
 Sins of Our Fathers
by
Eyes Right 
Palermo, Sicily – I may be one of the few Americans of my generation who have not seen any of The Godfather movies or an episode of The Sopranos, the highly-viewed, “must-see,” phenomena which captivated large audiences, both in America and across the globe.  Both examined the lives and activities of the notorious Sicilian crime families called the Mafia, or Cosa Nostra (this thing of ours, or our thing, our cause, our interest).
These groups had origins here in Sicily sometime during the 19th century in small villages.  There is no general agreement about exactly how the Mafia began, but there was a Sicilian play in 1863 by Giuseppe Rizzotto which depicted a Palermo prison gang with many of the characteristics associated with the Mafia, that is, initiation rituals, a code of silence, and extortion money.  The title contained the Italian word, Mafioso, and  the play became very popular all over Italy, so the name stuck.  It was first used in a Sicilian police report in 1865. 
Because most small Italian cities did not have a dedicated police force (in 1861 there were only 350 policemen for all of Sicily), disputes arose, arguments over land and property were not being settled, so many communities turned to local “tough guys” to arbitrate these issues.  Some local elites in western Sicily started to employ their own “guardians” to protect their properties, but they soon found that it was less expensive to hire Mafioso to provide protection using physical intimidation.  Citrus growers and cattle ranchers were among the first to find this arrangement satisfactory for their needs.  The Mafia became expert at finding and returning stolen cattle - far more efficient than the police.  Few questioned their strong-arm tactics, and the code of silence ensured that no one would “rat them out” to the police if someone complained.  
Soon the Mafioso had friends among politicians, and even the police.  They branched out into all forms of organized criminal activity, including kidnapping for ransom, counterfeiting, robbery and witness intimidation.  Because central Sicily was rich in resources (sulfur, agricultural products), there was on ongoing need for protection which made the Mafia very wealthy.  When Mussolini came to power as the leader of Italy in the mid-1920’s, he began a war to eradicate the Mafia, but its main effect was to drive the major figures to the U.S. where they became some of the famous crime bosses in New York City, such as Carlo Gambini and Joseph Bonanno.  When Allied military forces invaded Sicily in 1943 to drive out the Germans, crime soared due to the ensuing anarchy.  Many former Mafia kingpins were able to regain power by convincing the Allies that they had opposed Mussolini and Hitler.  Soon the Mafioso were again riding high, particularly when they murdered socialist reformers in the new government who were attempting to take land from large estates.  During the post-war reconstruction here in Palermo, the Mafia took over the Office of Public Works which further enriched them through kickbacks.
By the early 1960’s the Sicilian Mafia were sending large shipments of cocaine to their counterparts in the U.S.  Arguments frequently broke out and were settled by gunfire, often here in downtown Palermo.  Bystanders and politicians were frequent victims.  In the U.S. Luciano Leggio (a.k.a. Lucky Luciano) was in control;  his counterpart in Sicily was his friend, Salvatore Riina, who had consolidated power over all other Sicilian Mafia through bloody battles sometimes called the Mafia Wars.  His group was now referred to as the Corleonesi. Murders of police and anyone who opposed them were commonplace.  By 1982 it was estimated that the Sicilian Mafia controlled over 75% of the heroin trade in the eastern U.S. and their leader, Riina, was known as “the boss of bosses.”
Recently, while here in Palermo, I had the opportunity to hear a lecture on the Mafia from Gino and Angelo, two residents of the city of Corleone, the home of the Corleonesi.  They spoke freely about how both of their fathers had developed relationships with Riina, one as a tailor who gave suits to him, and the other who became a low-level Mafia member as a means of economic survival.  As the lives of their fathers evolved, different paths were taken.  The tailor drifted away from further association with the Mafia, and the other father, Bernardo Provenzano, began to rise in power.  
In the mid-1980’s two prominent Italian magistrates named Falcone and Borselllino began a successful campaign to eliminate the Cosa Nostra in Sicily and successfully convicted 342 Mafioso.  In retaliation, the Mafia began a murder campaign throughout Italy and eventually killed both magistrates with car bombs in 1992.  When Riina was captured in 1993, the Mafia retaliated with a series of public bombings of tourist sites and even churches in a vast terror campaign throughout Italy.  In 1995, following the arrest of Riina’s successor, Provenzano became the new Mafia leader.  He halted further murders of state officials and began a period of what was called “Pax Mafioso.”  Concentrating on re-establishing money-making illegal operations, he himself went into hiding, along with his family, including his son, Angelo, who was one of the two speaking to us.  After years on the run, Provenzano was arrested in 2006.  He died in prison a few years ago.  The Mafia lives on here now in a subdued manner without much of the carnage of the past, but still engaged in all forms of illegal activity.  They are not gone!
Angelo spoke candidly to us about his father.  As a man now in his 30’s, he expressed regret for Mafia violence, but did not specifically condemn his father or his actions.  He told me, when I questioned him about his own future, that he has been unable to secure meaningful employment because of his name and his father’s reputation.  I suppose that his situation can best be described as collateral damage due to the sins of his father.  I suspect that there are many widows and relatives of slain public officials who do not wish him well.
I thought you might like to know.
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