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Author’s Note

I write this history, rather regrettably, with the single-mindedness of a prosecutor, forced by the purpose of my task to ignore the Italian people’s long historical record of glorious achievements and contributions to humanity so that I can focus solely on their crimes.

Italy has been called ‘Mother of the Arts’, ‘Mother of the Opera’, ‘Mother of High Culture’, ‘Mother of the Renaissance’ and ‘Mother of the Church’. Her achievements are known the world over and she has borne us the most brilliant children: Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio, Galileo, da Vinci, Verdi, Vivaldi, Rossini, Puccini, Michelangelo, Raphael, Titian, Ghiberti, Verrocchio, Donatello, Bernini, Volta, Beccaria, Bocelli, Pavarotti, Marconi, Fermi, and the list goes on and on. But any mother is capable of turning out a bad son. For this, Italy may be called ‘Mother of the Mafia’. We should be careful to judge any fruitful mother by the character of her many children, as noted above, not her errant child. Nevertheless, even a wayward son is worthy of a proper evaluation, perhaps more so. Let us not, however, confuse the good with the bad.


Preface

When the historian William Shirer began writing his masterpiece, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, he was criticized by some for beginning to write a history of Nazi Germany only a few years after the Reich had fallen. Many scholars believed then, as they do now, that it takes decades for facts to surface and debates to settle. But Shirer deflected the criticism that his work was premature by citing that ‘almost all of the documentary material became available at [the Reich’s] fall’. Since the Nazis had kept meticulous records, many of which had been recovered by the Allies after the war, there was a paper mountain of irrefutable evidence upon which Shirer could rely. The mafia, in contrast, has never kept records – doing so is punishable by death – and this lack of documentary material, especially with regard to the early days of the mafia, has created a void for mafia historians who have attempted to fill in the blanks with imaginative writing more commonly seen in the field of historical fiction. And because the mind and experiences of an academically trained historian are very different from those of a mobster, the blanks have always been filled in from an alien perspective. This is why, when mobsters read mafia books in prison, you hear a lot of: ‘Not true!’ ‘Bullshit!’ ‘Gimme a break!’ and ‘Who wrote this crap?’

Historians start off with facts and events and must bridge the gaps, which vary in size. To do so accurately, the English philosopher and historian R.G. Collingwood believed that history is interpreted best by people who understand the experiences of the figures responsible for pivotal events. Publishing houses regularly pay homage to Collingwood when they seek out experts to write histories relevant to their expertise. A publisher would not contract me to write a history involving people I know nothing about. Why then do publishers repeatedly commission writers who have never stolen so much as a candy bar, or have never felt the cold steel of a stiletto, a handgun or a handcuff, to write histories of the mafia? Because they have never encountered an actual historian who has lived in the mafia’s world, spoken their tongue, committed their crimes, drawn their blood, fled justice with them, and served prison time alongside them; I am them, and I am also a historian. Even the seemingly endless shelves of mafia memoirs are written by mob snitches who recite a very biased account of their crimes into the ears of co-authors and ghostwriters who, in turn, add an additional degree of distance between the mobster’s mind and the printed page. The snitches, moreover, by evading punishment for the many offenses they have committed and displacing that punishment onto others, have ceded the precious time needed for honest reflection which ordinarily results in a humility and clarity that none of them seem to possess. The ancient Greeks believed that wisdom is gained through suffering, which speaks to a phrase we often said in prison: ‘Those who inform never reform.’ I once faced the remainder of my life in prison but refused to snitch. I spent many years in a dark, dank prison cell where I fell in love with books and began reading eighteen hours a day while teaching myself the writer’s craft. If today I am possessed of any wisdom, it was born during that unspeakable suffering and isolation.

This trilogy is the very first mafia history written by someone who has lived The Life and knows intuitively which stories make sense and which do not, what might have taken place and what could never have happened. While engaged in research for this history, I often encountered stories that were obviously untrue but have been repeated for decades by mafia historians and documentary television commentators. Mafia historians, like all modern historians, rely on, among other sources, previous histories as a foundation for their research, as I have also done. But without an extra sense to alert them when something is off, errors are repeated and reinforced with each new account, and stories, however false, receive what can be classified as a time-honored certification. The problem often lies in one author accepting information from another without critical examination. Before you know it, a series of books have reinforced a falsehood. You may wonder, could a dozen historians all be wrong? They can, indeed, if eleven successive authors copied false information from the first. And this, at times, I found to be the case. In such instances, I have relied heavily upon my own insight to disentangle fact from fiction and correct the record, explaining, whenever possible, how the story likely came about, and why. By debunking some myths and setting the record straight, I hope this history becomes as much a resource for future historians as it is a source of entertainment for the casual reader. To be sure, I sometimes concurred with a standing interpretation of events, in which cases I could only tell the stories from a more insightful perspective. In either event, I am immensely indebted to the many journalists and historians I have read and quoted.

Aside from the discrepancies noted above, I encountered another issue with regard to source material. As mafia prosecutions have increased over the last few decades and mafia turncoats have tirelessly yapped away, revealing countless ‘secrets’, researchers have come to rely on indictments, trial transcripts and newspaper articles in an attempt to connect the dots and form a cohesive history. But although police, prosecutors and informants have been helpful to historians, these sources are highly inadequate and often misleading. We typically assume that defendants in criminal proceedings are wont to lie since we do not expect people who are charged with crimes to be truthful. But a problem we seldom wish to confront as a society is that prosecutors also lie in order to secure convictions, and informants tell tactical lies to save their own skin, grind personal axes, spare friends and lovers, or hide their ill-gotten wealth from the government – they have been telling lies their entire lives; it is difficult to suddenly embrace the truth without altering it, even slightly. With criminal defendants, defense attorneys, prosecutors and snitches all depreciating the truth, the courtroom is, at best, a chamber of inaccuracies that cannot be relied upon without some degree of skepticism.

Another issue prevalent in mafia cases is something similar to the defense used during the Nuremberg trials. This is when a mafia turncoat attributes all of his evil deeds to his boss, claiming he was only following orders. Gambino crime family underboss, Salvatore Gravano, when testifying against his boss, John Gotti, was not about to tell the jury that he was murdering men for personal gain, then stealing their assets. Instead, he served up a tale of how he was just following the don’s orders – while omitting his own depraved motives. Prosecutors are always willing to meet such deceit halfway in lieu of placing a witness on the stand who may appear more savage to a jury than the defendant they wish to convict. Here, again, we are confronted with a false narrative that enters the historical record as hard truth because it was supposedly forged in a court of law.

While writing the latter part of this sweeping history, in volume three, I relied heavily on personal experiences; I was privy to a number of the events that I have recounted and was close with many of the men who were directly involved. I sometimes inquired of them as to specific deeds they had participated in or had first-hand knowledge of. The men, none of whom had ever snitched, spoke with me because they trusted me. They knew I had never snitched either, and this carries a lot of weight in our world. Although they trusted me, they still spoke to me in code, using an evasive mafia jargon sprinkled with a variety of hand gestures, facial expressions, hints, incomplete thoughts, half-sentences and suggestions. Their motive was not to confuse me: they knew I would understand them perfectly; it is just that they are accustomed to speaking in riddles and find it impossible to depart from this manner of communication under any circumstance. While inquiring about certain events that took place later on in this history, I once walked the beach with a dear friend of mine who is still a high-ranking member of a crime family. With the loud surf and the sound of seagulls drowning out our voices, we talked in code. I finally said to him, ‘The stuff we’re talking about is from twenty years ago. No cop or agent would even give a shit about it today.’ We laughed and went back to code.

Throughout this history, I sometimes refer to the United States as America; know that I am well aware of the Earth’s geography, but as this history does not include any major references to South or Central America, I am referring to the United States. I use mafia and mob interchangeably, as well as mafioso, mobster, gangster, racketeer and other similar terms; you should have no problem following me. Borgata, which is the title of this book, is how we refer to a mafia family; it is sometimes spelled bourghata, and sometimes written and pronounced brugad.

At the American mafia’s height, from the 1930s to the 1960s, there were twenty-six borgatas operating in almost as many metropolitan areas across the country. Since some of them were rather small and insignificant, or disappeared after a short time, I have chosen to use the approach of a screenwriter who introduces only the characters and scenes that move the plot forward, dispensing with peripheral events that contribute little or nothing to the mafia’s historical progress or overall decline. Just as a Roman historian will confine him- or herself to events in Rome while at times following Scipio to Carthage, Crassus to Persia, or Caesar to Gaul, our Rome is New York, while our history will also take us to New Orleans, Las Vegas, Cuba and other ‘provinces’ of the mob’s large empire that played a pivotal role in its colorful history.

Following the mafia’s earliest origins in Sicily, which cover a few short chapters and may sound a bit academic, I settle into a conversational tone which will hopefully make you feel as though we are sitting across from one another in a pub, casually chatting about the mafia. Before I strike that tone, I have done my best to trace exactly how and why, over the course of centuries, the mafia formed inside the Sicilian womb. I believe my exhaustive research in this area, resulting in the conclusions I have drawn, will stand as the seminal work on the mafia’s earliest beginnings.

Marc Bloch wrote in The Historian’s Craft that behind all historical events, ‘There are men, and it is men that history seeks to grasp. Failing that, it will be at best but an exercise in erudition.’ Once we have covered the mafia’s origins, we will transcend erudition as men begin to emerge from the haze and faces come to the fore. As you will see, few men offer a better character study than those you are about to encounter in this history. The ancient historian Plutarch, aside from casting individuals as the makers of history, highlighted the vices and virtues of great men. I will, at times, mimic the style of Plutarch by pointing out how certain mobsters did something wrong or right, according to mafia rules, and either lived or died because of it. I will let you know when someone should not have been killed and also when someone deserved to die, according to those rules. Note that I no longer condone violence, but I am writing from the perspective of a mobster who understands the laws of La Cosa Nostra and would like you, dear reader, to understand them as well.

Having referenced the ancient world, let us turn to Edward Gibbon, who, in 1764, ‘sat musing amidst the ruins’ of Rome when the idea of writing The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire took shape in his mind. More than a millennium separated Gibbon from the era he decided to write about on that fateful day. How much more insightful would Gibbon’s account have been if he had actually lived alongside the caesars and stepped out of those very ruins, a position I find myself in as I begin Borgata: Rise of Empire.


Introduction: ‘Where’d Daddy Go?’

In 1979, a Jordanian immigrant to the United States, Khaled Fahd Darwish Daoud, spotted the demand for American cars in the small but wealthy Arabian country of Kuwait. The ambitious Daoud began to purchase used cars from automobile auctions in New York and New Jersey and ship them to Kuwait at a large profit. In Kuwait, where petrol was practically free, the full-sized Chevy Caprice, Buick Electra and Oldsmobile Regency were especially in demand, but at some point, the supply of these models had dried up at the auctions. While hobnobbing with fellow car dealers, Daoud heard some chatter as to why and decided to play detective. He poked around a waterfront loading dock in New Jersey where the cars were regularly lined up before being shipped out to sea. After jotting down the sequence of vehicle identification numbers found on the dashboards, Daoud ran a check and learned that many of the cars were stolen; this explained why he was no longer seeing them at the auctions. He contacted the New York Police Department and told them what he had discovered. I am sure Daoud was informing for personal reasons; he was pursuing the American dream and felt it was being shattered by a group of car thieves. But he must have hung up the telephone feeling a sense of justice, having tipped off the authorities to a major auto crime ring. Who knows, maybe after the culprits were busted and sent to jail, Daoud could read about it in the newspaper and tell his family back home how he had become a sort of Sherlock Holmes in America.

Daoud awaited these headlines, unaware of the wire he had tripped when making that telephone call to the police. Detective Peter Calabro of the NYPD’s Auto Crime Unit contacted Gambino family soldier Roy DeMeo of the auto crime ring, and told him that his profitable business endeavor was about to end abruptly because of a troublemaker named Khaled Daoud who had just reported evidence of stolen cars at the docks. DeMeo, who may have killed over a hundred men in the course of his talented career as a hitman, politely thanked Detective Calabro for the tip. DeMeo then hatched a plan. He reached out to a man who knew Daoud; that man, in turn, told Daoud about two Chevy Caprices that were up for sale at an auto collision shop in Brooklyn. Daoud bit the bait and asked to inspect the cars. But the night before the inspection was scheduled to take place, Daoud phoned DeMeo’s intermediary to tell him he would be arriving at the auto shop the next day with a partner of his who was also interested in purchasing the cars. Perhaps these men were pooling their resources, or this other gentleman was putting up the money for Daoud. Or maybe Daoud intended to do a quick flip on the spot and profit without doing much work. Whatever the case may have been, here is where the plot thickens. Daoud’s colleague was Ronald Falcaro, husband to a loving wife and devoted father of three young children. Falcaro was not a criminal, nor did he snitch on DeMeo. He had absolutely nothing to do with stolen cars or the mafia. He was a wholesale car dealer hoping to make a day’s pay.

Let us pause for a moment and take a look at the new landscape with Falcaro painted onto the canvas. Having lived The Life, I understand the rules: Daoud butted his nose where it did not belong and jeopardized the income and freedom of men who do not take kindly to whistleblowers. To these men, Daoud was a problem that had to disappear. But what about Falcaro? DeMeo was a seasoned mobster who knew the mob’s rules, one of which is that the murder of an innocent person must be avoided at all costs. Not because the mob cares about the sanctity of human life, but because it is bad for business. According to mob rules, Daoud was guilty but Falcaro was innocent. What, then, should DeMeo do? The only option for DeMeo was to postpone the phony car sale and call off the hit until Daoud could be ambushed alone. But instead of rescheduling Daoud’s funeral, DeMeo simply said to his cohorts, ‘We just shoot them both, and make ’em disappear.’

As Donna Falcaro kissed her husband, Ronald, and asked him to be home in time for their youngest child’s birthday party, Roy DeMeo laid out a vinyl pool liner to catch the blood of two unsuspecting men. While Falcaro met up with Daoud and they drove to the auto body shop together, DeMeo and his crew were sharpening butcher knives and screwing silencers onto handguns. Not one of them had the slightest reservation about killing an innocent man.

The shooters were in position and the overhead lights were turned down as Daoud and Falcaro entered the shop. As the two men squinted in the dark, most likely trying to glimpse the cars they were hoping to purchase, Falcaro asked the man who greeted them at the door, ‘Your electricity get cut off?’ This thought, this question, might have given Falcaro the slightest sense that something was wrong. Nothing as dark as murder but perhaps one of two thoughts crossed Falcaro’s mind: ‘Do I wanna deal with guys who can’t pay their electric bill?’ or ‘Can I get the cars cheaper if they’re in such dire straits?’

We will never know what crossed Daoud’s mind since whatever thought he had at that same moment was interrupted by a bullet that tore through his brain. For Daoud, the American dream was a nightmare he would not awaken from.

Falcaro was darting for the door before Daoud even hit the floor. But these hitmen were not amateurs; Falcaro’s exit was sealed off. He absorbed rapid gunfire, collapsed to the floor, and his crumpled body was dragged onto the pool liner alongside Daoud.

Many people who work full-time prefer to get the bulk of their workload out of the way before lunchtime. DeMeo was no different. With this double homicide now out of the way and two lifeless bodies lying at his feet, DeMeo could finally enjoy some lunch. ‘Go get some hot dogs and pizza,’ he told a crew member. Ironically, DeMeo craved a meal most kids would eat at a birthday party, like the one Donna Falcaro was preparing for in the Falcaro home.

Before lunch arrived, DeMeo began cutting up the bodies with boning knives. When his crew returned with lunch, DeMeo ate a slice of pizza with blood-covered hands. He was already an expert at dismembering bodies and took some time to teach one of his crew members the best way to sever an arm from a shoulder as if he were a chief medical examiner showing an intern how to perform a proper autopsy.

Let us pause to look at the landscape, once again. This time, I will ask you to pretend you’re a mobster. You therefore understand that Daoud had to die. And whether or not Falcaro had to die makes no difference at this point since he is now dead. But what happens next will almost make what happened already seem normal in comparison. DeMeo and his crew obviously stripped Falcaro of his clothing in order to dismember his body; okay, we get that, easiest way to get the job done. But after cutting Falcaro’s limbs and head off, the crew sliced off Falcaro’s penis and stuffed it into the mouth of his decapitated head. We already know that this innocent man did not deserve to die. That being the case, why was his corpse subjected to such a vulgar act that reeks of sexual deviance? Or did these killers have the mentality of children who, when playing the game of Circles and Squares, get excited when circular objects fit into matching holes?

Donna Falcaro hid her worries while watching over a houseful of real children, some of whom would grow up without a father. And for years to come, they would never know what happened to their dad. Donna reported her husband missing and grappled with her own emotions while struggling to answer the simple question, ‘Where’d Daddy go?’

On the surface of this despicable affair lies a group of psychotic mafia killers. But the root of this horror story involves the history of nations, peoples, ideas and cultures. And it all begins on one of the most beautiful islands on Earth.

Let us leave this macabre scene behind, along with Roy Demeo who we'll meet again in Volume Two, and depart for the island of Sicily.


Part One

Sicilia


Chapter 1

The Conquered Conquerors

When I was in junior high school, a fellow student once told me that conquerors from Africa invaded Sicily and raped all the women, which explained my dark complexion and curly hair. At the time, I had no idea what he was talking about and I don’t think he did either, though he had probably heard this from an adult. Nonetheless, it is true that conquerors from both Europe and Africa had arrived on the 10,000-square-mile Mediterranean island of Sicily at different times throughout the centuries, and of course rape did occur, but the historical record suggests that it did not happen on any grand scale, unlike, for instance, during the barbarian invasions of Rome or the Soviet race for Berlin. And although many of Sicily’s long list of occupiers took the island by force, some came to relieve an old empire that had grown weak and tired and unable to defend its island possession; the transition was more like a Monopoly deal in which a player lands on Boardwalk or Park Place and claims it. There are even instances in which one royal personage bequeathed the island to another, just as a contemporary billionaire might leave a private island to a son or daughter. One foreign ruler offered to exchange Sicily for Tuscany or Sardinia, as if he were at the exchange counter of a retail store, returning an item he was unhappy with.

Likely because of Sicily’s many foreign occupiers, Sicilian men were especially protective of their women. Any foreigner who cast covetous eyes on daughters and wives was looking for trouble, as was the case on Easter Monday, 1282, when Sicilians in Palermo had gathered in a square to listen to vespers sung from inside the church of Santo Spirito. At the time, the French were occupying the island. When a French soldier made an untoward remark to a young Sicilian newlywed, her husband became enraged and sliced him up like a cheese pizza. The groom’s buddies – who all happened to carry knives to vespers – diced up the rest of the French soldiers in the square. The spark grew into a wildfire as ‘Death to the French’ went up as a rallying cry across the island. Some 2,000 Frenchmen were killed overnight, many of whose peckers were cut off and stuffed into their mouths; the French occupation ended abruptly. Historians have tried without success to pin the origin of this massacre on the conspiratorial plotting of France’s enemies, but after thorough debate it continues to rest on the spontaneous actions of a jealous husband who reflected the male population’s anger toward foreign soldiers who had become overly interested in their women. Like the fall of Troy, this bloodletting was jazzed up into a spectacular oral tale and repeated for centuries as a warning to occupiers that it may be okay to take the Sicilians’ agriculture – for fair market value, of course – but never their women.

In Sicily, family ties were often thicker than in other areas of Europe, in part because wives were often more than just wives; they were blood relatives. I was imprisoned with a mafioso from Palermo, Sicily, who told me he had married his cousin. I thought he meant his second or third cousin until I learned that his wife, who looked just like him, was his first cousin. I spoke with other Sicilians I was locked up with and found that several of them had also married first, second and third cousins, and came from identically constructed families. This was strange to me since we do not typically marry our cousins in America. Not because they would not make good wives, but because it is largely unacceptable in our culture. I am certainly not claiming that all Sicilians wed their cousins, but for centuries the local marriage pools in some of the relatively isolated towns and villages were more like puddles; everyone knew each other and somewhere along the ancestral lines they were connected by blood. A large family was also a source of power and protection, offering a patriarch absolute control over a village. Clans that were not connected were often at odds, resulting in long blood feuds, which constituted a strategic reason to intermarry: survival. Sicilian-American mobster Salvatore ‘Bill’ Bonanno would confirm the continuation of this practice when he wrote in 1999: ‘In the world I come from, it is impossible to understand events – whether they are marriages, political alliances, or killings – unless there is some understanding – literally – of just who was actually related to whom.’

When mafia families were eventually formed, these marital practices continued as we will see, and each mafia family became an extension of a blood family that picked up where genes left off. This is not to suggest that Sicilians are a purebred people; drops of foreign blood spread across centuries have trickled into their bloodline, making them a potent DNA cocktail of Greek, Phoenician, Carthaginian, Roman, Vandal, Hun, Byzantine, Arab, Norman, Spanish and all other occupiers who came and went. Sociologist Gaspare Nicotri spoke to the visceral result of this intermixture when he noted: ‘The Sicilian thinks and feels like an Arab, acts like a Greek, and views life like a Spaniard.’ But despite this long and measured blood transfusion, Sicilian culture never reflected any cataclysmic shifts. To be sure, there are many visible traces of variant cultures in the Sicilian make-up, as Nicotri pointed out, but they can be likened to the absorption of cultures collected by diaspora Jews along their march through the centuries. Wandering Jews survived exile intact by absorbing new cultures in small, digestible doses while never surrendering their identity; Sicilians have accomplished a similar feat while standing still. The reason for their impermeability is that cultural identity is bound by Darwinian law; the stronger culture conquers the weaker.

The English present us with an excellent example to drive home this point. Besides the Roman invasion of Britain in AD 43, the only other successful invasion of the island was when William the Conqueror crossed the English Channel in 1066. Some historians have argued that the English, although they had lost to the Normans on the battlefield, were victorious in the long run since they possessed the dominant culture which survived. As the Norman invaders assimilated, the English slowly absorbed their conquerors, reversing the crown of victory onto the English head. A similar curiosity seems to have occurred in Sicily during successive invasions over the course of centuries, including a Norman invasion around the same time period – 1060 as opposed to 1066 – which, for the very same reason, left an even fainter mark on Sicily than it had on England.

Lastly, when we view Sicily as a centuries-long hub for foreign invaders and occupiers, we tend to sympathize with such a beleaguered people who have had the miserable luck of residing at the crossroads of empires. But let us not be fooled; the contemporary populace, through centuries of even slow and limited mixing, are as much the offspring of the invader as they are of the besieged. Sicilians are not a spineless, timid people; they are fearless and aggressive, tough, smart, industrious, hard-working and purpose-driven, not the kind of people you might imagine cowering behind their curtains each time a strange ship sailed into port. They are as much the conqueror as they are the conquered. And they may have become so in the same way that we are what we eat – they swallowed their conquerors.

But can we draw a connection between the make-up of the Sicilians of yesteryear and the Sicilians of today, some of whom are the subjects of our story? George Orwell, for one, would allow us to construct this ancestral bridge. Orwell once asked: ‘What can the England of 1940 have in common with the England of 1840? But then,’ he continued, ‘what have you in common with the child of five whose photograph your mother keeps on the mantelpiece? Nothing, except that you happen to be the same person.’ Likewise, the Sicilian men I knew in the late twentieth century would have sliced your balls off if you looked at their wives the wrong way or spoke to their sisters without permission; I can easily imagine them in the square, AD 1282, dicing up the French.

Although we are currently discussing the Sicilian people, which is very different from a criminal organization, the mafia possesses one of the strongest, most enduring subcultures in the world, and it sprang directly from Sicilian culture which survived the centuries with little alteration and revolved around family, which we will turn to presently.

Quite a number of historians have theorized that the successive foreign occupations of Sicily throughout the ages created a prolonged state of political instability which forced the Sicilian people to govern themselves through unwritten laws. There is ample evidence to contradict this theory. To start with, some occupations lasted hundreds of years, longer than the entire existence of the United States. In that long period of time, Sicilians had ample opportunity to work with the government or rebel against it, yet they did very little of either. The answer to why can be found within the family unit, which eighteenth-century French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau said is ‘the most ancient of all societies, and the only one that is natural’. As long as the Sicilian family felt free and independent, it mattered little whose royal finger was resting on the map of Sicily. This confused many outsiders who looked in at Sicily from a variety of alien perspectives that did not place similar emphasis on family, and left many to wonder how Sicilians could all but ignore changing governments and care so little about national sovereignty. Another French philosopher, Voltaire, fell into this category of confused outsiders when he wrote that Sicily ‘has always been subject to foreign nations, the slaves in turn of the Romans, Vandals, Arabs, and Normans, and the vassals of the Pope, the French, the Germans, and the Spaniards – nearly always hating their masters and rebelling against them, but not making any real efforts worthy of freedom, and continually stirring up sedition with the only result of changing their masters’.

With only a passing glance at Sicily’s long historical record, Voltaire’s assessment seems fairly reasonable. But a closer look reveals the statement’s inaccuracies. National sovereignty and individual liberty are very different; plenty of sovereign states enslave their people. Sicilians seldom rebelled in search of national freedom as long as they possessed individual freedom, which is the freedom to live as one pleases, without interference from one’s government. When Sicilians did rebel, it was often in search of food, coinciding with a drought or a bad crop. Spontaneous bread riots spurred by hunger are not the same as political uprisings born of abstract revolutionary ideas fostered in talkative French salons, à la Voltaire. As the American philosopher Eric Hoffer duly noted, revolutions form at the bottom and the top, above and below the heads of the middle class. In Sicily, there was no vibrant intellectual class at the top pushing a revolutionary agenda toward the bottom, inciting them to action. Sicilians have always placed the greatest importance on familial independence, entirely disinterested in chasing Voltaire’s skewed idea of state sovereignty in which he and his countrymen swore allegiance to one oppressive king after another; they finally beheaded one, then empowered a little Corsican tyrant who they lost to an English gaoler, before they returned to a fat and lazy overindulged monarch.

For more than two millennia, government after government did not care much about governing Sicily, which is the way Sicilians liked it. The target of each occupier was the island’s rich resources, never the Sicilian people, and any attempts at implementing social or political change failed miserably. Conquerors who fared best and endured longest knew that the most efficient way to milk the island dry was to leave the people to themselves. As long as goods made it to port on time – i.e., wheat, wine, wood, citrus, sulfur, etc. – rulers exhibited, at best, a dilettante effort at effecting good government. And because empires powerful enough to lay claim to Sicily were also strong enough to control the trade routes and dominate European commerce, Sicilians enjoyed the wealthiest market for their goods.

Voltaire’s famous satirical tale, Candide, is also the name of the book’s hero. Candide’s restless wanderings at last bring him to a small patch of earth where he is content to live out his life as a simpleton. ‘We must cultivate our own garden’ are Candide’s closing words. Though it escaped Voltaire, Sicilians had been cultivating their own garden, literally and figuratively, for centuries, while those around them fought over the deed to their property.

I have lived in some of America’s toughest prisons where upon the arrival of a new warden, the inmates would approach him and tell him, ‘This is how we do things around here.’ As long as our way of life did not conflict with the administration’s overall mission, the warden did not care to make any changes. Nor did the inmates, who truly control a prison, give a rat’s ass about who was ‘in charge’. The same can be said of the Sicilian people and the relationship they maintained with their many ‘rulers’.

We have poured the cement for the mafia’s foundation, a concrete mix that took centuries to dry and included strong cultural roots, indestructible family bonds and a long succession of weak central governments, happily displaced by local rule which we will discuss more thoroughly in the next chapter. These are the building blocks of the mafia, a far stretch from a criminal empire, but just as the first building blocks are a far stretch from a skyscraper, the structure cannot rise without them.
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