criminal justice, history enthusiasts, and anyone interested in
the cultural impact of organized crime.
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