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Introduction

I met Massimo Ciancimino at the beginning of 2008. He came to see me at La Stampa’s editorial offices in Rome and had an urgent wish to speak about his ‘misfortunes’, that is, about his difficulties with the judiciary. According to him, he had ended up in prison solely because he was the son of Don Vito, the Mafia mayor of Palermo. He was questioning a series of anomalies in his trial and feared repercussions in his relationship with his wife Carlotta. He also feared losing ‘the only good thing in my life’, his little son Vito Andrea, who at that time was not yet four.

Brushing aside my scepticism about the real motives for his collaboration and my reservations linked to his surname, he began to tell me about the reckless life he had led at his father’s side. He came out with episodes that seemed to be taken from a Hollywood film script and asked if it all could be turned into a book, as he had intended to do with his late father. I cannot pretend that he didn’t succeed in lighting a fire in my head. His story was a novel in itself: the Mafia, the secret services, corruption in politics, Sicily. And the reconstruction of an almost pathological relationship with his padre-padrone (‘father-owner’), from whom the son could not free himself unless by means of self-destructive rebellion. Not bad as the plot for a good novel.

But there was a problem: Massimo was relating events that had happened in real life, he was speaking about real people and serious crimes. I explained to him that before thinking of a book, he would have to free himself of any burden in the correct setting before the magistrates. I honestly thought this would not come about. I was proved wrong: between the end of February and the beginning of April 2008 Ciancimino began collaborating with the Public Prosecutor’s offices in Palermo and Caltanissetta.

And so was born the book you are now holding in your hands. The stories and the people it contains are the result of a ‘live recording’ confession, but also derive from the papers spread among three or four Prosecutor’s offices and supported by the contribution of Massimo’s brother Giovanni, whose precise and methodical memory of all the history preceding Massimo’s involvement has been invaluable. Not everything is yet public and probably not everything will be supported by a judicial ruling. But one fact remains: the emotional force of a story that, freed from the bureaucratic fragmentation of the law, commands attention as dramatic proof of a piece of our recent history.

This book should therefore not be read only as a mere list of circumstances that Massimo Ciancimino swears to have happened because he was personally involved in them, or from having learnt them from his father Vito, but also as a large fresco of Italian and Sicilian life that, as is known, sometimes exceeds even the most negative stereotypes. It is with such a critical eye that the reader is invited to come to terms with what is told here.

F.L.L
Rome, 11 March 2010


Leading Players

Francesco Paolo Alamia

Sicilian entrepreneur very popular in the 1970s. He was a business associate of Vito Ciancimino. For a certain time he invested heavily in Milan.

Gaetano Badalamenti

Mafia boss of the Cinisi mandamento (Mafia district ruled by three ‘families’) just outside Palermo. With close links to the American Mafia, he held top positions in Cosa Nostra. He was found guilty of the murder in 1978 of Peppino Impastato, a young militant in the extreme left-wing party Democrazia Proletaria. He died in prison in the United States.

Banda della Magliana (‘Magliana Gang’)

A Roman criminal organization of the 1970s and ’80s. Its activity has been described as a type of ‘service industry’ for very powerful interests: Mafia, Freemasonry, secret services, right-wing terrorism and finance (Calvi, Vatican Bank).

Salvatore Biondino

Mafioso of the San Lorenzo mandamento captured with Salvatore Riina on 15 January 1993 at a roundabout on Palermo’s ring road. Biondino was driving the vehicle that was taking the boss to a Mafia meeting.

Stefano Bontade

Boss of the Palermo Mafia in the 1970s. Son of Don Paolino, a very influential boss in Sicilian politics, he opposed the Corleonese leadership and was among the first to fall in 1981 when the second Mafia war began.

Franco Bonura

Palermo building constructor, secret associate of Vito Ciancimino in the infamous business of cementing over the city (the so-called ‘Sack of Palermo’) in the 1960s and ’70s. Later he was caught up in the ‘Gotha’ Antimafia operation and has been in prison since 2006.

Giovanni Brusca

Ex-Mafioso of San Giuseppe Jato mandamento in the Province of Palermo, now a protected witness collaborating with the justice system. A right-hand man of Totò Riina, but once he became a ‘pentito’ (lit. ‘penitent’, a Mafioso who turns informant) he was among the first to speak of the so-called ‘Deal’ with ROS (see below) and the famous ‘papello’.

Antonino and Salvatore Buscemi

Two brothers, important building speculators in Palermo, who were very close to the power base of Salvo Lima and Vito Ciancimino. Both condemned Mafiosi, they died of natural causes while serving heavy sentences, in Salvatore’s case for murder.

Tommaso Buscetta

Famous pentito of the Palermo Mafia, he spoke about Cosa Nostra to Judge Giovanni Falcone and his testimony initiated the first Maxi Trial. An enemy of Riina and a representative of the Mafia’s so-called ‘moderate wing’, he died of an illness in Miami.

Giuseppe (Pippo) Calò

The ‘Mafia’s Cashier’, he moved to Rome during the 1970s to look after Cosa Nostra’s financial interests. He is implicated in the Italian Republic’s most tangled mysteries, and was sentenced for the ‘black terrorist’ (i.e. Neo-Fascist) attack on the Rapido 904 express train between Florence and Bologna (23 December 1984). He remains in prison.

Roberto Calvi

Known as ‘God’s banker’ for his links with IOR (‘Istituto per le Opere di Religione’: Institute for Religious Works, aka the Vatican Bank) and the events implicating Cardinal Marcinkus, president of the Vatican Bank. He was found hanging from Blackfriars Bridge in London. Vito Ciancimino met him through the IOR.

Tommaso (Masino) Cannella

Mafia boss of the Madonie territories and linked with the Palermo administration of the 1970s and ’80s. Participated in the division of the so-called ‘contracts cake’ on behalf of the Corleone Mafia.

Arturo Cassina

Businessman who for many years – since the end of the 1950s – owned the contract for Palermo’s road maintenance. He wielded enormous power, aided by the influence he exercised through the Order of Knights of the Holy Sepulchre.

Antonino Cinà

Neurologist and Mafioso of the Corleone ‘family’ (Mafia clan). Massimo Ciancimino says he was the mediator of the 1992 ‘Deal’ between the state and the Mafia and handed over the envelope containing the ‘papello’ with Totò Riina’s requests. He has been in custody since 2006.

Carmelo Costanzo

One of those decorated with the ‘Order of Merit for Labour’ in Catania during the era of division of public contracts directed by Lima and Ciancimino.

Mario D’Acquisto

A Christian Democrat in the Andreotti camp, he was President of the Region of Sicily during the years of the ‘Mafia killing spree’ (1981–5), but has also held positions in the national government.

Giuseppe De Donno

An ROS officer who proposed that Vito Ciancimino help the Carabinieri find a contact with the Corleonese clan to bring an end to the Mafia’s terrorist killing. For his part in the initiative he is under investigation by the Palermo Public Prosecutor’s Office. Having been cleared in a first trial, he now faces charges in two new sets of proceedings linked to allegations surrounding ‘the Deal’.

Marcello Dell’Utri

Senator and co-founder of Forza Italia, he was found guilty in the first degree of complicity in conspiracy with the Mafia. His appeal is under way.

Pietro Di Miceli

Business consultant and financial expert who was put on trial and acquitted for matters linked with presumed collusion with Mafia circles in the context of investigations leading to property seizures of Ciancimino’s Canadian investments.

Liliana Ferraro

She inherited Giovanni Falcone’s post in the Ministry of Justice and was told by Mori and De Donno that Vito Ciancimino’s collaboration was being sought. Her testimony is crucial to current investigations into the two officials’ actions.

Gaetano Fidanzati

Mafia boss at the highest level, held in great esteem in Palermo during the ‘halcyon days’, even in social circles. For a long while he was in charge of the business empire of the international drugs trade. He is serving a prison sentence.

Pietro Giammanco

Magistrate, head of the Palermo Public Prosecutor’s Office when Giovanni Falcone was assassinated. In his diaries, the murdered judge named Giammanco as one of those responsible for his own isolated position. After the Capaci Massacre (the murder of Falcone, his wife and three policemen on 22 May 1992) he was removed from the Prosecutor’s Office following protests from the deputy public prosecutors.

Giovanni Gioia

Christian Democrat in the Fanfani camp, he was among the leading players during the period of accord between the Mafia and the political system. The Antimafia Commission, created after the Ciaculli Massacre in 1963, wrote a highly critical report on that historical era.

Leonardo Greco

Mafia boss of Bagheria, owner of I.c.re (Industria chiodi e reti), which produced concrete reinforcing rods and whose offices functioned as the logistics base for meetings of the Cosa Nostra cupola (Mafia high command) overseeing the division of bribes and contracts.

Luciano Liggio

Godfather of the Corleone Mafia clan and Totò Riina’s predecessor at the top of Cosa Nostra. After unsuccessful attempts to obtain release from his life sentence with the help of politicians and magistrates, he died in Nuoro prison in 1993.

Salvatore (Salvo) Lima

Chief of the Andreotti camp in Palermo. He was mayor of the city and an undersecretary in the national government. Suspected of conniving with the Mafia, but never successfully charged. His career came to a tragic end when he was assassinated in 1992 while serving as an MEP.

Giuseppe (Pino) Lipari

A surveyor for ANAS (National Roads Department) and faithful adviser to Mafia boss Bernardo Provenzano, for years he shielded his friend when he was in hiding, helping with his changes of address and his clandestine ‘correspondence’. He served out a sentence for conspiring with the Mafia and was then released.

Nicola Mancino

Vice President of the CSM (Governing Body of Magistrates). As Minister of the Interior in 1992, he was believed by Massimo Ciancimino to be one of the politicians who knew about the deal between the state and the Mafia. He has always denied any involvement.

Calogero (Lillo) Mannino

A native of Agrigento, he was one of the most important politicians of the First Republic (1947–92). He ended up under investigation following the declarations of several collaborators with the justice system. After a trial lasting more than fifteen years, he was definitively acquitted.

Claudio Martelli

He was Minister of Justice during the terrorist period and the so-called ‘Deal’. As with Liliana Ferraro, his testimony is crucial to investigations still being carried out.

Giovanni Mercadante

Physician, currently in prison. According to the charges, he was one of Provenzano’s points of contact because of his family links with Masino Cannella, the boss’s lieutenant. In the eyes of the judges he is an exponent of the so-called ‘middle-class Mafia’. Though found guilty in the first instance he was found innocent on appeal, and his case is currently awaiting a decision by the Supreme Court.

Matteo Messina Denaro

Capomafia of the Trapani Province. On the run for almost twenty years, he is the last surviving member of a generation of godfathers killed or imprisoned. In his ‘correspondence’ with Provenzano, he writes more than once of Vito Ciancimino.

Mario Mori

Prefect and ex-Carabinieri General, ending his career as Director of the Civil Secret Service. With De Donno he is suspected of having made ‘deals’ with the Mafia, when he was with ROS, with Vito Ciancimino acting as go-between. At his first trial he was declared innocent under a special formula that referred to his behaviour as being motivated by reasons of state. He is currently awaiting re-trial on a substantially similar charge.

Michele Navarra

Boss of the Corleone clan in the 1940s and ’50s, killed by the emerging Mafiosi (Liggio, Riina and Provenzano) in August 1958. It is said he ordered the death of a child eyewitness of the murder of trade unionist Placido Rizzotto.

Mario Niceta

One of Palermo’s best-known and most prosperous tradesmen. According to Massimo Ciancimino, his offices were where meetings took place between Provenzano and Ciancimino.

Rosario Nicoletti

A Christian Democrat who was witness to the terrible period of Palermo killings and the overweening power of the Mafia over political life. He committed suicide in 1984, after having been impotently present at the tragic demise of provincial secretary Michele Reina and later Piersanti Mattarella, President of Sicily’s Autonomous Region.

Salvatore Pappalardo

Cardinal of Palermo in 1982, he preached a hard-line sermon (‘While they talk in Rome, Sagunto is wiped out’) against the powers that be of the Sicilian political system during the funeral of General Dalla Chiesa. In reply, the Mafia boycotted his Easter Mass in Ucciardone Prison (Palermo).

Michel Pozza

Italo-Canadian lawyer, fixer and friend of Mafiosi. In Montreal he arranged for the property investments of Vito Ciancimino, later uncovered by the investigations of Giovanni Falcone. He was murdered in Canada in 1982.

Pietro Purpi

A member of the Palermo flying squad, later director of the second police district, who has come under much discussion, having been identified by many collaborators with the justice system as being close to the Mafia clan of Santa Maria di Gesù.

Sebastiano Purpura

A supporter of Andreotti who was identified in evidence as being involved with the head of the Palermo camp, Salvo Lima.

Virginio Rognoni

Christian Democrat, ex-Minister of Defence. According to the reconstruction of Massimo Ciancimino, he was the other politician who knew of the ‘Deal’ set in motion after the Capaci Massacre. As with Nicola Mancino, he too has denied all suggestion of any kind of deal.

ROS (Raggrupamento operativo speciale)

‘Special Operations Group’, a branch of the Carabinieri created in 1990 with the task of fighting terrorism and organized crime. It succeeded in the capture of Totò Riina, but left a polemical and judicial question about the failure to find the boss’s gang.

Attilio Ruffini

Christian Democrat, and several times minister, he appears to have had excellent relations with the prevailing political group of Lima and Ciancimino. According to Massimo, he was the one who informed Vito Ciancimino of the causes of the Ustica air disaster.

Nino and Ignazio Salvo

The two cousins from Salemi who ran Sicily’s private tax collection and were both tried for being members of the Mafia. As generous financiers of Lima and Ciancimino’s Christian Democrat party, for years they embodied the symbol of the untouchable. Ignazio was assassinated in 1992. Nino died of cancer in 1986.

Pietro Scaglione

Chief Prosecutor of the Republic in Palermo, he was murdered on 5 May 1971 with a large deployment of men and means. Delegitimized and then ‘rehabilitated’, his end was explained by Buscetta: ‘Liggio wanted him dead.’

Giusto Sciacchitano

Magistrate, today working for the National Antimafia Prosecutor’s office. For many years he was the Deputy Public Prosecutor in Palermo. He is currently the subject of two trials being held separately in Catania and Caltanisetta.

Girolamo (Mimmo) Teresi

Mafia boss, brother-in-law of Stefano Bontade. A housing constructor during the period of the ‘Sack of Palermo’, he vanished into thin air in 1981, victim of a lupara bianca (lit. ‘white sawn-off shotgun’), a Mafia killing where all traces of the body disappear, having fallen into a trap set by the Corleone clan.

Beniamino Tessitore

Magistrate who worked for the Tribunal for Preventative Measures (against terrorism).

Capitano Ultimo (‘The Last Captain’)

His name is Sergio De Caprio, a captain in the Carabinieri who arrested Totò Riina. He was transferred to other duties well away from the fight against the Mafia.

Romolo Vaselli, junior (7 February 1933 – January 2006)

Roman Count, entrepreneur and great friend of Vito Ciancimino who guaranteed him for life the final say on contracts for road maintenance in Palermo. When Don Vito moved to Rome, he saw Vaselli practically right up to the end of his days.

Francesco (Ciccio) Vassallo

Ex-haulier and extremely successful building speculator, following on the wave of easy licences from the City of Palermo in the 1960s and ’70s. He built almost all of the new Palermo and was a frequent guest at gatherings in the Ciancimino house.

Luciano Violante

When he was President of the Antimafia Commission, Vito Ciancimino wanted to meet him privately and in 1992 sent Mori and De Donno to reconnoitre the situation. But he refused the offer and invited Vito to request a public audience.

Enzo Zanghì

Vito Ciancimino’s cousin, he performed the offices of factotum and secretary for him. He also held the directorship of the city’s water supply.


1
The Loss of Innocence

MASSIMO CIANCIMINO: It was summer and, like all the rich, happy and ‘respectable’ people of Palermo, we were on holiday in Baida in the old house of my grandparents Attilio and Adele in Via Falconara Baglia. My father, Vito Ciancimino, was a ‘star’ in political life - hated, feared and revered. He was attacked in the left-wing newspapers, yet he was also accepted on that side of the city, which was the largest, and was used to getting along with the powerful out of self-interest or love of the quiet life because, in short, it was from those in power that money and the good life could fall in spades. More went to the upper classes and less to the masses, as the poor were called.

My father didn’t like to shave himself; he preferred the ritual of going to the barber, where he went almost every day. The ‘salon’ of Signor Lo Piccolo was in Via Sciuti in the heart of the new city that developed after the wave of expansion in the 1960s and ’70s, a couple of steps from the top-floor flat where we lived, directly opposite our front door. One summer morning at the beginning of the 1980s I was sitting in Signor Lo Piccolo’s waiting room while my father was having soap applied to his face.

At this point you should know that from my childhood onwards the tyranny of destiny had forced me into the role of official companion to my father. Of course, I would have preferred to be free to do the things young people like to do, but he had decided otherwise. I was, he said, too restless, too rebellious and incapable of using my freedom well. And so, in order to maintain a stranglehold on me, he kept me close to his side. Great fun for a lad who was not yet eighteen to be forced to have his hair cut the same day his father had his done.

Going with him to the barber was one of my duties and it’s pointless to ask the sense in my having to be there simply to obey his stupid demands: ‘Pass me my bag, or rather, take out the documents . . . not those, dickhead! Give me my glasses, those with the patch, mind.’ There was always a scene about his glasses. As the result of an apoplectic fit, he was blind in one eye and had to have glasses with one lens blacked out.

But I was used to all this. So, as you do when waiting your turn at the barber’s, I was killing time flipping through the pages of an illustrated magazine, perhaps an issue of the weekly Epoca. At a certain point, a feature on the Sicilian Mafia’s famous fugitives from justice caught my attention, all lieutenants of Luciano Liggio, at that time still thought to be head of the Corleone clan. There were old photographs of Totò Riina, but in particular I remember the magazine tried (by means of computer graphics) to reconstruct the face of one of the most talked-about Mafiosi and, at the same time, one of the least known – Bernardo Provenzano. Starting with the only known photo of the boss as a very young man – a square face under a quiff of blond hair – by means of the computer they had aged him and created the virtual image of a man now getting on in years: the oval shape was unmistakable, beard unshaven, close-cropped hair. It was a face I felt sure I recognized. Yes, of course I recognized him. It was a man I’d known for some time: Signor Lo Verde, the civil engineer my father had dealt with for years, who frequently came to our house, had dinner with my father, who even visited him at my grandparents’ place in Baida. He was a family friend, a person my father – a Christian Democrat politician, city council assessor and once mayor – trusted as an adviser, a man with whom he could exchange views and even discuss his business in the administration of the city. Was it possible that this Lo Verde, the mild-mannered man who patted my cheeks and reminded me to do as my dad told me, was the terrible ferocious murderer they described in the news?

I chewed over my ‘discovery’ for some time and watched my father’s self-absorbed face in the mirror as he followed the train of his own thoughts while Signor Lo Piccolo massaged it and I tried to imagine what his reaction would be when I asked him if my suspicions were right. As usual, I put it to him as we were going back to Baida in the car. In keeping with my provocative nature, I confronted him with the question: ‘Have you seen those photos in Epoca? Tell me the truth, Dad, aren’t they identical to Signor Lo Verde, your friend the engineer? Come on, it has to be him, hasn’t it?’

He sat very still, as still as a sphinx, and kept silent without so much as looking at me. It was a long silence, perhaps the time necessary for him to find the right reply. He said neither yes nor no, but it was clear he was telling me my suspicions were right. He then felt it necessary to add a word in my ear, a warning to keep absolutely quiet, given the huge danger attached to the subject, because ‘remember you aren’t allowed to make a mistake, even I can’t protect you in these matters’. He was evidently worried about my impetuous character. He thought I was a little too much of a braggart and quick-tongued, and perhaps he was right, and was worried that in some way – perhaps in an argument with another lad – I’d start bragging of my father’s friendship with one of the heads of Cosa Nostra. But then this was how things went in Palermo: young Mafiosi at the bottom acting cool, hanging around the less important bosses, middle classes and Mafia mingling together at discos and parties, everyone sounding off about friendships you’d never normally discuss in order to get some attention and respect. So he was afraid I’d also go about bragging in some way or another: besides, if people were showing off about friendships with characters who were pretty down to earth, why shouldn’t I cut them all to the ground by revealing that my father had a bombshell in the house and a fraternal connection with ‘Don Binnu’ Provenzano?

Thus, barricaded in his Bologna hideout, bodyguards standing by the door, Massimo Ciancimino tells the story of his ‘loss of innocence’. He was still a lad when his enforced visit to Signor Lo Piccolo’s barbershop revealed a hidden world to him. Up to that morning, Massimo had seen his father in the same way as would any normal boy engaged in the traditional father–son conflict with a parent who was possessive, even violent, authoritarian, controversial and politically questionable. But also, on the whole, ‘useful’ for the privileges that his political system guaranteed to friends and family.

Massimo is now forty-seven and a father himself to a small boy he called Vito after his grandfather (Vito Andrea, to be precise), betraying – despite the trials, tribulations and misunderstandings – an attachment to his father and the consequences of a very Sicilian upbringing that, in the end, he now accepts. Almost thirty years have passed since that disturbing reading of Epoca turned his life upside down and led to his now becoming a valued witness of an era often described by the newspapers, but which in reality was far more pernicious than can be imagined and proven.

Since he discovered the true identity of ingegnere Lo Verde, Massimo has gradually come to be identified as the silent executor of his father’s plans that were the result of the synchronization between politics and Mafia as exemplified by Ciancimino and Provenzano. From companion he became the ‘postman’ between the two men and the dangerous comings and goings have brought him to see for himself the unspoken links between Mafia and politics. Links personified by the property-developing bosses, the big contractors, corrupt bureaucrats, Cosa Nostra chiefs on the run coming to his father’s house to discuss future public works, and dinners to celebrate illegal economic profits. Lima, the Salvo cousins, Cassina, Romolo Vaselli junior, Vassallo the developer, the ‘brick twins’ Bonura and Buscemi and the like, together with important Mafia chiefs sitting round the table dividing up the spoils. Yes, this was the ‘Ciancimino system’ and the happy face of Palermo in its heyday that stretched from a microcosm in the outskirts to touch Rome, and then further north in a spider’s web that could catch the major institutions of the capital and poison the economic potentates of the hardworking North. Massimo Ciancimino’s account reveals how instant fortunes blossom and make their way to Zurich, or even the United States and Canada. His brother Giovanni is also a valuable source of family memories.

But all this represents only the precursor to a story that is still unfinished, a troubled history that cuts across innumerable moments of national grief, the Mafia’s violent opposition to state intervention and the ‘Deal’ to bring the violence to an end. Don Vito played a deadly game as mediator and messenger for Provenzano and Riina, a game also played out by Massimo as a witness and go-between in clandestine contacts between characters that seem to emanate from the imagination of a great thriller writer: undercover agents, the one time Signor Lo Verde appearing in the guise of ‘moderate Mafia chief’, the bloodthirsty Riina. And the mysterious ‘Signor Franco’, the hidden director of the play, a kind of grand old man who, after years of keeping a close watch and having something of a role in the ‘Ciancimino system’, follows the birth and evolution of the ‘Deal’ , careful not to upset its balance. All this is why Massimo Ciancimino’s life had been turned upside down, still dogged by the shadow of Lo Verde, but with absolutely no support from an anonymous Signor Franco. His story is cut off from reality, as if it’s not about him but someone else. There’s no trace of any kind of sentimentality or emotion (if they ever existed) hidden under the irony that sometimes overcomes the need for caution. On the other hand, Giovanni’s story is exact to the point of pedantry, but he too is careful not to give in to any detail that could be too risky.

Close Friends

MASSIMO: My father’s relations with the Mafia revolved almost entirely around his friendship with Bernardo Provenzano. This doesn’t mean he didn’t mix with others in the circle; for instance, I remember a certain Don Pino Abbate who sent us tons of citrus fruit because he was convinced the miraculous properties of oranges and lemons would help in the prevention of a cholera epidemic that was announced but never came. He had many acquaintances, my father, but few friends. You could say that his contact with various exponents of Cosa Nostra was in some ways imposed on him by what you could call the environmental conditions that governed his political and administrative life. But with Bernardo Provenzano it was an altogether different case: they exchanged opinions and advice. In their ‘operations’ they worked with a successful division of labour. While my father looked after getting agreement among the politicians’ diverse and often contentious expectations – especially monetary ones, obviously – the other saw to the territory, ensuring the Mafia’s budget for the enterprise. Naturally, here we’re speaking of public contracts.

They were from the same town, my father and Provenzano, both born in Corleone (although there was a difference often years between them) and lived not far from each other. But they were from different social classes: Provenzano the son of poor peasants, my father of tradesmen who could educate their children. My grandfather’s name was Giovanni and he emigrated to the United States, but had to return following the illness and death of his elder brother back in Sicily. To start with his family wasn’t rolling in money, but the break came when the Americans landed in 1943 and my grandfather – perhaps the only person in Corleone able to speak and understand English – was offered the role of interpreter for the Allied command. Was he only an interpreter?

Here a malicious thought arises about the motives that later persuaded my father for years, right up to the notorious ‘Deal’, to mix with strange characters such as the slippery and elusive ‘Signor Franco’. Was he an establishment figure belonging to a legitimate institution or something else? I’m well aware, for instance, how incredible it must seem that in more than twenty years of contact I was never able to discover his true identity. And yet that’s how it was. I couldn’t ask my father questions because he was very careful not to respond, and equally I couldn’t turn directly to a man who made a religion out of anonymity and circumspection. I understood he couldn’t reveal who he was and I pretended it was nothing, as in any spy story. For this reason I wasn’t particularly surprised when I came across a note in all the documentation handed to the magistrates, where my father seems to state he had a part in Gladio, NATO’s ‘stay behind’ operation to combat Communism after the Second World War.

It was my grandfather’s relations with the Americans that allowed him to pick up the import–export business interrupted by the war. This was able to change my father’s life as well, because the returns were so regular the profits could be used to fund serious enterprises, such as housing construction, roads, water supply, bridges and transport. So much for being a barber in Corleone, as the newspapers long insisted on calling him. This fairy tale grew from the mere fact that one of the premises he owned was rented out to a barber.

Bernardo Provenzano was younger than my father. He wasn’t doing very well at school to the point where his parents turned to Vito Ciancimino, a surveying student at technical college, to give little Binnu a hand with his maths, the subject he was lagging behind in. So the link came into being and grew stronger over time.

I learned all this from my father directly following the discovery of Signor Lo Verde’s true identity, because after this he started replying to a few questions, even if it was only in monosyllables. He was forever extremely cautious, until the time he completely opened up, or almost, during the period of his contact with the Carabinieri after the Capaci Massacre and the murder of his friend-and-enemy Salvo Lima. This was mainly when I was close to him in prison and, finally, when he was under house arrest. In all, his relationship with me changed over time and he decided to speak openly when writing ‘all the truth in a book’ – his truth, of course. That’s how I came to learn about many things.

He talked about the lessons he gave to Binnu and told me with some amusement he was even allowed to give him a slap on the neck if he made a mistake. He told him off in his particular way, calling him a ‘little bastard’. And he had a quip: ‘I’m one of the few people alive who’s called Provenzano a bastard.’ I never heard him talk about these things to anyone else. There wasn’t a hint, not even to his most trusted friends, if indeed he had any. His relationship with Provenzano was close but very discreet and exclusive, exactly in the style of his alter ego. He could boast that no Mafioso had ever met him together with ‘the engineer’, the title he sometimes gave Lo Verde.

I remember his regular visits to the houses in Via Sciuti in Baida and in Via Danae in Mondello. Lo Verde was short. He always arrived alone and on foot, a little hunched, at his usual slow pace and clutching a briefcase in his hands. He parked his car at some distance from the villa where we lived, because you never knew and couldn’t be too careful. Once in Via Danae, he arrived with no escort, except Pino Lipari the accountant – the newspapers were full of articles about this man they considered one of the proven Corleone faithful – who was to attend the meeting. My father had put me on guard (he was forever finding ways to give instructions on his own form of strategic defence) ready to open the gate and let in the visitors and the car. But Provenzano preferred to park on the street, despite my father’s doubts about the car’s safety. Binnu cut him short: ‘And who do you think would try to touch my car?’ But when he came out, there was a rip in the Beetle Cabriolet’s hood and an empty space where the stereo had been. Someone had swiped the car radio of the Cosa Nostra godfather right in front of our house. I can’t forget my father’s teasing little Mephistophelean smile with his quip about the Mafia’s ‘overwhelming power’. Lo Verde wasn’t happy. So on a later visit he turned up with a car radio that, according to him, had been ‘returned with many apologies’. My father couldn’t resist and asked him sarcastically: ‘Now tell the truth, how much did you pay for it?’ Having seen Provenzano grow all the way to becoming godfather of the Corleonesi, he could get away with comments like that.

The two of them spent hours talking together. They were almost always alone, with no other ears to listen in. As I later learned, this was the natural caution of the Corleonesi that consisted above all else in not allowing anyone – because there was no one you could trust – to know what was going through their minds. But there were also relaxed moments over a good plate of Sicilian food or strolling up and down the bowling alley at our house in Mondello in the open air, an ideal place to talk without being overheard.

The Young Provenzano

Massimo’s elder brother Giovanni is also a witness to the long friendship between their father and ‘Don Binnu’. His story is particularly interesting because it relates the memory of the first meeting between Don Vito and another important capomafia, Stefano Bontade. A little gem of Mafia anthropology, Giovanni attempts to describe the scene in close detail, dialogue included.

GIOVANNI CIANCIMINO: In the mid-1960s we were on vacation in the spa town of Salsomaggiore, near Parma. There were several families from Palermo staying in the same hotel and judging from their cars they were certainly well heeled. One morning we were having breakfast in a large dining room and a man came up who gave the impression he was waiting to have a word with my father. He was about thirty, thin, tall and elegant.

When he saw my father was about to leave the table he introduced himself.

‘Forgive me for disturbing you, I’m sure you don’t know me, but on the other hand I do know you: Vito Ciancimino, the politician.’

With a facial expression that betrayed all his displeasure and irritation, my father cut him short with one of the usual arrogant replies of which he was a master.

‘That’s two things you’ve said that are absolutely correct: I’m Vito Ciancimino and I don’t know you.’

The man, on the other hand, continued to speak politely, as if he hadn’t caught my father’s tone, saying that they had a friend in common, Don Pino Abbate. He went on:

‘My name’s Stefano Bontade, I’m in construction and also know your fellow townsmen. I’m not as friendly with them as I am with Abbate, but we have a good relationship.’

The reply was guarded.

‘And who do you mean by my fellow townsmen?’

‘Salvatore Riina and Bernardo Provenzano.’

My father was still on the defensive.

‘Both of them were still young boys,’ he said, ‘being much my junior, when I left Corleone at the age of eighteen to study civil engineering in Palermo. Riina I’ve never met, but I have met Provenzano and can tell you how. One rainy winter afternoon I was at home studying. I looked out through the window and saw a boy who was finding it difficult to walk, perhaps because of a fall. He was soaking wet. I went out with an umbrella to help and offer him some shelter in the house. He told me he’d fallen while chasing after a dog. His speech was laboured, as if he’d never been to school, although he had the sharp look of someone who knows what he’s about and was used to looking after himself whatever the circumstances. I asked him who he was and he said, “Provenzano, Bernardo. But they call me Binnu.” I gave him a cup of hot milk and some bread, which he had with cherry jam. I took him home on my bicycle. The following day he appeared with a tub of ricotta. It was his way of thanking me. So there you are, my one and only encounter with Provenzano.’

After listening in silence, Stefano Bontade betrayed a little scepticism in his voice.

‘And you’ve never met him in Palermo?’

‘I’ve already told you, no. He’s never looked me up and I’ve never looked him up.’

‘I’m surprised by what you say, but there’s no reason to disbelieve you because you have a reputation for not telling lies. Nevertheless, allow me to give you a piece of advice: you can deal with Provenzano, but it’s better to leave Riina alone. He’s wilful, violent and it’s difficult to change his mind. He and I have had more than one disagreement, but Provenzano’s always brought us together.’

The meeting between my father and Bontade ended with the latter asking for an appointment with him in Palermo ‘over a matter that concerns me greatly’. He explained that he’d prefer to meet my father at home in Baida ‘because I don’t like dealing with politicians’ secretaries’. Bontade’s suave approach was a success, because my father liked him, even if he was upset that, without his knowledge, on leaving the spa the man had also paid the Ciancimino family’s bill. My father made a great scene, especially with the manager of the place, insisting he take a cheque for the bill and reimburse Bontade. ‘And you’ll never see me here again!’ was his stormy goodbye.

Liggio the Bully

GIOVANNI: That summer Bontade often came to the house on Via Falconara Baglia in Baida. On the first occasion he apologized for the gaffe about the hotel bill in Salsomaggiore. Always extremely elegant, he arrived in a high-performance Alfa driven by a chauffeur. He and my father went to a small balcony where no one could disturb them and my father even locked the door to the room. I wondered why there was so much discretion in order to talk to a property developer. Others came to visit us, even the better-known such as Ciccio Vassallo, but they were happy to sit among company. I didn’t know then that apart from being in construction, Bontade was also a Mafia boss.

One day he appeared without an appointment, accompanied by Don Pino Abbate and another tall, thin man with fair hair who dressed in a very refined manner by the name of Mimmo Teresi. I later understood he was Stefano Bontade’s brother-in-law. My father wasn’t at home and the three men had to wait some time. About two hours later he arrived with three city councillors from his political party but seeing the waiting group he immediately dismissed them. The meeting started with the ritual presentation of Teresi, whom my father had never met, the rest took place on the usual balcony.

There was an emergency: Bontade and his brother-in-law had a verbal agreement on the purchase of a plot of land where ‘thirty villas could be built’, and a deposit paid pending the deal’s conclusion. Then all of a sudden the owner had changed his mind. He came to them in an arrogant manner, giving back the deposit plus 20 per cent interest saying, ‘I want to build there myself.’ Neither Bontade nor Teresi believed this was the real reason for the change of heart. ‘Just imagine,’ Teresi put in, ‘that cocky little sod coming on to us like God Almighty. The fact is, we’ve found out, the land’s wanted by Luciano Liggio and his fellow townsmen Riina and Provenzano.’

My father asked them what he had to do with the matter. According to them he should speak to Liggio to persuade him to give up the land. But he categorically refused, given his past poor relations with the head of the Corleonesi.

To be more convincing, given he was speaking with ‘respected men’ who’d never betray a secret, he told them the story of his cousin Pietro Maiuri, killed in Corleone during the feud between Liggio and Michele Navarra. ‘They killed him,’ my father told them, ‘despite Liggio’s assurance at a secret meeting in the centre of Palermo that, as far as he was concerned, my cousin could live until he was a hundred. I assured him Pietro would move to Palermo and Liggio agreed: everything was fine; Corleone was no longer a place for him. He saluted me with a kiss on the cheeks. That’s why I’ll never again speak to Luciano Liggio, whatever the reason.’

A Father with Power

MASSIMO: And yet Baida in my memory was an oasis of happiness. In the house of my dearly loved grandparents, Attilio and Adele, who brought me and my brothers up, filling the space of absent parents, I passed the best days of my life. It was where we spent the summer holidays. As soon as school finished we moved there and stayed until the beginning of October. We lived in complete freedom, almost in a state of nature, playing simple games on the street. All we needed was a piece of wood and a car tyre to set rolling and chase after. We ate out on the beautiful large terrace overlooking the Palermo coast and had a cistern, an irrigation tank that often became a swimming pool.

The sea was a long way off







OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






OEBPS/Images/9781780871417.jpg








OEBPS/Images/pub.jpg
Quercus





