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FIFTEEN YEARS ON


It’s almost fifteen years since Totò Riina was arrested. If, in the event of a new edition of Boss of Bosses, the threads of his criminal history are picked up once more, it will be apparent that the scene has changed only superficially.


As Tommaso Buscetta warned at the time, the Mafia has scattered bombs all over the continent. It was the final step in the terrorist strategy of the peasants of Corleone. What has followed since 1993 has been a season of invisibility. Of men, methods and wealth. A return to the past, to a non-aggressive accommodation with the state and a complicit embrace with Sicilian society. The apparent calm has allowed the elites – political and administrative – to wipe the Mafia question from public debate. It has allowed the bosses of Cosa Nostra to put the organisation back in order under the ‘wise’ guidance of Bernardo Provenzano.


And then the other viddano1 in Corleone was captured at last after forty-three years on the run, on 11 April 2006.




The fall of Totò Riina might lead one to believe that an adventure had come to an end once and for all. It’s a mistake to think such a thing. Nothing ever really changes in Cosa Nostra. Nothing has changed today. The fathers, reduced to impotence, are followed by sons already brought up for the Mafia life that awaits them.


After almost fifteen years, the canvas is new only in this respect: where once there were old men, there are now new ones. The surnames remain the same: Riina, Provenzano, Bagarella, Inzerillo and Bontate, Gambino and Di Maggio. They are all seeking reasonable compromises to ensure that they don’t start killing each other again. Will the families make peace, or will they wage war on each other as they did two decades ago?


Attilio Bolzoni and Giuseppe D’Avanzo
October 2007





1 Italian villano, a coarse-mannered peasant.











FOREWORD


We got the idea of writing the story of Totò Riina after seeing him. He’s a peasant. Modest appearance, roughly spoken, the simplicity of his thoughts and his lies don’t correspond, in any apparent respect, to the refinement of the strategies of Cosa Nostra, the organisation that he conquered through bloodshed and ruled with terror for over a decade.


The question of why Cosa Nostra abandoned its traditional and cautious camouflage in the shadow of legality to unleash a terrorist war against the state, which saw the fall of magistrates, policemen and politicians, shady or not, is still open. We believe that many of the reasons lie in Salvatore Riina’s will to power. We are convinced, at the end of our work, that the force of this pack leader lies in his peasant nature, and that the reasons for his choices and his appetite for danger lie in his having lived at least half of his life on the run, pursued more by his enemies in the Mafia than his enemies in the state. It was his life as a hunted animal that made him alert, astute, paranoid and – above all – cruel.


To talk about Totò Riina, in the first year of his visibility, we need to rely on scraps and fragments of the truth. We have tried to reconstruct his criminal story by relying where possible on direct testimonies.


The first part of the book describes a Sicilian world that has now disappeared: life in Corleone immediately after the war, Riina’s family, his friendships, the escapades of the Liggio gang and the arrival of the Contadini clan in Palermo. A story that has been possible thanks to the courage and generosity of half a dozen residents of Corleone who agreed to meet us under very risky circumstances.


The second part of the book, which concerns Riina’s rise to the upper echelons of Cosa Nostra, is also based on other eye-witness accounts – seven in particular. It deals with his ‘politics’, his network of connections, the style with which he governed the organisation, his clash with the state. A universe revealed by the confessions of Tommaso Buscetta, Salvatore Contorno, Antonino Calderone, Francesco Marino Mannoia, Gaspare Mutolo, Giuseppe Marchese and Baldassare Di Maggio.


We have also, as will become apparent, studied court files, police reports, parliamentary documents. And here – although we cannot name any individuals – we want to thank the magistrates, the policemen, the civil servants within the Ministry of the Interior who facilitated our task by giving us precious and useful evidence. The facts, the dialogues and situations reported in this book have all been painstakingly obtained from the declarations of witnesses or legal documents.


We think we have fulfilled our rights and duties as chroniclers in recording the facts that we have received from various sources. Let us remind both ourselves and our readers that only the judiciary will be able to write the last word on the events related in these pages.




Special thanks to Eugenio Cirese, Claudio Giua and Enzo Mignosi.


Attilio Bolzoni and Giuseppe D’Avanzo













PART ONE


THE PEASANT OF CORLEONE













THE MASCULIDDU OF PIAZZA SOPRANA


THEY WERE ALL IN SINGLE FILE


The Batticano River had been dry for six months. The air was sticky and the flies buzzed around the animals, thin cows, mangy dogs. The smells of dry countryside were scattered on the sirocco wind. The summer of 1943 had been extremely hot. It was the eleventh of September. The sky was still high, the fields scorched. They were coming down from the Frattina vines, through the hills of Venere del Poggio. They were in single file. The father, Giovanni Riina, the first male child, Salvatore or ‘Totò’ for short, the second male child Gaetano. Last came Francesco, the youngest brother. Francesco was seven years old, swaying back and forth on top of a mule. It was the end of a hard day’s work like so many for a peasant family.


Giovanni Riina had inherited a bit of land from his father, who had inherited it from his father’s father: two hills in Marabino, four hills in Frattina, three hills in San Cristoforo, another four hills in Mazzadiana. That made almost three hectares of land. Enough land to eat at least once a day. To make bread, pick beans, barter a sack of grain for some bales of raw wool, or leather to mend shoes, or iron and copper to repair tools. They were hard times, times of war. Just before the big crossing there was a bridge that passed over a dry riverbed. Then the path climbed to the mountain that had adopted the name of the village: Corleone.


In the first seven months of the year the fear always arrived from above, in the ‘planes with two tails’. That was what they called the Lightning bombers with their double fuselage, dual-propellor planes with four machine guns and a light gun. They appeared suddenly from north-north-east. People said they were coming from Monreale. There were so many of them that they darkened the sky like swarms of locusts. Then they dropped their loads and disappeared towards the south, behind the hills of Lercara Friddi. The most terrifying bombing raid was the one on 9 May. The aerial incursions by the Allies on the Sicilian cities ended on the last day of June. An unexploded bomb was found by Giovanni Riina in the fields at Venere del Poggio on the afternoon of 11 September 1943. The Americans had already disembarked nine weeks previously, and the bomb was now ‘war surplus’.


It gleamed in the sun. It was the colour of bronze. Giovanni Riina absolutely had to bring that bomb home. It was precious. Gunpowder for the cartridges of the scupetta and iron to reinforce the ploughshare. Among the sods of earth there was also a grey cylinder. It was a cannon shell, about forty centimetres long. It was broken at the top. The Germans had left it there when they fled the area on 10 July. The peasant told his son Francesco to jump down from the mule, because they had to load on the bomb and also the shell. He asked Totò, the stronger of the other two boys, to help him. They delicately lifted up the devices, then slipped them into a jute bag. And they set off back towards the village.


An hour later they reached the gates of Corleone. It was still seriously hot, an oppressive sultriness. It was six o’clock in the evening, and the children were playing in the area around Piazza Soprana. They were running down the alleyways barefoot, hiding behind the trees, slipping underneath the carts.




The Riinas’ house was on Via Rua del Piano. It was a poor peasant house, with grey stone walls and loose tiles. There was a big room which, on one side, also became a stable. On the other side were the beds, the big wooden table and the chairs. And lined up on the ground the quartare, terracotta jugs used for keeping fresh water. They were also used for oil when the harvest was good. The father and his three sons stopped in Via Rua del Piano, on the corner with Via Ravenna, at around seven. It was still very light. Giovanni Riina decided to defuse the American bomb in the alley, right outside his own house. Totò stood silent in a corner and Francesco stood and watched him. Gaetano was sitting on a low wall near the mule. Then they carried the cannon shell into the house.


It seemed empty, with no more than a gram of gunpowder. He started banging it with a stone. The shell slipped from the hands of Giovanni Riina, class of 1897, a peasant from Corleone listed by the Royal Carabinieri as a ‘subject capable of doing damage to people and the property of others’. There was a great bang and a flash of flames. There were shouts and screams after the explosion. Giovanni Riina died, disembowelled. Little Francesco died too. The shrapnel from the shell entered Gaetano’s right leg, injured his neck and shredded his cheeks. Even the mule was lying on the ground and wasn’t moving. The mule had died too. There wasn’t a scratch on it.


The funeral took place in the church of Santa Rosalia two days later. It was 13 September. There was a big crowd in the streets of Corleone. A woman dressed in black dragged herself dry-eyed to the cemetery; she had no tears left to weep for her husband and son. She was desperate. She was pregnant, Maria Concetta Rizzo, the widow Riina. Twenty-six days later she would give birth to Giovanna Francesca. Her oldest daughter was close to her. She was fifteen at the time, Caterina. And she was holding Arcangela, the other sister, the last to be born, by the hand. Her son Gaetano was still in a hospital bed. He was alive, he had been saved by a miracle. The only male in the family to accompany his father and his brother Francesco’s coffin was Salvatore. Totò.


Now he was the new head of the family. Salvatore Riina was the man who had to run the house and the land. He was thirteen years old. He still wore short flannel trousers like all the other boys his age, shoes that had been mended top and bottom, socks made of black cotton that could be darned. He had chestnut hair, the thin face of the teenagers of those years, the strong, callused hands of people who worked in the fields. His arms were long, too long. Or perhaps they were normal and he was short, even for his age. They already called him u Curtu, Shorty, but they never said it to his face. Never when he was close enough to hear, when he happened to be passing through the square on his way back from the field.


He was a boy who didn’t say much, little Totò Riina. And when he spoke he always stared hard at you with those black eyes of his, which studied you, drained you, intimidated you. As if he could read other people’s thoughts. They were frightening, those eyes of his. But not that day, the afternoon of the funeral. He kept them low on the ground. Every now and again he looked at his mother, then he bent his head again and stared at his broken shoes. From the house in Via Rua del Piano to the cemetery he said only four words: ‘Murìu frati Cicciu.’ My brother Ciccio died.


In Corleone today they swear that he wiped away a single tear, hugged his mother and the little women in his family. It was the last time anyone saw him cry.


It was almost sunset when the cortège left the church of Santa Rosalia and passed slowly down the streets of the village. The steep slope of Via Roma was swathed in silence. The coffins carried on the backs of the bearers stopped in front of the parish church on Piazza Garibaldi, then disappeared down Corso Bentivegna. The wind rose up. The weeping of the women became heart-rending in the dusty little street leading down to the graveyard.


Giovanni Riina and his son Francesco were buried in the earth. Two wooden crosses amidst a hundred wooden crosses. Only eighteen years later – on 26 February 1961 – their remains were transferred to a little niche on Via dei Cipressi. The grave had a number, 20, fourth on the left from the beginning of the avenue.


Giovanni Riina and Francesco, d. 12.9.1943.


Someone mistranscribed the day of their death on the marble. An anonymous niche among the family chapels of Corleone. A white slab and three photographs. The faces of Giovanni Riina and two nameless women.


On the morning of 18 January 1993 two little boys went into the graveyard of Corleone. It was a Monday. The previous Saturday Francesco and Giuseppe Salvatore had come back to the village with their mother Ninetta and their two sisters. Their father had been arrested in Palermo after twenty-four years on the run. Totò Riina’s two sons – half a century after the bomb went off – were clutching a bunch of flowers. They knelt down and prayed on their grandfather’s grave.


WHEN THE BARBER WAS ALSO A DENTIST


The barber always knew everything. He knew because he could know. In Corleone the barber was worth a good six inches more than the mayor and a couple of inches less than the parish priest of the Matrice, the main church in the village. The barber was a barber and also a dentist. But above all he was a confessor. He had the privilege of guarding other people’s secrets, sins and sufferings. Someone who did the job he did inevitably inspired trust: after all, it wasn’t a small thing to entrust your own throat to a stranger.


The barber in Corleone was called Giovannino. His barber’s salon faced out on to Piazza Garibaldi, between the Alaimo Café and the Ospedale dei Bianchi (the Hospital of the White Fathers). Also passing his days in the small shop was a little boy who spent hour after hour listening to what the grown-ups were saying. ‘Vituzzu, facci na bedda sapunata o cavaleri.’ Vituzzu, give the knight a good soaping. Vito – Vituzzu – was an alert child who would become the mayor of Palermo twenty years later. The powerful Vito Ciancimino. At the time he was only a boy. The son of the barber of Corleone.


Salvatore Riina didn’t go to Giovannino’s barber shop. It was a place only the important people of the village could go to: the landowners, the chemist, the sensali1, the lawyer, the dean, the three doctors from the hospital. And the Mafiosi. People like Salvatore Riina went to a different barber shop. It was also on Piazza Garibaldi, but fifteen metres from Giovannino’s; he was the barber for the peasants. You paid him once a year. Fifty-two beards and twelve haircuts in exchange for wheat – between fourteen and sixteen kilos – from one mound of earth.


Totò Riina’s world was the countryside. He left the house on Via Rua del Piano at dawn and walked down to Marabino. He left in darkness, he came home in darkness. There was no Christmas and there was no Easter; the days were all the same. The aroma of chicken soup was smelled in the alleyways only on two occasions: a birth or an illness, when a child had to be fed or an old person cured. Life in Sicily in the years immediately after the war was grim, and Corleone was not spared poverty.




But the soil in the fields was rich and fragrant. Even malaria had gone with the DDT brought by the Americans. There was talk of agricultural reform. But meanwhile, at sunset, the country-folk looked out on barren wastelands, yellow hills that turned dark brown when the stubble was burned. The water came down in abundance from the Belice, but never reached the valley. The livestock wandered in search of grazing. There was always the spectre of hunger and famine. These were days that prepared for the occupation of the big estates. The conquest of the land.


The masters and ancient names. Cammarata, Valenti, De Cordova. Barons, counts, marquises. And the sons of barons, counts and marquises passed through the estates from time to time. There were the campieri, the stewards who looked after the interests of their estates. Stewards on horseback in big leather boots. They clutched whips, and had hunting rifles over their shoulders. In the estates of Corleone there were two who commanded ‘respect’. One was known as ‘Borbone’ (Bourbon) because he was at La Ficuzza, between the woods and the hunting lodge that Ferdinand IV had had built a century and a half before. Borbone’s name was Vincenzo Catanzaro. He was a maffioso and the son of a maffioso. The other was Salvatore Cascone. Because of his reputation as a wise man he was known as ‘Salomone’ (Solomon). Evidently he only had the gift of the gab. He bled to death after being shot in the face. Salomone had persistently wooed the wife of a very jealous shepherd.


The farmer Salvatore Riina saw the campieri passing through the estates, surrounded by their men. Ugly thugs. Cowards who were prepared to fire their shotguns at any poor wretch for the slightest thing. He saw them on horseback and greeted them with a nod of his head, but only when they had glanced in his direction. Only after they had given him permission to greet them. Salvatore knew how to behave, he knew the law of the estates.




During those months he had also heard about what was happening beyond the mountains of Monreale. In Borgetto, in Giardinello, in Montelepre. The bandit Giuliano had become a ‘colonel’. A colonel of Evis, the Voluntary Army for the Independence of Sicily. Everyone said Turiddu2 wanted to give land to the peasants. But meanwhile he was killing the peasants. As at Portella della Ginestra. Salvatore Giuliano also killed policemen; he had finished off a hundred and five of them since his headquarters had been in the hills of Sàgana. He killed for the utopia of a ‘Sicily for the Sicilians’. And he also wrote to Harry Truman, the President of the United States of America. But such matters weren’t of much interest to a boy from Corleone who hadn’t yet turned eighteen. A boy who was condemned to live between Marabino and Frattina with his little piece of land. In the countryside with the cold in winter and the heat in summer. With a fatherless family, three sisters and a younger brother to feed. For Totò, Turiddu Giuliano was a pupo – a puppet. Someone called the shots, and the bandit of Montelepre fired the gun.


It was during these difficult years that Salvatore Riina met another boy like himself. He was one of the lads from the village who he passed at least once a day in those parts. He was three years younger than Totò. He was big, thickset, tough. He never said a word. His name was Binnu, Bernardo. At dawn Totò Riina saw him coming down from Corleone with his father Angelo and his brother Salvatore. His father had no land, and worked as a day labourer. His sons followed him like shadows. They followed him everywhere, until he found a campiere who ‘did him the courtesy’ of letting him bend over his hoe for twelve hours at a time. Meanwhile Binnu and Salvatore weeded the wheat fields.




Every morning on every day of the year they took the same steep path. Angelo, the father, walked ahead of the mule and his sons Salvatore and Binnu walked behind, close to the animal’s tail. For almost fifty years Totò would share his life with that little boy, strong as an ox, who he saw passing by his lands at dawn. And soon he would call him Binnu. His Binnu. Bernardo Provenzano.


THE DOCTOR’S FATHER WAS A SPY


Even on summer evenings, a fresh breeze blew down from the Montagna dei Cavalli towards Corleone. It was pleasant to be out in the streets. People strolled back and forth along Corso Bentivegna. Giovannino’s barber shop was closed. At that time of day everyone went to the club for a game of cards and a glass of wine. There were three clubs in the village. The Burgisi, the Mastri and the Buoni Amici. They talked about everything and nothing, and they always ended up talking about the land. About tumuli, barrels of wine, vines, olives. There was always a sensale listening. The sensali were the middlemen who bought and sold land. They were intesi – insiders – and all the villagers knew they had to treat them with respect.


In the streets every evening people complained about sheaves of grain that had disappeared between sunset and dawn.


‘Last night they stole about forty around Manganelli.’


‘Who was that?’


‘Pff, passing outsiders …’


‘Bastards! I hope their balls fall off …’


Rumours of those thefts reached the ears of the boys who walked in the fields, like Binnu Provenzano or Salvatore Riina. Then Totò was in the square closest to his house, in Piazza Soprana, in the upper part of the village, although he had also been seen a few times near the Saracen Tower. Totò was never alone, he was always with other boys. And with them was an ‘important’ person.


The local doctor of Corleone took long walks around the Saracen Tower. He was a short, fat, bald man. He had graduated from Palermo University in 1929. His clothes were shabby. He had lots of friends. Michele Navarra was doing ‘very well’ in the village. It was whispered that u dutturi (the doctor) had replaced Borbone, the old campiere of the Ficuzza forest, as Mafia boss. On the little street that passed below the Saracen Tower, for some time the doctor had been seen in the company of tenant farmers who would never have been seen in Piazza Garibaldi during the day. They were young, some of them very young. One of them was delicate and sickly, with a limp. His spinal column had been damaged by Pott’s disease. He was the son of tenant farmers, but he had never gone to work in the fields. His name was Luciano Liggio. And with him there was another, stouter boy, although he was really small. Totò Riina was barely five foot four.


The sickly boy was said to steal livestock. He carried out raids on cattle and horses in the valleys around Corleone. The breeders didn’t react and didn’t protest. Nor did they ever think of revenge. Not least because Dr Navarra had put it around that Lucianeddu had become the campiere of Strasatto, a big estate between Corleone and Roccamena. The owner was a man from Palermo called Caruso. Dr Navarra had also made it known that Lucianeddu was ‘his personal matter’. In the village they had understood. The old campiere was dead. Murdered. ‘Homicide by persons unknown’, it said on the judicial report on the killing of Stanslao Punzo.


At around this time the young farmer Salvatore Riina stopped seeing the glorious sunrises of Corleone. He no longer went to the fields of Frattina as he had once done. He stayed in the village, going no further than Piazza Garibaldi. He strolled along Via Firmaturi, near the Ospedale dei Bianchi. Some time previously Michele Navarra had become head of the medical department at the hospital. Salvatore went down the alleyways and spent whole mornings at the Alaimo Café. He was no longer ‘Totò, son of Giovanni, the one who was killed by the bomb’.


He had become a masculiddu, a real man. He knew when to speak and when to shut up. Being a masculiddu meant above all being sperto, shrewd. And acting consistently. Knowing you were being observed by more important people, people who could make you into either a ‘man of respect’ or a ‘useless object’. It was all about looks, gestures, carefully judged words. Of calculated gestures and silences. Some of the old people of Corleone still remember them today. They remember Totò Riina first appearing in Piazza Garibaldi. And they also remember the words he used to say over and over again, with rage and despair. It wasn’t a lament, it was a promise: ‘I don’t intend to stay in Corleone all my life. I don’t want to die poor. I don’t want to live like a beggar.’


It was around this time that Totò Riina first went to Giovannino’s barber shop. He was with Michele Navarra and Lucianeddu, the campiere from Strasatto. The doctor was welcomed with a bow, and then a kiss to the hand. A hundred lips a day brushed the ring that gleamed on Don Michele’s finger. Lucianeddu was chatty. He was constantly joking and telling stories. Totò was silent, introverted and diffident. He spent most of his time sitting in a corner and listening. He leapt to his feet obediently only when the doctor said his name. Then he went back into the corner and listened again, as motionless as a marble statue.


There was only one story that was never heard in the barber shop of the eminent people of Corleone. And it concerned his godfather, Dr Michele Navarra. But the barber Giovannino couldn’t have known that particular detail. It was jealously guarded in an old safe in the office of the chief of police of Corleone. It was a secret stored in a file of classified papers concerning Giuseppe Navarra, the father of the village’s new Mafia boss.


It was just a few lines written on a sheet of vellum paper, stamped and signed. ‘Giuseppe Navarra son of Giuseppe and Giuffrida Maria enjoys a good reputation, employed as a teacher at Corleone Agricultural College, belongs to the so-called middle class [ …]. He has no criminal record, and the only things recorded against him are: a) alleged administrative irregularities claimed by the managers of the Bernardino Verro Agricultural Cooperative; b) and having presented himself during the time of Prefect of Police Cesare Mori, collaborating with the local authorities to suppress the Mafia.’ The father of the new boss of Corleone was a muffuttu. He was an informer who had passed information to the ‘Iron Prefect’. To help him catch, one by one, the Mafiosi of Marineo and Godrano.


THE COOKING OF ITALIA


In Piazza Garibaldi in Corleone the men were divided into two categories. Those who strolled and those sciusciavano. Sciusciare in Sicilian means to blow. In Corleone more than anything else it meant to create a wind without lifting a finger. Moving air while staying where you were. It was a privilege exclusive to the Mafiosi.


One day Salvatore Riina himself had begun to sciusciare between the square and Corso Bentivegna. Totò had changed. He was a different person now from the time when he had met Dr Navarra and the campiere of Strasatto. He passed in front of the clubs and smiled at the old people who had watched him growing up. And he looked up, towards the sky. He looked at the four black stone houses built below a mountain crag. Above it was ‘the castle’: Corleone prison. A flight of steps carved into the rock ran about sixty metres up the slope. There was an iron gate. And behind the walls an orange grove, a vegetable garden and bougainvillea climbing the walls. There were also the rows of prickly pines that hid a pigsty and a rabbit hutch. Totò had heard the old people say: ‘Any real man will finish up there at least once in his life.’


The village was dominated by the castle. Corleone jail was a famous one. The fugitives in the area who had one or at most two years of their sentences to serve climbed those seventy metres of rock and knocked on the iron gate. They knew it was a ‘comfortable’ prison. There was only one prison warder, the council employee Calogero Listi. In the morning Don Calogero went to the council offices, then he dropped in at the ‘castle’ to visit his inmates. Don Calogero was a clerk and a rural policeman. He also had the keys to the prison. The food for the prisoners was brought twice a day by his wife, Italia. She was from northern Italy – Venice, to be precise. In spite of what the old people in the village said, Totò Riina never spent a single night in his life in the ‘castle’. Nor did he ever sample Italia’s cooking.


Totò Riina lived in the countryside as he had always done. But he was no longer a farmer who counted the bags of grain at the end of harvest. And his land was no longer the land between Marabino and Frattina. Now he was in Strasatto. With Luciano Liggio, with Calogero Bagarella, with Bernardo Provenzano. With another twenty or so masculiddi recruited by Dr Navarra between Piazza Garibaldi and Corso Bentivegna. They were a gang. Raids on fields, thefts of livestock, clandestine butchery. Lives cut short, farms burnt. A gang of young Mafiosi. On the Sicilian estate the Corleonesi were being born, the thoroughbreds of the criminal species, the most accursed of the cosche3 that would spread hatred for another half-century. The scorched lands of Strasatto were producing the peasants who would conquer Palermo and, with Palermo, Cosa Nostra.


Chief among the thugs who served Dr Navarra at the time was Lucianeddu. Totò was not one of the many. He was the most astute. The cruellest, the coldest, the most devilish. He was the most Corleonese of the Corleonesi. His instinct drove him far. Outside the country. Beyond the estate. Even then he knew already what his strength was, and the strength of people like him. The desire to possess Sicily was in his blood.


They were always seen in a group of three. Totò, Calò and Binnu. Totò Riina, Calogero Bagarella and Bernardo Provenzano. They were inseparable. All three ‘the same thing’. Together in the fields, at the Alaimo bar, together on the low wall of Piazza Garibaldi. When they met, they kissed each other on the cheek. They spent whole days without speaking. They didn’t need words to understand one another. A look was enough, or a silence, or a nod of the head. They were born within five years of each other. Totò was born in 1930, Binnu in 1933, Calogero in 1935. They seemed so different from their boss. They seemed to come from another world. They weren’t brazen and insolent like Lucianeddu. None of them ever opened his mouth if he didn’t have something to say. And particularly if that something wasn’t strictly necessary. They were very young, but already they knew what they wanted. They were ready for anything. At their head was Luciano. He was above all a friend, a protector, the leader of the pack.


But he wasn’t like them. That was why they worshipped him, and why they didn’t trust him. He had never been a country boy. They had never seen him lying on summer nights on the damp grass that grew along the streams between Corleone and Contesa Entellina. Lucianeddu had never gone fishing for eels, he had never soaked baskets made of bulrushes in the water. Lucianeddu had never struggled through the fields behind a mule or a jennet.


THE COURAGE OF PLACIDO


What happened in Corleone on the evening of 10 March 1948 unleashed a political storm over the next few weeks. The secretary of Corleone Trade Union Headquarters had disappeared. Disappeared meant dead. Kidnapped, murdered, his corpse fed to the animals. The trade unionist was Placido Rizzotto. He was a socialist. He was twenty-four. Three times Luciano Liggio was accused of murder, three times he was acquitted for lack of evidence. In the thousands of pages and files of the three trials, the name of Totò Riina always appeared in the vague background of the raids by the campiere of Strasatto. But in a psychobiography of ‘Salvatore Riina of Corleone, the first son of Giovanni […] who was the first and only son of Salvatore Riina and Caterina Orlando’, the secret services dedicated a passage to him assigning him a prominent role: ‘The first major crime that the young Riina was known to be involved in was in 1948, when Placido Rizzotto was killed. […] The deed was carried out by Luciano Liggio with the collaboration of the young Riina …’


The death of the secretary of Corleone Trade Union Headquarters must have occurred on the night of 10 to 11 March. A few months previously Rizzotto refused to allow Dr Navarra to join the section of ‘Combatants and Ex-Servicemen’ of which he was secretary. He had asked the doctor to provide evidence. He said his ‘papers as combatant and ex-serviceman’ were in order. He had been a deputy second lieutenant in the 10th Trieste Heavy Artillery. He had been discharged a year later and called up again on the brink of the war. He had immediately been declared unfit for military service and sent home. Placido Rizzotto didn’t want to have someone like him ‘among the combatants or the ex-servicemen’. With Luciano Liggio the trade unionist did something even worse. About three weeks before the murder some ex-partisans from Catania passed through Corleone. They were travelling in two military-style trucks. They were on their way from Agrigento to Palermo. Crossing the island from the Sicilian Channel to the Tyrrhenian Sea was a considerable enterprise in those days. Beaten earth road, mountains to climb, at least seven hours in the dust. The ex-partisans stopped in Corleone.


A pause to grab a piece of bread. The trucks were in front of u funnacu, the place where the carters had once tied their mules and horses. The ex-partisans were having a rest, and a group of little Mafiosi was walking around the trucks. Liggio was one of them. He mocked and insulted them. That was the start of the fight. Someone went to call the man who could calm those hot-heads down, Placido Rizzotto. The trade unionist came running to the funnacu but even he couldn’t manage to put a stop to the brawl. Then he took the side of the outsiders. He supported them, against Lucianeddu and his companions. Eye witnesses say that Luciano Liggio was lifted up in the air by Placido, and then thrown against a wall and pinned up by his jacket on the bars of the town-hall gate. Leonardo La Torre, the nephew of another Mafioso, was also injured in the pandemonium. That day Placido signed his own death warrant. First he had ‘offended’ Dr Navarra, then he had humiliated the campiere of Strasatto. Those were two good reasons to kill him, even though Placido would die for another, more serious reason: he had set the peasants against the campieri.


For three years the trade unionist walked around the estates putting up banners. He talked at rallies, he argued with the barons, and with the excise men, and with the Mafiosi. People like Rizzotto were dangerous. Eight months before, the socialists and communists had triumphed in the regional elections. The People’s Block had won twenty-nine seats in the assembly, nine more than the Christian Democrats, and thirty per cent of the vote. The fight at the carters’ post was only the last incident. In fact, rather than an incident, it was an opportunity to present the excitable trade unionist as ‘a spy’, ‘a traitor’ who was picking arguments with his fellow villagers. To use a term from Corleone, a tragediatore, someone who plots behind your back and is never straight with you. His goal is to spread poison, to sow suspicion. Warning others about non-existent dangers and unlikely intentions. Telling lies all over the place. The tragediatore doesn’t even spare his closest friends, he lives to harm his neighbours. To create tragedies, in fact.


On the evening of 10 March, Placido Rizzotto was the victim of a tragedy of his own. He was walking along the street. Then he stopped outside the Alaimo Café. He was with two colleagues from Trade Union Headquarters. Pasquale approached the three men. He was a peasant, a colleague of Rizzotto’s, even though at night he associated with Michele Navarra’s gang. It was Criscione who drew Placido into the trap, following an order from Luciano Liggio. And it was Criscione who confessed the crime to Captain Carlo Alberto Dalla Chiesa, Brigadier Capizzi and Police Officer Ribezzo, and then retracted his confession before the magistrates. The ‘extra-judicial’ depositions of Pasquale Coricione were not enough to sentence Luciano Liggio. Not in the first instance, on appeal, or in the Court of Cassation.


The whole village knew how Placido had died. And a witness also had the courage to write it in an anonymous letter, sent just seven days after the kidnapping of the trade unionist to the police and the Communist MP Girolamo Li Causi.


‘Allow me to tell you who it was that killed Placito [sic] … first both the Crisciuna brothers, Luciano Liggio …’




In the world of omertà4, the anonymous letter was the only dialogue possible with the cops, the only possible form of collaboration between a Sicilian and the Italian state represented by men in uniform.


A week after the disappearance of the trade unionist in Corleone a shepherd-boy died. He was thirteen, and his name was Giuseppe Letizia. ‘Death by toxicosis’ was the diagnosis in the medical report by the director of the Ospedale dei Bianchi. Legend has it that it was Dr Michele Navarra who killed the shepherd-boy – witness to the kidnapping of Placido Rizzotto – by injecting poison into his veins. But the investigations of Captain Dalla Chiesa in fact excluded the Mafia boss of Corleone from investigations.


‘The truth is that no connection,’ the young police officer wrote to the public prosecutor’s office in Palermo, ‘has ever existed between the disappearance of Rizzotto and the death of Letizia. […] It has also been ascertained that there are doubts concerning the intervention of the Mafia, and particularly of Navarra, in the shepherd’s death.’


Placido’s corpse was found 644 days later. It was a Wednesday, 14 December 1949. His father Carmelo recognised it by its shoes. They pulled the skeleton up from a sinkhole in Rocca Busambra, the high crag that rises out of the Ficuzza forest. It was Police Officer Orlando Notari who climbed down on a rope into the ciacca, the crack in the mountain. In a big basket he brought up a wallet, a belt, sheep carcases. And also an old unloaded pistol, a model from 1899. Four families were summoned to identify the body. The Rizzottos, the Crapas, the Strevas and the Culottas. Each of them had a son who had disappeared. Then Carmelo Rizzotto saw those shoes. Among the trees on the Rocca Busambra that day was Leoluchina Sorisi, Placido’s fiancée. The girl said: ‘I will eat the heart of whoever killed him.’


The official identification of the corpse of the trade unionist was carried out in front of the man who represented the law in Corleone. It was the honorary assistant magistrate Bernardo Di Miceli. He was the first cousin of the Mafia boss Michele Navarra.


TWICE HE BORE FALSE WITNESS


On the day when Placido’s body was discovered in the sinkhole of Rocca Busambra, Salvatore Riina was almost nineteen years old. He had been in jail for seven months. He wasn’t locked up in the ‘castle’ of Corleone, he was detained in the Ucciardone in Palermo on charges of homicide. In May, on the afternoon of the 13th, he had killed Menicu.


Domenico Di Matteo, Menicu, was a boy from the village, another country boy. They were talking on the hill of San Giovanni, having met on an area of beaten ground once used for playing bowls. It was a little flattened hill on the edge of the village. There were a few trees around it and, behind it, there was an abandoned military warehouse. Ten days before 13 May there had been a punch-up in the alleys above Piazza Garibaldi with sticks and knuckle-dusters. A brawl immediately after the church procession. On one side were Totò Riina and his friends; on the other were Menicu Di Matteo and his cousins. They met up again on the hill of San Giovanni to ‘have satisfaction’. And on the hill of San Giovanni blood was shed once more, when the two groups clashed again. First insults, then punches and kicks. And then at a certain moment a boy by the name of Labbita drew a revolver. He was scared.


‘Stop it all of you or I’ll shoot,’ he shouted.


He didn’t shoot, at least not straight away. A few days later, the commissioner of public safety for Corleone presented the police report to the state prosecutor’s office. It said: ‘It was Riina who drew from his pocket an automatic pistol that he always carried with him and fired a shot at Labbita but struck his cousin Di Matteo in the right thigh. […] Di Matteo, finding that he was injured, incited his cousin to fire […]. Riina began firing all the shots he had in the gun he was clutching …’


After the gun-fight on the bowling ground, Menicu Di Matteo was taken to hospital. Totò Riina took refuge in the house of his uncle Francesco Di Frisco.


Totò had been injured as well, in both legs. A single bullet passed ‘first through the right calf and then through the left calf’. His uncle treated his wounds as best he could. He tied him to a chair and carried him to the Ospedale dei Bianchi, a former convent just around the corner from Piazza Garibaldi. The door was rust red, with an eagle painted at the top. The blocks were arranged in a semi-circle around a garden of palm trees and magnolias. The Ospedale dei Bianchi owed its name to a religious movement of penitents who had over the centuries travelled the length and breadth of Italy wearing only a white linen tunic. Totò Riina was questioned twice at the Ospedale dei Bianchi, and twice he bore false witness.


‘It was Di Matteo who wounded me first, then I …’


Only at his third interrogation – in Ucciardone prison – did he admit that Menicu Di Matteo wasn’t armed. Totò Riina didn’t add much to that. ‘A friend of his who was standing next to him had the pistol, someone I couldn’t recognise because I only saw him for a moment.’ In the end Totò Riina supplied his own version, and said that he had fired only one shot, but in self-defence. The witnesses denied it.


‘Riina fired several shots in sequence, between five and seven …’


On the beaten earth of the hill of San Giovanni the police found three spent cartridges from an automatic calibre-9 pistol. The gun was never discovered ‘in spite of the most meticulous searches’. Domenico Di Matteo died at the Ospedale dei Bianchi that same night, 13 May 1949. He had been injured in one leg, and the bullet had lacerated his femoral artery. The cause of death was attributed to ‘major haemorrhage’. The motive for the crime was attributed to the brawl, and the clash between two local gangs. No one ever inquired into what had happened on 3 May, immediately after the church procession.


It was the first time that Totò Riina landed in prison. For a few days he was guarded by two carabinieri5 at the Ospedale della Feliciuzza in Palermo. Then the Corleone peasant was transferred to the Ucciardone. His fingerprints were taken, and his first mug shot. A tuft of dark chestnut hair, icy eyes. Thin, well-kept moustache. The prisoner Salvatore Riina was assigned to the ‘young adults’ section in prison. It was a damp room with bunk beds. A little light came in from a small window from which the prison vegetable garden could be seen.


The trial was held in the deconsecrated church of Montevergini, very close to the baroque squares of Palermo. On the day of sentencing, Totò Riina stood handcuffed in front of the judges. Among the public, behind the transept, was his mother, along with his three sisters and his brother Gaetano. When he heard the first words of the president of the court, Totò Riina growled. Later the people in the village said what he had whispered in his rage.


‘Lawyers and bloody judges never tell the truth.’


Palermo Court of Assizes sentenced him to twelve years and four months’ imprisonment to be served in the prisons of Termini Imerese and Milazzo. But his detention did not last as long as that. After six years he was out on probation. It was 19 September 1955 when Totò Riina returned to Corleone.


He was back at home. And he had met up with his old friends: Luciano Liggio, Calogero Bagarella and Binnu Provenzano. Those Corleonesi had become powerful people. And they weren’t as hungry as they had been immediately after the war. Six years had passed. Only six years. Many things had changed. Dr Navarra was even fatter, and increasingly suspicious. The estate of Strasatto was not the place it had once been, where stolen livestock had been hidden, and the sheaves of grain piled up behind the stable. Binnu Provenzano seemed different too. Still silent, always apart from the rest, but with a different gleam in his eyes. The old gang had become a band of bosses. They no longer seemed like inferiors. They were no longer Dr Navarra’s guard dogs.





1 Commercial agents or brokers.


2 Nickname for Salvatore Giuliano.


3 Gangs.


4 Mafia code of silence.


5 Policemen.











THE PICCIOTTO FROM STRASATTO


THE HONOUR OF THE BAGARELLAS


Totò first saw Ninetta on Vicolo Scorsone. She was still a little girl, the youngest sister of his friend Calogero Bagarella. Vicolo Scorsone was long and narrow, and climbed sluggishly from the lower part of the village. The alleyway crossed another alleyway, and then another. It was a labyrinth, a tangle of little streets between the tufa houses built around the square. Ninetta was a quick and cheerful girl. She used to play in a courtyard with a gebbia in the middle, a big stone basin where the shepherds stopped at sunset when they came down from the hills. Behind an ivy-covered wall was the church of Santa Rosalia. Above it ran the path leading to the ice factory.


On the day when Salvatore Riina came back to Corleone – after his six years of detention – he noticed that little Antonina had grown up. She was serving her father Salvatore and her three brothers at the table. Then she had disappeared behind a curtain and sat down in a corner. She was reading a book. Ninetta had the beautiful, sly face of Sicilian girls, a perfect oval, tanned by the sun. Her hair was black and gathered at the back. She had shining brown eyes. Totò resolved that she would be his wife.


Totò was twenty-six, he was already a man. And he felt like one, because he had been in prison. He was semi-illiterate, he could barely spell his name. For the second class of primary school he had attended Camillo Finocchiaro Aprile in Corleone on the threshold of the Second World War. Analysts of the Department of Public Safety thirty years later also dug around in his distant past and compiled a list. ‘At the scholastic level he is remembered as a subject who showed an ability to learn quickly …’


Totò had immediately left school, and his father had taken him with him to work in the fields. But he managed to pass his primary school exams ‘inside’, in jail, two lessons a week with twelve other inmates of the prison of Cavallacci di Termini Imerese. Third, fourth and fifth classes in a single exam. What the director of the prison handed him was a useless piece of paper as far as he was concerned.


This uneducated man, who had grown up in the fields and could already slaughter human beings as if they were goats, was enchanted by the little girl. Ninetta had just finished middle school, and signed up for ‘Baccelli’, the local grammar school. Her family had decided that she was to study, the only member of the Bagarella family who might get a degree. She wasn’t yet fourteen.


The love between Totò and Ninetta was born in Vicolo Scorsone with the impustata alla cantunera, an ambush on the corner of the street before eight o’clock in the morning, before she left home with her books under her arms. Totò followed her along the labyrinth of alleyways, all the way down to the town hall and ‘Baccelli’ grammar school. It was a discreet and silent courtship.


‘I followed her with my eyes for years, for years I wouldn’t let her breathe until she decided to marry me,’ Salvatore Riina once admitted.


U Curtu – The Short One – wanted to marry Ninetta, and he had ‘promised’ his sister Arcangela to his friend Calogero Bagarella in exchange for this. Two crossed marriages to unite, with a link as sacred as an oath, the link between the two families, blood of the same blood that ran between Riina and Bagarella, to mingle for ever. The brothers and sisters of the one uniting with the brothers and sisters of the other. It was something stronger than love, it was a pact for life. Two families became one big family. It was a seal of the greatest possible loyalty, it was an eternal commitment.


In Vicolo Scorsone during those few months, marriages were made and star-crossed loves perished. Like an engagement that had lasted too long even for those days. She was one of Ninetta’s sisters, Maria Matilde, the seamstress. He was a sheep farmer by the name of Ambrogio Miceli. He was an exuberant lad of twenty-eight, who led the animals to pasture behind the mountains of Roccamena. The Bagarellas weren’t very keen on him, since Ambrogio Miceli wasn’t made of the same stuff as they were. He was a chatterbox, he drank and said things he should never have said. He never bonded with those tight-lipped peasants who lived in the estates of Strasatto.


One day the young sheep farmer went to Vicolo Scorsone to ask for the hand of Maria Matilde. Ambrogio Miceli found her family gathered waiting for him, men and women sitting behind a table and looking him up and down.


The father, Salvatore, spoke first. And he said: ‘I have no daughters to marry to a fellow like you.’


‘Don Salvatore, I promise you …’


‘Don’t promise, Ambrogio, don’t do it! I don’t believe your words; how on earth can I believe your promises?’


‘But Don Salvatore …’


Old Bagarella looked at the sheep farmer with blazing eyes. Ambrogio stammered again, but without any conviction: ‘I promise you …’




‘Go,’ ordered Don Salvatore.


Ambrogio was rooted to the spot. He hadn’t expected a welcome like this. As he approached the door, his fear and embarrassment made way for blind rage.


‘Ambrogio,’ Bagarella called after him, ‘I never want to see you on this street again.’


Six months passed and Miceli got engaged to another girl, the youngest daughter of a rich cattle trader. There was relief in the Bagarella household; it felt like a liberation. But Ambrogio Miceli couldn’t forget the offence done to him in Vicolo Scorsone. He was still blinded with rage at the memory. And he behaved in a very thoughtless way. As no one would ever have dared to do during those years, in a Sicilian village. Especially a village like Corleone.


The sheep farmer casually related intimate details about his relationship with Maria Matilde the seamstress, one of the daughters of Salvatore Bagarella. He talked to everyone about it, even in the village square. The rumours reached Vicolo Scorsone. It was a tragedy that had entered the house of the Bagarella family. A tragedy that was worse, much worse, than an illness. One evening Ambrogio Miceli was confronted by two of Ninetta’s brothers. There was Giuseppe, waiting for him at the end of Via Streva, and Calogero, who had followed him from Corso Bentivegna. The first to say anything was Giuseppe. He turned to Maria Matilde’s former suitor calmly, weighing his words: ‘Ambrogio, now that you’re engaged, you’ve got to stop mouthing off about my sister.’


The sheep farmer pretended not to understand. Then Giuseppe Bagarella came over. He was furious, trembling with rage. And he threatened him: ‘Leave my Maria Matilde in peace. You are never to utter her name again …’


Ambrogio Miceli burst out laughing, then made some crude remarks about the girl’s honour. His voice could be heard in the last houses on Via Streva.


His body was found at midnight. Ambrogio Miceli was dragged along the alleys pleading for help; no one opened a door, no one called the police. The sheep farmer was left to die in a pool of blood. In the darkness of Via Streva he had taken five pistol-shots to the spine.


The following day Giuseppe Bagarella was arrested for murder. At first he admitted killing Ambrogio Miceli, then he said it was his brother Calogero. In the end he confessed that ‘that wretch’ had had the end he deserved. They had both killed him, he and his brother. The carabinieri looked in vain for Calogero. He had already fled, he had become a fugitive. He was in hiding in the ‘case di Drago’, beyond the stone bridge over the Casale River, in the fields that ran along the SS118.


In Vicolo Scorsone honour was saved, and the Bagarellas could hold their heads high. Even the ones in jail, even the ones wanted by the police. And Totò Riina could still go to their house, without feeling any shame about what would one day be his family as well. Totò could still see his Ninetta every morning, and take up his position above the town hall to see her coming out of school.


Ninetta had already finished the first class of high school. She was always good-humoured, curious to know and understand. She had lots of friends. All she did was read. Her teachers followed her studies very carefully. Top marks in Latin, top marks in Italian, never a day’s absence.


But there was another Ninetta as well. The lively little girl of the ‘Baccelli’ turned into a serious, thoughtful woman when she came back to Vicolo Scorsoni. If there were men in the house she never opened her mouth. They were the only ones who were allowed speak. Ninetta didn’t ask why Calogero only came home at night, or where Giuseppe had got to.




LONG LIVE THE PRINCE OF GIARDINELLI


Towards the end of 1957, on the estate of Piano della Scala, a sheep- and cattle-breeding company set up. The estate was surrounding by treeless hills. Growing into the valley were vines that produced a sweet wine so dark that it looked like ink. It was Luciano Liggio who collected money from the farmers of the area, persuading them in both good and bad ways. Then he got hold of some names for the breeding society. A few months earlier Lucianeddu had also bought some trucks, to transport the livestock stolen from the markets of Palermo. His associate was Giacomo Riina, Totò’s uncle. But the purchase of the trucks was above all an investment, given the huge task they were talking about, the construction of a dam above Corleone, a vast basin that would irrigate a hundred thousand hectares between the provinces of Agrigento and Trapani.
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