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For Peter





‘I hate Sicily, I detest her to the same degree that I love her … I was born here and am condemned to love her, but there are times when I am overcome with the longing to at least die elsewhere’.

Leonardo Sciascia, Sicily as Metaphor

‘The intellectual courage to be truthful and political reality are two irreconcilable practices in Italy.’

Pier Paolo Pasolini, Lettere Luterane






Foreword

A man walks down the main street of Racalmuto, a small town just north of Agrigento in Sicily. He has a cigarette in his left hand and he looks weary, resigned but full of curiosity. He is not tall, perhaps no more than 5 foot 7 or 8 inches, and he wears a crumpled suit; his tie has been blown askew by the wind. This is Leonardo Sciascia,1 one of Italy’s best-loved writers, several times nominated for the Nobel Prize, who died in 1989. The walking man is cast in bronze. Racalmuto is where Sciascia spent most of his life, and Sicily is the area that has given Italy some of its finest writers: Pirandello, Brancati, De Roberto, Verga and Lampedusa.

Sciascia was born in 1921, shortly before Mussolini took power. The span of his life coincides with the most troubled years of Italy’s history, when social turmoil and corruption were endemic and the Mafia’s reach came to extend to all corners of the country. In his books – his detective novels (known as ‘gialli’), non-fiction historical investigations (‘inchieste’), plays, essays, reviews and journalism – he explored and defined the malaise that gripped not just Sicily but Italy. He became a crusader against State malfeasance and corruption, and above all against the Mafia and its deep-rooted and intricate connections to politics and State institutions. His heroes grapple with truth and lies in a world in which everything is fleeting and equivocal, and they are invariably defeated by malign forces.

For Sicilians, through these turbulent years, Sciascia became their moral lodestar, a lethal critic of the inefficient, tainted system of Italian justice, never afraid to take positions that put his own life in danger. In a country given to verbosity and hyperbole, he was succinct and full of irony. He never ceased to be fascinated by the treacherousness of relations between the State and its citizens. The Day of the Owl, his first giallo, translated into forty languages, is universally accepted to have been the first serious portrayal of the Mafia in fiction and an uncannily prescient warning of the perils of ignoring it. But when it appeared, in 1961, no one listened. In Italy today, Sciascia enjoys a fame seldom accorded to modern writers.

In 1986, the Sicilians built an octagonal reinforced concrete bunker inside the fortress-like prison of the Ucciardone in Palermo. In it, they staged the maxi-processo, a trial of 471 men, and four women, accused of belonging to the Mafia and of having committed untold numbers of murders, along with kidnapping, extortion and drug trafficking. Cages were built in a semicircle along the back wall for the accused; in the gallery above there was room for many hundreds of journalists and spectators. The courtroom was the size of a small sports stadium. Outside were parked three tanks with soldiers.

Sciascia attended the trial2 and wrote about it for the Corriere della Sera. He was curious not just to see the men in the dock but to assess the quality of justice, a question that had obsessed him all his life. He heard the testimony of Tommaso Buscetta, the former Mafia boss turned State witness, who painted the first authoritative picture of Cosa Nostra, the name given to the Sicilian Mafia, and the way that it had dug its claws into the very fabric of Sicilian life. It confirmed everything that Sciascia had spent his life saying.

I never met Sciascia, but I knew his books; and I went to Palermo to write about the trial. I was there for Buscetta’s testimony and watched the accused men, clustered in their cages, rattling their bars and shouting insults across the courtroom, and I saw Luciano Leggio, one of the most powerful Mafia bosses, sitting in a cage of his own, wearing a canary-yellow cardigan. I met Giovanni Falcone,3 one of the leading magistrates at the trial, in his office in the Ministry of Justice, a wry humorous man, somewhat like Sciascia, protected and isolated behind a series of coded doors, and I saw him again, sitting in a restaurant surrounded by twelve bodyguards, not long before the Mafia murdered him. Like his colleague Paolo Borsellino, he became one of many ‘cadaveri eccellenti’ – excellent corpses – the lawyers, judges, policemen and journalists assassinated by the Mafia in those years.

Sciascia was not well and did not have long left to live. He had always courted controversy, and often outrage, by using his novels to describe an Italy peopled by rogues, corrupt politicians, self-serving magistrates and manipulative Catholic priests. And he had infuriated the establishment with his best-selling attack on the government for allowing Aldo Moro, the kidnapped former prime minister, to die at the hands of the Red Brigades. He was to provoke considerably greater hostility soon after the trial, with an ill-judged attack on Borsellino, a misadventure that would sadden the last months of his life.

I thought then that one day I would write about him, intrigued not just by the solitary voice of this small, obstinate man who became a major European intellectual and moral force, but by the question that he spent his life trying to answer: what did it mean to be Sicilian? And not just Sicilian, for Sciascia saw Sicily’s ills as a metaphor for the political and social troubles that afflicted Italy during his lifetime. He believed that these had to be understood and their truths laid bare, for only then would it be possible to address them. ‘We have to understand everything,’ he would repeat, quoting Hannah Arendt, ‘especially evil. Only then will we have the weapons to fight it.’

[image: A street scene features a life-sized statue of a Sciascia in a suit standing near a building with shuttered doors. A man walks in the background.]
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1

Dancing to another tune

It all began1 with the aunts. There were three of them. Angela was the eldest, sentimental, firm, blonde with blue eyes, and the keeper of the family purse. Giuseppina, known as Nica, was an excellent cook. The youngest, Maria Concetta, was the only one to have received an education: she was married and taught at the local school. The two sons of the family, Pasquale and Salvatore, were of less account. Both the older women were unusually small, and all three, who were in their early thirties, wore only black, though Maria Concetta had worn white on her wedding day. She was the only sister who ever left the house to walk in the village. Angela and Nica, having decided that they would never marry, on account of the improbability that their modest circumstances would bring them worthy husbands, had declared themselves ‘zitelle’, spinsters.

Since they never went out, they received visits, from neighbours, relations, friends, the boy who brought the food, the pedlars who came regularly to the village. All day they talked, gossiped, ruminated, reminisced, speculated and dissected the minutiae of local life. Clever, shrewd women, they were known for their ability to synthesise complex questions into a few caustic words. Their maid, Totina, was a source of rumour and superstition, rife in early twentieth-century Sicily, about witches, spirits, auguries and devils, and there was always something horrible in the tales. Sitting under the kitchen table, the young Leonardo Sciascia listened. ‘If you want to be a writer,’ he said later, ‘you need to grow up in a house full of women.’

Sciascia was born in the village of Racalmuto, 30 kilometres north of Agrigento in Western Sicily, on Saturday 8 January 1921. His birth broke the monotony of the dark, cloistered house. His great-grandfather, Pasquale, had arrived in the area as a seller of tanned hides at the very end of the Bourbon reign, but both Sciascia’s grandfather, Leonardo, and his father, also Pasquale, were employed in the office of the local sulphur mines. Until 1860, the name Sciascia had been spelt ‘Xaxa’, a common name in the Arab world. Leonardo had started down the mines at the age of nine, carrying heavy loads along tunnels no wider than a man’s body, and had worked his way to the surface with the help of a priest, who taught him to read and do sums. The mines were inhuman and suffocating, with constant fires and floods. Pasquale had taken off for the US as a young man in 1912, hoping to make his fortune working in a laundry in New York and later serving in the army, but had returned unexpectedly to Racalmuto in 1919 to join his father in the mines, where he was known as l’Americano. Though he was occasionally seen in his US military uniform with white puttees and a broad rimmed hat, he never spoke about America. Emigrants who returned seldom did: it was embarrassing not to come back rich.

[image: ]
4. Leonardo with his wife and children

Pasquale soon married dark-haired, delicate-featured Genoveffa Martorelli, eleven years younger than himself and a friend of his younger sister Maria, whose family owned a small tile factory in the village. Sciascia arrived nine months and seventeen days later. When the boy was two, he and his parents moved into the aunts’ house in the Via Regina Margherita, on a corner by steep steps leading up to Racalmuto’s second largest church, Santa Maria del Monte. From the balcony, you could eavesdrop on the women squabbling at the fountain below. Racalmuto had no running water. Carts brought snow, packed in straw and salt, from the high mountains, with which Nica made granita with blackcurrants. The town lamp-keeper did his rounds morning and night with a ladder, a tin of petrol and scissors with which to trim the wicks. The aunts called the little boy Nando.

The house, with its thick stone walls and brown and green tiles, had three floors. The zie – the aunts – shared the ground floor with their brother Salvatore, who was a tailor and ran his business from a little room giving on to the street. Maria Concetta and her husband had the first floor with the elderly Leonardo, now somewhat frail and partially paralysed, who spent his days in a chair by the balcony, observing village life and tapping his stick impatiently when he wanted elucidations. Sciascia and his parents lived at the top, at least until his brother Giuseppe and sister Anna arrived, in 1923 and 1926, after which he was moved down to join his aunt Maria Concetta. Slowly extricating him from his parents, the zie made the little boy the reason for their existence. There was a marmalade cat called Gesuele.

Genoveffa was a retiring woman, happy to leave the management of the house to Nica, who ran up and down the steep stairs to each floor delivering meals. Pasquale was a contrarian and, as a father, severe, and the little boy felt closer to his grandfather. There was no heating. In the cold, damp winters, when snow settled on the nearby hills and rain and wind turned the roads into mud, the large family crouched round a charcoal brazier on the ground floor, shawls over their shoulders. In the summers, the heat was stifling. On religious festivals, of which there were many, the aunts peered down at the procession below, as the priests chanted, the drums thudded, the women shrouded in black sang and keened and the statue of the Madonna swayed on the shoulders of hooded monks, an image of the suffering mother in perpetual mourning and the pain of being alive. Under the Saracens, in the ninth century, Christians in Racalmuto had been forced to wear pictures of pigs on their shoulders; Jews those of monkeys. On the Giorno dei Morti, 2 November, Racalmuto’s richer families had marzipan animals, made by the nuns, and sugar spun into the figures of ballerinas and huntsmen; the poor children had cakes of flour and honey, known as the bones of the dead. Of the aunts, only Angela was devout. Through the other women ran a vein of impiety, a critical, ironical screen through which all speech was filtered.

[image: Leonardo, Anna and Giuseppe stand close together outdoors. Anna stands in front while Leonardo and Giuseppe stand behind her.]
5. Leonardo, Anna and Giuseppe

At home, the family spoke only in dialect, a Sicilian rich in metaphor and proverb, in which a ‘biddina’ was a terrifying sea snake which chased its prey on land and water, and a ‘cattiva’, a widow captive to the rules of mourning. An infant was a ‘picciriddu’, and diseases were known by the villagers to be delivered by God, while the living could send messages and petitions to departed loved ones via the dying on their death beds.

When Goethe passed this way in 1787, he described a ‘wilderness of fertility’, an ocean of wheat and barley swaying in the wind. But by the time Sciascia was born Racalmuto lay at the heart of sulphur and salt mining country, its name derived from the Arabic Rahal Maut, or dead village, from the days of the plague of 1624. Half the population had died, leaving the survivors, it was said, preferring silence to speech. On one side of the village were the mines, stretching over the mountains into the distance, where the sulphur, on which its economy depended, had reduced the land to barren, bleached earth. From its smelters,2 out of which oozed a brown liquid then left to dry in the sun, rose blue vapours of smoke, giving off an acrid, cloying stench. At dawn, convoys of mule-drawn carts carried the sulphur to Porto Empedocle, from where it left for America. Greek mythology had given Pluto a throne of sulphur. Liquid sulphur, said the local people, flowed in their veins.

Many small boys like the elder Leonardo, and especially the orphans, had given their health and their childhood to the mines, nearly all of them in the hands of just a few families, who treated their workers as indentured labour. Some, in fact, had been sold by their families so that the other children could eat. Leonardo and Pasquale, as ‘zolfari’ – demonic people – who risked their lives every day, regarded themselves as bolder and tougher, with greater ambitions and broader horizons, than the small-minded, avaricious but industrious peasants. But by the time of Sciascia’s birth, the sulphur industry was in sharp decline, many of its 271 mines closed or soon to do so, its mismanagement and failure to modernise losing out against new methods in Louisiana and Texas. Both the mines themselves and their closure had a devastating effect on Racalmuto, already very poor and now much poorer.

On the other side of the village, tucked beneath a bluff, was a land of vines, olives, almond trees and prickly pear. It was here, far from the smell and poison of sulphur, that in the eighteenth century the local barons, a family called Matrona, had built a summer house with fountains and rare imported shrubs and trees, to which they brought their friends in carriages with liveried footmen to picnic on linen tablecloths. There were scented magnolias, and visits to artificial grottoes of stalactites and the sulphur crystals the miners called diamonds. It was here, too, that Sciascia’s grandfather had built a small whitewashed stone house called La Noce with exposed beams and four rooms on a rocky strip of land overlooking the mansion. The Matronas had fallen on hard times and the zie enjoyed telling people that an earlier baron had murdered a Sciascia cousin, a young forest guard whose wife he coveted.

[image: Sulphur miners work half-naked inside a rocky underground space. The miners use pickaxes, dig and carry material.]
6. Sulphur miners

La Noce, the nut, so called after the groves of almonds that surrounded it, lay six kilometres from Racalmuto. The elder Leonardo regularly walked backwards and forwards to tend his fruit trees, and in the summer the aunts shrouded themselves in enveloping black shawls, packed up the house and hired a cart to transport linen, plates, even small bits of furniture, and settled in for several months. Water was brought by donkey in an amphora and there was a wood oven, used to make bread. There were other similar small houses, built brick by brick by their owners, and Sciascia and his friends roamed freely, paddling in the nearby river Azzalora and prowling around the Matronas’ abandoned gardens, a magical place of ferns, rose bushes, oleanders and the palm trees which later became for Sciascia ‘a kind of heraldic symbol’. Sitting on the rough terrace as the light faded, Leonardo told Sciascia about the English, who had come to Racalmuto in the nineteenth century and left behind an expression, ‘he looks English’, to denote blond, rosy, blue-eyed looks and slender, honest people; and about the Germans and their brutality in the First World War.

[image: ]
7. La Noce

In April, the hillsides were covered in pink velvety honeysuckle; July brought apricots and melons and figs; September the almond harvest, their shells kept for firewood. On clear mornings, the blue sky looked touched with violet; on moonless nights, the lamps were like fireflies, scattered in a huge and empty blackness. It was at La Noce, Sciascia said, that he learnt to talk, and later to write, in ‘that landscape, those people, those memories, those things’.

By local standards the Sciascias were well off. The men were employed and none worked the backbreaking days down the mines where the heat was such that the miners went naked; nor did they belong to the category of day worker for local landowners, who gave employment only during sowing and harvest time and often paid just in wheat and vegetables. While the sulphur workers lived on raw onions, bread and salted sardines, and the day labourers and their families on soup and beans and what could be found growing wild, Nica kept the Sciascias well fed. But they understood precariousness. Sciascia, all his life,3 referred to the ‘knot of fear … that people of my blood can return at any time to misery, to watching their children suffer and become bitter’. Life had dealt his father, and himself, a good card; but it would take no more than a very small shove, as he instinctively knew, for them to tumble down the flight of stairs back into the mines.

Neither Pasquale nor his father had served with the Italian army in the First World War. But 299 young men from Racalmuto had died in the fighting, some of them in the icy trenches above the Isonzo valley and many of them wearing a medallion from the church of Santa Maria del Monte. Those who survived came home, as did men all over Italy, to find themselves denied the jobs and land that they had been promised. A sense of frustration and desperation was palpable in the village, and there were outbreaks of violence. Most days, somewhere in the neighbourhood, a killing was reported. Bands of disaffected veterans fought each other. They had come back from the war savvy, having learnt about justice and equality, and they understood better the age-old disparity between the Sicilian feudal landowners and the landless poor.

The Versailles Treaty and the end of the First World War had left Italy politically in turmoil, its people sour and disenchanted with the old liberal governing elite and their incompetent handling of the war. Some now turned towards the Socialists and the newly forming Communist Party, which promised reform; others sought a strong clear leadership to impose order on the growing chaos.

In 1919, a group of angry men, and a couple of women, calling themselves Fascists had come together in Milan’s Piazza San Sepolcro, turned themselves into a movement and brought Benito Mussolini to prominence. Mussolini offered not just order, but fairness, a more equal society, an end to the lawlessness and turmoil, albeit one imposed by force. Not long after the March on Rome, on 29 October 1922, when Victor Emanuel III handed the government of Italy to the former crusading Socialist, soon to become dictator, Mussolini paid a fleeting visit to Sicily. Sciascia, aged four, was taken to join the crowd that turned out to greet him on his train, which paused briefly at the station above the village. Racalmuto’s dignitaries,4 in their heavy sombre clothing, stood sweating for several hours in the hot sun to catch a glimpse of the man most believed would bring some kind of justice to the poor. There were no protests: the police had taken the precaution of locking up all potential troublemakers. What Sciascia would remember was the intense heat and a stain on his white clothes from a spilt fizzy orange drink.

Sciascia’s own family was politically divided. His grandfather Leonardo, by temperament anarchical, refused all commitment either to the left or to Mussolini. Pasquale, seeing the way the wind was blowing and the strength with which it blew, joined the new Fascist Party. As did Maria Concetta’s husband, who welcomed it with considerable enthusiasm. The March on Rome in October 1922 had brought Fascist youths from nearby villages to join Racalmuto’s young supporters and march down the main street before setting fire to the new offices of the Communist Party. But in the little house in the Via Regina Margherita, at least one aunt encouraged rebellion. When the mutilated body of Mussolini’s opponent, the Socialist Member of Parliament Giacomo Matteotti, was found in a narrow grave on the outskirts of Rome in the summer of 1924, Maria Concetta cut his picture out of a magazine, rolled it up and hid it in her sewing basket. The subterfuge fascinated four-year-old Sciascia, as did the sight of his aunt crying. When no one was about, Maria Concetta took out the picture and put her fingers to her lips. What Sciascia would remember was a man with a wide forehead, a thoughtful look, a ‘serene and severe expression … profound and tragic’. The brave Matteotti, his zia said, had been murdered by ‘him’, though she gave no name. Totina was more outspoken. Mussolini was a ‘musso-de-porco’, a pig snout. It was Sciascia’s first lesson in subversion.

[image: ]
8. Sciascia, aged four

But there was more afoot in Sicily than Fascism. To be Sicilian was to feel different, apart, separate, both connected to the mainland of Italy and at the same time divorced from its concerns. Tunis, after all, lay closer to Palermo than Rome. Garibaldi’s thousand men, in their red woollen clothes and felt hats, climbing off their paddle steamers on the beach at Marsala on 11 May 1860, had indeed helped drive out the Spanish Bourbons and merge Sicily into the new united Italy. But their successors had done little to make the Sicilians feel they belonged.

Much of this sense of alienation and exclusion came from the island’s particular history. Perfectly placed at the crossroads of the Mediterranean between Europe and Africa, Sicily could never have remained undisturbed, not least because of its exceptional fertility. For longer than 2,000 years, foreign invaders had landed on its shores to plunder, occupy and rule. Some, like the Goths and the Vandals, swept through leaving only death and destruction. The Byzantines established monasteries, the Greeks Doric temples. The Romans turned the island into their granary of wheat and barley, the ‘nurse at whose breast the Roman people is fed’.5 The Arabs introduced lemons, bitter oranges, sugar cane, cotton, mulberry trees, pistachios and melons; and also goats, who stripped the new shoots off the fruit trees. The Normans brought enlightened despotism along with literature, the arts, astrology and astronomy and fine cathedrals. The Spanish and their viceroys lasted four centuries, enriched the Church, imported the Inquisition and the burning of heretics and left behind magnificent palaces and a pyramid of privileges. The Piedmontese, briefly, introduced frugality, undyed wool in the place of gold and lace; the British, even more briefly, an attempt at liberal parliamentarianism. Napoleon never crossed the Straits of Messina, thereby denying the island the benefits of the Enlightenment. All who ruled came with little regard for Sicily’s own identity.

These many centuries of foreign invasion and occupation fashioned Sicily. Unwilling and unable to govern effectively, the occupiers relied on feudal landowners and barons for their policing, who in turn built vast fortified farmhouses and worked their labourers as slaves, paying taxes to support a weak central government and leaving the interior of the island wild and neglected. Feudalism, which disappeared in the rest of Europe by the end of the eighteenth century, hung on in Sicily, where the owners of vast estates moved one by one to Palermo and Catania and used their money to buy titles and privileges. To run their farms and fields and provide the money for their sumptuous new palaces, they left behind them a new class of powerful, greedy middlemen, the ‘gabellotti’, who made themselves rich as intermediaries between the landless peasants and their distant overlords. Feeble attempts at land reform did little to lift the peasants out of constant debt. While the price of wheat fluctuated and taxes were levied on everything from silk to salt, a great game of evasion, corruption and dishonesty, enforced by brutality, settled stealthily over the island. While in Palermo, the 142 princes, 788 marquises, 1,500 dukes and barons enjoyed the fruits of the island’s wealth, the gabellotti learnt all about the subtleties of true tyranny and the peasants the meaning of true poverty.

Whether or not the Mafia existed as a criminal organisation, or was only a state of mind, is a question that has exercised historians since long before the unification of Sicily with Italy. Even the origins of the word remain uncertain. Some have argued that it came from the Arabic, mahia, bold, arrogant; others that it took its meaning from mu a fa, strength and ‘to protect’. Sciascia later drew attention to a witch named in a list of heretics in 1658, ‘nomata ancora Maffia’.

As public order steadily worsened during the eighteenth century, so the barons had turned to the gabellotti for the protection of their lands. Private militias, ‘companies of armed men’, took shape. When travellers on Grand Tours ventured further south than Naples they used the services of such men to keep them safe. Patrick Brydone, tutor to a Scottish nobleman,6 wrote to his friend William Beckford while touring Sicily in 1770 that he had been offered an ‘honourable’ group of ruffians, ‘most respectable people’ without whom it would have been foolish to travel. Brydone was a keen observer of all things Sicilian, noting that the morena eels were not as ‘fat and luscious’ as other eels. He added that he greatly preferred Sicily to Switzerland, with her ‘cold and stagnating humours’. ‘Adieu,’ he ended most of his letters, ‘the heat is intolerable.’

It was the commander-in-chief of English troops in Sicily, Lord William Bentinck who, in 1811, persuaded the Sicilian Parliament to approve a constitution based on the British one, thereby abolishing baronial jurisdiction and privileges. The bill that went through the following year, obliging the barons to sell uncultivated property to landless peasants, appeared progressive on paper. The peasants were too poor to buy, and so the land went to the gabellotti, who sublet it to the peasants for short periods at great profit, creating, in years of bad harvests, endemic poverty. Many families were driven to begging and cattle rustling, while the newly enriched gabellotti themselves turned to brigands to help safeguard their new estates. Taking advantage of the weakness and corruption of the Bourbon State, a web of collusion between venal landowners, accustomed to unimpeded power, dishonest mediators and capricious bullies deepened. Where people protested, justice came swiftly: their bodies were found, their genitals in their mouths, their tongues cut out.

When, in October 1860, Sicilians voted en masse for unification under Piedmontese rule, neither side understood the wishes and needs of the other. The northerners who arrived in the wake of Garibaldi and the annexation of the island in a plebiscite had been led to believe that Sicily was rich, a paradise of wheat and fruit. Comprehending nothing about the confusions and complexities of the island, intent mainly on moving wealth north, they imposed obligatory military service for their wars, introduced Piedmontese law and with it exorbitant taxation and protectionist tariffs. After six years of mounting discontent, the citizens of Palermo rose up. The Italian navy killed five hundred rebels in a bombardment from the sea, declared draft dodgers and deserters to be outlaws and sent in twenty battalions to subdue an island they described as a ‘bottomless well of filth’, filled with ‘self-centred and dirty’ savages ‘more like Africans than Europeans’. Two thousand young men, ‘with the faces of assassins’, were arrested, a small number of them from Racalmuto, and summary executions followed. For their part, the Sicilians complained that they were being treated like ‘conquered and bartered sheep’. They retreated further into what became known as ‘Sicilianismo’, a sense of intense local patriotism, hostility towards northern arrogance, a conviction that private justice was more effective than what was offered by the new Italy. Unification got off to a bad start. Sicilianismo was a concept Sciascia was born with.

By now, on mainland Italy, criminologists and sociologists had become fascinated by people one described as having ‘little facial hair, large jaws and ears and canine teeth’ and reported to be exceptionally violent. Enquiries were launched in order to try to understand the character of these rebellious islanders. Romualdo Bonfadini, a member of the Chamber of Deputies in Rome, was commissioned to explore further. His conclusion was that there was no such thing as a ‘mafia’ as such. Delinquency on the island was no worse than you found elsewhere, but it was made to appear bloodier by the ‘tendency to excess of the Sicilian people in all things’. What were needed were more public works and especially more roads. In 1860, a play by two Sicilians, Giuseppe Rizzotto and Gaspare Mosca, set inside a prison and describing an association of criminals they called the Camorra, with its own rites, hierarchies and hidden power, I Mafiusi della Vicaria, was an enormous hit. The enquiries and reports on this so-called mafia continued.

Then, early in 1876,7 two Tuscan aristocrats, Leopoldo Franchetti and Sidney Sonnino – later Prime Minister of Italy – set out on a leisurely tour of Sicily, taking with them camp beds and revolvers. Riding through mile upon mile of uninhabited land, they noted ‘silence everywhere and a desolation that wrings your heart’. Before long they had reached the conclusion that a mafia indeed existed, that it had deep, ancient roots in the very fabric of the island; that it was closely linked to feudalism and to the absence of State order and that it had effectively wormed its way into all private and public affairs. ‘All that scent of orange and lemon,’ they wrote, ‘begins to smell of corpses.’ In Western Sicily they watched mafiosi riding around the hills and valleys like lords, because no one ‘desires the dangerous glory’ of opposing them. This ‘industry of violence’, run by a new class of mafia men had become a ‘social force in its own right’, dispensing its own crude form of justice in the case of quarrels and vendettas and relying on ‘omertà’, a ‘universal agreement about silence’. These people were ‘dedicated to blood feuds, ready to kill for whoever paid them’, and in return they expected money, power, privileges and obedience. Whether Sicilians were or were not more immoral than other Italians, they were certainly ‘dancing to another tune’.

The Tuscan aristocrats caused a sensation, not least in Sicily where outraged liberals accused them of trying to ferment civil war. The next to weigh in was a scholar of folklore from Palermo, Giuseppe Pitrè, who devoted his life to producing twenty-five volumes on the customs, superstitions, proverbs and riddles of the island and ended up full of admiration for the noble ideals of the mafiosi. These he described as men of honour, possessed of ‘beauty, grace, perfection, excellence’, whose ‘awareness of self’ included a form of pride that demanded satisfaction. Pitrè chose to overlook the more criminal aspects.

His report found many admirers. However, an incident that contradicted his glowing words took place soon after. It put the Mafia and its connections to people in authority in a new light, one that would resonate down the years. On the evening of 1 February 1893, a former director of the Bank of Sicily and Mayor of Palermo, the Marquese Emanuele Notarbartolo, a man renowned for his probity, was stabbed twenty-seven times in his first-class carriage travelling between Termini Imerese and Palermo. Notarbartolo had been reporting to the government on corrupt practices in the bank, and in particular on the political machinations of its new governor, Raffaele Palizzolo. A warrant went out for Palizzolo’s arrest. Notarbartolo was the first of the cadaveri eccellenti, the excellent corpses who would play such a grim role in Sicilian modern history.

But Palizzolo had powerful protectors in the police and the judiciary. The trial stalled. Then, pushed by Notarbartolo’s family, it was moved to Milan, where it quickly became an indictment on Sicilian politics in general. Amid much talk8 of corruption, collusion and cover-ups, Palizzolo was given a thirty-year prison sentence. But this was not the end of the story. People began talking about another Dreyfus affair. Pitrè had set up a Pro Sicilia Committee to defend the island against ‘sinister and malevolent’ chatter and volunteered to give evidence at Palizzolo’s appeal. In 1904, Palizzolo was acquitted after a new trial in which witnesses retracted their stories and he returned a hero to Palermo. The then famous novelist Luigi Capuana once again denied the existence of any ‘social octopus, that monster of encircling, suffocating, viscous tentacles’ squeezing the island, and Sicily was proclaimed a place of sunshine, beautiful skies and women with ‘splendid eyes’. All suggestion of menace, illegality, bribery and string-pulling was declared to be absurd and illusory.

Other writers were quick to agree that the Mafia itself was nothing but Sicilian rebellion against the abuse of power. The year that Sciascia was born, Giovanni Alfredo Cesareo staged a successful play in which the Mafia was described as exercising ‘just’ law, as distinct from the ‘unjust’ law of the impotent State, and that it was fulfilling a valuable role in redressing the social imbalances of Sicily. During a campaign for re-election, the future prime minister Vittorio Emanuele Orlando went as far as to say that if by mafia what was meant was a ‘sense of honour taken to extremes, an intolerance of arrogance and oppression’, protection of the weak and loyalty to friends, well then, he was happy to be called mafioso. These were things that were ‘linked to the Sicilian soul’.

And there, for the moment, shrouded in contradictions, the question of the Mafia rested. Imbued with the original sin of Sicily’s reactionary history which flowed in the veins of its inhabitants and coloured the air they breathed, Sicilians were different, with a sense of pride that could, admittedly, come across as brutal and an unshakeable conviction that something malign and malicious lay over everything. The fact that very little had changed in Sicily since unification, that the vast feudal estates continued to be run by absent barons and their Mafia enforcers, that in the cities favours, bribes, extortion and threats were all becoming the order of the day was conveniently forgotten. In any case, the First World War had put a brake on further reports. The war had proved an excellent time for illegal affairs, and it had weakened public order and promoted the growth of private justice.

The military demobilisations in 1919 of some 400,000 Sicilian men had led to what was described as a ‘hailstorm’ of violence, much of it carried out by resentful men returning from the war to witness the new prosperity of the old mafiosi and unable to find work. The gabellotti-turned-Mafia had grown very rich and powerful and had stopped paying feudal dues to an increasingly ineffectual landowning nobility, itself impoverished by the war-time closure of export markets after 1915. Mafia families had become feudal lords, taking over the properties the landowners could no longer afford, dispensing patronage, mediating in disputes and choosing public servants: no Sicilian was now elected to the Italian Parliament without the Mafia’s stamp of approval. A new balance of power was taking hold.

Much of the island desperately poor at the time of Sciascia’s birth, Sicily was violent, backward, lawless, its people most often illiterate, its roads no more than mule tracks and sheep runs, though in Palermo and Catania a rich culture flourished. Western Sicily, where he grew up, was the poorest, most Mafia-ridden area on the island. Whatever its origins, the word ‘mafia’ was now being used to define a particularly Sicilian relationship between State, Church, landowners and middlemen, the gabellotti. A shadowy and subtle power at the service of landowners against peasants, these figures embodied a sense of private justice in a country with no strong central government. The men they used to enforce it were sometimes described as ‘bandits’, outlaws, willing to lend their arm to anyone in exchange for money.

Even as a small boy, Sciascia knew about the Mafia. It was in the air, the daily transactions of village life; but in the aunts’ house it was not mentioned. At election time, strangers arrived in Racalmuto and made their preferences plain. He watched and noted them. They were nameless but obviously bore some special power and he was intrigued by the way that no one seemed to question their presence. The Mafia and its history lie at the very heart of Sciascia’s story.

Many writers make9 their homelands the heartbeat of their work, but none more deeply than Sciascia. He never forgot where he came from. Sicily was his stage, with its tumultuous history, its anguished present, its unruly, unhappy inhabitants. He identified with the exploited, their class hatred, their sense of being beaten, weighed down by history and with their sharp feelings of rancour. He knew what centuries of domination, Inquisition, lack of an Enlightenment, Mafia and Fascist violence had done to them, how it had reduced them to inertia and resignation, made them cynical, sly, open to corruption, with an atavistic fear10 of death heightened in Racalmuto by generations of sulphur miners. The reality of Sicily was, for him, a state of constant fluctuation, an unceasing, losing battle against insecurity, trouble distinguishing reality from unreality. Insecurity coloured everything, bringing with it unease, mistrust, hidden passions, secrecy, fatalism and pessimism, all easily translated into arrogance and pride. In a world in which everything is fragile and shifting, only people and what Sicilians call ‘roba’ – things, possessions, real or metaphysical, often accumulated over the generations – provide any security. ‘Il sangue mio’ meant family, my blood; but it also meant people with particular power.

To be a Sicilian11 was hard: to be a Sicilian writer even harder, particularly if you refused to shy away from the role of perpetual dissident. It was, Sciascia said, to be a heretic, slightly despised, a sort of spy, saying things better left unsaid. Having become the most famous and the most controversial commentator on the Mafia in Italy – perhaps in the world – he later said that he could write about it precisely because, as a child growing up in Racalmuto, it was part of him. He understood in his very bones what it was to be mafioso, even if neither the aunts nor the combative Leonardo ever mentioned the word. Just what it meant to be Sicilian became the question he grappled with all his life.
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Iron and fire

Maria Concetta did something even better than warn Sciascia against the abuse of power: she taught him to read. The zie’s house was full of books, though none, interestingly, by Sicilian writers. Victor Hugo was there, and Diderot and Stendhal. Everyone in the family read. Maria Concetta started her nephew on I promessi sposi (The Betrothed), Alessandro Manzoni’s dark tale about seventeenth-century Milan and the plague that killed half its population, with its overtones of cowardice and scapegoating. Generations of Italian children, obliged to learn passages by heart, had been alienated by its sombre, grave tone, its interminable paragraphs, but Manzoni’s voice, worldly and ironical, pessimistic, respectful of the ‘umili’ – the defeated – struck a chord with the young boy. Later, he would often return to the words of the Innominato, the Unnamed One: ‘Back and back he went in time from … bloodshed to bloodshed, crime to crime … They all belonged to him; they were who he was.’ Sicily’s ills were what Sciascia himself was.

At the age of five, Sciascia was taken to see the sea. Sicily has over a thousand kilometres of coastline, looking out towards Africa and Europe. But over the centuries, turning their backs on invaders and pirates, Sicilians had chosen to look inwards, clinging to the mountains and high plains, with their arctic winters and summers that brought the moist, hot sirocco wind from the Sahara. They pretended that the sea was not there. When mentioned in songs and poems, it spelt horror and bitterness. The Sciascias felt no differently. Though Agrigento and its shore lay just 25 kilometres from Racalmuto, visits were rare. When Sciascia saw the water, he did not like it. Neither then nor later was he prepared to learn to swim. But on this first outing he discovered what became and remained a great love: the train, with its unfolding vision of a moving world.

On 1 October 1926, when he was not quite six, Sciascia was sent to school. His teacher was a cousin of his mother’s, and since his father Pasquale was a mine administrator and not a miner or labourer, he dressed differently from many of the forty-seven other boys in his year. He wore shoes, even in summer, and clothes that fitted him, not the handed-down and ragged jackets that drowned the poorer boys. Even at six, he was aware that he was privileged; he felt both fortunate and uneasy. He collected cards with footballers on them and fashioned bows and arrows with elastic bands to become Robin Hood. There were no bought toys other than a spinning top. The school had no proper building of its own, and classes were held in three separate places: a former governor’s mansion, an old infirmary attached to a convent and a carabinieri barracks. All the rooms were unheated and in the winter the ill-fitted windows rattled and damp and mould seeped through the walls. Sciascia was enchanted by everything to do with writing, the pens and nibs, the ink delivered by tin can into a pot on the desk, the lesson books, their touch and smell. Physically small and neat, his hair carefully combed and parted by Nica before he left home, he was a timid boy. He smiled but seldom laughed. His brother Giuseppe, now nearly four, had a more gregarious, outgoing nature. As soon as summer arrived, the heads of the boys were shaved. The hillsides around were covered in pistachio trees and their resin stuck to the children’s hair. They were told never to go near a bearded, sweaty, gloomy monk who arrived every summer on his mule, peddling prayers against catastrophes for oil and nuts.

In 1928, during the Christmas holidays, Leonardo died, an unrepentant anti-Mafia and anti-Fascist to the last. Sciascia had been very fond1 and proud of his grandfather and he liked it when people compared them. Leonardo, he said later, had possessed great honesty, ‘that suffocated virtue of many Sicilians’, though the aunts complained that he was foolish and pigheaded to refuse to make deals and earn proper money, whatever the incentives and threats. He was, they declared, a ‘cretino’, an idiot, and as Sciascia would later say, ‘I too am a cretino, and I am proud to be one.’

While the aunts and a priest gathered round the dying man, Sciascia sat in the next room, making an airship out of cardboard. Death was ever present in Racalmuto. Funerals were important moments, reflecting in their grandeur the status of the dead. Like all Sicilians, the Sciascias were strongly attached to death and its rituals, and reported that the dead often appeared in their dreams, sometimes bringing lucky numbers for the lottery. Calling a doctor2 was regarded as a purely social convention, for doctors were not thought capable of achieving cures; their presence was a mere ceremonial, a prelude to the theatre of death. A priest, on the other hand, was crucial since he could save the dying a lengthy sojourn in purgatory or an eternity in hell.

In his third year of school, when gentle women teachers were replaced by harder men, Sciascia learnt about Garibaldi and the First World War; he was taught about original sin and divine providence and sang patriotic hymns. He had become a ‘balilla’, one of Mussolini’s vast army of small Fascists, turned out in a shiny black shirt, blue neckerchief held in place by a pin with Mussolini’s head on it, khaki trousers and a black beret with a tassel known as a fez. Every Saturday afternoon, cohorts of boys marched up and down carrying wooden replicas of rifles. The children staged an operetta about bread, and in the summer he joined other boys in a summer camp in the hills, stripped down to his pants, Mussolini having decreed that sun was good for Fascist boys. They were given bread and jam, which some had never tasted. Sciascia was a poor3 balilla, hopeless at keeping pace or shouting orders. He thought his fez made him look ridiculous and staged an act of rebellion by substituting it with a wide-brimmed felt hat. Membership was compulsory and, at 5 lire, expensive; but if a boy died, his family got 15,000 lire. Fascism, intolerant, controlling, was everywhere. It was, Sciascia wrote later, hidden in unexpected places, behind reassuring phrases, ‘rather as if, in the corner of a chemist you saw something labelled bicarbonate of soda when it fact it was arsenic’.

Year four4 brought a harsh teacher who kept a switch on his desk and sometimes came to school drunk. The entire world, he told the boys, envied Italy. Before Mussolini, all had been confusion, misery and violence; the Duce’s devotion to his people was exemplary. Napoleon, he added, was a man in the same mould, and this, Sciascia was inclined to believe. He began to collect Napoleonic memorabilia. Among his friends, with whose homework he helped, he had a reputation for solving problems and writing good essays. History was his best subject.

Year four brought another lesson. Sitting in his classroom in the carabinieri barracks, Sciascia listened to a captain beating up prisoners considered disrespectful of Fascism. Blows, moans, cries resonated through the classroom walls. It filled him with horror, he wrote later, and it ‘sowed the first seed of my intolerance towards all violence carried out in the name of the law’. When Maria Concetta’s Fascist-leaning husband became head of the local chapter of the balilla movement, a very reluctant Sciascia was promoted and given white gloves with which to carry a pennant during a parade. But Sciascia begged his aunt to get him released, and his uncle finally agreed: it was, Sciascia said later, a perfect, albeit benign, example of the Mafia code of friends, family and influence. From that moment on, he said, ‘it was as if Fascism did not exist’; in any case, it was literature that filled his mind. In his school book at the end of the year he signed himself: ‘Leonardo Sciascia: author, editor’.

Fascism had not, of course, disappeared; and nor had the Mafia. They were about to join battle.

As Sciascia was making his way through elementary school, all over the island, and especially in the west, with Palermo at its apex, the Mafia was making the orchards their fief and was moving stealthily into fruit and vegetable markets, water, butchery, mills, ports, fishing and much else. ‘Respect’ and ‘contacts’ ruled. No one, any longer, could regard their men as mere bandits. Powerful bosses had emerged – ‘capi’ – men acknowledged to think and act with gravity and authority, and also quick to mete out justice, most of it violent. These capi were ‘pezzi di novanta’ – pieces of ninety – from the name of the largest firecrackers on the market. They conversed mainly by gesture, moving their eyes, hands and heads, though a whole vocabulary of terms had been coined: a rich man was a ‘sutrutu’ (an armchair), someone arrested by the police a ‘pizzicatu’ (struck by a blow). Though there had never been the same level of popular protest by war veterans in Sicily as in the north – the years of the so-called Bolshevik ‘red peril’ – what there had been had been put down largely with the help of these men.

The first capo di tutti i capi5 – boss of all bosses – lived in Palermo. Don Vito Cascio Ferro was a tall, distinguished-looking man with a bushy white beard, elegantly dressed in a frock coat and pleated shirt. He ran a flotilla of fishing boats, some transporting stolen cows to North Africa, and others that he used to carry men wanted by the authorities to America, where they went to join the ‘Mano Nero’, the Black Hand, in St Louis and Chicago, making illicit liquor under the guise of philanthropic activities and social clubs. Don Vito specialised in ‘u pizzu’, the word taken from the beak of a little bird, with ‘bagnare il becco’ meaning wetting the beak with a modest sip. Under Don Vito, u pizzu was a cut on every commercial activity in Palermo; those who did not pay up found their premises set on fire, their stock ransacked. When Don Vito did the rounds of his ‘zone’, mayors kissed his hand. He was rumoured to be responsible for twenty homicides and fifty-three violent assaults.

Racalmuto had its own neighbourhood boss. Villalba, which lay not far to the north, was a bleached, dusty village, surrounded by feudal lands rolling away to the horizon. By the early 1920s, a watchful, paunchy, lizard-like man called Don Calogero Vizzini – Don Calò – had cornered the market in mediation between landlords and peasants. When he appeared in Racalmuto, people became wary. He was the illiterate son of a day labourer, who had got himself exempted from military service and been indicted many times for various crimes only to have evidence against him retracted in court. In the zie’s house the Mafia continued not to be discussed; but its existence hovered over everything and Don Calò was known to all of them. Sciascia would write surprisingly little about this period of the Mafia, as if it was as enclosed within him as it was in his family. But one chilling episode he always remembered. One day, he watched a man visit a shopkeeper known to be behind on his payments. The man tenderly stroked the hair of the shopkeeper’s small daughter and said, ‘She seems almost alive.’
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9. Don Calò

Mussolini, who had other priorities than the prosperity of the distant south, was nevertheless eager to see his own form of social reform on the island, and he recognised that the lawlessness that pervaded Sicily had to be crushed first. He dispatched to Sicily a former police chief from Bologna, Cesare Mori, a man who had risen to the top through zeal and a total absence of scruples, with orders to put down the bandits, pacify the peasants, crush their demands for land, and then impose a strong central government, that is to say, his own.

Mori remains6 a somewhat perplexing figure. He was authoritarian, profoundly conservative and vainglorious and firmly believed himself to be a hero, a devoted husband and a spartan adventurer. His speeches were full of rhetoric and he wrote poems about sunsets. He disliked weak people but enjoyed the company of children and animals. In appearance, he was a good-looking man, with regular features, cropped hair and rather thin lips. What he lacked, however, was political shrewdness. Arriving in Palermo in October 1925, he moved into the sumptuous Palazzo dei Normanni. The weather that greeted his arrival was suitably apocalyptic: the worst storms in living memory had caused rivers to overflow and houses to collapse. Mori was, noted a newspaper columnist, somewhat like a cat, arriving among a group of mice busy eating delicious cheese.

At this point, Mussolini was still prepared to collaborate with the Mafia bosses, who, having become rich and powerful, were pleased with their new prestige and now had their eye on political futures. A visit to Palermo changed his mind. Having expressed a desire to see more of the island, a trip was arranged to Piana dei Greci, an hour from the city, where a small colony of Albanians had preserved their culture and customs. But Piana dei Greci was also controlled by a Mafia family headed by Don Ciccio Cuccio. Anxious about Mussolini’s safety, Mori arranged for him to be accompanied by a cavalcade of armed police motorcyclists. Don Cuccio, insisting that there was no need for such protection, ‘since I command the whole area’, tried to dismiss them. Mussolini refused. To punish him, when he arrived in the main square to give his usual rousing speech, Mussolini found it deserted. There was no one there to listen.

On his return to Rome, Mussolini declared war: there was just one power in Italy and it was his own. There was no question of tolerating a state within a state. A plot against his life had recently been uncovered in Rome and tough new laws were being introduced to erase all vestiges of democracy. The Sicilian criminal7 Mafia, ‘pus sacks of the bubonic plague’, would be ‘cauterised by Fascism with iron and fire’. This was a ‘paradise inhabited by demons’, a cancer at the foot of Italy.

Mori was ordered to act. With rapid, ruthless and clumsy brutality he began rounding up the Sicilians. The first to be arrested were sixty-two men from Cefalù, quickly followed by 142 from Piazza Armerina and 200 from Racalmuto. Sciascia watched them go. The new police chief cast his net wide: mayors, gabellotti, minor politicians and businessmen deemed too independent and tainted by the Mafia were soon to be seen stumbling their way in handcuffs on to boats bound for the penal islands of Lipari and Ustica. The Mafia, Mori announced, was a ‘single guiding thread’ bound together by a ‘degenerate form of omertà’, and bandits and mafiosi were just two sides of the same coin. To defeat
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10. Cesare Mori
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11. Racalmuto
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12. Sciascia with Giuseppe











[image: Vintage Books]


Read Boldly. Think Differently.

Continue the conversation:

Twitter: @vintagebooks

Instagram: @vintagebooks

TikTok: @vintageukbooks

Facebook: @vintagebooks

Sign up for the Vintage Newsletter to hear more about Vintage books.

www.vintage-books.co.uk

World-class writing. Beautiful design. Ideas that matter.






VINTAGE

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Vintage is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published by Chatto & Windus in 2026

Copyright © Caroline Moorehead, 2026

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover design by Emma Ewbank

Cover photographs: (front) Palermo, Sicily, 1959 © Sergio Larrain/Magnum Photos

Every effort has been made to contact all copyright holders.
The publisher will be pleased to amend in future editions any errors or omissions brought to their attention.

ISBN: 978-1-529-97349-5

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Vintage

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/p029.jpg





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/images/p007.jpg





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/banner_large.png
IJ
I\





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png
VINTAGE





EPUB/images/p002.jpg





EPUB/images/p006.jpg





EPUB/images/p030.jpg





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-light.otf


EPUB/images/p022.jpg





EPUB/images/p009.jpg





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
CAROLINE
MOOREHEAD






EPUB/images/p025.jpg





EPUB/images/pxv.jpg





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


EPUB/images/p004.jpg





